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  Chapter 1


  We Need To Talk


  In the world of Eden chaos ran rampant. Monsters raped and killed humans in an effort to continue their races, humans fought and slayed the lustful creatures to preserve themselves, and even between their own races and the many others that resided in Eden there was always conflict to be found. It was only a matter of time before everyone perished from the eternal struggle, as the great imbalance threatened to throw everyone into oblivion in the end. To prevent this, there would come a time when alliances would need to be forged, when those that once fought and detested each other would need to join together for a common goal.


  To survive, and prevail against those that threatened to end them all.


  *****


  Having lived most of his life in the secluded village of Edgewood, nestled deep in the corner of Koskaysil and far away from the reach of monsters in the wild, Daniel could seldom remember any cases of having received affection or even general interest from the opposite sex. That wasn’t to say the men of his village were friendly with him either, as he was considered a bit of an outcast and advocate of dangerously radical ideas, and pretty much everyone kept their distance from him because of that. Only Triska had ever shown any understanding towards him, much to the ire of her mother and the councilwomen of Edgewood, and not once could he recall a time when any other girl ever treated him with respect or even a hint of flirtatious veneration. All the time he spent in that village, following his ideas and universally criticized beliefs that he never lost faith in, with only one friend to call his own while the prospect of having a girlfriend or even a loving wife in his life having been pushed out of his mind long ago due to the overwhelming odds that it would never come to be. The mere prospect of a woman wanting to be with him, choosing him over stronger, smarter, and richer men, it seemed more like a fairytale than the idea of monsters and humans living together in harmony to Daniel.


  “Have some of this venison! I prepared it myself!” an elven woman eagerly proclaimed, struggling to hold out a wooden plate of the freshly seared meat towards Daniel.


  “No, try some of my braised rabbit wraps,” another argued, also vying for Daniel’s attention with a bowl of steamed delicacies.


  “You have to try my mushroom stew!” another growled as she was held back by her face. “I know it smells like shit but it’s really good!”


  “You’ll love my steamed mutton balls. Please allow me the honor of feeding them to you!” a fourth elf desperately begged as she too was held at bay just as all the other women were by an impenetrable wall of Daniel’s loving mates.


  “For the last time, get back already!” Alyssa cried out, pushing away an elf by her face while pressed against Daniel’s side.


  “You’re crowding him! Please stop!” Specca begged, struggling to hold another elf away while her tail was securely wrapped around Daniel’s arm.


  “Don’t smoosh Daniel! Please don’t smoosh him!” Pip whined, holding onto Daniel’s head with quickly fluttering wings.


  “Could you all please back up a bit? Please?” Luna nervously asked while trying to hold off elves from behind Daniel alongside her sister.


  “If anyone is going to feed our man it’s going to be us! Knock it off!” Falla yelled, herself and her sister bumping back against Daniel from the wall of elves rushing them.


  “Should we do something?” Rolian asked curiously from nearby. She and Felucia watched as Daniel was seated on a long log before a burning fire, the man almost entirely blanketed by his mates while the elves of Green Haven were gathering ever closer with growing excitement.


  “We can hope they crush him to death,” Felucia flatly muttered, crossing her arms with a dull scowl on her face.


  “Please, everyone, calm down,” Doku urged while holding onto Daniel along with Cindy. “Please give my husband some room to breathe.”


  “Stop it, you’re getting too close to him!” Cindy whined, having her arms wrapped around Daniel’s neck and his head smothered against her sandy bosom. In his lap Snapper was chomping her teeth with eager growls as she looked around at the delicious smelling food that was having trouble being brought closer to her. Daniel merely held the youngling in his arms while gently brushing her hair, showing remarkable patience with what was happening to him while at the same time comparing his life now to how it was back in Edgewood. And yes, there were some glaring discrepancies between the two.


  The elves grew in number around them, threatening to swallow up Daniel and his mates whole as many of them were brandishing dishes of food, displaying rising enthusiasm for nearing their hero, and a few were even starting to undress as they had other intentions besides feeding the lone man in the herd of women.


  Without warning a large torrent of fire ripped through the air before Daniel, billowing into a fireball that swirled upward near the campfire and quickly scattered the elves nearby as everyone gasped in surprise. Cindy and Felucia slowly slumped back with unease from the fire, the same that Snapper did as she pushed herself back into Daniel’s lap as far as she could go with a small gurgle, all while Daniel was now able to see through the cluster of girls crowding him as they parted.


  “That’s enough,” Sheal raspingly scolded, the salamander woman standing before the campfire with cinders floating around her. Her glowing eyes slowly moved across the elves while theirs were focused on the wisps of smoke and fire coming out of the woman’s mouth.


  “My master would appreciate you not being so… clingy with him,” Sheal spoke in a slightly threatening manner. “As would I. Please allow him some space so he may properly speak with you.”


  The elves slowly withdrew, allowing Daniel’s girls to relax while climbing off their mate as he was no longer in danger of being swarmed by the overzealous crowd. Sheal casually flicked some cinders off her skirt while keeping a sharp eye on the surrounding women and children before bowing to Daniel with a timid smile.


  “Thank you, Sheal,” Daniel finally said.


  “I’m at your service, master.”


  “Why are you calling me your master?” Daniel wondered. “In fact, why are dressed like that?”


  “I’ve been assigned to be your new maid,” Sheal proudly answered.


  “Assigned to be my new… what?” Daniel asked in confusion. “What are you talking about? Why are you, Felucia, and Rolian dressed like maids?”


  “It’s Alyssa’s fault,” Specca flatly interjected.


  “Hey, I didn’t mean for them to become Daniel’s maids!” Alyssa argued. “I wanted them to serve the elves as penance for their mistakes, not serve my man!”


  “They’re going to be good girls for you now, Daniel,” Cindy happily told Daniel, much to his further bafflement. “They were mean before and did lots of bad things, but now they can learn to be good girls just like you taught us to be. You can teach them to be nice and be loved just like you did with me.”


  Daniel slowly looked over to Rolian who was waving at him with a bashful smile and happy giggle, then over to Felucia who was glaring at him with a flinching scowl, and then to Sheal who slowly approached to kneel before him.


  “This is my punishment for my sins,” Sheal humbly spoke. “I was part of something truly horrible, I did terrible things all in the name of something that was hollow and wretched. But you saved me just as you did these elves. Your mate rescued me. Your family has been nothing but merciful towards me. And you have the ambition to bring true change to this world, change my fellow sisters would love to see come true. Change that I will gladly aid you in achieving. My own family served the worst of all evils with The Sisterhood, a mistake that cost them and me dearly. I shall redeem myself by serving my savior and the one who I believe can truly bring a peaceful future to Eden for all of us. A future where my kind… aren’t seen as monsters, but as equals. A future that is in your hands.”


  Daniel stared at her in silence as the salamander bowed her head in respect to him, with his mates watching her curiously while the elves around them were looking at Daniel in awe still. After a pause Sheal peeked up at Daniel, seeing him showing a quizzical look for a moment before he shook his head a little.


  “But why are you going to be my maid? Where did you even get that outfit anyway?”


  “Alyssa made them for us,” Sheal answered. “She asked the elves if we could serve them in atonement for what we did, but they all agreed that we should serve you instead. Personally, I’m absolutely delighted for the opportunity to do so. If there is any hope for me to move ahead with my life, it’s with you.”


  “But…” Daniel started to say, stopping himself afterwards as he saw the salamander showing a nervous frown to his rebuttal.


  “Please,” Sheal begged. “Let me do this. I want to do this. I need to do this. I have to make things right, I have to pay the price for my misguided ways. If this arrangement does not suit you, then I beseech you, unsheathe your sword from its scabbard and sheath it into me. I don’t wish to live my life like my fallen sisters who remain with The Sisterhood. I want to live for a true purpose, one that benefits my people, not damns them to hell. Please, help me walk a better path. My life and future are at your mercy.”


  Daniel sighed while holding a hand to his face, taking a moment to understand her adamant decision on the matter before turning to Alyssa.


  “This isn’t what I had in mind when I told you to handle the situation with her,” he dryly reminded the witch.


  “Believe me, this isn’t what I had in mind either,” Alyssa muttered. Noticing Sheal’s worried grimace the witch reluctantly deliberated the arrangement and then turned back to Daniel with a small smile. “But… I don’t think it’s the end of the world. They just want to help out and make amends for their past mistakes.”


  “I don’t want to do that at all!” Felucia shouted out. “For the record I think this whole idea is total horseshit!”


  “You’re going to be Daniel’s maid and you’re going to like it!” Cindy yelled back. “You’ve been a very bad girl mother, you need him to teach you a lesson!”


  The elves around them started giggling and pointing at Felucia who was now noticeably fuming with rage and embarrassment.


  “Watch your words, Cindy,” Felucia snapped back. “I swear, you have no idea how hard it is for me to agree to this nonsense all for your sake. I mean seriously, who in their right mind would ever want to be that bastard’s maid? They would have to be a total idiot.”


  “I want to be his maid!” Rolian cheered, holding her arm up and hopping on her legs. She quickly skittered over to Daniel and smiled sweetly at him with eager giggling. “I want to stay here when Kroanette comes back, I really like living here with you and your family. And I want to be a good girl too, I don’t want to be like those mean jerks from The Sisterhood. I really don’t. I want to stay with you as your new maid. I do.”


  “This proves my point,” Felucia flatly mentioned.


  “But, Rolian,” Daniel started to say before the arachne yelped and quickly skittered side to side.


  “I can help out too, I really can!” she insisted. “Kroanette will be so happy to see me again, and even more happy to see that I’m helping her family as their new maid! Just give me a chance, I promise I’ll do a good job! You’ve been so nice and caring towards me ever since I came here, it’s the least I can do!”


  Daniel started to open his mouth to speak before Rolian quickly rushed forward and snatched Snapper up into her arms.


  “Look, I can help watch the baby, see? I’m really good with kids. I mean I never had any of my own, or watched over anyone else’s before, and I’ve actually never really seen a baby before, but I know I can do a good job with feeding her, playing with her, and… um… what’s she doing?”


  Snapper was of course now cawing loudly and waving her arms around in a panic as she thrashed and struggled to get away from the large spider that was holding her.


  “What’s wrong, little baby?” Rolian asked as she got her many red eyes really close to Snapper’s face, something that only seemed to frighten the child further as she started shaking her head wildly and buzzing her wings frantically.


  “I don’t believe she likes that, Rolian!” Doku nervously called out.


  “Stop it, you’re scaring her!” Falla cried out.


  “Don’t scare the baby!” Cindy whined as she quickly rushed over and took Snapper back. The young swarm quickly buried her face in the wraith’s bosom and started burrowing into her sandy chest with loud whines and feverish clawing.


  “Is she okay?” Luna asked rushing over.


  “Snapper,” Cindy cooed as she gently cradled the child and rubbed her back. “It’s okay. It’s okay, you’re safe. I have you now. Snapper? Oh, Snapper.”


  “You can’t just pick her up like that,” Specca scolded the arachne. “She may be a swarm but she can still be frightened by such quick motions like that. And forgive me for being so blunt, but you have to understand that any baby would be understandably terrified of an arachne snatching them up without warning like you did and holding them right up to their face.”


  “I’m sorry,” Rolian whimpered. “I was just trying to be helpful. I didn’t mean to scare her. I’m really sorry.”


  “You didn’t scare her,” Luna tried to reason with as she gently brushed Snapper’s hair. “You just… um… really surprised her… in a way she didn’t like.”


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Rolian sniveled, slinking back and lowering down with a remorseful frown. “I just… wanted to help. I really did.”


  “Perhaps we should discuss the idea of having them be our maids more carefully,” Specca spoke up. “There is the possibility of this being a rather bad idea.”


  “Yeah, listen to her!” Felucia demanded, pointing to Specca with a stern look aimed at Daniel. “This isn’t right! I mean, none of this shit is right! We’re not even supposed to be here like this, this isn’t normal at all! Listen, I get that you’re out here to try to bring peace between our races and all that crap, and that’s crazy enough as it is, but the idea that an arachne can be a handmaid for a human, or a salamander woman whose sisters were the gemini’s personal guards, or even a sand wraith… that’s just fucking insane!”


  “Bring peace between our races?” an elven ranger repeated, with the crowd of women and children then whispering and talking amongst each other while watching Daniel and his family with growing curiosity.


  “I’m not a bad monster!” Rolian whined, dropping onto her abdomen and sobbing. “I just wanted to be nice to the cute little baby. That’s all. I’m sorry. I never wanted to scare her. Honest.”


  “I’m not like my fallen kin who sided with The Sisterhood,” Sheal insisted. “I promise, I do wish for there to be peace for my people. I want them to be respected, not feared. That’s all we ever are, feared. Loathed. Hated. I want that to stop. I want my people not to be treated like abominations or devils from the pits of hell, I want them to be treated… like… like…”


  “Equals,” Daniel finished. He slowly stood up from his seat, with everyone quickly taking notice and quieting down as he motioned for Sheal to stand. The salamander carefully rose to her feet, her worried eyes remaining fixated on Daniel who calmly walked over to Cindy and Luna. He gently brushed Snapper’s hair as she continued digging into Cindy’s chest in her fear, the young swarm feeling his hand touching her wings then halting and turning to him with rapid breathing and quiet clicks of her teeth. To everyone’s marvel he carefully took Snapper from Cindy and held her close, the swarm quickly holding onto his shoulders and pressing herself close to him as he cradled her.


  “There there,” he softly spoke, with Snapper squirming in his arms and clacking her teeth before she looked at him with a wide smile and breathing that slowly began to calm. He gave her a gentle kiss on the nose, something the elves watched in amazement from seeing as the child then licked his chin and cheek before cawing at him.


  “Have you ever known a swarm to behave like that?” an elven woman whispered.


  “Have you ever known a man like that?” another countered.


  Daniel smiled at his daughter, moved his head back just in time to avoid a hard chomp of her teeth that aimed for his nose, then chuckled and cradled the child in one arm while using the other to gently bat her hands with his. As the child giggled and purred while clawing at his glove, Daniel walked over to Rolian, the arachne whimpering and slouching back as he drew near. Snapper saw the spider getting closer and stopped moving, her eyes darting from the arachne back up to Daniel who showed her a warm smile as she became noticeably uneasy again.


  “First thing to know about taking care of a baby swarm,” Daniel told Rolian. “You need to treat them like you would any other baby. With a gentle, soothing, caring nature. And also be wary of her teeth.”


  He started to hold the child out towards Rolian then stopped, with the arachne hesitantly reaching out for Snapper who started shaking and trying to climb back onto Daniel’s chest. With a sniffle Rolian began to retreat again, but not before Daniel spoke up.


  “I would never trust my daughter with a monster, Rolian,” he said, with the arachne and everyone around them listening closely. “A monster is someone that is cruel, malicious, devious, and callous towards others around them. A monster isn’t someone that looks scary, but instead uses fear and hate to torment people for fun. A monster isn’t something you’re born as, it’s something you become by walking down that terrible path in life.”


  He then moved closer to Rolian and gently handed Snapper off into her arms, with both of them watching him curiously as he smiled at the arachne then the young swarm.


  “But I would trust my daughter with a compassionate woman such as yourself, Rolian,” he said, turning his benevolent smile up towards the surprised arachne. “Because you’re not a monster. You’re a wonderful woman who only wants to smile and be happy with those around her. Who wants to help others. Who has a generous soul within her. That is someone I trust my daughter with.”


  “But… I…” Rolian breathed out. “I am a…”


  “You’re not a monster, Rolian,” Daniel again told her. “A monster wouldn’t cradle a child like a caring mother would. Like you are right now.”


  Rolian fell silent then looked down to Snapper as the swarm was watching her with twitching antennae, the youngling slowly wiggling in her arms before she snapped her teeth twice at the spider. The arachne started gently rocking the child in her arms, moving slowly while Daniel’s mates and Sheal came closer, all of them seeing the spider showing a small smile at the swarm while Snapper was clacking her teeth and eyeing over the one cradling her.


  “You saved my mate when she was in danger,” Daniel praised. “You told us about what happened to the elves of Green Haven so we could come rescue them. They wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for you. You’re a hero, Rolian. And what’s more is that you’re proof of my beliefs, proof that even arachne who are thought to be wicked monsters in this world can be as nurturing and loving as any other.”


  “I just…” Rolian uttered, slowly looking around at seeing the elves nearby staring at her before she turned to see Snapper snapping her teeth and slowly waving her hands up at the spider. After a small pause she showed a saddened smile with tears forming in a few of her eyes, something Snapper watched with a curious gurgle and twitching antennae.


  “I just… want to do what’s right. I don’t want to be bad. I don’t want everyone to think I am. I’m not like that. I don’t want to hurt others or make them sad. I just want everyone to be happy.”


  Snapper cawed and chomped her teeth before slowly crawling up Rolian’s chest, with the arachne watching nervously as the swarm got close to her face with a small buzz of her wings. Everyone tensed up in trepidation as Snapper held onto the arachne with her sharpened choppers on full display, the moment of silence then being broken as Snapper quickly licked Rolian’s cheek and then her nose. With an amused grin Daniel watched Snapper licking Rolian’s face and the arachne giggling and trying to hold her back.


  “Stop it!” Rolian laughed. “Stop, that tickles! Hey, stop!”


  “Snapper,” Specca said in awe. “She… she’s licking her now?”


  “She likes her,” Luna realized with a growing smile. “Snapper likes her.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Alyssa marveled. “She was so scared of her before. What happened?”


  “I believe Snapper sees the wonderful person Rolian really is,” Doku reasoned with a caring smile. “It just took a moment to see it past her… intimidating appearance.”


  “Snapper likes you,” Cindy squealed with joy.


  “Do you really think so?” Rolian asked hopefully, shaking off the saliva from her face before nuzzling her cheek against the lively swarm. Snapper licked her forehead and her cheek before she bit the arachne’s hand, getting a sharp yelp from Rolian who yanked it away from the youngling who kept snapping her teeth.


  “I told you, be wary of her teeth,” Daniel chuckled.


  “Baby teeth are really sharp,” Rolian whined, holding her mouth to her sore hand. She glanced with her many eyes to see Snapper cawing and waving her hands excitedly at her, a smile again coming across the arachne’s face before she cuddled the child near her chest and gently rocked her.


  “You sure do like to bite, don’t you?”


  “Snapper bites a lot,” Cindy explained, with Rolian looking to her curiously. “That’s how she shows her love sometimes. She likes to snap her mouth a lot. But she doesn’t want to eat you. She likes you. You’re not scaring her anymore, Rolian. You’re making her happy. I can see it.”


  “I am?” Rolian hoped, watching as Snapper waved her hands around at her while snapping her teeth. “Do you really like me? You don’t think I’m a scary spider?”


  “Is this where you wish to stay, Rolian?” Daniel asked, getting a curious smile from the arachne who thankfully held Snapper back just in time before the swarm could dig her sharpened teeth into her breast. “Is this really where you want to be right now? You’re free from The Sisterhood, you can go anywhere you want. So is this what you want to do with your new life?”


  “Yes, it is,” Rolian promised with a nod. “I want to help you however I can, especially after you’ve been so nice to me. I want to be with Kroanette and her family, I like all of you so much. You’re the only friends I’ve ever had besides Juggy. I want… I want to belong somewhere that I can be happy like this. That’s all Juggy and I have ever truly wanted. So this is where I want to stay. Juggy agrees with me too, we want to stay here, we really do.”


  “I see. And, you as well?” Daniel asked, looking back to Sheal. “Is this truly what you want to do?”


  “More than anything,” Sheal insisted hopefully. “I owe my life to you and your family. I share your desire to see a better world, and will gladly do anything to help make that a reality. Please help me walk down the right path so I can see it come true someday, so that my sisters back home can have a better life and not be forced to become hated monsters in Eden.”


  Daniel nodded then glanced to Felucia, the sand wraith shaking her head slowly with a bitter leer at him.


  “I don’t want to be here at all,” she snapped. “But my poor Cindy would cry her eyes out if I left now thanks to you corrupting her. I’ll stay if it will please her, at least long enough to give you a chance to prove you’re not a walking sack of pig crap in my eyes. But if this insanity blows up in your face like I know it will, I’m leaving, and I’m taking my daughter with me, you fucking asshole.”


  “Mother. Those are mean words,” Cindy scolded.


  “Trust me, I used the nicest ones I could right now.”


  “I believe that,” Daniel admitted. Looking around at the three maids he contemplated their wishes before turning to his mates, with the girls exchanging curious looks with one another as they considered the proposition.


  “What do you think, girls?” Doku asked.


  “I suppose… if they really want to…” Specca reluctantly said before sighing. “And if Daniel says its okay, I guess there’s no harm in letting them stay with us.”


  “I’m not going to lie, having Sheal around has helped with Squeak’s passing,” Falla admitted.


  “Not to mention she could heat up our bathwater for us sometime,” Alyssa pondered, before Falla whacked her head.


  “Rolian and Snapper are getting along now,” Luna mentioned, with the girls seeing Rolian hopping around with loud cries as she tried pulling Snapper off her arm which was firmly lodged between the swarm’s teeth. “Um… I think they are anyway.”


  “Snapper really likes her,” Cindy giggled. “I’m okay if she stays with us.”


  “But she spreads her webbing everywhere,” Alyssa whined as she rubbed her head. “Our home is going to be covered in that crap if she lives with us.”


  “We’ll work on that with her,” Falla sighed. “Now, what about Felucia?”


  “No,” Specca quickly said.


  “Pass,” Alyssa seconded.


  “Agreed,” Falla chimed in, raising her hand.


  “Oh… well,” Doku quietly said before hiding behind her wing. “She is rather… aggressive.”


  “But my mom has to stay with Daniel,” Cindy worried. “She has to learn to be a good girl like I did.”


  “I don’t know,” Luna frowned. “I’m okay with the salamander woman who breathes fire and the arachne who resembles all the other arachne that caught our sisters in their webs and ate them, but Felucia… she’s a little hard to deal with.”


  “But she’s my mom, I love her,” Cindy whined. “Please, she just has to stay and learn to be good. She needs to. She can be nice, I promise. Really. Pip, you think she can be good, don’t you? Pip? Pip?”


  The girls quickly looked around for their littlest co-mate before everyone heard Felucia screaming, the upset sand wraith shaking her chest with a furious cry and deep blush on her face.


  “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she cried out at the tiny fairy who popped her head up between her breasts. “For crying out loud, when did you even get in there anyway?”


  “Pip?” Specca exclaimed.


  “What is she doing in there?” Falla cried out.


  Pip stared deeply into Felucia’s eyes, her stern glare locked with the sand wraith’s while the elves around them were watching with bewilderment. After an uncomfortably silent pause Pip started cheering and waving her arms around, with Felucia looking to Daniel and his girls in confusion then back to the happy little fairy.


  “Pip, what are you doing in her boobs?” Alyssa demanded.


  “These boobies are good boobies!” Pip declared before hugging Felucia’s chest. “I know they are, I can feel it with how they squeeze me and hold me and caress me just right! These boobies are worthy boobies of being my friendly boobies!”


  “What the fucking hell are you talking about?” Felucia roared. “Get out of my chest right now, you little insect!”


  “You can’t fool me,” Pip teased her before sticking out her tongue, much to Felucia’s further ire and puzzlement. “I know these boobies are good, so that means you have the power to be good too. You’re not a mean person after all, you’re just pretending to be mean. I see right through your trickery, the boobies never lie!”


  “Correction,” Specca quickly argued, holding up her hand. “Correction, Pip!”


  “She’s a total bitch,” Alyssa retorted. “She’s been nothing but a horrible houseguest and wretched tagalong ever since she came here. She’s the absolute worst person in all of-… Pip?”


  “What is she doing now?” Falla asked tilting her head.


  Felucia stared in shock at seeing Pip holding onto her chest while sandwiched in her bosom, the tiny fairy snuggling closer and resting her head against the woman before she giggled softly and remained still. After a moment Felucia struggled to speak before turning to Daniel in disbelief.


  “She’s sleeping between my tits.”


  “That she is,” Daniel had to agree with.


  “Huh,” Luna curiously said. “Pip would never do that with someone she didn’t like.”


  “She’s sleeping between my fucking tits!” Felucia yelled at them.


  “She likes you, mother,” Cindy happily told her. “She likes being around you.”


  “Now she’s drooling on my tits!” Felucia cried out, shaking her chest and trying to throw the tiny fairy away. Despite her efforts Pip remained securely in place between her breasts, seeming to be peacefully dreaming while giggling quietly to herself now and again.


  “She must truly be at peace with her,” Specca remarked. “I must say… I didn’t see that coming.”


  “You fucking bug!” Felucia yelled before reaching up to grab Pip with both hands.


  “Mother!” Cindy yelled, halting Felucia with a squeak. “Don’t be mean to Pip. She’s my friend.”


  “She’s sleeping in my chest and- oh my fucking god, she’s licking me now!” Felucia cried out, watching in anger and shock as Pip was now licking her breast with quiet murmurs.


  “Yes, she does that sometimes in her sleep,” Doku mentioned with a shrug.


  “Goddamn you, you little piece of-” Felucia shouted as she reached for Pip, only for Cindy to again scold her.


  “Mother, don’t hurt her!” the girl yelled, stopping Felucia in her tracks as she turned to her daughter with a frustrated whine.


  “You can’t be serious, Cindy. For crying out loud, first you expect me to be that bastard’s slave, and now you’re defending this annoying pipsqueak as she sleeps between my boobs while drooling on them!”


  “You have to be nice to Daniel and the girls,” Cindy ordered. “You need to be a good girl from now on.”


  “But Cindy, she’s-”


  “No buts.”


  “But Cindy-”


  “No buts!” Cindy yelled, with Felucia struggling to hold in her furious scream and restrain her urges to crush Pip between her hands. Slowly she lowered her arms and head with a defeated whine before shaking with angry snarls as she watched Pip snuggle closer to her left breast and kiss it in her sleep.


  “This is so wrong,” she groaned to herself.


  “I love you, my boobies,” Pip purred as she caressed the woman’s chest.


  “This is so wrong!” Felucia whined loudly with a few hops, which only made Pip giggle more in her sleep as the bouncing boobies smothered her more.


  “Be nice to Pip and be nice to everyone else,” Cindy sternly said with a nod. “You’re my mother and I love you, so I want you to be a good girl and be loved just like I am. So no more being mean to them.”


  “But Cindy-”


  “No buts!” Cindy argued, with Felucia slumping down with an exasperated growl. Cindy sharply watched her mother for a moment before she turned to the girls with a hopeful smile.


  “She can be good, I promise. So can she please stay with us? Please? I promise she’ll behave.”


  “Well…” Specca hesitantly said, herself and the others exchanging worried looks.


  “I guess… if you really think she can behave herself…” Doku slowly said.


  “And Pip does like her… I think…” Alyssa reluctantly added.


  “Daniel?” Falla asked, with everyone turning to him. “What do you think?”


  “I already told her before she needs to behave if she’s going to stay with us,” Daniel said, watching Felucia closely as the wraith was muttering to herself with a dull glare aimed at Pip. “Felucia? Are you still going to work on your attitude and conduct yourself in a proper manner with us from now on?”


  “If I wasn’t do you think this fairy would still be alive right now?” Felucia retorted through bared teeth at him. “Yes, I’ll do my best to make Cindy happy, so don’t fucking push me anymore at the moment because this tiny girl is seriously testing my nerves!”


  “Alright then,” Daniel decided, eyeing over the three maids around him. “If those are your answers then so be it. Won’t the others be surprised to find that we now have three maids living with us when they return?”


  Sheal hopped with joy from hearing that while Rolian quickly skittered over to Cindy and handed her Snapper, the arachne smiling weakly at the girl before she started rubbing the bite marks she had on her arms with an irritated grumble. Felucia shuddered while doing her best to remain still as Pip continued to sleep and kiss her breasts with loving care during her dream. Daniel chuckled at seeing the sand wraith reluctantly allowing Pip to nestle herself in her cleavage, his attention then turning to a few elven rangers who carefully approached them.


  “Excuse us,” one timidly said. “We don’t mean to interrupt… whatever it is you’re doing right now, but…”


  “What was that you said earlier?” another curiously asked. “Something about bringing peace between our races?”


  “What exactly did you mean by that?” a third wondered. “Please, tell us, what has brought you here?”


  “I suppose an explanation is an order,” Daniel conceded with a smirk. “Truth be told, we didn’t come here just to help you escape The Sisterhood. We’ve actually been meaning to visit your people for quite some time to speak with you about something very important. Something I’ve been meaning to talk with you about for a very long time now.”


  The elves exchanged inquisitive looks with one another as Daniel gazed at the surrounding community of elven women and children, all staring in awe at their renowned heroes as well as speaking in hushed tones about the strange declaration Daniel had made earlier.


  “Something that is not only in the greatest interest for all of your people and race, but also many others as well, including my own.”


  *****


  “YOU ARE SUCH A STUPID HUMAN!” Minos roared for the umpteenth time that night, the snarling minotaur walking with a heavy stride with her large glowing battle-axe resting over one shoulder and Saffron sitting on the other with her earmuffs on and hands held over them.


  “RELEASING THE DARK QUEEN OF TIME! ALL BECAUSE YOU HAVE NO BRAINS IN YOUR TINY HEAD! WHAT A WRETCHED IDIOT YOU ARE! YOU MAKE MINOS ILL WITH YOUR FOOLISHNESS!”


  “Oh my god, will you please shut up already?” Mika groaned, covering her ears just as the girls around her were doing. “I get it, I’m the worst human on the face of Eden, alright? I’m as bad as the Dark Queen herself. Just shut up, would you? This ringing in my ears is never going to go away at this rate!”


  “What have we told you about using your lowest possible speaking voice?” Hollia snapped with a strained groan. “We’re right beside you, dear, you don’t need to shout. Hell, you don’t need to talk at all for that matter.”


  “BUT THIS HUMAN LET THE DARK QUEEN GO FREE!” Minos argued, stomping her foot hard and knocking the girls into a stumble around her. “SHE SHOULD BE PUT TO DEATH! SHE SHOULD BE SMASHED INTO TINY PUDDLE OF GOO! SHE SHOULD BE THROWN INTO THE FIERIEST VOLCANO EDEN HAS TO OFFER!”


  “I’m going deaf right now, does that count for anything?” Mika tiredly droned.


  “We all are,” Forrus growled as she tried to shake off the ringing in her ears.


  “I will pay you for those things!” Tabitha called over to Saffron who kept her earmuffs securely pressed against her head. “I’m serious, I will gladly do it. Twice what they’re worth, I don’t care!”


  “Would you shut your damned mouth already?” Rulo shouted at Minos. “We know Mika fucked up, we spent days driving that fact into her skull, but you shattering all our eardrums with your constant screaming isn’t going to do a thing except piss us off!”


  “Why are we letting the loud lady follow us?” Scay complained as she rubbed her ears. “She’s so noisy. I can’t even hear what the voices in my head are trying to tell me.”


  “We’re not letting her follow us,” Hollia muttered before the girls looked back to Minos with growing ire. “It’s just that she won’t leave us alone! For crying out loud, why are you coming with us? We’ve told you to leave us be many times now, are you deaf from your own incessant yelling or something?”


  “I SHALL NOT LEAVE MY HUSBAND’S SIDE!” Minos boldly declared. “MINOS HAS NOT BECOME A MOTHER YET, MY TIME WITH HIM IS NOT FINISHED!”


  “For the last time, he’s not your husband!” Forrus yelled at the brute. “He’s not going to be making babies with you, so just get lost and find yourself another man! In case you couldn’t tell by now, this one’s taken!”


  Ahead of them Daemon was leading the way with a calm stride, the shirtless cambion having his usual stoic expression while at his side was a naked reptile girl who never once let go of his arm ever since they began their trek across The Outerlands. Sasha remained silent and lost in thought about her recent copulation with her master, something that kept a blush adorning her cheeks as she gracefully walked alongside the man while resting her head on his shoulder. Her long hair flowed behind her back freely while her tail slowly waved after her, the woman’s thoughts going uninterrupted even with the girls behind her shouting and arguing the entire way.


  After a while of hearing Minos continuing to roar loudly and the girls behind him growing further enraged and closer to breaking out into a fight, Daemon finally came to a halt with an annoyed sigh, something that quickly halted the girls behind him as he remained motionless with Sasha gently nuzzling against him still. Glancing back over his shoulder with his cold blue eyes he saw his followers jump a bit at being his focus before they turned to Minos with frustrated glares. The minotaur trembled with a nervous whine as she saw Daemon staring at her, the large brute then hopping down low onto the ground and slamming her head into the dirt to hide herself, the impact knocking the girls aside from the force while Saffron was thrown into a tumble in front of the minotaur with a few loud squeaks.


  “This minotaur is seriously testing my nerves,” Hollia growled, clutching her spear.


  “She certainly has brought nothing but trouble our way,” Forrus agreed.


  “To be honest I much prefer it when you girls berate me over my mistakes,” Mika admitted. “At least then my head isn’t being split in two by a maddening migraine.”


  “Master, what should we do about her?” Rulo groaned, glancing to Daemon who turned to face the cowering minotaur. Sasha finally broke from her trance of replaying the erotic night she had with her man and took notice of Minos trembling on all fours with her head buried in rubble before them.


  “She’s still here?” she plainly asked, with Daemon stepping ahead of her towards the fearful brute. He helped Saffron onto her feet and continued ahead to stand before the minotaur, watching her with a dull stare as she murmured something under the dirt while trying very poorly to hide from him.


  “Why are you following us?” Daemon asked, getting no reply. He shook his head then grabbed the minotaur’s horn, yanking her head out of the dirt as she gave a surprised yelp. She stared at the man with wide eyes while her mouth quivered, a deep blush forming on her cheeks as he carefully observed the nervous monster.


  “I’ll ask once more, why are you following us?” he repeated, letting go of the minotaur and stepping back. “And, please, try to control your voice when you answer.”


  “I… I… I…” Minos quietly stuttered. “I wish… to stay with my… husband. To stay with… you.”


  “I am not your husband,” Daemon replied shaking his head. “I already told you this. You and I are not mates. In fact that shouldn’t even be your concern right now. Don’t you have a mission to fulfill with tracking down those Ancients you spoke of?”


  “Well, yes… but…”


  “No buts,” Daemon ordered. “We each have a mission that cannot be abandoned. Yours is to stop those monsters from terrorizing Eden. Mine is to secure the key fragments to the Dark Queen I’m charged with guarding over. Our paths may have crossed but they do not travel together. You need to go and complete your task, just as I must do with mine.”


  “I know this,” Minos sheepishly agreed. “However… perhaps we could… help each other… and merge our paths into one.”


  “Nothing doing,” Rulo snorted. “Look, we’ve already got enough to deal with as it is, we don’t need any more on our shit-list to take care of.”


  “My master needs to find those key fragments to ensure his charge never escapes her prison,” Sasha declared, stepping closer to Daemon’s side.


  “There is a pair of supposedly immortal harbingers of death running loose out there,” Hollia mentioned. “Monsters who have not only slain the families of myself, Forrus, Mika, and Saffron, but their army of bloodthirsty savages continues to grow around them the longer they remain alive.”


  “Not to mention I let loose one of those Dark Queens, remember?” Mika dryly pointed out. “We still need to fix that mess as well thanks to me.”


  “So the last thing we need to add to all that is hunting down and trying to kill immortal monsters from ancient times,” Tabitha snapped at the minotaur. “That’s your problem to deal with, not ours.”


  “Ancients are the problem of all in Eden,” Minos argued with her. “They have no cage like Dark Queens do. They run free in the world and do as they please. They must be stopped.”


  “Then go stop them,” Forrus said waving her away. “My lord has already been gracious enough to aid me and these women with their problems on top of his own quest that should be of the highest importance to him. He’s doing far more than a single guardian needs to do. He does not need to shoulder the burden of your plight as well.”


  “They speak the truth,” Daemon said, earning a worried look from Minos. “I understand the importance of your quest, and I do wish you luck in stopping those monsters from wreaking havoc in this world, however my ledger is already full with threats to Eden that need stopping. Monsters that resemble the gemini are running about, their army is laying waste to countless innocent lives in this land, and the Dark Queen of Time is out there somewhere, plotting her next move. All that, and I still need to finish collecting the key fragments to the Dark Queen of Magic’s City of Eden, so that they can be safely hidden away from the world and forgotten to the ages along with that dreaded monster. I have enough obligations to fulfill, Minos, I can take on no more.”


  Minos tried to speak, however the words remained caught in her throat in his presence. Daemon stepped forward and held a hand to her cheek, drawing her full attention and loss of breath as he nodded at her with a piercing gaze.


  “We will succeed with our mission, just as you will do. As you said before, you are a proud warrior, correct? We will trust that you and your sisters can stop those Ancients once and for all. That is your duty, and one that you must abide by. So go out there and bring honor to your people by completing your task, Minos. That is your only concern right now.”


  With that he turned around and began walking away, with Sasha nodding at Minos before quickly moving to Daemon’s side to hold onto him again.


  “We’ll take care of the Dark Queens and the rampaging armies and all that shit that’s plaguing this land,” Rulo proudly oinked. “You just deal with those freaks you call Ancients. That’s your job after all, right?”


  “If you find Cataclysm again, do send her our regards,” Hollia remarked with a bitter scowl.


  “We’ll keep an eye out for the Ancients,” Mika mentioned. “And if one of them crosses us we’ll take a shot at bringing them down. But we’re not out here to hunt them, we have enough tasks that we must focus on already. Those are our priorities.”


  “But hey,” Tabitha smirked with a shrug. “At least Cataclysm won’t be so much of a problem for you now that I have her weapon. You can handle her now that she’s unarmed, right?”


  “Good luck,” Scay said with a strained smile. “Make sure to stab them lots, okay? Hee hee!”


  Saffron nodded and squeaked at the minotaur, with Minos showing the girls a nervous frown as she tried and again failed to speak. The girls quickly headed off to catch up to Daemon, with Minos being left behind as she lowered her head with a saddened whimper.


  “Mother, did I do wrong?” she quietly bemoaned. “I followed the way of the warrior all my life. I believed it would reward me with a great man to mate with. But the man… the one it led me to… does not want me. He tells me to leave. Am I wrong to say he is the one?”


  Slowly she stood up, lifting her large axe up in her hands as she turned her glowing eyes towards where Daemon and his followers had left. Looking at the glowing steel of her weapon Minos thought to herself for a long while, her hair ruffling in the wind as she gradually showed a determined grin on her face.


  “No,” she boldly declared. “The way of the warrior is the right path to take. The path I took led me to him. He is the one. He is the one I shall mate with. Yes. Yes! YES! I WILL NOT FAIL, I SHALL CLAIM MY HUSBAND JUST AS MY ANCESTORS HAVE! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  Turning around in her steps she growled and presented a menacing smile, a few heavy swings of her axe being made before she held it up triumphantly into the air.


  “MY PATH IS CLEAR! I SHALL DESTROY THE ANCIENTS ALONGSIDE MY HUSBAND! THEN I SHALL HELP HIM COMPLETE HIS HONORABLE QUEST! AND THEN… I SHALL MAKE SWEET, SWEET LOVE TO HIM AND GET PREGNANT! YES! IT’S JUST AS YOU FORETOLD, MOTHER! THIS IS MY PATH! THE PATH OF THE WARRIOR! THE ONE TRUE PATH FOR BECOMING A MOTHER AND MAKING BABIES!”


  With a righteous roar Minos quickly took off after the man she would not let go of, her tremendous stride and thunderous steps conveying only a fraction of the strength her emotions were burning with for the man she believed was her destined one.


  *****


  Lifting her large broadsword up from the dirt Sasha seemed lost in thought once again, her empty gaze going over the polished steel that glinted in the moonlight while her hand gently traced across the weapon’s edge. After taking a slow breath and holding in her shiver of delight from the memory of making love to her master, she finally took notice of Rulo and Hollia standing beside her, the orc having a wide smile on her face while Hollia had an amused grin adoring hers.


  “Are you still with us, Sasha?” Hollia teased. “You’ve been rather distant with your thoughts ever since he claimed you as his.”


  “I’ve always been his,” Sasha remarked with an arrogant smirk. “My body and soul have been his ever since he found me.”


  “I can still smell him all over you,” Rulo sighed with delight. “You have to tell me, how was it? What all did he do to you? What was it like? How did it feel being ravaged by him? Tell me!”


  “I’m rather curious myself,” Hollia mentioned. “He seemed perfectly fine afterwards, but you… you were all but exhausted of your strength. What did my knight do with you? What came over him in the first place?”


  “He was… suffering, at first,” Sasha recalled, much to the girls’ surprise. “His inner demon… it tried to break free, tried to use him once again. But he stopped it. Just like he always does, he stopped it before it could harm me.”


  “Wait,” Hollia said. “You mean… when he took off with you into the air, that was the monster within him doing that?”


  “I’m not sure,” Sasha admitted with a shrug. “He wanted me, he said he did, but then the line between him and that monster inside him became blurred. He was in pain… struggling to suppress the demon, scared that he might… hurt me like he did with his family. He wanted me to leave him, to save myself, but I refused. I couldn’t. I embraced my master and told him the truth, that I loved him and would never leave his side. In the end, he regained control, and pushed the demon back to the depths of his subconscious. Leaving me all alone with my master…”


  “And that’s when he fucked you silly, right?” Rulo oinked with a drooling smile.


  “Maybe the demon inside him was to blame,” Sasha chuckled. “My master sure ravaged me like he wanted to kill me with his personal sword. It was… frightening at first… but then…”


  Sighing lovingly Sasha drifted into her thoughts again, with Rulo and Hollia exchanging eager looks before shaking the reptile girl to get her attention.


  “Tell me everything,” Rulo ordered. “Every position you did, everything he said to you, every moment he made you feel like his personal fuck doll; I want every detail, right now. Whatever it is that he prefers during sex I need to know for when it’s my turn with him.”


  “Your turn?” Sasha exclaimed with a jump. “What do you mean your turn? You’re not mating with my master!”


  “Of course I am, I’m his personal bitch,” Rulo argued proudly. “I’ve been his follower just as long as you have, I have every right to be fucked senseless by him like you were. He’s probably expecting me to give myself to him now that he’s done the deed with you, I mean why wouldn’t he? I’ve got bigger boobs than you and my ass is made to be stepped on. I’m a perfect catch.”


  “Provided you’ve bathed extensively beforehand,” Hollia dryly mentioned. “Perhaps then you’ll be worthy enough to be graced with his intimate touch. Until then, I’d much prefer you didn’t mount him while smelling like a rotting corpse.”


  “I don’t care if she washes herself completely from head to toe, she’s not mating with my master, ever!” Sasha yelled.


  “I have just as much right to have sex with him as you do, and you know it!” Rulo shouted back.


  “He is my master,” Sasha hissed with a fierce glare. “He is my everything. He is the one I’ve been waiting to have a family with my whole life. There is no way, no way at all, that I will ever allow anyone else to take him from me!”


  “I’m not taking him from you,” Rulo argued. “I’m just saying I deserve to be impregnated by my master just like you were. I don’t mind sharing him with you, Sasha. And I’m not trying to take anything from you. For crying out loud, you’re like a sister to me.”


  Sasha stared at her with a blank expression, her tail slowly waving behind her while Hollia showed an impressed smile at the orc.


  “Rulo, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you saying such kind things to Sasha before.”


  “Well it’s true,” Rulo stubbornly snapped. “We’ve always been together, ever since my master found us. We’ve always traveled together, fought together; we’ve done everything together. I love my master, and I always will, but dammit, you’re like family to me, Sasha. I wouldn’t try to take him away from you, you deserve to be his bitch along with me.”


  “How very… sweet,” Hollia plainly said.


  “What do you say?” Rulo hopefully asked Sasha. “We can be his together, just like we always have. I’ll be right by your side while he’s stretching out your insides with his cock, and I want you to be by my side while he’s crushing my pelvic bones with his merciless thrusting. You and me, together. C’mon, it wouldn’t be the same for me to be on my knees blowing him like a sex slave if you weren’t there to share that experience with me. What do you say, Sasha?”


  “I’m not sure if I should be getting teary-eyed from hearing this or not,” Hollia dryly mentioned.


  “Rulo,” Sasha calmly said. “I will admit you are like a sister to me too. We have journeyed together all these years and, despite your atrocious stench, I’ve become rather fond of you as well.”


  She then held up her sword towards the orc with a stern glare and threatening hiss.


  “But my master’s seed is for me only! I will not allow anyone else to take a single drop away from me, even you!”


  “But… we could get matching slave collars,” Rulo nervously insisted with a weak smile. “C’mon, wouldn’t that be perfect, both of us being his pets and licking his feet together, our leashes held firmly in his hand while he whips us with a crop in the other? Don’t you think that would be amazing?”


  “No.”


  “Alright, we’ll do this your way,” Rulo snorted as she lifted up her hammer. “I tried being nice, so now I’m going to try it the usual way. Quit being so fucking stubborn and share, you greedy whore!”


  “Make me!”


  The two clashed weapons and locked into a struggle, with Rulo swinging her hammer down while bashing Sasha with her hip. The two got into a bumping match while trying to knock each other away with their weapons, both of them shouting and arguing with one another while Hollia merely observed them with a slowly swishing tail.


  “I’ll just… leave you two alone to talk it out,” Hollia said stepping back. “Perhaps I can find Sasha some new clothing from remains of the fallen elven settlement… or at least a blanket to cover herself with.”


  “I don’t need anything to cover up with!” Sasha yelled as she bumped heads with Rulo. “My body is for my master to use whenever he wishes, I have no need to conceal that which is rightfully and only his!”


  “Get her some fucking rags to cover herself with!” Rulo shouted. “Including a bag to hide her stupid face!”


  Hollia slowly nodded as the girls stumbled to the ground and began punching and clawing each other, the centaur then turning around and trotting off while the bickering girls behind her could be heard screaming very loudly.


  “What has gotten into them?” Forrus asked as Hollia strolled by her and the other girls.


  “It’s more about what recently got into Sasha,” Hollia casually replied with. “I’ll be back after I find some new clothes for her. Make sure they don’t kill each other in the meantime.”


  “Um… no promises,” Mika said as they watched Sasha and Rulo rolling around on the dirt in the moonlight. Tabitha merely shook her head at the squabbling girls before turning her sights over to Daemon who was slowly walking further ahead in the darkened land by himself.


  “Can we just get going already?” she complained with a twitching ear. “We found Sasha’s stupid sword, there’s no reason for us to be sticking around this dump any longer. Let’s just find the rest of those key fragments so we can get on with our lives.”


  “Very interesting,” Forrus snidely remarked. “You’ve always had a rather lethargic attitude towards actually finding those things, what with my lord and all of us always doing the hard work for you at every turn. Could it be that you’re finally understanding the severity that he needs to locate those fragments as soon as possible, or are you just scared for when Charlotte finds out that you failed in keeping her precious swordsman a virgin?”


  “I just want to get this job over with so I can get paid,” Tabitha hissed back.


  “It must be very terrifying for you,” Forrus taunted. “Knowing that your employer will surely come after your head should she learn that you failed the parameters of your underhanded agreement.”


  “Easy, Forrus,” Mika cautioned. “No need to remind her of her precarious position. She knows very well how screwed she is right now. If I were her, I’d be itching to finish the job quickly as well. It’s only a matter of time before those witches check up on her.”


  “I do wonder if I’ll get to say hello to them then,” Forrus grinned.


  “Please don’t tell them,” Scay whined. “We won’t get paid then. We’ll be in big trouble with the witches if they find out.”


  “I’m sure they won’t come after you, Scay,” Forrus chuckled with a mean look at Tabitha. “You’re not the one who foolishly bit off more than she could chew all because of her insufferable greed.”


  Tabitha yowled and unsheathed her swords, charging forward with violent intent before Scay quickly grabbed and pulled her back. Forrus ran towards the neko as well, only to be held back by Mika who kept her arms outstretched between both girls. Saffron merely shook her head and blew away her bangs with a small puff, having her arms crossed as she watched the girls with a bored grimace.


  “Enough!” Mika called out. “Dammit, that’s enough! Get a hold of yourselves!”


  “I’ve had enough of you, cat!” Forrus shouted.


  “Bring it on, mutt!” Tabitha yelled back.


  “No, don’t bring it on!” Scay pleaded. “Bring it off! Bring it off!”


  Saffron squeaked and shook her head before looking down as something caught her attention. Slowly all the girls halted as they noticed the ground starting to rumble below them. Louder and louder the tremors grew while something large was heard charging towards them from the darkness.


  “What is that?” Rulo asked.


  “Don’t tell me…” Sasha dryly said.


  “You have got to be kidding,” Mika groaned, herself and the others all noticing the ominous blue glows in the distance that were gradually coming closer.


  “Are you serious?” Tabitha scoffed.


  “Is that her again?” Scay worried.


  “HAHAHAHAHAHA!” a booming voice bellowed with great energy.


  “I’m afraid so,” Forrus muttered.


  Saffron sighed and put her earmuffs on again.


  From the darkness Minos slowly came into view, running with a heavy stride while holding up her axe with a virtuous cry.


  “WORRY NOT, PUNY GIRLS, FOR I HAVE RETURNED ONCE MORE! HAHAHAHA!”


  “Puny?” Rulo repeated with anger.


  “No, no, no, NO!” Mika shouted as the minotaur drew closer. Sasha and Rulo gave each other one last shove before getting back onto their feet and heading over to join the others, all of them watching with ire as Minos came running up to them. The large brute jumped into a skidding halt, carving up long gashes in the dirt before she stopped in front of the group of women who looked anything but pleased to see her again.


  “MINOS HAS RETURNED! ARE YOU NOT AS THRILLED AS I AM? BECAUSE YOU SHOULD BE! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  “First off, shut the fuck up already!” Rulo shouted back. “Goddammit, how many times do we have to tell you not to scream everything you say?”


  “Second, why did you return?” Forrus demanded. “We didn’t want you to return to us. We never wanted you to return to us.”


  “Go away!” Tabitha yelled, waving the minotaur off. “Seriously, just go somewhere else and scream your lungs to death, anywhere but here!”


  “I SHALL NOT BE TURNED AWAY FROM MY DESTINY!” Minos assured them with a bold smile. “THE WAY OF THE WARRIOR HAS LED ME HERE, AND I SHALL NOT LET THIS BLESSING SLIP FROM MY MIGHTY GRASP! I WILL-”


  Without warning a rock hit her head with a hard whack, the minotaur pausing for a moment before looking down to see Saffron lightly tossing another in her hand while glaring at her from behind her long bangs.


  “WHY YOU HIT MINOS WITH ROCK?” she asked, only to get another stone to the face which didn’t even cause her to flinch.


  “To get you to stop shouting so loudly!” Sasha yelled out. “We have told you this many times, stop yelling everything you say! We can hear you just fine, you don’t need to shout to the high heavens just to speak to us!”


  Minos opened her mouth to speak before Saffron took out a bombstick from her satchel and wound back to throw it. While Tabitha quickly grabbed the ant girl and tried pulling her back, Mika walked up to Minos and motioned her to kneel. The minotaur watched her curiously for a moment then lowered onto one knee, leaning forward to listen as the sorceress calmly approached her.


  “Minos,” she lectured as if speaking to a small child. “My sire explicitly told you not to follow us. We have our own quest to take on, you have yours in hunting those Ancients. We do not share the same path. You should not be here, you should be out there doing your job.”


  “Minos is doing her job,” the minotaur insisted with a lowered voice. “Minos is following the way of the warrior, just like her mother taught her to do. That way has led me to that man. He is my destined one. Minos must mate with monster man and fulfill her purpose as a woman and warrior of strength and fertility.”


  “…okay…” Mika slowly replied. “But, you’re not his destined one. He already told you this. You need to go take care of those bad Ancients before they cause trouble, that’s your purpose, right?”


  “Minos shall defeat Ancients,” the minotaur proudly boasted. “For she not only has the strength and power to do so, but also she has a husband who is a strong monster man, a true warrior who has earned Minos’ heart and her womb.”


  “…right…” Mika slowly said. “Except, again, he’s not your husband. He’s not your destined one. He’s on a very important quest and can’t be bothered with this nonsense.”


  “Minos’ love for him not nonsense,” Minos snapped. “Minos knows this is her path in life. Meet monster man. Make love with monster man. Destroy Ancients with husband. Save world with husband. Give birth to many minotaurs with husband. That is Minos’ calling in life. That is what Minos shall do.”


  “…uh huh…” Mika slowly replied. “Those… are some big dreams you’ve got there.”


  Minos showed a wide smile and nodded to that with an eager grunt, with Mika glancing back to the girls and shaking her head as they all continued to show annoyance from the minotaur’s presence.


  “I don’t think she’s listening to me,” Mika dryly said.


  “Maybe if Saffron shoves a bomb up her ass she’ll get the message,” Rulo suggested, with Saffron nodding to that while holding out a bombstick to ignite with her gloved fingers.


  Further away from his followers Daemon had his complete focus centered on something other than the tremendously loud and persistent minotaur who he had heard approaching with ease. His eyes were set in a sharp glare, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, and his reptilian scales were beginning to creep upward from his monstrous hand. Before him was Aeon, the chronofly seeming to be unconscious while lying on her side amidst the dirt and charred grass. He stared intently at her, cautious about what he was seeing while also on-guard for how obvious this unknown ploy from the Dark Queen seemed to be.


  However she didn’t get up or break out into maniacal laughter at him being near, or even start monologuing about how foolish he was for walking into her trap. She just laid there, appearing rather ill by the look on her face, with drool running down her chin and her hand only twitching ever so slightly. It almost seemed like she was crippled, sickly, or even dying at first glance.


  “Not quite what I expected her first move to be,” Daemon spoke to himself, watching as she lurched and gagged for a moment before lying still again.


  From behind Daemon the sound of a minotaur stampeding closer with her heavy stride could be heard, along with many others rushing along the ground and closing in before they quickly swooped behind him in a large cluster.


  “For the last time, stop!” Sasha ordered. “Get back, you crazy beast!”


  “That’s it, this bitch needs to be put down for good!” Rulo declared.


  “If she dares comes any closer to my lord she’ll have left me no other choice!” Forrus growled.


  “I’ve had enough, I’m slitting her throat and adding her battle-axe to my collection!” Tabitha shouted.


  “Stab!” Scay joyously cheered.


  “Minos, this is your last warning!” Mika yelled out.


  Saffron squeaked loudly with what was presumably in agreement.


  Glancing back over his shoulder Daemon saw his followers standing in a line behind him, all of them facing off against a giant minotaur who looked more than eager to leap into battle with them, what with the wide grin on her face and the ominous looking battle-axe she held up above her head. One by one the girls slowly looked back to him as they noticed him watching them, then down at the chronofly lying before his feet, silence filling the air while a gentle breeze rolled by as everyone froze in place. After realizing what they were seeing his followers quickly jumped around with surprised screams, all of them staring in shock and rage at what they saw.


  “Aeon!” Mika yelled, quickly holding her sword out towards the chronofly with a crimson casting ring forming before her other hand.


  “What the hell is she doing here?” Rulo exclaimed as she clutched her hammer tightly.


  “Master, what’s going on?” Sasha asked, taking hold of Daemon’s arm while holding her sword out towards the sleeping woman. “Why is she here? What happened?”


  “Why is she just lying there?” Tabitha cautiously asked. “What is she doing?”


  Aeon groaned and twitched uncontrollably, with everyone watching in puzzlement as the chronofly spat more bile out from her mouth before lying still again.


  “Um… what happened to her?” Forrus slowly asked.


  “Is she sick?” Scay wondered with a twitching eye.


  Saffron pulled out two bombsticks from her satchel while keeping on-guard, her stance remaining on the defensive while she carefully eyed over the incapacitated woman with twitching antennae.


  “WHO IS THAT?” Minos asked scratching her head. “SHE LOOKS STRANGE TO MINOS!”


  “Minos!” Sasha yelled at her. “What have we told you about lowering your voice? We’re right here, you don’t need to shout!”


  “That’s Aeon, the Dark Queen of Time,” Mika cursed, seeming ready to leap into an attack on the motionless chronofly yet clearly using restraint as she didn’t trust any such opening with the chrono monster.


  “DARK QUEEN?” Minos exclaimed. “THAT IS THE DARK QUEEN? THE ONE THE PUNY HUMAN SET FREE?”


  “Yes, now shut up already!” Tabitha shouted at her.


  “Master, what-” Rulo started to say as all eyes turned to the man. Daemon held up a hand to silence the women, all of them remaining tense as he carefully observed the chronofly.


  With a painful groan Aeon finally started to open her eyes, her wings flinching as they shakily tried to lift up behind her. Slowly she brought herself upright, her breathing ragged and strained as she struggled with her ailment.


  “What… have they done?” she quietly cursed before coughing heavily. After taking a moment to steady her breathing and regain her senses she slowly looked up to see everyone watching her. She eyed over Daemon and his followers, coughed into her hand and spat off to the side, wiped her mouth and chin with a tired sigh, and then looked up to Daemon with a dull stare and raised eyebrow as she gently reached out her other hand towards him.


  “Well? Aren’t you going to help a woman up?”


  “And just why would I do that for you?” Daemon demanded while the girls remained poised to lunge at the Dark Queen at a moment’s notice. Aeon closed her eyes as she had to use great willpower to not only keep her senses about her, but also force out the following words that were spoken with both a sharp bite and withheld desperation.


  “Because… I need your help.”


  


  Chapter 2


  A Big Bad Future


  Far from the reach of man and monster, or any mortal being in Eden for that matter, lay a unique “river” comprised of time and fate. For those very few who knew of its existence, whether believing it to be metaphorical or mystical, this river was properly dubbed the Timestream. Within it was everyone’s destiny, all preordained before their time ever began in the world, all ever flowing towards a supposedly inevitable conclusion. However, it was conceivable to change one’s destiny, for better or worse, by either force of will or maybe a random fluke.


  Or perhaps, even more unlikely, by a goddess of time itself.


  *****


  “What did you just say?” Sasha questioned, herself and everyone standing before the weakened chronofly wondering if they had heard correctly.


  “She did not just say what I think she just said,” Forrus argued, shaking her head slowly.


  “I said… I need your help,” Aeon reluctantly spat out.


  “Is that what you thought she said?” Scay asked Forrus. “Because I think that’s what she said the first time too.”


  “You need… our help?” Sasha hissed at the chronofly. “You want us to help you?”


  “I’ve got a better idea!” Rulo shouted, lunging forward and slamming her hammer down onto the chronofly. With a sickening crunch Aeon was crushed into the ground with a splatter of blood, her leg twitching briefly from underneath the heavy stone before remaining still while the rest of her was smashed into the dirt. Everyone stared in stunned silence at the sight, with Rulo failing to speak for a moment before finally turning to the group with a puzzled look as she seemed surprised by her own actions.


  “Did… did that really just work?”


  “You killed her,” Tabitha breathed out. “You… you actually killed her?”


  “That… was rather anticlimactic,” Sasha slowly mentioned.


  “No way,” Mika said in disbelief. “Did you really just kill the Dark Queen? It was that easy?”


  “You wish,” Aeon spoke up, with everyone quickly turning to see the chronofly standing behind the sorceress. Without pause Mika spun around, rammed her sword through the monster’s gut, and held her glowing casting base to the woman’s face. Minos hopped aside while Scay quickly dodged the other way, both avoiding the sorceress’ magical torrent of searing red light that tore through Aeon’s head and upper chest while streaking through the air across the field. Slicing her sword out the side of the monster, Mika quickly lifted her blade while running her hand along it, imbuing the steel with a haunting crimson and black glowing light, before she struck down and slashed her weapon through Aeon, launching another deadly wave of magical energy outward that engulfed and annihilated the chronofly’s body. Everyone stepped back and observed the billowing smoke that floated along the long crevice Mika had created in the ground, the haze gradually parting to reveal nobody left standing in its wake.


  “NOT BAD FOR A PUNY HUMAN!” Minos mentioned with a simple nod.


  “Is she dead?” Mika cautiously asked. “Is she… is she actually dead this time?”


  “Again, you wish,” Aeon said, with everyone turning to see the chronofly now leaning against Forrus for support with a tired groan. She opened her mouth to speak before the lycan quickly tackled her to the ground and started slashing apart her chest. Scay rushed over and began hacking her dagger into the chronofly’s face while everyone tensed up around them, all the fighters closely observing Aeon as she didn’t make any effort to stop the two girls from butchering her.


  “Stab!” Scay screamed as she splattered the woman’s skull across the ground. “Stab! Stab! Stab! Stab! Stab! No friendship for you! Stab! Stab! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  “And stay down, you godforsaken hellspawn!” Forrus yelled, the two girls slashing Aeon to shreds before quickly backing away from her remains.


  “What is going on here?” Tabitha asked, glancing to where Rulo lifted up her hammer to reveal no more squashed chronofly beneath it. “What trickery is this? Was that the real Aeon, or was that her?”


  “Where did she go?” Rulo grunted as she eyed over the empty fracture.


  “What the hell?” Sasha exclaimed as the mutilated remains of Aeon that Scay and Forrus had ravaged to bloody pieces vanished before their eyes. “She’s gone! But… how?”


  “Are you about done?” Aeon complained, catching everyone by surprise as she was now standing off to the side of them. With a furious roar Minos swung her battle-axe around, slamming it down onto the chronofly and destroying the ground under her with a powerful eruption.


  “BE GONE, ACCURSED DEMON!” Minos yelled, giving her weapon a surge of magical energy as it steadily bloomed with a heavy sizzling blare. The minotaur lifted her fist up and swung it down onto the pole, driving her axe further into the crater it created while detonating a forceful explosion of light and fire from the impact, something that pushed Daemon back on his boots while the girls around him were thrown off their feet.


  “AND STAY DEAD THIS TIME!” Minos scorned, heaving her axe back onto her shoulder and stepping away from the smoldering crater she had ruptured open.


  “Watch what you’re doing, you lumbering idiot!” Tabitha shouted as the girls scrambled back onto their feet. “You could have blown us all up with that!”


  “A little warning would have been nice,” Forrus muttered as she shook the dirt off her fur.


  “And I thought Saffron was the careless one with her bombs,” Sasha retorted, earning a dull glare from Saffron who blew away her bangs while brushing out dirt from her hair.


  “Is the Dark Queen dead now?” Scay worried. “Is she? She’s not coming back this time, right?”


  Daemon and his girls walked up next to Minos and eyed over the smoking crater, the minotaur glancing to him with a deep blush and nervous gulp as she slowly slinked away from him with a shaky whine. After a moment Daemon slowly looked back over his shoulder at something, with the girls hesitating at first before doing the same, all of them making frustrated and edgy growls as they saw Aeon again standing behind them without a scratch on her.


  “Seriously,” she groaned with a dull scowl. “Are you done yet?”


  “Why won’t she die?” Rulo shouted in exasperation.


  “How is she doing this?” Forrus snarled as everyone tensed up to attack again. “How much can she survive before finally being exiled from this world?”


  Aeon stepped forward and began to speak, only to drop to her knees and begin vomiting uncontrollably, with everyone staring in bewilderment as the chronofly appeared to be seriously ill. After she finally finished and shakily stood back up, she managed to move a few more steps closer before again dropping down and repeating the process.


  “What the hell is wrong with her?” Tabitha asked.


  “She seems weakened by something,” Mika anxiously said. “Now’s our chance, we have to kill her before she recovers.”


  “How?” Sasha quizzed her. “We just killed her over and over again, and yet she still stands before us.”


  “Well, not exactly standing,” Forrus pointed out as the chronofly held up a finger and started to speak to them, only to resume her expulsion of what must have been everything in her stomach.


  “She’s… really sick,” Scay mentioned with a disturbed grimace.


  “What was your first clue?” Rulo flatly replied.


  Daemon walked towards the chronofly while the girls kept close behind him, all keenly observing the Dark Queen’s obvious disorder amidst her apparent refusal to die by any means enforced upon her.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Daemon demanded, coming to a stop before the pool of the chronofly’s vomit. “And I mean that in many different ways right now.”


  “For starters,” Aeon coughed as she seemed to finally get the last out of her. “Would you mind knocking off your futile efforts to kill me? You can’t succeed no matter how hard you try, so quit wasting my time with that nonsense.”


  She then lurched with a startled gasp and newly formed blush, her surprise turning into anger and shock as she looked back to see Saffron shoving something into her rear under her dress with a stern squeak. The ant girl grabbed Aeon’s feet and swung her around, throwing her into a wild spin away from the group before a powerful explosion detonated the chronofly into bloody pieces that coated the ground in a wide arc. Saffron huffed and squeaked something at the smoking remains of the chronofly with a sharp scowl and waving hands, the girl then blinking before noticing Aeon standing right beside her with an irritated glare aimed at her.


  “Knock it off!” Aeon yelled, startling Saffron who quickly ran away from her. “Oh my god, are you not listening to me? You can’t kill me! Open your eyes, you can’t kill me at all, so stop wasting my time with your stupid antics! Do you hear me, do you finally understand? Or are you going to continue your useless efforts to slay me and prolong your inevitable realization that I cannot be slayed by simpletons such as yourself? Well?”


  *****


  Ten minutes later, Sasha, Rulo, and Mika were catching their breath while having their weapons drawn before them. Beside them Saffron was pulling yet another bombstick out of her satchel with a murderous look faintly seen behind her long bangs. Scay was twitching with a crazed grin and dagger shakily held up in the air, Tabitha was holding her katanas in both hands while growling with noticeable anger, and Forrus was snarling like a rabid dog next to her, fangs and claws bared as she appeared very riled up just like her companions. Behind them Minos was gripping her battle-axe with a frustrated growl, her eyes and tattoos glowing strongly along with her weapon as she seemed just as cross as the other girls.


  Before them were multiple smoking crevices that were split through the barren plains, smoldering craters seen here and there with lingering clouds of dust floating around them, small patches of fire and flame left over from various explosions of mineral and magical might, and a chronofly who was seated on her legs while weakly glaring at the girls as she wavered slightly in her fatigue.


  “I hate all of you,” she flatly stated.


  “Why won’t she just fucking die already?” Rulo demanded, stomping her foot with a frustrated yell.


  “This is crazy,” Sasha cursed. “No matter how many times we strike her down, she just reappears again as good as new.”


  “Is she immortal like the gemini?” Forrus wondered. “Perhaps she can’t be killed by normal means.”


  “I can’t be killed at all!” Aeon yelled out in aggravation. “For crying out loud, I’m one with the timestream! You can’t kill me; I’m time itself, you fucking idiots!”


  Daemon and his girls kept a sharp watch on the woman as she slowly got onto her feet and began trudging towards them with a painful grunt.


  “Like I tried telling you before, you can’t kill me,” she hissed with a slight cringe. “My being is one with time itself. You can’t kill time with swords or magic, that’s simply impossible. So, do you get it now? Do you finally understand? You are absolutely… powerless… to stop me…”


  She dropped onto her knees in front of Mika, groaning with a few heavy coughs before she looked up at the sorceress with a weary gaze.


  “I… cannot… be killed by anyone,” she sputtered out. “I… am a god, you… bitch.”


  “Says the monster who looks like she’s terminally ill,” Mika countered. “You look like you’re dying right now, and yet you still claim yourself to be a god?”


  “Alright, I give up,” Tabitha said shaking her head. “I don’t understand how this is some sort of ploy to throw us off guard. She hasn’t even been using any of her magic against us this whole time, she looks like she’s half dead already. What in Eden is she up to?”


  Daemon walked closer and grabbed the chronofly’s jaw, yanking her to look up at him with a frustrated and sickly glare.


  “She does raise a good point,” he said, tilting the woman’s head to examine her while she gave no resistance still. “You’ve done nothing to fight back or even stop the girls from attacking you. You’ve made no effort to detain them or harm them in the slightest. All you’ve done is act pathetic and weak before us, something I’m not buying as of yet. However, seeing as killing you right now isn’t so easy to accomplish, please enlighten us as to what it is you’re after.”


  “I told you, I need your help,” Aeon scowled.


  “What kind of god begs for help from the likes of us?” Mika quipped with a smirk.


  “One who has no other choice, human,” Aeon hissed back.


  “Help with what?” Daemon questioned. “Just what is it that the Dark Queen of Time has come to us on her knees begging us for?”


  “To help save all of us from annihilation,” Aeon growled. “Desperate times call for desperate measures after all. Now would you mind letting go of my face?”


  Doing as she requested, Daemon then grabbed her throat and lifted her into the air, the chronofly grumbling and choking in his grip while her legs weakly kicked beneath her.


  “We’re in no mood for your games,” Daemon threatened with a cold glare.


  “Trust me, I don’t want to participate in this any more than you do,” Aeon snapped. “But I have no other choice. Their arrival is just as much a blight to me as it is to everyone.”


  “Their arrival? Who’s arrival?”


  Aeon started to gag as his hand clenched tighter, the woman then instantly appearing next to him as she coughed and gasped for air, holding onto his shoulder for balance while everyone jumped a bit from her sudden reappearance.


  “I can’t believe it’s come to this,” Aeon cursed, stumbling back a few steps and wiping her mouth as she tiredly looked around at the deathly stares she was receiving. “You know, I must say, I’m rather upset right now. Everything was going to work out just how I wanted it to, everything was in place where it needed to be; everything would have gone as planned… until they showed up.”


  “What madness are you speaking of?” Sasha demanded. “Get to the point, accursed abomination.”


  “I’m not the abomination here, they are,” Aeon retorted. She looked over the reptile girl then derisively smirked at her. “By the way, congratulations on fucking your man. I know how much you longed for it. Tell me, how did it feel, being given such a gift at the cost of this insanity?”


  “Cost of this insanity? What do you mean by that?”


  “I mean you were never destined to have sex with him,” Aeon slyly informed her, much to Sasha’s surprise. “What happened tonight was not something fated to happen with either of you. It was quite a deviation from what was supposed to have occurred, all thanks to that abomination who destroyed the Archlight’s Blade. You know the one I’m talking about, don’t you?”


  “Cataclysm?” Mika questioned. “She changed Sasha’s fate by coming here?”


  “Cataclysm? That’s her name?” Aeon scoffed. “What an utterly ridiculously name to be branded with.”


  “She lived up to her name quite well regardless,” Forrus dryly remarked.


  “Be that as it may, you were going to die tonight,” Aeon coldly told Sasha, much to the reptile girl’s further shock. “But instead you received the seed of your beloved cambion. Oh how wonderful it must be having the fates acting so merciful towards you. You were supposed to be dead, but instead you were spared such a destiny and allowed the loving touch of your long-awaited suitor; all thanks to that thing coming here and screwing everything up.”


  “What do you mean I was going to die tonight? How?” Sasha demanded.


  Aeon groaned and dropped to her knees, holding her head with a painful cringe while everyone exchanged puzzled looks with one another.


  “That doesn’t make sense,” Rulo argued shaking her head. “If Cataclysm never showed up, how was Sasha supposed to be killed tonight? There’s been nothing else here that’s threatened our lives or given us any trouble.”


  “Everything was set the way I wanted it,” Aeon cursed through gritted teeth. “All I had to do was sit back and wait for the fates to take you all out one by one. I wouldn’t have had to lift a finger, I didn’t have to set anything in motion, it was already going to work out as I wanted it. But now those things have ruined everything a thousand-fold by coming here.”


  “Enough of your babbling,” Daemon ordered, stepping closer and grabbing the chronofly by the hair. He pulled her head back to face him while the girls gathered near and remained ready to slit her throat at a moment’s notice. “Explain yourself and what you’ve just said. Start from the beginning, and do try to give us one good reason why we should even consider the option of helping you by any measure.”


  “Everyone standing around you was going to die, Daemon Warrick,” Aeon hissed. “The reptile girl, the neko, the lycan, even that lumbering minotaur. All of them were going to die over the next few weeks, one by one.”


  The girls exchanged cautious looks from that while Daemon’s grip on Aeon’s hair became tighter. She cringed with her wings twitching behind her before she continued speaking with a bitter scowl on her face.


  “Why do you think I left you alone after our encounter? Things were going to work themselves out for me in the end, I had no need to try anything more with you. Instead I’ve been focusing my time working out a bigger problem. You see there’s going to be a great catastrophe rearing its ugly head in this land very soon, something that I cannot allow to happen for personal reasons.”


  “And what catastrophe is that?” Daemon asked.


  “The end of everyone, man and monster, in all of Eden. I was working out a way to avert this disaster, after all this is my world to rule over, nobody else’s. Unfortunately, my efforts have become useless due to the arrival of the one you call Cataclysm and her companions.”


  “You’re talking about the Ancients?” Mika carefully asked.


  “I’m not sure,” Aeon replied, glancing to her with a raised eyebrow. “That name eludes me, as does the centaur who appeared here earlier tonight. You see… I don’t know who they are, or what they are. They are the true abominations of Eden. It’s with great reluctance that I must admit I can’t… I can’t perceive them with my power.”


  “You can’t perceive them?” Tabitha repeated.


  “Whatever they are, they are… indifferent to my chrono magic. I cannot see their past, present, or even future. They’re shrouded, masked from my omniscient sight by means I cannot fathom. Not only that, but their actions are causing terrible aftereffects.”


  Aeon cringed from another migraine hitting her, the woman’s body shivering on reflex while those around her continued to watch the monster carefully.


  “They’re ruining the timestream!” Aeon cried out. “All this atrocious uncertainty has now clouded everything for me! They’re throwing fate into disarray! Everything they touch, everyone they interact with, these endless ripples of altered time and destiny are growing and growing, cascading into complete anarchy through the future. Everything is becoming a horrid mess, it’s absolutely insufferable!”


  “So that’s why you look like you’re about to puke again,” Rulo commented.


  “Everything has become muddled by their actions,” Aeon growled. “These headaches they’re giving me, this horrid nausea they’ve instilled in me, that I can handle. But because of them interfering with fate and throwing everything into disorder… I’ve lost sight of the catastrophe. I can’t foresee it anymore, nor how it will play out.”


  “You mean they’ve stopped it?” Daemon questioned.


  “No, they haven’t stopped it. It can’t be stopped, it’s inevitable. They’ve only clouded it from my vision. I don’t know how to properly prepare for it now, or how to handle it when it occurs. I don’t know how to resolve the problem anymore because those fucking freaks have ruined everything! In fact, all the precautions I’ve prepared to handle this disaster may not work anymore, I have no idea if they’ll have any effect now because those damn abominations robbed me of my sight and plunged nearly everyone in this infernal land into absolute uncertainty in the future!”


  “Just what is this disaster you speak of?” Sasha inquired. “What great tragedy is the despicable Dark Queen trying to prevent out of the goodness of her heart?”


  “That is for me to worry about, not you,” Aeon retorted. “What you need to concern yourself with is dealing with those monsters you call Ancients. You need to hurry and eliminate all of them right away.”


  “I’m sorry, what was that?” Tabitha scoffed. “It sounded like you’re trying to order us to fight those monsters for you.”


  “Don’t get us wrong,” Mika quipped. “We’re not exactly on friendly terms with them, not after how one of them treated us. But I have to say seeing the sorry state they put you in has me feeling a little better about them being out there. Perhaps letting them roam free for a little while longer wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”


  “Alright, I’m not explaining the situation to you properly,” Aeon scorned at her. “If those monsters are not removed from this world and soon, we are all in great danger. How’s this for giving you some perspective, hm? If this disaster unfolds without my knowledge of how to resolve it beforehand, we’re all going to perish. You, your friends, your little brother, your pathetic race… and even me.”


  “You?” Daemon repeated. “You just told us you are one with time itself, how you’re supposedly immortal in your own right. Yet this event places your life in danger regardless?”


  “Will that bring you some comfort at least?” Aeon quizzed him. “The entire world may be damned to hell along with all who reside in it, but hey, at least I’ll be in those ranks as well. That must make you feel a little happy for once, yes? Knowing my end is near, just as it is for everyone in Eden.”


  “How will you die from this?” Sasha asked. “Seriously, how is it possible for this disaster to kill you after we were unsuccessful? Tell us so we can test that method right here and now.”


  “I don’t believe any of this,” Forrus scoffed shaking her head. “She’s up to something, but trying to save the world sure isn’t it. This is some sort of trick.”


  “Just what is this disaster anyway?” Tabitha asked. “What did you foresee happening to the world?”


  “I can’t tell you,” Aeon muttered.


  “She’s lying,” Rulo flatly said, lifting her hammer up to smash the chronofly again.


  “No, I mean I can’t tell you,” Aeon snapped back. “I wouldn’t dare tempt fate further by doing so. Haven’t you noticed by now? Can’t you see with your own eyes? Look at me! Look at what those freaks did to me!”


  Saffron looked over the chronofly then squeaked with a shrug.


  “You look the same as you did before,” Forrus pointed out. “The only difference with you now is-”


  Without pause Aeon promptly leaned forward and vomited with a painful heave, causing everyone to step back a bit and watch in stunned silence as the chronofly hacked up a decent amount of bile before holding her head with a shaky hand.


  “She’s sick,” Sasha reasoned.


  “Really sick,” Scay added with a few nods.


  “If those Ancients are causing you such discomfort, why not kill them in the time it takes to blink?” Tabitha asked. “Why are you sitting on your ass in front of us begging for help when you can take care of them by yourself no problem?”


  “Because I can’t!” Aeon shouted at her. “Dammit, how stupid are you? I can barely stand now thanks to those monsters spreading their chaos through the timestream! Do I really need to say this? You’re going to make me spell it out for you? My power has been taken from me! For fuck’s sake, my magic is severely crippled now thanks to those monsters!”


  The chronofly slowly stumbled onto her feet, struggling to maintain her balance while her wings shakily fluttered behind her.


  “My magic has become extremely difficult to maintain thanks to those freaks showing up. My omniscient sight is clouded, my power over time is almost painful to use in the slightest, and I can hardly see straight right now. I can barely move myself five feet through time like this, never mind doing so for miles or more across the world! Not to mention, and I’m really disappointed I even have to remind you idiots of this, but I can’t see where those damn monsters are or where they’re going, they’re practically invisible to me, remember?”


  Daemon kept his cold eyes locked on the chronofly while the girls around them looked to each other in question from what they were hearing.


  “I need to fix this!” Aeon screamed out, almost desperately. “Dammit, didn’t you hear what I told you? We’re all going to die soon if I don’t! I need those fucking abominations removed from this world so I can see the future and correct things before it’s too late, and I need it done right now!”


  “Then tell us what kind of disaster is approaching and let us handle it,” Sasha snapped. “You still haven’t answered that very simple question, just what exactly is coming that has you so freaked out?”


  “I dare not tell you that information,” Aeon argued. “There’s already enough disorder with the fates thanks to those freaks running loose, the last thing I need is to further add to that by casting your destiny into the unknown by telling you what you shouldn’t know of now.”


  “None of this sits well with us,” Daemon retorted, shaking his head. “You come before us, begging for help, acting weak and helpless, claiming a world ending disaster is about to strike, yet you won’t tell us anything we want to know about it.”


  Aeon opened her mouth to speak before the cambion grabbed her throat again, dropping her to her knees as she weakly grasped his arms with a feeble groan.


  “I’m still leaning towards experimenting on ways to kill you successfully, despite you being bound to time itself as you so claim. Unless you can give me one good reason to believe any of what you’re saying, I will give these girls free reign to destroy you by any means they can fathom in the most unpredictable of ways, so that at the very least you will constantly be in pain from their ‘uncertain’ methods.”


  “I’ve got a few ideas I’d like to try,” Mika growled through bared teeth.


  “Same here,” Sasha hissed as the girls drew their weapons.


  Aeon coughed and weakly glanced around at all the fighters readying to attack again, her eyes then resting on Daemon as he continued to pierce her gaze with a chilling glare befitting a murderous demon.


  “Alright, then how about this instead?” she mused while catching her breath. “I cannot tell you about the calamity in the future, in doing so I may end up making things worse, for all of us. However… if you help me get rid of those Ancients and straighten the timestream once again, I’ll… help you save all of these girls from death.”


  “Your kind offer is worthless to me,” Daemon scorned. “You give them too little credit; these women will not be dying anytime soon, I promise you that.”


  “Perhaps you’re right,” Aeon chuckled. “I suppose with destiny being muddled as it is, there is the possibility they will not die as I had foreseen. Maybe you will all survive this… but, tell me honestly, are you prepared to take that chance? Are you willing to risk their lives on that gambit?”


  “You have nothing to prove that they are in any danger like you say,” Daemon retorted. “I see no reason to believe you or your predictions.”


  “Don’t I?” Aeon smirked. Slowly she glanced over to Sasha, the reptile girl standing ready to swing her sword at the chronofly at a moment’s notice. “Do you remember how I said you were fated to die on this night?”


  “What about it?” Sasha snapped. “As you can see I’m perfectly fine.”


  “Yes, you are. That horrible fate was avoided by that monster coming here and changing your path. But, I’m afraid you weren’t the only one destined to fall today. And as unfortunate as it may be, she is still walking that ill-fated path as we speak.”


  “Who is walking that path as we speak?” Sasha cautiously asked.


  “Who is not present here among us?” Aeon slyly replied, looking back to Daemon with a sharp smile. “Tell me, Daemon Warrick, who’s missing right now?”


  Daemon glanced around at the girls before stopping, everyone then slowly turning down to the chronofly as they showed surprise from the realization.


  “Hollia,” Mika breathed out.


  “Do you really believe they’re not in any danger, Daemon Warrick?” Aeon questioned him. “Are you willing to place that centaur’s life on such a claim? I hope you know what you’re doing.”


  “Where did Hollia go?” Daemon asked, glancing to Sasha.


  “She went off to scavenge some replacement clothes for me,” Sasha answered as the girls quickly looked around the darkened landscape. “She was going to search any remains of the elven village she could find.”


  “Hollia? Hollia!” Mika shouted.


  “I DON’T SEE LITTLE PONY OUT THERE!” Minos called out, shaking her head.


  “Uh oh, is she in trouble?” Scay worried. “She’s going to come back, isn’t she? I don’t want to lose a friend already.”


  “There’s nothing dangerous around here,” Tabitha argued, holding her sword towards Aeon. “Cataclysm ran away with her tail tucked between her legs, and there haven’t been any living remnants of The Sisterhood spotted around this place that we’ve come across. Hollia has her spear and she’s one of our fastest runners, just how exactly is she supposed to meet her end tonight?”


  “Still don’t believe me?” Aeon quipped.


  “What’s going to happen to Hollia?” Daemon demanded, clenching his hands tightly around her neck. “Speak, chronofly. Where is she?”


  “See for yourself,” Aeon coughed, her hand weakly pointing off to the side. The group looked towards the darkened wilderness as the chronofly weakly laughed at Daemon.


  “But I would hurry if I were you. She has less than ten minutes to live.”


  *****


  Trotting along the lifeless dirt Hollia made her way around several large clumps of rock and charred trees that littered the landscape. Scorched bodies of trolls and goblins lay sprawled amidst the debris, an elven home rested in pieces on the splintered remains of its tree, and an ogre was seen indented into the ground from where it had careened into after being jettisoned from the volcanic eruption all the way to her new resting place.


  “Serves these wretches right,” Hollia scoffed, trotting over the body of a gremlin who was scorched to the bone. “I’m happy to see even Eden itself is trying to be rid of these horrid monsters along with us.”


  She scampered along between mounds of volcanic debris and burnt trees that had landed amidst the rubble, her keen vision scouring the remains of elven dwellings that had been blasted away from the fallen haven for anything that was still holding together. Among them she spotted a few elves who unfortunately were also caught in the violent eruption, their petite bodies baring no clothing or most of their flesh for that matter.


  “I’m sorry for your loss,” Hollia mourned before averting her eyes. “We suffered a terrible price in this conflict as well. I hope you find peace just as my people will.”


  Making her way through the newly formed graveyard of Green Haven’s remains, Hollia searched for any clothing to clad her companion in, with very few corpses still having anything left on them to take in the first place.


  “This might be a little tricky,” Hollia mused. “Sasha has a rather… shapely figure with her muscle mass and wide hips. I doubt any of these elves were dressed in anything she could wear without ripping it apart. Hmm… yes, I do believe she’s closer to a troll’s proportions than most. Oh my, she would be rather incensed to hear me say that, hee hee.”


  Giggling to herself the centaur trotted up onto a small mound of dirt and broken branches, her eyes aimed upward where an elven dwelling was just barely hanging onto its tree that lay perched against a pile of boulders. Using her spear she poked and prodded at the floor of the residence, and with a hard jab thrusted through, spearing the floorboards that she then yanked away. Furniture and dust rained down in a cascade, the agile centaur quickly dodging aside and stepping back as the innards of the home spilled out before her.


  “I don’t see any bodies among the remains,” Hollia said as she used her spear to sift through it. “Hopefully the old residents won’t be upset if I borrow some of their belongings.”


  Rummaging through the elven possessions Hollia spotted a few articles of clothing that looked to be sized about right for her companion, a satisfied grin coming across her face as she collected the items into a light brown carrying bag that she also liberated from the rubbish.


  “I don’t mind traveling with you, Sasha,” Hollia spoke in self-amusement. “And I’m happy you got to make love to my beloved knight as you had so long dreamed of doing. But I’d rather you didn’t parade in front of him completely naked for the duration of our journey. Besides, he’s already gotten a taste of you, next he gets to try his devoted centaur. If he loved your large breasts and wide hips, I dare say mine will certainly bring a smile to that stoic face of his.”


  “Hollia!” Mika’s voice echoed in the distance, earning a twitch from the centaur’s ear.


  “Hollia! Hollia!” Forrus called out, with Hollia now looking around as their voices echoed in the air above her.


  “Girls?” she wondered. “Is that them?”


  “PONY WOMAN!” Minos shouted into the night sky. “WHERE DID YOU GO, LITTLE PONY?”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Hollia groaned. “The minotaur came back again? Really?”


  “Hollia!” Sasha yelled, with Hollia showing a puzzled look now. “Where did you go? Get back here, now! Hollia!”


  “What’s her rush?” Hollia smirked. “I thought she wanted to draw out the exposure of herself in front of my knight for as long as she could.”


  “Hollia!” Daemon called out, getting a startled jump from the centaur. “Hollia, where are you?”


  “My knight?” Hollia gasped. “My word, he’s never called out my name like that before. Is he truly worried about me? Heavens, I… I don’t know what to say.”


  She trotted to the edge of the hill she stood on and surveyed the area, her eyes soon catching sight of the glowing blue light from Minos’ tattoos and battle-axe. The minotaur stampeded around a pile of debris that soon collapsed behind her from the shaking ground, the rubble kicking up dust which Daemon and his followers quickly ran out from.


  “Over here, my knight!” Hollia cheerily called out with a wave. Everyone turned to see the centaur hopping on her hooves atop the rocks, the moonlight shining down upon her as if to present her in perfect condition to the world.


  “There she is,” Scay said pointing to her. “She doesn’t look dead yet, that’s good.”


  “She appears perfectly fine,” Forrus commented while Mika and Sasha started running towards the centaur.


  “Oh no,” Tabitha feigned in annoyance. “Maybe she was just about to die from one of these piles of trash assaulting her.”


  “She was?” Scay gasped in shock. She quickly slithered over to a heap of wood and rubble and started hacking her dagger into it. “Stay away from my friend, you mean piles of junk! That’s right, you’re nothing but junk! Stab! Stab! Stab! Stab!”


  “Scay, that’s just a heap of rubbish,” Tabitha tiredly said.


  “I know! And I’m going to stab it good! Stab! Stab! HAHAHAHA! STAB! That’s what you get for plotting to hurt Hollia! Stab!”


  Saffron slowly shook her head as she watched Scay jabbing her dagger into the lifeless debris while Minos tilted hers with a puzzled look at the naga.


  “Master?” Rulo asked, glancing to Daemon. “I think Aeon just played us.”


  “This was a trap,” Forrus growled, hastily searching the surroundings for any movement. “She just lured us here with that horsecrap about Hollia being in danger.”


  “Yeah, about that,” Tabitha spoke up. “Why is she going to such elaborate lengths with us? Seriously, was all that shit about her now being weak and powerless true? Because I have to say for a Dark Queen of Time and harbinger of death, she sure is taking her sweet time with killing us.”


  “MINOS DOES NOT BELIEVE THAT WAS A DARK QUEEN!” Minos mentioned with a firm nod. “SHE WAS SO PUNY AND WEAK! SHE IS A DISGRACE TO ALL MONSTERS!”


  “For the last time, stop yelling!” Rulo shouted at her. “We’re right next to you, you stupid bitch! We can hear you just fine without all the goddamned screaming!”


  “So loud,” Scay whined, covering her ears just as Saffron was doing. The ant girl started to take out a bombrock to throw at the minotaur, her efforts being halted as Scay quickly grabbed and wrestled her back while Saffron continued to insist upon doing so.


  “My lord?” Forrus asked, turning to Daemon as he kept watching Hollia closely. “What does this mean? Was Aeon merely toying with us yet again?”


  “Hollia!” Mika called out, herself and Sasha quickly running up to the base of the knoll the centaur stood upon. “Are you okay? Is everything alright?”


  “I’m fine, Mika,” Hollia laughed, seeing the anxious looks the two women had. “I just finished collecting some new clothes for Sasha. What’s wrong with you two, you look startled by something.”


  “We thought you were in danger,” Sasha explained, quickly surveying the area while clenching her sword with both hands.


  “In danger?” Hollia asked with a puzzled smile. “In danger from what? I’m perfectly fin-”


  Her words were quickly silenced as the ground suddenly shook violently beneath them. Everyone staggered from the heavy quake while the hills of debris and wreckage slowly crumbled around them.


  “What’s happening?” Hollia exclaimed, stumbling back onto her side. Sasha and Mika dropped to the ground as a powerful shockwave ruptured the dirt beneath them, the two quickly scrambling away as a crevice began splitting across the land between them and the centaur.


  “What the hell is this?” Rulo shouted, bracing herself the best she could while Tabitha and Forrus were knocked to the ground.


  “It sounds like this place is going to erupt again!” Tabitha cried out. “We need to get the hell out of here!”


  “Tabitha!” Scay whined, rushing over to help the neko stand up. “I stabbed the bad junk piles, but I think I made them angry!”


  “This isn’t because of you, you idiot!” Forrus barked as she got onto all fours and clung to the dirt.


  “Hollia!” Daemon called out. Everyone turned to see the centaur slowly getting onto her feet with the help of her lance, the woman struggling to remain standing as the ground she was on rumbled and shook wildly beneath her. The crevice that split through the ground started widening as the dirt under Mika and Sasha began caving in, with the sorceress and reptile girl running back towards the others just ahead of it.


  “Hollia!” Mika cried out, looking back to see the centaur separated from everyone by a growing chasm. Hollia shouted something back but her words were masked by a powerful roar from below, something that was at first thought to be from Eden itself, however not for very long.


  “What in Eden’s name?” Sasha breathed out, herself and Mika coming to a halt near Daemon as the ground finally stopped breaking down into the pit.


  Again a howling roar sounded off from the dusty chasm depths, drawing everyone’s attention as something was vaguely seen moving through the hazy veils below.


  “Oh… my… god…” Hollia softly spoke, watching in shock as the source of the ungodly roar became visible. Stepping back from the cliff Hollia shakily brought up her spear, eyes staring in terror at the thing that casted a monstrous shadow over her. Further away on either side of her long and thick spindle legs slammed down into the dirt, followed by gigantic hands that gripped the cliffside to pull its owner up over it.


  “Holy shit,” Tabitha slowly said, herself and the others moving back as three more of the legs struck into the ground on their side.


  “It can’t be,” Mika anxiously contended. “Not here. Those things haven’t been seen in Koskaysil for over a century!”


  “Looks like one of them hasn’t left this land yet,” Daemon remarked, eyes narrowing at the gigantic beast that pulled itself up from the shadowy depths of Eden. Saffron slowly brushed aside her bangs to stare at the monster with wide eyes, her stunned look also being shared by the other girls, all except for Minos who had a daring grin on her face.


  “FINALLY!” she roared as she brought her axe forward in both hands. “A GREAT BATTLE AWAITS MINOS! IT HAS BEEN FAR TOO LONG!”


  “You just fought Cataclysm earlier tonight!” Tabitha yelled at her.


  “YES! AND I HAVE BEEN EAGER TO ENGAGE IN GLORIOUS COMBAT EVER SINCE! IT IS THE WAY OF THE WARRIOR! IT IS THE LIFELONG WISH OF EVERY MINOTAUR!”


  “Wish granted, Minos,” Sasha cautioned, bringing up her sword while the other girls tensed up as well.


  Hollia slowly stepped back against the wall of debris behind her, spear shaking in her hands as she nervously eyed over the colossal beast before her. Standing on its eight legs which were as thick as tree trunks was a monster that towered over everyone by great measure, its expanse and wide foothold allowing it to stand over the gaping chasm below. It resembled an arachne, however there were many differences with it besides its overwhelming size. The legs were covered in rugged brown carapace armor. Its giant abdomen was considerably wider, however it was unusually shaped on the top, having steep flanks raised in the middle, coated with a sleek brown and black shell, and bared another distinctive difference with this monster class.


  Skeletons were seen adorning the sides, almost in a decorative wreath fashion, held against the monster’s body by shimmering strands of webbing. The giant’s human half almost seemed on par with an arachne’s, however there were no hardened shells on her skin. Its gigantic breasts were covered by a mesh of webbing and small bones that had been caught in them, her arms were dressed with a few steel rings placed around them below the shoulders, her hands were scarred with ripped flesh while her nails were long and jagged. The monster’s long black hair was tangled and messy all the way down her back, her mouth had pincers sticking out from either side, and lastly there were her eyes which by themselves drew dread unto those who gazed into them.


  Eyes that glowed with a haunting green and yellow light, eight eyes that were wide and menacing as the monster roared into the air with a screeching cry.


  “What is that thing?” Forrus asked in disbelief. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


  “Drider,” Daemon answered, flexing his reptilian hand which let off a hazy cerulean glow.


  “A Darker One from the deepest pits of Eden,” Mika spoke with alarm.


  The drider sounded off its terrible shriek, its many legs slowly skittering along the edges of the dark chasm beneath it. The monster slowly looked around the area while shakily flexing its hands, its eyes then turning down towards Hollia as she pressed back against the wall behind her.


  “Hollia, run!” Rulo shouted over.


  “Where?” Hollia cried out shaking her head. “I have nowhere to run here!”


  With a wailing screech the drider reached down and grabbed the centaur, paying no mind to Hollia’s screams or her striking her spear into the monster’s hand. The drider lifted the centaur up into the air overhead, its mouth opening to reveal all the razor sharp teeth inside while its mandibles snapped in anticipation for its meal. Hollia shrieked in fright with kicking legs as the monster brought her closer to her death, a fate that was averted as a blazing blue fireball struck the backside of the giant’s head. The drider flinched from the hit, paused for a moment before slowly turning around to see Daemon walking towards it, hand outstretched with a black and blue casting ring spinning before it, and demonic wings starting to emerge behind him.


  “No you don’t,” Daemon scorned, eyes glowing softly while black scales began covering his arms. “She’s with me.”


  The drider suddenly became riled up, quivering anxiously with a high-pitched shriek. Her abdomen began rustling as well, shaking the many skeletons fastened to it while strange, soft-spoken whistles echoed from it.


  “Hollia, just hang on!” Mika called out.


  Hollia looked down to the seemingly bottomless pit below, back to the drider that now appeared more focused on Daemon than anything, then screamed and resumed stabbing her spear into the monster’s hand to no avail.


  “Could I possibly be given another option? Like, perhaps, someone get me down from here! My knight! Help me!”


  From his back Daemon’s wings emerged and flapped behind him, the cambion’s arms shifting to their monstrous form as the man matched the piercing stare from the drider.


  “Sire, be careful!” Mika called out. “That thing harvests men for their seeds with its webs! If a strand touches a man, they fall in love with that monster!”


  “They fall in love with that thing?” Forrus repeated, pointing to the drider in shock. “What man could ever fall in love with something so horrible and terrifying?”


  “Those cadavers on its backside are its victims,” Mika explained. “A drider ensnares a man with its web, the man falls hopelessly in love with it, and then the monster sticks the man on its abdomen where they can be harvested for their seeds by dozens of fleshy openings. The men literally fuck that thing in a trance until they die!”


  The drider howled as she reached back with her free hand, the brute then swinging it forward at Daemon, launching a cascading web of glimmering silk from her fingertips towards the man.


  “Master, look out!” Rulo screamed, watching in surprise as the netting expanded out towards Daemon. The cambion conjured blistering cobalt flames around his hands before holding them outward, erecting a burning casting ring before him that seared away the webbing on contact. Splitting the magic into both hands Daemon then swung down at his sides, igniting waves of flames that flared outward around him and burned away the drider’s silk. The drider snapper her hand back to ensnare and reel in her prey, failing horribly as nearly all of the monster’s netting had been incinerated to dust. From the swirling haze of cerulean flames Daemon then threw blazing fireballs at two of the drider’s legs, striking them with immense force that knocked the limbs back and off the cliff with smoke trailing behind them. The drider started to fall forward from the loss of balance, the monster quickly using her other legs to spike into the ground and anchor herself while the burned ones twitched and slowly dug back into the dirt again. Shaking her head in frustration the drider looked over her singed feet then turned her glowing eyes onto Daemon who resumed walking towards her with a chilling glare of his own.


  “I’m well aware of what these things are capable of,” Daemon spoke up, halting with his stride as his arms and chest were now covered in reptilian scales while his hair began to bleed into a stark white. The giant howled at him as she lifted herself back up, one hand holding Hollia near her side while the other flexed and twitched its fingers as it prepared to try its angling trick again.


  “I’ll retrieve Hollia from its grasp,” Daemon said, glancing over his shoulder at the girls. “In the meantime, show this drider what we’re capable of.”


  With a fearsome roar the drider whipped its webbing towards the cambion, missing him entirely as the winged man took off into the air. Soaring upwards Daemon trailed blazing blue and black flames from his hands as he rose above the height of the towering giant, the drider flailing her sticky web at him to no avail while Hollia continued to jab the monster’s hand to no effect still.


  “You heard my master,” Sasha declared, stepping forward and holding her sword out towards the lumbering spider. “Let’s send this accursed bug back to hell.”


  “And just how in Eden’s name do you plan for us to do that?” Tabitha shouted at her, waving at the giant drider that blocked a few streaking fireballs with its arm as Daemon swooped around it. “Look at the size of that thing! I think it’s going to be enough of a challenge for Daemon to bring it down, what are we supposed to do to harm it?”


  “We have to do something,” Mika snapped. “That thing has Hollia in its grasp and my sire in its sights. It’s not just going to leave us alone now.”


  “My lord’s attacks only singed its legs,” Forrus pointed out. “His magic can knock the beast around, but it doesn’t appear to be suffering any real damage. If we’re going to bring it down we need to know where to strike, where it’s vulnerable.”


  “It’s armor is thick,” Sasha agreed as she sharply watched the beast. “But every armor has its faults. Perhaps its flesh would be easier to pierce than its shell.”


  “Up there?” Tabitha scoffed, pointing up to the drider’s human half as the monster skittered around above the chasm while swinging its webbing at Daemon. “You mean her flesh that’s way up there? Perfect, so what’s the plan? What do you want us to do, have Minos throw rocks at it?”


  “Not rocks,” Rulo said, turning to Minos who was watching Daemon with an eager smile and noticeable blush on her cheeks. She blinked then noticed all the girls now looking at her.


  “WHY YOU STARE AT MINOS?” she asked aloud.


  “Oh no,” Tabitha dreaded, shaking her head. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”


  “I’m thinking of stabbing that big bad monster,” Scay whispered to her. “Was that what you’re thinking too?”


  Saffron slyly smiled as she looked over Minos before glancing up to the drider with a familiar eager and dangerous look in her eye.


  “Mika,” Sasha mused with a raised eyebrow. “Position yourself to strike that drider with your best efforts once Hollia is clear of it. Minos, before you charge that thing like a wild bull as I’m sure you’re quite eager to do right now, answer me this first.”


  Minos watched her curiously as the reptile girl sized up the minotaur and her muscular stature before smirking at her.


  “How’s your throwing arm?”


  


  Chapter 3


  That’s a Big One


  In the world of Eden, there were many different kinds of spiders one could come across. Some were tiny and harmless while others were quite venomous and deadly despite their size. And of course there were the monster variants of these eight-legged critters, with the most commonly known class being the arachne. But there was another that bared similarities to them, however was much rarer to find, which was fortunate for the humans it preyed upon. The drider monster class was indeed much more fearsome and terrifying to behold, so much so that many would gladly jump into a barrel filled with smaller, poisonous spiders instead of meeting one in person.


  For only the most brave or foolish would dare stand before that particular Darker One of Eden.


  *****


  Standing before the burning fire pit amidst the elven camp, Daniel could easily see and feel all eyes on him as not only were his mates and new housekeepers listening to what he had to say, but so too were all the elves nearby who had just heard something rather peculiar from their revered savior. Being the focus of everyone’s attention, Daniel remembered back to past instances where he stood before a crowd of those he wished to pass his beliefs onto. The councilwomen of Edgewood and Triska’s mother; the ant girls and Queen Victoria; the witches of Rystone with their alpha, Charlotte; the giant butterflies of Flairwood with their monarch, Florence; and now the elven community of Green Haven that resided in the barren remains of the centaur kingdom Ruhelia. Though each time in the past he was challenged, and often belittled, for explaining his purpose for this journey and dream of establishing peaceful ties between humans and monsters of Eden, Daniel remained resolute in the face of adversity and the incredible odds stacked against him. Whether alone or in the company of his lovely mates, Daniel had always found the courage within to speak his views with unwavering confidence and hope for a better future.


  This time, however, there was something noticeably different for Daniel. Perhaps it was his growth as a wise visionary through his travels. Maybe it was knowing his loved ones were near which helped give him courage. Or it could have been that, unlike the previous encounters in the past, Daniel was now standing before an entire community of women and children, monsters in fact, that bared no ill will towards him in the slightest right from the start. Daniel could see the adoration in the eyes of every elf around him. He could feel their genuine appreciation for him already greatly standing. And a strange sense of safety was felt, knowing that an entire army of elven archers surrounded him and those he loved, and would very likely shoot anything dead that dared attack him without so much as batting an eyelash. All in all, Daniel felt the odds were tipped in his favor on this night, despite the sacrifices endured by both parties that led them to this meeting, and considered his words very carefully as he wanted to leave nothing to chance with swaying the elves towards a better Eden for all.


  “You’re all monsters,” Daniel called out, earning surprised looks from everyone as the crowd was paralyzed with a stunned hush. “You’re all evil, wicked, lustful, uncontrollable monsters who only live to rape humans, kill humans, and lay waste to any hopeful future anyone could begin to dream of. Your very existence gives children nightmares, your very name sends chills down the peoples’ spines, and each and every single one of you is a blight upon this otherwise wonderful world.”


  His mates stared at him in complete shock with lowered jaws and wide eyes. The elves were rendered speechless as they were unable to even move in the face of his declaration. Only the crackling of the fire, Snapper’s chomping teeth, and the inaudible murmurs of the elven community behind them could be heard as Daniel slowly surveyed all the horrified looks he was receiving.


  “That… I did not expect him to say,” Felucia finally said.


  “Why would he say that?” Luna whimpered. “What is he doing?”


  “What the hell, Daniel?” Specca faintly uttered. “Why would you tell them that?”


  “That’s what humans everywhere think of you,” Daniel continued. “That’s what humans everywhere think of the centaurs. Of the witches. Of the giant butterflies. Of all monsters in Eden. To humans, you’re no better or different than the vile creatures who attacked your home and killed your priestess. You’re a plague. You’re a menace. You’re all horrible demons from the deepest pits of hell.”


  “Oh… my…” Doku breathed out in surprise.


  “Those aren’t very nice words,” Cindy frowned.


  “Please tell me this is going somewhere,” Alyssa nervously said as she noticed some of the elves starting to recover from the initial shock and show angry looks towards him.


  “That’s what humans think of you,” Daniel said, then shook his head with a small smile. “But not me. I don’t see you that way. In fact, I don’t see a single monster anywhere here in this land tonight.”


  Hearing that the elves again showed puzzlement to his words while his mates were exchanging curious looks.


  “Let it be known to everyone here on this night, that I absolutely hate the word monster,” Daniel called out. “I heard that word all my life, spoken by my people and elders, always in the same manner. How monsters are the scourge of Eden, how monsters only live to rape and kill, how monsters are horrible looking creatures, how you and every race except humanity are just accursed demons in this world. And let me tell you, that word no longer holds true meaning, because humans don’t understand what real monsters are.”


  “I think he’s starting to bring it around again,” Falla said as she saw the nasty looks in the crowd vanishing while all ears continued to listen closely.


  “You’re not monsters,” Daniel decisively stated. “None of you are monsters. You’re simply women and children of Eden, who only wish to survive and let future generations see and experience what real beauty and wonder is in the world. You’re mothers, who only wish to raise your children right. You’re daughters, brought into this world just as all living beings are. You’re elders, who have lived full lives with hundreds and hundreds of experiences to share and appreciate. You may be elves, you may not be human, but that doesn’t make you monsters.”


  “But… we are monsters,” an elf slowly spoke up.


  “No you’re not,” Daniel firmly countered. “Monsters are creatures who truly do wish to bestow pain and suffering unto others. Monsters are wicked beasts who kill and rape people for both survival and fun. Monsters are what the likes of The Sisterhood stand for; complete anarchy and disregard for all life. You. Are. Not. Them.”


  “But we are-” an elf started to say before Daniel sharply waved his arm in protest.


  “No!” he shouted, silencing the women around him. “I know what monsters are. I’ve studied them my entire life. I’ve seen the agony they leave in their wake. I’ve seen the fear they instill in the eyes of others. I’ve seen what they do to people, to both humans who they treat as nothing more than seed-sacks and to other races who they view as dirt beneath their feet. I’ve faced them in person, witnessed their evil ways and aspirations unfolding before my very eyes. I know what true monsters are like, and I don’t mean just the Darker Ones in this world. I’ve seen these malevolent spirits and what it is they want. And I can tell you all right now, I know for a fact that none of you are monsters.”


  The elves looked around at each other in confusion from his words while his mates regained themselves after the initial scare from his speech.


  “You’re not monsters,” Daniel said, walking towards the crowd with a caring smile. “At least, you don’t have to be. That’s why I’ve come here. That’s why I’ve journeyed all across this region in search of people like you. That’s why I’m out here in the world to begin with. To tell you, to tell you all, that things don’t have to continue as they have for us. We don’t have to be enemies. We don’t have to fight each other to survive. We don’t have to continue the endless cycle of violence and bloodshed that our ancestors have forged in the history books. We don’t have to, if you will at least consider what I have to say.”


  “What are you talking about?” a ranger asked, slowly shaking her head. “What… who in Eden are you, really?”


  “My name is Daniel Sorres,” he announced, stepping back and surveying the elves who huddled even closer so more of their people could listen to their unique savior. “I come from a faraway village named Edgewood, tucked deep in the northwestern mountains of this land. My purpose here is the same as it was for other races that I’ve encountered on my journey beforehand, and for the many more to come as I wish to propose something very important to both humans and differing races alike all over the world.”


  “And what is that?” an elf wondered.


  “That we join forces in our fight for survival in this world,” Daniel boldly stated. “That we cease our constant warring with each other, and seek a future that we can stand together as allies in.”


  “Join forces… with humans?” an elf slowly repeated.


  “As in… work together with them?” another said in disbelief.


  “Be friends with humans?” an elven child softly questioned.


  “Are you fucking serious?” a ranger asked.


  “Yes, I am,” Daniel replied, pausing for a moment to see the muddled looks he was receiving from the elves before continuing. “It’s alright if you find that idea completely insane. In all my travels, that has been the one constant with my endeavor with all I have met with at first. But please, I beg of you, listen to what I have to say first before writing it off as crazy or impossible, and allow me a chance to explain myself.”


  A few elves started to speak before halting themselves, uneasy looks being shared among many of the community as the elves appeared to be holding in their obvious reservations the best they could.


  “We owe you our lives, Lord Daniel Sorres,” a ranger finally spoke up. “The very least we can offer is our ears to what you wish to say. Forgive us if what you’ve just told us strikes us as… odd. We don’t mean to be rude to you. Please, continue.”


  “Thank you,” Daniel humbly said. Gazing around at the elves he saw them remaining interested in what he had to tell them, however there was a clear cloud of doubt now forming among them. Expecting this from the start, Daniel cleared his throat and began speaking again while his loved ones listened closely, hoping his words could sway the elven community from becoming worthy of the name monster in Eden.


  *****


  “Everyone knows why humans are raped by monsters,” Daniel solemnly said. “So that they can continue their race. To have children. To breed. It’s a necessity for you all, one that cannot be ignored. Something else that cannot be ignored, however, is how you choose to go about it. I think we can all agree that there are some races out there that are… more unfriendly than others when it comes to getting pregnant from a man.”


  Flying through the air Daemon drew his fiery magic across the sky, searing away the drider’s webbing as the colossal monster roared and swung its net about wildly with its free hand. In its other was Hollia, the centaur slowly ceasing her futile efforts to pierce the monster’s hand with her lance, now focusing more on her gallant knight who circled the mighty beast in his flight. The drider cried out in anger as it tried and failed to catch its prey, the monster’s sights focusing solely on Daemon as it slowly skittered away from the open pit it had emerged from and onto the field littered with mounds of debris from the former elven home.


  “I’ve studied many different types of monsters during my life and travels, and with each and every one it’s always the same story being told by my people. That all of them are wicked, that all of them rape and kill men, that all of them can’t be trusted, and that all of them are the absolute evils in this world.”


  The drider whipped its webbing at Daemon again, the silky strands being evaded by the speedy cambion that soared through the air ahead of them. The monster howled in frustration as it shook with growing ire, the skeletons on her backside rattling in their webs while a few loose bones dropped off the monster’s back and fell a long ways towards the ground below.


  “And many of them can be. Many of them do rape and kill humans, as well as other races such as yourselves. Some may not be intelligent enough to know that they’re being cruel, and they can’t be fully blamed for that. But there are monsters out there deserving of that name, creatures who know full-well that they’re harming others, that they’re killing others, and the concept of mercy and forgiveness is long forgotten to them. And any that rape, kill, or otherwise spread torment onto others without remorse, or worse yet, simply because it gives them pleasure, those are the true monsters of Eden. The ones we all face in our bid for survival. The ones we all fight against in this massive free-for-all that we’re placed in.”


  Using its arm the drider blocked a few blazing fireballs from Daemon, the cerulean flames and hazy smoke wafting around the monster’s limb that showed signs only of being slightly burnt by the intense heat. Slowly skittering over the mounds of rubbish beneath it, the giant monster screamed at Daemon while continuing her attempts to net the flyer in her never-ending supply of webbing coming from her fingertips. Daemon swooped left and then looped back right, weaving between volleys of drider silk that he either burned away or completely avoided, all while Hollia nervously watched as the cambion’s fireballs only seemed to enrage the drider instead of harming it. Not only that, but every time Daemon flew closer to Hollia, the drider quickly pulled her back and swung at the cambion with more webbing, always keeping the centaur in its clutches while skittering backwards to protect her catch.


  “Because of prejudice, hatred, fear, and desperation, we’ve all wound up as enemies with one another, all simply because we’re just trying to survive the only way we know how. We’re protecting ourselves, our lineage, our culture, our way of life. And unfortunately, just as the centaurs of Ruhelia found out, just as you witnessed with your own eyes, that leaves us alone and vulnerable when a greater threat comes along. Essentially, we’re all divided, we’re all stuck in a terrible position where we have nobody to help us when we need it. We’re stuck in a free-for-all with every race, and we’re all slowly losing the battle because of it.”


  “My knight!” Hollia cried out. “I really don’t like to be the damsel in distress here, but please save me! Don’t let it eat me!”


  She soon regretted her choice of words, as the drider then appeared to remember it was holding its food and lifted the centaur up towards its mouth. Screaming for her life Hollia fearfully held her spear out towards the gaping mouth that threatened to swallow her, the drider’s large glowing eyes focusing on its meal before flinching as it again used its free arm to shield itself from Daemon’s fiery attacks. Proving that it had a low attention span, the drider again shifted its focus from Hollia onto Daemon as it resumed throwing its webbing at him, with Hollia now on the verge of crying as the monster kept her close to its chest in a firm grip.


  “But what if it didn’t have to be a free-for all? What if we didn’t have to stand alone in this world?”


  After screaming in terror once more Hollia blinked then turned her head as a new sound caught her attention.


  “What if we had others to help us when things looked their bleakest?”


  Soaring quickly up through the air was Sasha, the reptile girl flying over the monster’s wide abdomen with her broadsword held in both hands. The swordswoman gracefully flew back down and struck her blade into the hardened carapace with a loud crack, only managing to dig in a few inches before lodging in place. The drider paused for a moment then slowly glanced over its shoulder, its wide glowing eyes watching Sasha standing up on its backside with her hair flowing in the wind, her blade resting in the monster’s shell, and her eyes glaring at the Darker One staring back at her.


  “Sasha?” Hollia exclaimed.


  “What if, when the true monsters came after us, threatening to wipe us out, we weren’t standing alone anymore?”


  “Hang on, Hollia,” Sasha ordered, with both the centaur and drider watching her in confusion before another of their comrades soared high into the air above them in the same fashion Sasha had done.


  “Here comes the pain, bitch!” Rulo shouted, flying downward with her hammer in a speedy dive. Sasha darted back and slid across the slanted carapace before grabbing hold of a bound cadaver to brace herself, her sharp grin going from the surprised drider up to her friend who soared down and struck her hammer onto the reptile girl’s sword, spiking it down through the hardened shell all the way to the hilt. This registered with the drider instantly as incredibly painful, the monster screeching loudly as it stumbled about atop its wobbling legs.


  “It’s something I’m out here to explain to other races. It’s something I wish I could have told the centaurs of Ruhelia before it was too late. It’s something I need to tell you all right now before another tragedy strikes your people. We need each other, we need each other to prosper, we need each other to survive. And I’m not talking about just with procreation. I’m talking about helping each other, fighting and defending one another, as one collective. As friends. As fellow inhabitants of Eden. As allies.”


  The drider screamed and skittered off-balance as it shook its backside, with Sasha and Rulo holding onto the sticky webbing to keep from being thrown off which the drider tried very hard to achieve.


  “You heard my master!” Rulo called out. “That centaur’s with us!”


  Roaring furiously the drider skittered around in circles as it screamed at the two girls, the monster then seeing Daemon swooping down onto its wrist near Hollia.


  “Release Hollia, now!” Daemon ordered, driving his hand into the monster’s flesh near its bones while using the other to grab hold of the beast. A bright blue light built up underneath the surface with dark azure flames swirling upward around his arm, the cambion charging up his spell while the drider screeched and lifted up its other hand to slam down on him.


  “I’m sorry,” an elf spoke up, raising her hand. “But… are you really suggesting that we… that we could ever become allies with humans? I don’t see how that could be possible.”


  “You may not like the word monster, but that is what we are,” another pointed out. “That’s what humans see us as. That will never change.”


  “I don’t see you as monsters,” Daniel contended. “And I certainly don’t see my family, my beloved mates, and even my adoptive daughter, as monsters either. If I can see you all in that light, then so too can others of my race.”


  “That’s another thing,” an elf bewilderedly said. “How is it that you, a human, are mates with these girls? Never mind the fact that you have so many, but they’re all… well… not human, you know? How is it that you and they can be together like this?”


  “Because we don’t behave like monsters do,” Specca informed them. “We’re not with Daniel just so he can impregnate us with his seed. We’re with him because we truly love him, we love everything about him.”


  “We’re with him because we love him with all our hearts,” Doku bashfully explained. “It’s because we treat him with respect and love that he chooses to be with us of his own free will, he actually wants to keep us with him because of that. And we’re so thankful. He’s so generous and kindhearted, and he’s even taken it upon himself to care for all of us, equally, because we all mean the world to him, just as he does with us.”


  “Master, watch out!” Sasha called over, watching in trepidation as the drider started to swing its hand down towards Daemon with silvery strands of silk trailing from its fingers. Before it could move far, something was noticed by the monster out of the corner of her eye, followed moments after by something going into her eye. The giant beast roared while arching back, staring in surprise at a neko who had her sword dug into the drider’s bleeding eyeball.


  “Dammit!” Tabitha screamed as she landed down on the drider’s face with one katana being lodged in the monster’s eye and the other struck into the bridge of her nose. “You stupid idiot, I said don’t throw me up here! Don’t throw me up here! Goddammit, I hate you so much!”


  “Well,” Alyssa hesitantly mentioned as she thought about Kitten. “There is one among us who is more forced to be in our company than anything, but I think things are improving with her. Kind of.”


  “Tabitha?” Hollia bewilderedly said. “Good heavens, how in Eden are you girls jumping this high?”


  She looked over to see Rulo and Sasha regaining their footing on the drider’s backside, up to where Tabitha was struggling with pulling her katana out of the monster’s twitching eye, and then down behind her to where she saw the reason for their miraculous leaps of faith.


  “FLY TO GLORY, TINY BUG WOMAN!” Minos shouted, right before she threw Saffron up towards the drider with a mighty heave using only one hand. Whizzing speedily up through the air Saffron pulled down her earmuffs and squeaked with a daring grin on her face, the ant girl racing at the giant monster with hair flowingly wildly behind her. Saffron somersaulted in her flight past Hollia and Daemon, flew towards Sasha who was slowly pulling her sword out of the bleeding crack in the monster’s abdomen, and then was thankfully caught by Rulo as the orc jumped up to grab the ant girl’s hand while her hammer helped anchor herself atop the drider to bring Saffron down beside her.


  “Oh for fuck’s sake!” Tabitha complained, wiggling her katana in the drider’s eye while blood gushed out and ran down against her foot. “This is not at all what I signed up for!”


  “I love my mates with all my heart,” Daniel said, earning amazed looks from the surrounding elves while his girls smiled lovingly at him. “I’m so thankful I met them, that I got to know them for who they are, not just what they are. They’re not like monsters out there in the world. They’re not monsters at all. They’re proof of my beliefs, that humans and… no, not just that. That many races, including humans, can all live together, in peace.”


  “You truly… love them?” an elven woman asked. “Even though they’re not human, you care about them that much?”


  “I do. I love each and every one of them, and I’m so grateful to have their love in return. I don’t care that they’re not human, or that they can only give me daughters of their respective races, or that many in the world might call me crazy for loving them. They make me whole. They make me happier than I ever thought possible. They controlled their inner nature, they refrained from assaulting me simply to harvest me for my seed, they bravely stood by me and my beliefs, and they trust me completely just as I do with them. In my eyes, they are perfection itself.”


  “But… how…” an elf wondered, with many in the crowd now looking at Daniel’s mates in wonder.


  “It’s simple,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “They showed me their heart. They showed me who they truly are under their appearance. They proved that they’re not monsters at all, that they’re actually wonderful, beautiful, and compassionate women who I thank the gods for being blessed with. Each and every one of them I cherish and hold dear. And make no mistake, share no delusions in the slightest when I say this; I would gladly fight and even give my life for them. They’re not just mates to copulate with to me. They’re my family. And I will never allow anyone to take my family from me.”


  The drider shook its head while screaming loudly before she soon felt additional pain as Daemon ignited his fiery spell in her wrist. With a powerful bang and flash of flames the monster’s hand was blown clean off the arm. Hollia screamed as the severed hand holding her started to drop, the centaur shutting her eyes and bracing for the end as the drider’s echoing howl filled the sky. After realizing she wasn’t smashing into the ground, Hollia opened her eyes to see Daemon holding onto the hand while flapping his wings hard above him. The centaur slowly looked around to see she was gradually being flown down towards the ground by the cambion who had a fierce grip on the severed limb.


  “My knight…” she breathed out, staring at him in awe while the backdrop of the drider screaming and clutching the bloodied stump on its arm behind him only made the spectacle even dreamier for her.


  “I take my eyes off you for just a few minutes,” Daemon dryly remarked as he set the centaur down safely on the ground.


  “Then take heed of this instance,” Hollia purred with a seductive smile. “Best to never take your eyes off me again, not even for a moment, lest we tempt fate once more. Don’t you agree?”


  Shaking his head slightly was her only reply, the centaur giggling at her savior before noticing Scay and Minos gathering near. The minotaur slammed her axe into the ground nearby then grabbed one of the hand’s fingers and started prying it open while Daemon did so to another, all while Scay laughed manically and stabbed the hand repeatedly as if to make sure it was dead.


  “ARE YOU OKAY?” Minos asked as they finally freed the centaur. Getting onto her feet again Hollia caught her breath before smiling brightly at Daemon.


  “Better than ever now,” she said, and then quickly trotted closer and kissed Daemon while gracing his cheek with her hand. Scay stared with eyes of wonder while still slowly stabbing her dagger into the drider’s severed hand, with Minos blushing brightly and nervously stepping aside to pick up her axe, the minotaur’s eyes quickly darting around at Daemon and his lips that Hollia savored the taste of. Stepping back from her token of affection Hollia saw the cambion watching her with a blank expression, something that didn’t slow down her emotions at all as she bashfully fluttered her eyelashes at him.


  “Thank you for saving me, my knight. I just knew you would.”


  “To be fair, it wasn’t just me that came to your rescue,” Daemon remarked before the group looked up towards the drider.


  “What the fuck?” Rulo shouted, glaring down at Hollia with fire in her eyes. In one hand she held onto her hammer, the other was ripping out clumps of dried webbing and bones from the monster’s backside as she kept fumbling to keep steady atop it.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Hollia?” Sasha raged, striking her sword down into the hardened carapace again, this time digging deeper thanks to a considerable boost in force from her current mood. “We didn’t come up here to save your fat ass just so you could kiss my master! I’m going to kill you after we kill this damned spider!”


  Saffron squeaked and shook her fist around angrily beside them, the ant girl holding onto the mesh of web and bone near them while screeching at Hollia in similar regard.


  “I never wanted to come up here in the first place!” Tabitha cried out, kicking herself free from the drider’s face and dropping down onto her breasts. The neko scrambled to get away as the drider slammed her remaining hand down in an attempt to smear the cat across her chest, the giant monster roaring loudly as it stumbled with its footing and coated the ground below with blood from its wounds. Running up over the drider’s shoulder Tabitha sliced her way through the tangled locks that waved in front of her, the neko dropping down through the hair along its back and landing on her rear atop the abdomen’s shell with a loud meow.


  “Well this was a real bright idea!” the cat shouted at the girls. She stumbled to her feet on the shaking monster and struck her katana into the monster’s fleshy back, the blade piercing a few inches before halting suddenly.


  “Oh, gee, what a fucking surprise!” Tabitha complained as she struggled to yank the blade out. “Who would have guessed that even her skin is as hard as steel? I sure wouldn’t have, despite having watched Daemon trying and failing to fry this bitch with his magic!”


  “Could you please just go back up near its face and get eaten?” Rulo barked at her.


  “Why did we even have to come up here anyway?” Tabitha argued, putting her foot on the drider’s back to try and pull out her sword. “Wasn’t Mika going to launch a magical attack on this thing? Not that she’s going to be able to do shit to it, but now we’re right on top of this thing when her spell hits!”


  “Hollia needed saving now,” Sasha explained, trying again to drive her sword into the drider’s abdomen with a fierce thrust. “Master couldn’t get near her alone, we had to draw its attention somehow so as to allow her a chance for escape.”


  “Great,” Tabitha scoffed as she finally pulled free her blade. “Well at least she’ll be safe and sound kissing Daemon while we get blown to bits on this monster’s ugly fat ass.”


  “Mika’s not going to be able to drop this thing alone,” Rulo snorted. “We have to do some damage to it so she can help finish it off.”


  “And how exactly do you plan on doing that?” Tabitha shouted back, the two glaring at each other with furious growls. A large shadow was cast over them, getting their attention as the drider swung its remaining hand back at them with a wailing howl.


  “Move!” Sasha ordered, with the girls scrambling up along the middle slope, kicking free clumps of webbing and bones before they jumped over to the other side just as the drider smacked her abdomen behind them.


  “Whoa!” Rulo cried out, herself and the girls quickly grabbing the skeletons near them to keep from being thrown off the monster. The drider looked behind her back one way then another as she skittered in circles, the monster swinging her arm around to try and smash the girls on its back to no avail.


  “Well it certainly doesn’t like us back here,” Sasha reasoned as they fumbled with the collapsing cadavers and their dried netting. “At the very least we appear to be annoying the creature.”


  “We can try spiking your sword into it again,” Rulo suggested. “It didn’t seem to like that much. I bet if I give it a really good whack we can drive it all the way into this thing.”


  “Too many hard hits to my sword like that and we’ll shatter it to pieces,” Sasha argued. “And I just got this thing put back together. Not to mention that as much pain as it causes this thing, it’s still not doing enough to bring it down. We’re only pissing it off back here. And also, on the off-chance you do drive my sword all the way into this monster, how the hell am I supposed to get it back again?”


  “Okay, okay. Then how about I crack this thing’s stupid shell open and we just hack up its guts?” Rulo snorted.


  “Good luck with that,” Sasha scoffed. “My sword could hardly pierce this thing’s armor. It would take someone like Minos to break apart its shell with brute force like you’re suggesting.”


  “Well what do you think we should do then?” Rulo barked back. “At least I’m trying to come up with something!”


  Saffron squeaked and waved her hands around at them, the two girls watching as the ant girl attempted to convey a rather long, intricate plan involving something and them doing something to accomplish something else. After she proposed her idea the two girls paused for a moment then went back to arguing with each other.


  “At least I’m trying to come up with something we can both understand!” Rulo argued.


  “Why is it your plans only consist of hitting your enemy with your hammer until they die?”


  “Because that’s all I need to do, that’s why!”


  “We need a bit more force here to make a dent in this thing, let alone kill it. Try to think of something else for a change!”


  “Fine, how about I use your fat head to crack this beast’s shell open?”


  “I believe yours is fatter and harder, let’s try using that first!”


  “Hey!” Tabitha called out, with the girls then seeing her staring at something in the carapace. Where a skeleton had fallen apart on the monster’s back it revealed a small, fleshy opening that was twitching with a slight whistling sound as it was raspingly sucking in air.


  “Pardon me for interrupting your productive conversation, but what exactly am I looking at here?”


  “Is that one of its seed receptors?” Sasha wondered. She ripped away another cadaver to reveal the same opening under its pelvic bones as well.


  “Yep,” Rulo dryly agreed. “This thing’s got pussies all over its butt. Oh! You can run your sword into them! I bet it’ll really love that, haha!”


  “I’ve got a better idea,” Tabitha said, looking at Saffron with a sly grin. The ant girl watched her curiously for a moment before showing a devilish smile as she eyed over the weak spots in the drider’s abdomen, her extreme eagerness to the neko’s idea being clearly evident.


  “Hollia was right,” Sasha mentioned. “That look of hers is absolutely terrifying.”


  The drider wailed as she became further enraged from the monsters crawling on her back before she suddenly stumbled off-balance, her legs quickly stabbing into the ground to brace herself while one of them was flinching in pain as it was held off the ground. The drider looked down to see Minos having her axe struck deep into the leg while holding onto it with both hands, the minotaur dangling off the ground with a big grin on her face.


  “NOW IT IS MINOS’ TURN!” she boldly declared, holding a hand up towards the infuriated drider. The minotaur created a multilayered golden casting base before her, the spell humming with energy as the minotaur laughed triumphantly. With a frustrated growl the drider slammed her foot into the ground, driving it into the dirt along with the minotaur who was plunged down along with it. The drider roared at the smoky crevice under her foot before a powerful blast of magical light detonated the ground all around it. Yanking up her now destroyed foot the drider howled in pain, flicking the wounded limb which had its lower end blasted clean off.


  “FOR GLORY!” Minos boomed, charging up out of the crater and lunging into a powerful swing of her axe onto another of the drider’s legs. Slamming her massive blade deep into the foot, the drider screeched and skittered aside while dragging the minotaur along the ground with her. Without warning another foot was knocked back by a sudden impact, with the drider then noticing Daemon having launched into a fierce punch with his flight into another of her limbs. With him pushing one way and the minotaur then charging forward in another, the drider began to fall forward from the loss of balance before she quickly jammed her other legs into the ground to stop herself.


  “HAVING TROUBLE STANDING? HAHAHAHAHA!” Minos laughed. She yanked out her battle-axe, spun around wildly to build up momentum, and then roared furiously as she jumped up and swung her weapon into the drider’s leg, blasting through the armor and flesh as she hacked off the end of its foot. The drider screeched as it dropped off-balance, the monster leaning forward to see the minotaur holding up her axe in a taunting manner towards her, then noticed a bright flash of blue light that caught her attention.


  “You should have stayed in your hole,” Daemon scorned, wings flapping to keep him level as he kept his hand pressed against the monster’s leg. Behind him was a swirling casting ring of dark blue and black fire, the magical diagram glowing with fiery energy as it cast a wide bloom across the land. With a fierce boom the magical spellbase flared outward and shot towards Daemon, funneling into his back and through his body all the way to his hand. A loud bang was heard as the drider’s leg was blown clear off from a powerful explosion of fiery energy. The drider screamed in agony, stumbling back in its steps as Daemon touched down and watched the monster with a cold glare just as Minos was doing.


  “Hey, stupid bug!” Rulo shouted out, getting the drider to look around its waist to where the orc and her companions were huddled near her back. They were all smirking at her with gleams in their eyes, with the drider looking at them in puzzlement before seeing a long mesh of fabric slowly sizzling away from them towards where it entered a few of her receptors near the end of her abdomen.


  “How’s this for a gangbang?” Sasha yelled, the girls then ducking low close to the drider’s back. The monster didn’t have time to even guess what was going to happen before it happened, that being the bombs inside her going off with violent detonations. With extreme force the drider’s abdomen was blasted open from within, the top breaking apart into flaming pieces while a few searing holes ripped open underneath, launching charred flesh, carapace chunks, and fiery innards into the air. The drider wailed in agony as it lurched forward, its broken legs failing to keep it upright as it then started to fall over. Daemon flew out from underneath while Minos leapt to safety in the opposite direction, both narrowly avoiding being crushed as the drider slammed into the ground with blood and flaming debris raining down behind it.


  “HAHAHAHAHA!” Minos joyously laughed. “YES! SUCH WONDROUS COMBAT! SUCH AMAZING DISPLAYS OF STRENGTH! I LOVE IT! I AM SO HAPPY AND WET RIGHT NOW! I LOVE THIS!”


  Daemon flapped his wings to blow away the cloud of dust coming at him, parting the haze and dirt as he eyed over the extensive damage lain upon the drider that was now squirming in pain, its giant legs twitching at its sides as it had been incapacitated from its injuries. He then spotted his followers hopping off the drider’s back, all of them running towards him while Saffron seemed to jump with joy now and again with a bright smile on her face.


  “Master!” Sasha exclaimed, rushing up to the man and quickly examining him with a wagging tail. “Are you okay? That thing didn’t touch you with its web, did it?”


  “I’m fine, Sasha,” he told her, much to her relief. “Which is more than I can say about that beast. Nice work with bringing it down. Saffron, I assume you’re the one responsible for that display?”


  Saffron quickly jumped in front of Daemon, knocking aside Sasha as she hopped on her toes with excited squeaking. She then hugged him close and pointed all around at the ravaged drider’s abdomen that the monstrous spider was looking back to with a pained expression on her face.


  “I had a feeling as such,” Daemon commended with a nod and quick smile at her. “Good work, lieutenant.”


  Saffron practically melted from hearing him say such words, the ant girl slowly brushing aside her bangs as she stood up on her toes to reach for a kiss.


  “Alright, that’s enough!” Rulo shouted, grabbing Saffron and dragging her back. “You blew the spider up, good for you! That doesn’t mean you get to kiss my master!”


  With a quick punch to the jaw Rulo was knocked away, with Saffron hastily rushing back over to try and kiss Daemon again. Before she could reach him Sasha tackled her aside, with her and Rulo struggling to hold the ant girl by the arms and legs as she thrashed in their grip with frenzied squeaking.


  “Keep your lips off my master!” Sasha yelled.


  “You’re pushing your luck, bitch!” Rulo snorted.


  “Have you already forgotten that blowing up that thing’s ass was my idea?” Tabitha scoffed, sheathing her swords back into their holders before scowling at Daemon. “If anyone should be rewarded for bringing down that thing it’s me. Not to mention I stopped that monster from snatching you up in her web by scratching its face. You owe me something special for that by the way.”


  “Very well,” Daemon reasoned with a shrug. He reached out and started scratching the neko behind the ear, the woman locking up completely with a squeak as she stared at him in shock. The other girls halted and watched as Daemon pet Tabitha’s head before retracting his hand.


  “Happy?” he asked with a blank expression.


  Tabitha trembled with a twitching eye, her lip flinching as she faintly whined with a blush on her cheeks. After regaining her senses she promptly stepped back, shaking her head furiously with a flustered yowl.


  “I meant pay me for it, you idiot!” she cried out before turning away and holding her head. “For crying out loud, don’t ever do that again! I just wanted gold for my efforts, that’s it!”


  “If it's financial reimbursement you’re after, have Charlotte add it to your bill,” Daemon replied shaking his head a little.


  “I will… I will!” Tabitha whined, rubbing her ear with a stunned look on her face.


  ‘Goddammit, how could he just reach out and touch me like that? The nerve of him! Stop it… stop it… for gold’s sake, my heart won’t stop pounding in my chest! How did he even know where my weak spot was anyway? That fucking bastard! Nobody touches me like that!’


  “There, see?” Rulo snorted, shoving Saffron aside. “You can have a pat on the head for a job well done, but like hell you’re kissing my master!”


  “I suppose such a token of appreciation would be alright,” Sasha reluctantly said, moving closer and taking hold of Daemon’s arm. “But nothing more. My master’s affections belong to me and me only.”


  Rulo and Saffron both opened their mouths to argue with her before the drider was heard roaring loudly into the air as it struggled to get up, the monster pushing itself upright with its hands while its legs feebly moved to anchor into the ground around it.


  “Looks like that thing’s not done yet,” Rulo sneered as she proudly held her hammer up over her shoulder. “Poor bitch doesn’t know when to give up.”


  “It may be wounded but it’s not staying down for the count,” Sasha mused. “These things really do have some impressive strength to them.”


  “Wasn’t Mika supposed to be doing something?” Tabitha asked. “Isn’t she ready yet?”


  “I think she may be,” Daemon said, with the group then turning to see a shining red light flickering in the distance ahead of the drider. “Looks like she’s preparing something for our troublesome friend here.”


  “I believe she’s about ready,” Sasha guessed, basing that on the growing radiance and noticeable energy surge being emitted from the sorceress’ light. “We should probably get back. Her magic has proved to be rather volatile when she puts her back into it.”


  The drider struggled to stay upright while screeching in agony, the monster then seeing Daemon and his girls running off together. Before she could move she suddenly screeched in pain as a loud crack sounded off, the monster quickly turning her sights down to where Minos had struck her axe into the giant’s hand, slicing it in half as the glowing blade had been slammed down with great force by the minotaur’s muscular arms.


  “YOU HAVE LOST THIS FIGHT!” Minos declared with a daring grin at the monster. The drider howled at her before they both saw the flashing red star pulsating in the distance. Minos chuckled then yanked her axe out of the dirt and blood, with the drider now falling forward onto its two stumpy arms while screaming at the minotaur.


  “NOW IT IS TINY HUMAN’S TURN TO SQUASH YOU! MAKE PEACE WITH YOUR GODS, UNDERDWELLER!”


  Running off with a hearty laugh Minos left the drider who dropped onto the ground face first with her fumbling arms. The giant slowly lifted herself back upright before screaming violently at the glowing red light that was steadily building with a portentous aura.


  Standing on a faraway hill with her cape fluttering wildly behind her was Mika, the sorceress having both hands outstretched against a large spinning casting ring, the spellbase having multiple rings placed within and around it, all glowing brightly with crimson and black light, and humming loudly as electrical arcs sparked and danced along it from the magical buildup. At her sides were Hollia, Scay, and Forrus, the three girls observing their comrades fleeing the firing line before leering derisively at the drider which remained immobilized before them.


  “Sorry, dear,” Hollia snidely quipped. “But you chose the wrong day to come out of your wretched hole.”


  “It looks as though everyone has stepped aside,” Forrus mentioned. “And that drider doesn’t appear to be going anywhere right now. Think you can finish it off, Mika?”


  “Mika?” Scay asked, the girls turning to the sorceress who had her eye closed as she focused all her strength and will into her spell. Her hands trembled slightly as they pressed against the magical display, her hair and cape flowing wildly behind her in the wind while she braced herself atop the dirt that she slid slightly back in. A sudden boom of power surged through the spellbase, the rings spinning in place while before them a few more layers of the deadly incantation appeared, the magical array of lights and mystical diagrams drawing a swirling vortex of energy that slowly built up in the woman’s hands.


  “Good lord,” Hollia breathed out, herself and her friends stepping aside more with surprised looks at the sorceress. “Mika… how much power are you channeling into your spell?”


  “Where is she getting this power from?” Forrus wondered. “A mere human wielding such magical might… how did she acquire this ability?”


  “Mika?” Scay worried. “Are you okay? You look like you’re in pain.”


  “I’m okay, Scay,” Mika grunted, straining to speak as she showed a sharp glare towards her target. “I’m just… putting… everything I’ve got… into this…”


  “Where did you learn to use such magic, Mika?” Hollia asked. “I’ve heard of human wizards and sorceresses before, but I never imagined one would be this… gifted with the mystical arts.”


  “It’s a long… story,” Mika managed to get out, the woman’s legs wobbling beneath her before she dropped down to one knee.


  “Mika!” Scay exclaimed, quickly grabbing the woman to keep her from falling over. Mika continued to hold her hands out towards the drider, her spell remaining erect while a flurry of electrical arcs began snapping between the layered casting rings.


  “Mika, don’t destroy yourself for this,” Hollia warned.


  “I’m fine,” Mika argued, shaking her head then struggling to focus her vision on her target. “I just want to make sure…”


  “Make sure of what?” Forrus asked.


  “To make sure that drider… never touches my friend again!” Mika roared. Though her words caught Hollia by surprise, what followed quickly topped that for everyone. With a furious eruption of golden and crimson light, Mika launched a dazzling missile of fiery energy from her spellbase, shattering the ground and launching a fierce shockwave that blew dust away behind them. The energy bolt streaked across the sky with a piercing wail, trailing flaming embers in its wake with broken red and black casting rings rippling outward behind it. While Mika dropped back into Scay’s arms with a strained gasp, everyone else watched the sorceress’ attack searing through the air towards the drider, the monster howling loudly before raising its hand to try and block the strike. The magical bolt struck the monster’s palm and exploded into a gigantic fireball, engulfing the giant beast in flames and smoke while destroying the area around it from the forceful payload.


  A new star shined in that desolate graveyard of the former elven home, its ominous light and thunderous boom traveling far and wide as it lit up the night sky, something Daemon and his followers weren’t the only witnesses to.


  “Not bad, human,” Aeon muttered, slowly trudging across the barren fields towards the bright, fiery light that bloomed profoundly in the distance.


  “And to think, you could have been my weapon against Seraph… if only your fate was able to be separated from Daemon Warrick’s. Now I’m stuck hoping that idiot boy Daniel Sorres can take your place.”


  A few charred boulders and smoking rocks rained down around her from the sorceress’ explosive attack, the chronofly glancing to the smoldering debris that had traveled a good ways thanks to Mika’s destructive power before sighing to herself.


  “Yeah… we’re all in much better hands with him. I can feel it.”


  *****


  The air was filled with a smoky haze and the wounded cries of a drider. Walking through the clouds Daemon and his followers slowly came closer to the giant beast that was certainly in very poor condition. The drider had been completely incapacitated now, its many legs having collapsed around it while its large abdomen, what was left of it anyway, lay atop the bloodied dirt with most of its innards strewn across the ground behind it. Her human half was laying on the ground on its side, the monster having dropped onto its one remaining shoulder while the other, along with its arm and a good amount of her flank, had been blown clear off by the sorceress’ magical attack. The drider wailed in pain while lying on what remained of her other arm, the monster having blood coming from its eye and mouth while the mandibles twitched and curled inward. Its eyes slowly moved from Daemon to the girls standing around him, all of them examining the downed monster with a complete absence of mercy.


  “That’s what you get for messing with us,” Rulo snorted with a smug leer.


  “That’s what she gets for messing with my master,” Sasha corrected with a coy glance at the man.


  “And Hollia?” Daemon questioned.


  “I suppose her too.”


  “Too bad there’s no bounty on this thing’s head,” Tabitha complained. “Taking down a drider is no small feat. A shame there’s no reward for doing this.”


  “GRANDEUR AND RIGHTEOUSNESS ARE REWARD ENOUGH, LITTLE KITTY!” Minos laughed, standing tall and proud with a big grin on her face. “THIS HAS TRULY BEEN A WONDROUS NIGHT FOR MINOS! TRULY WONDROUS INDEED! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  Saffron threw a rock at the drider’s eye, causing it to flinch and howl in pain, before squeaking at her in a derisive manner with hand gestures to match. She then grabbed hold of Daemon’s arm, cushioning it between her breasts as she hopped up and down with eager squeaking at him as she felt very elated after her successful demolition work and her beloved’s praise.


  “If you don’t stop hanging all over my master,” Sasha snarled at her before pointing to the wounded drider. “Then that’s going to be you, Saffron!”


  Saffron merely flipped her off while holding Daemon closer, causing Sasha and Rulo to draw their weapons and growl viciously at the ant girl while Daemon merely shook his head as he examined the drider before them. The giant beast whined and struggled to move, its mandibles flinching in its mouth while the eyes wearily focused on the cambion.


  “Minos,” he said, drawing their attention while the minotaur jumped a bit in surprise. “Would you kindly put this drider out of its misery?”


  “Uh… uh… ye-… yes… yes! YES, OF COURSE!” Minos stuttered before smiling very awkwardly as she blushed brightly. “IT WOULD BE MY PLEASURE, DARLING!”


  “Don’t start calling him darling!” Rulo shouted, being ignored by Minos as she stepped ahead of the group while brandishing her giant axe. “He’s not your husband, you stupid, fucking pile of horsesh-”


  “YOU HAVE FOUGHT WELL, UNDERDWELLER!” Minos boldly proclaimed. She held twirled her axe before holding the blade up to strike, her muscular arms gripping the pole tightly while her eyes and tattoos glowed softly as she channeled her magic into the weapon. The axe hummed and bloomed with a surge of energy, casting light against the drider who stared at her in fright with a weak howl.


  “BUT NOT WELL ENOUGH! YOUR TIME IN THIS WORLD HAS NOW COME TO AN END!” Minos roared, right before she swung her axe around at her side and leapt forward into a powerful strike at the drider’s head. Her axe struck through the monster’s forehead with a loud crunch, driving its sharpened blade into the beast’s skull with a spurt of blood shooting out above it. The drider twitched with a hoarse whine, its eyes slowly rolling upward before closing as it lost all strength and fell limp. Using her foot to push against the monster’s face, Minos yanked her axe out with another loud crunch and burst of drider blood, the minotaur stepping back from the kill and showing a solemn look on her face.


  “May you be reborn as a stronger warrior in this world,” she spoke in a lower and somewhat sympathetic voice. “So that we may fight again someday.”


  “So you are able to speak in a lower voice without us having to remind you,” Hollia mentioned, with the group then noticing the centaur, naga, and lycan emerging from the dwindling haze. In Forrus’ arms was Mika, the sorceress out cold from her magical expenditure. In Hollia’s was her spear, the centaur and her friends eyeing over the dead drider as it came into view. And for Scay she, as usual, had a twisted smile and twitching eye shown to the world, the naga giggling wildly before quickly rushing over and wrapping herself around Tabitha in a very constrictive and painfully tight manner.


  “Hi, Tabitha!” she cheered while hugging and squeezing the neko to the point that she gasped for air with a hoarse inhale. “I’m so happy you’re okay! And I’m so proud of you; you helped kill that mean spider! You were so brave to let Minos throw you like a rock at it and then fight to stop it from hurting anyone! You’re- nrrghmmm so amazing! I just want to stab you so much right now! HAHAHAHAHA! My friend… my friend… MY FRIEND!”


  “Scay!” Tabitha choked as she turned blue. “Too tight! Too tight! Scay! Get off me!”


  While the naga and neko dropped to the ground in their forced embrace, Daemon left Saffron’s side much to her disappointment and walked over to Hollia, the centaur showing a bashful smile as she knelt down before him.


  “My knight,” she humbly said. “Thank you again for that gallant rescue.”


  “Again, it wasn’t just me that came to help you,” Daemon reminded her.


  “Yes, I saw that,” Hollia agreed, smiling around at the others before resting her eyes on Mika. “I truly do have friends with me on this night. No doubt about that.”


  “Is she okay?” Sasha asked, pointing to Mika.


  “She’s just sleeping,” Forrus said, watching the human quietly resting in her arms. “She put everything she had into that attack. It seems even our talented sorceress has her limits after all.”


  “PUNY HUMAN DID ALRIGHT!” Minos snidely remarked as she stepped closer. “THOUGH SHE IS STILL A GREAT FOOL FOR FREEING A DARK QUEEN! STRENGTH WITH MAGIC DOES NOT FORGIVE HER SIN! FOR SUCH A CRIME, SHE DESERVES A PAINLESS EXECUTION AT THE VERY LEAST!”


  “We’re not killing her,” Hollia argued. “She may have made some grave errors in her life, but she deserves a chance to redeem herself.”


  Minos scoffed and moved closer to reach out and grab Mika from Forrus. The lycan quickly backed up and snarled at her while Hollia jumped in front and held her spear out towards the minotaur.


  “I said we’re not killing her!” Hollia warned. “If you try to harm a hair on her head I swear I will run you through, and unlike Cataclysm, I will not fail with that effort.”


  “She was tricked by that Dark Queen,” Forrus added. “She was an idiot, yes, but that does not mean she needs to be put to death. You value honor and valor, don’t you? Then allow this human to try and redeem herself so that she may one day leave this world a noble soul.”


  “BUT SHE-”


  “Minos,” Daemon spoke up, causing the minotaur to hop with a squeak and glance back to him. “We know what Mika has done. We know why she did it. And we know she’s better than that. She deserves a chance to atone for her sins.”


  Minos turned to him with a worried frown, falling silent from his words while Forrus and Hollia quickly went around her to regroup with the others. Behind them Tabitha had finally been freed from Scay’s tail, the naga still hugging her with maniacal laughter while the neko was gasping for air and struggling to push away her overzealous friend.


  “Before you pass sentence on her,” Daemon warned Minos. “Know that she has already suffered greatly. Both her sisters have been killed. Her little brother has been taken away from her. Her home is gone. And her pride and self-confidence have all but been stripped from her. She has made some very serious mistakes in her past, and she’s lost nearly everything because of that. Redemption isn’t just something she wants to achieve, it’s something she needs to.”


  Minos reluctantly hesitated as she eyed over Mika with a low grumble. After thinking about it she sighed heavily and looked away while resting her axe over her shoulder.


  “Very well,” she muttered. “If you say she deserves a chance… then Minos shall let her try. Minos must admit… puny human did good fighting the underdweller.”


  “Her name is Mika,” Hollia corrected her. “Mika Harollson. You have a rather rude habit of addressing us as nameless creatures of Eden, you know that?”


  Minos merely rolled her eyes and continued to ignore her, instead choosing to survey the damage done to the drider while thinking quietly to herself. Shaking her head at the brute Hollia then looked around at her companions that came to her rescue. Daemon was recalling his monstrous side and returning to his human appearance; Sasha and Rulo pushed Saffron aside then started arguing with each other while each holding one of Daemon’s arms; Saffron stomped her foot with stern squeaking before she started reaching into her satchel with a mean glare at the two girls; Tabitha was getting back onto her feet and muttering to herself while eyeing over the drider; Scay was apparently eating a flower while chuckling and speaking erratically to herself; and Forrus was gazing at Mika with a solemn expression as she remained silent in thought.


  “At any rate,” Hollia said with a small smile. “Thank you all for coming after me, it really does mean-… wait a moment. Sasha? Didn’t you say earlier that you thought I was in danger before the drider even revealed itself? How did you know it was here?”


  “We didn’t,” Sasha answered, with everyone then looking past Hollia at something. The centaur blinked then turned around to see Aeon standing close by, the chronofly watching them with a bitter scowl while her wings trembled slightly behind her.


  “She did,” Daemon explained. Hollia gasped and quickly backed up towards the group while holding her spear out towards the chronofly as she started walking forward.


  “Aeon?” Hollia exclaimed. “What the hell? What is that accursed Dark Queen doing here?”


  “It’s nice to see you again too,” Aeon flatly replied.


  “What is happening here? My knight? What is the meaning of this?”


  Aeon slowly approached them, her steps being uneven as she appeared to struggle with seeing straight. As she got closer Daemon stepped ahead of his followers, watching the chronofly sluggishly nearing before she fell forward with a whimper. To her surprise, and also Hollia’s, Daemon caught her, holding her up against his chest as she feebly held onto his arms.


  “Do you… believe me now?” Aeon weakly asked him. “Or do you still wish to leave their lives to chance?”


  “My knight?” Hollia questioned in disbelief. “What in Eden’s name is going on here? Wha… you… she… what the fuck?”


  Daemon held the chronofly up as she slumped against him in her weakened state. Glancing behind him he saw only Hollia expressing shock at what she was seeing, the rest of the girls were showing harsh leers towards the chronofly while also displaying noticeable concern about the Dark Queen’s earlier predictions that may not have been falsely foretold after all.


  “Alright, Aeon,” Daemon said turning his cold blue eyes back onto the chronofly. “I believe a long discussion is an order.”


  


  Chapter 4


  No Monsters Here


  In the world of Eden it was all but common for monsters to be hated, feared, and treated like ultimate evils. From the most lustful and uncontrollable creatures to the more timid yet still horny otherworldly maidens, all were considered dangerous as they would inevitably resort to any means they could to breed. When faced with no other choice than to use deception, force, and even violence to reproduce, these cursed women of Eden became the very monsters they were despised as. For many, this was their only way of life, whether they liked it or not. But for others who wished for something greater, there could be another way for them if they truly dared to be different.


  A way to survive, prosper, and shed away the title of Monster.


  *****


  “What to do, what to do,” Charlotte murmured to herself for the umpteenth time that night. Inside her spacious manor the alpha witch wasn’t seated at her desk before her crystal ball as she usually was at this hour, but instead standing beside a small counter that had a plush basket atop it. Within the basket, covered in a cozy blanket and surrounded by colorful pillows, was a baby boy, one who was simply observing his surroundings with very little knowledge of anything going on around him. Charlotte lightly tapped her wand against her hip as she examined the toddler she had in her possession now, one that, after days of deliberating on what to do with, still had not found the answer she was looking for.


  “Seriously, why has this decision fallen upon me?” Charlotte complained, almost to herself as well as the child. “I’m a monster, a proud and feared alpha witch to you humans, and yet I’m tasked with caring for one of their babies now? Is this some sort of joke? Whatever game fate is playing here, I’m not understanding its rules or general mindset.”


  The baby offered no insight or rebuttal to her conundrum, of course, and instead continued looking around at the many relics and books that adorned the walls along with the uniquely crafted gothic architecture that stretched overhead.


  “What am I to do with you?” Charlotte huffed. “Just toss you to the wolves of Ritherwood and call it a day? Or perhaps raise you to be my personal breeding stock? I suppose I could donate you to the many alchemists residing here in town, I do wonder what wonderfully twisted concoctions they could cook up with you. Would you like that instead?”


  Again, the baby appeared to not even realize she was talking to him.


  “I must say, for a baby you’re quite stupid,” Charlotte scoffed. “Do you even understand the danger you’re in? You’re surrounded by witches, monsters who will want to harvest you for your seed one day. Why, when you become old enough to start making semen for us, every witch around here is going to be raping you senseless. You’re essentially a cow waiting to be milked dry, milked until you can’t even draw a breath in this world, that’s all you are. And knowing that you’re just… you’re just…”


  The baby looked at her with a small gurgle, with the witch struggling to speak again before sighing in aggravation.


  “You’re just sitting there, without a care in the world,” Charlotte muttered. “What’s your problem anyway? You’ve just been sitting in your basket for days, in the middle of a witch town, and the only times you’ve cried or put up a fuss is when you wanted to be fed. Aren’t you scared? Aren’t you terrified? Aren’t you just the least bit-”


  Finally the baby performed another action, this being making a small sneeze, something that caused another action which was to laugh at its own amusement.


  “Humans really are simpleminded creatures,” Charlotte flatly summed up. Tiredly running a hand down her face she watched the baby showing no fear or anxiety in her presence, rather he seemed perfectly content in her care.


  “What am I supposed to do with you?” Charlotte complained, shaking her head and walking over to sit at her desk. She plopped down into her chair while watching the baby basket, hearing only small murmurs from the little infant.


  “What’s more, why is this so hard for me to decide?” she wondered, shaking her head slowly. “Why am I putting so much thought into this? I should just give the child to whoever can find a use for it and be done with it. The poor boy doesn’t have much in the way of prospects in this town other than to become a sex slave. Other than being put to death, what choice does he have?”


  Closing her eyes she leisurely toyed with her wand as she considered her options, again feeling a nagging sensation tugging at her in regard to her choices.


  “Still…” she murmured. “I have to say… I feel a little sad for the baby’s fate. It is just a baby after all. Even if it’s a human boy… ah, what am I supposed to think of this? He’s doomed, plain and simple. If I don’t rape him to death when he grows up then my entire village of witches sure will. Honestly, throwing him to the wolves might be more merciful.”


  Lightly thumping her head against the back of her chair the alpha witch contemplated what to do, her trail of thought veering off course again as she heard the baby giggling.


  “Although,” she pondered, peeking with a glance at the basket as she thought about a very different alternative. “I haven’t had a child of my own in over 20 years. I’ve been too busy with other matters, and… I wouldn’t mind raising another. Even if he is human… perhaps… I mean I could protect him from the others witches… although it would cause quite a commotion for everyone to hear of me doing such a thing. What am I thinking? I can’t seriously expect to become this boy’s mother, that’s preposterous. I’m a witch, an alpha at that; I can’t raise a human boy. There’s no way that could work. That’s just… crazy. Right?”


  “Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch and Astreal called out from the hall with two knocks on the door.


  “Come in,” Charlotte answered, turning her focus to the witch sisters who opened the doors, walked in side by side, gave polite curtsies in unison, and approached the alpha’s desk with symmetrical steps.


  “Well?” Charlotte sharply asked. “I trust you have good news? Because I could really use some right now.”


  “No, Ms. Charlotte,” the twins replied, both shaking their heads at the same time with worried frowns. “I’m afraid we don’t have good news about-”


  “Stop. Doing. That,” Charlotte firmly insisted with an expectant look. “I’ve told you two many times, please… just, one at a time, okay?”


  “Yes, Ms. Charlotte,” they agreed, then hopped with squeaks while covering their mouths.


  “For crying out loud, what news do you have, Astreal?” Charlotte demanded.


  “We’ve investigated the human town of Stillwater and our fellow witches of Terashk,” Astreal said stepping forward. “The humans of Stillwater were raided, likely by monsters. All the women and young girls litter their streets in pieces while the men and boys have completely vanished.”


  “That was a mining town,” Charlotte cautiously mused. “Their men weren’t exactly pushovers, and their women were strong guardians for them. Even their young knew how to swing a pickaxe like a temperamental ant girl.”


  “It looks as though they weren’t strong enough,” Astreal replied shaking her head. “We did find slain monsters from the raid. Gremlins and trolls were among them, and even a few crystalettes.”


  “The northern mountains are full of those sparkly bitches,” Charlotte cursed. “They’ve never attacked us or our property before though, they’ve always kept to their own human hunting grounds.”


  “It seems they’ve chosen their side in this conflict,” Astreal reasoned. “Stillwater is a ghost town now, my grace. It’s been picked clean and left in shambles by these troublesome wenches.”


  “And, Terashk?” Charlotte asked, already assuming the worst.


  “I’m sorry, my grace,” Apoch sadly said. “But, the witches of Terashk were unable to protect our hunting grounds… or themselves from the attack.”


  “There were 39 witches living in Terashk,” Charlotte recounted. “They specialized in summoning magic and could have easily conjured an army of stone warriors to fight their enemies. Gremlins, trolls, and even crystalettes; they may have overpowered the humans but those witches wouldn’t have fallen so easily.”


  “About that,” Apoch hesitantly replied. “We’re not sure of the numbers that raided those two towns, but we do know of another faction that has sided with them. We found two slain witches who were not from our coven. They were from the Blackwell Coven.”


  “Blackwell?” Charlotte exclaimed before showing great anger. “Those fucking snakes are in my land?”


  “Yes, and I regret to inform you that… they’ve brought with them their… unique brand of execution for opposing witch covens.”


  Charlotte shut her eyes as she used great restraint not to let her anger control her, feeling her blood boiling from hearing not only about the presence of those aiding the destruction of her property and fellow witches, but also knowing what happened to those within her coven who opposed them.


  “How many?” she growled, showing a narrowed glare at the sisters who lowered their heads in remorse. “How many of my witches were…”


  “Of the 39 sisters we had in Terashk,” Astreal reluctantly said. “Nine were subjected to holush ne kahn.”


  Charlotte lowered her head with a quiet snarl, clenching her hands tightly while her crystal gemstones glowed with radiant energy. Using sheer willpower she kept her power in check, remembering there was a human infant in the room with them that wasn’t crying yet from any loud or sudden noises, and was still alive as there were no summoned obsidian blades wildly being cast through the floors and walls as of yet.


  “Nine,” she breathed out. To her that was of course nine too many who were executed in such a way. It wasn’t that she was completely against the idea of a death penalty, she had sentenced many others to be put down during her long life for one reason or another. And it wasn’t just the fact that it was witches who were under her protection and rule that met their end that enraged her. Witches being executed wasn’t exactly unheard of, but the very concept that the Blackwell Witches were widely known to enforce upon their so-called traitorous sisters in the witch community, that was taking the death penalty way too far for Charlotte. Hanging, beheading, being burned at the stake, or even drowning while hanging upside down; these were some acceptable practices to Charlotte for those that broke her laws. What wasn’t, however, was tying a witch onto a bench and having a horse ride her to death in a barbaric sexual execution.


  “It was a rather… horrific sight,” Astreal mentioned, with Apoch covering her mouth and turning away in fear of vomiting from the memory. “What pained me the most from seeing them… was knowing that such a sentence is never quick or painless.”


  “I hate that practice so much,” Charlotte cursed. “Those Blackwell Witches, they’re nothing but a wretched blight to our community. Show me any other coven on the face of Eden and I can safely say they’re nothing like that rotting collective of demonspawns. It’s very upsetting to hear they’re trespassing on my land and treating my witches in such a cruel way.”


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch softly said to her. “We know you don’t like hearing about such things. We don’t wish to make you uncomfortable with our report.”


  “What I don’t like hearing about is my witches being snuffed out one by one out there,” Charlotte retorted. “Ever since the first ether crow appeared on my nightstand I’ve had dozens more coming to me these past few days. My witches are being pushed away from Koskaysil’s borders, more are being attacked and even killed by these savages invading my land, and many more are going to be growing restless and fearful when news reaches them. The very fact that Blackwell Witches are out there, spilling blood and having horses fuck my witches to death all for their sick pleasure is sure to cause a panic with them!”


  After her loud shout and slamming her fist down onto the counter in her anger the baby finally started crying, drawing a tired growl from Charlotte as she slumped back in her chair and held a hand over her face.


  “Great. And now the baby’s crying.”


  “Allow me, my grace,” Astreal insisted before hurrying over to the child. She tried speaking softly to it in an effort to quiet the noisy toddler, failing horribly as the baby cried louder and louder despite her anxious efforts.


  “My grace?” Apoch questioned, stepping over to Charlotte’s side. “I know we have much to discuss about what’s happening out there, but may I ask what’s happening in here? What are you going to do with that baby boy? Our sisters in town are all asking the same question. What do you plan to do with him?”


  “I honestly don’t know,” Charlotte sighed. “Part of me is contemplating handing him over to whoever wants him. Another part… well, wonders something else.”


  “What is that, my grace?” Apoch asked.


  “Never mind that for now,” Charlotte answered, waving the question off. “Tell me, is there any update with our optimistic pacifist, Daniel Sorres? Is he still alive out there?”


  “Last we checked he’s still camped in the outskirts of what was once Ruhelia,” Astreal reported, gently rocking the basket now in an attempt to calm the infant. “And he has an entire elven village living there with him as well.”


  “Yes, about that,” Charlotte mentioned with a curious look at her crystal ball. “Was that tale you two told me about him really true? Daniel Sorres, that scrawny human male whose faith in others is bigger than his biceps and brain, rescued all those elves from the same monsters who have been attacking my witches?”


  “Yes, it’s true,” Apoch agreed with a hopeful smile. “We have the information from a very reliable source. It seems Mr. Daniel has more courage in him than we first believed. Thanks to the aid of Ms. Alyssa and his rather large entourage of female companions, they managed to magically move all the elves of Green Haven to safety from right in front of those wicked barbarians.”


  “Not only that,” Astreal chimed in as the baby was slowly quieting down now. “But he also managed to put up one hell of a fight against them. He even killed those despicable gemini twins all by himself. It was simply unreal to hear of.”


  “And how exactly did he accomplish that?” Charlotte cautiously asked. “I’m still not understanding this scenario. Last I checked Daemon Warrick was still in possession of the Archlight’s Blade, and correct me if I’m mistaken, but Daniel Sorres is not a virgin anymore so he couldn’t have used the sword at all. Was my dear swordsman involved in this fight as well?”


  “No, it was all done by Mr. Daniel,” Apoch answered. “Mr. Daemon and his group were not involved in the battle at all. All we know is Mr. Daniel singlehandedly killed the gemini. All his girls say the same thing, all the elves say the same thing; he was the one who put those monsters down and saved everyone.”


  “That’s impossible,” Charlotte argued. “There’s no way he could have achieved such a feat.”


  “A few things don’t add up, we agree,” Astreal admitted, slowly ceasing with rocking the basket as the baby was falling asleep now. She breathed out in relief then came to Charlotte’s other side while the alpha was struggling to make sense of what she was hearing.


  “First, we’ve heard that the gemini were the leaders of this horde of monsters,” Astreal explained. “Monsters who organize under the banner The Sisterhood. But, if that’s true, we’re not sure how they managed to procure so many followers and launch attacks all around this region’s borders so quickly.”


  “Second,” Apoch continued. “If those strange twins really were the gemini, we’re not sure how Mr. Daniel could have killed them all by himself. Unfortunately we couldn’t get any specifics from him or his family. I’m afraid the toll of the battle put them all in a miserable state and only recently have they started to truly recover. We hope to clarify this mystery the next time we speak with them.”


  “And third,” Astreal warned. “We have heard from Ms. Triska that two succubi have been seen in this land, succubi with demonic blessings. We’re not sure if a beelzebub is in Koskaysil or not, but it may be possible, and if there is one it could explain the sudden rise in monsters coming here.”


  “Things used to be so quiet around here,” Charlotte spoke with an annoyed roll of her eyes. “And now we’ve got all this shit happening around us. It’s bad enough I’m starving for a man’s seed, a man who right now is so very far away from me, but now I’ve got all this additional bullshit to sort out on top of my daily duties. It’s all just so taxing to be handling at once.”


  “Perhaps you need a break from all the stress, my grace,” Astreal worried. “It’s one thing to be dealt a full hand of problems to solve, but you have been starving your inner nature for so long now. It’s not good for you. We can fetch a man from our keep for you if you wish. Raping him will help you relax and take your mind off things for a little while.”


  “Just say the word and we can fetch you two,” Apoch giggled. “My sister and I would be more than happy to help you ravage them in any way you please. Would that be to your liking, my grace?”


  “Or… if you prefer… we could…” Astreal quietly said, glancing away with a blush.


  “No thank you,” Charlotte sighed. “You two know I always focus on my work before pleasure. Just a curse of being an alpha I’m afraid. Besides, I find the men we have here to be… lacking in my eyes now thanks to Daemon Warrick stealing my heart. He’s the only one I want quelling the raging fire within me.”


  “Yes… my grace,” the twins weakly replied, forcing smiles to hide their growing resentment towards that man.


  “For now, I need to focus on my people,” Charlotte reasoned. “Apoch. Astreal. I’m going to issue an emergency summons. I want all of my witches in Koskaysil to report to Rystone right away. If there are any from sociable covens visiting in the region then advise them to seek refuge in Rystone or return to their homes at once for their own safety. Any witches in Koskaysil who don’t hail from a coven are welcome to seek refuge here as well, they are our sisters all the same and we will protect them as such.”


  “We’re going to order a coven gathering?” the twins asked in unison.


  “Yes, and I want both of you to spread the order at once. It’s not safe out there, not anymore. I don’t know what exactly is drawing these hostile monsters here but we need to prepare for what’s to come. All witches are hereby ordered to report to Rystone. If our entire coven is gathered here it will indeed take a beelzebub and its army to pose a threat to us.”


  “We will issue the command to all witches at once, my grace,” the sisters replied with formal bows.


  “As I’ve been told the centaurs of Ruhelia and the elves of Green Haven have all been stomped over by this horde of monsters,” Charlotte recounted. “I’ll be damned if I let my people suffer the same fate.”


  “We will guide our sisters to Rystone as fast as possible,” Astreal promised. “Any distances spanning this land between our fellow witches and Rystone are no match for our dimensional magic.”


  “Yes,” Apoch proudly agreed. “If Mr. Daniel can shepherd an entire elven village out from the clutches of The Sisterhood, then we can surely round up all our sisters and deliver them safely to Rystone in record time.”


  “On that note,” Charlotte mentioned, holding up her wand with a raised eyebrow. “Your priority is escorting my witches to Rystone for their protection. Focus on that right now. I’ll keep an eye on Daniel Sorres myself for the time being.”


  “My grace?” the twins wondered, seeing Charlotte thinking very carefully about something before she glanced over to the baby that was sleeping nearby.


  “Don’t let it concern you, girls. I’m just keeping an eye on my… investments.”


  *****


  The crackling of the fire was easily heard as a prolonged hush befell the crowd of elves gathered together in their camp. Daniel saw all the elven women and children showing nearly the exact same reaction towards his unique proposal, all of which being strong withheld reservations for it while clearly biting their tongues from speaking negatively about their hero’s ideas. Daniel’s mates and new maids could easily see and feel the uneasy aura surrounding them, with only Snapper being blissfully unaware of such things as she chewed on a bone with eager chomps.


  “Nobody’s saying anything,” Luna whispered.


  “Oh their faces are saying plenty,” Falla worried.


  “I don’t believe we’ve won them over with this,” Specca frowned.


  “Why does everyone look like they’re upset now?” Cindy softly asked.


  “Because they think Daniel’s ideas are fucking stupid,” Felucia scoffed. “Can’t say I blame them.”


  Daniel kept his composure as he once again was faced with ridicule for his ideas, even if the ridicule was silent as the elves didn’t wish to speak out against their hero’s wishes.


  “It’s okay to think that idea is crazy,” he admitted with a shrug, earning puzzled looks from everyone. “Really, that’s a normal reaction to hearing something as outlandish as all of our races living together in harmony. Believe me, I’ve heard it all my life and from many more races other than yours. It’s insane, suicidal, and just plain ridiculous to the ears of nearly all in this world. That’s what you’re thinking, I know, I can see it clear as day.”


  “We don’t mean to be disrespectful,” an elf quickly insisted. “Really, it’s just… it’s just-”


  “It’s fine,” Daniel assured, holding out a hand to stop her. “I promise, I don’t think any less of you because of your reaction. And I certainly would never expect nor desire to force you or your people into something they didn’t want to participate in. We’re not like those in The Sisterhood. I’m not here to force your hand into anything. I just wanted to speak to you all and have a civilized discussion about this.”


  The elves only showed remorseful faces at him as the mood of their grand gathering had greatly declined into a troubled one. Daniel nodded slowly as he saw the elves not choosing to berate him or call him any colorful names in the face of his radical ideas, but rather seemed to regret that they couldn’t see such a future for their people as he could.


  ‘They’re not turning volatile like Clover used to be when we first met her. They’re using their utmost controlled behavior in my presence, every one of them is biting their tongues so hard simply because of who I am to them now. I bet had we met under more peaceful circumstances in Green Haven there would be much more violent protests instead of these silent grimaces.’


  “Please, everyone,” Falla said standing up. “I know it sounds crazy at first, but he’s telling the truth. You have to listen to him. We can’t keep going on as we have, we can’t keep lying to ourselves and thinking how things are now is how they should be. For crying out loud, we’re all alone and defenseless as it things stand. Our races are all alone out there and hated by nearly everyone in this world, don’t you understand?”


  “We don’t have to be at war with the humans or each other,” Specca insisted. “There’s no need for animosity between us. All of our races would benefit greatly if we only worked together, not fought and raped one another all the time. We can share this world under peaceful terms, we can coexist with one another as friends and allies. It’s possible, it’s most certainly possible. You have to see this.”


  “We know what we’re talking about,” Alyssa promised. “We never used to think humans could be our friends. We never used to think humans could ever love us for who we were. But then we met Daniel, and we… we…”


  The girls watched with growing dismay as the elves were slowly averting their eyes from them, none seeming to be moved by their words or willing to accept them. The children stepped further away and closer to their mothers while the rangers were solemnly glancing to Daniel from the corner of their eyes.


  “Everyone’s turning away from us,” Luna worried.


  “I believe Daniel’s proposal has pushed them away,” Doku fretted.


  “You’ve got be kidding us,” Falla argued in a fluster. “Daniel risked his life to save you people. My family risked their lives. Squeak died for you! One of our own family members gave her life to rescue you people so we could help you, so we could show you a better way of living your lives, and this is how you respond? You won’t even talk, you won’t even consider it; you just turn your heads away? We can hear you judging our man inside your minds, you know! At least have the decency to say it to our faces! Say something! Somebody say something!”


  The elves merely lowered their heads in silence, none speaking back even though they already conveyed what they were thinking quite well. Daniel held out a hand to stop Falla who was about to unload all her frustrations on them in a manner that would make Clover proud, with his mates turning to him with growing anxiety as they weren’t feeling as welcome among the elves now as they did before.


  “Listen up,” Daniel called out. “I want everyone here to be honest and raise their hand if they think the idea of humans and elves being allies in Eden is nothing but a fantasy tale. Please, I won’t take offense to hearing your straightforward opinion. I want you to tell me the truth with what you think. Raise your hand if you think my proposal just isn’t possible to achieve and that things cannot change between our races.”


  Slowly but surely all the elves raised their hands, some looking away in shame while doing so and others averting their eyes from their heroes altogether. Daniel’s family felt their hope for an alliance with the elves swiftly fading away as they saw a unanimous rejection to Daniel’s beliefs.


  “It’s okay,” Daniel reassured. “I understand how you feel. All of our races have a long history of not liking each other too much, it surely wouldn’t be an easy feat to change that. The very idea of forming peaceful relations between our races would of course sound like blasphemy to anyone. We do have our differences and needs in life, and unfortunately that does cause some tension between us, doesn’t it? I’m sure you’re all thinking that things will never change. That we should just keep pushing forward as we always have, by ourselves, and do what we need to in order to survive. Am I right?”


  Many of the elves nodded with solemn expressions while Daniel’s mates lowered their heads in defeat as they felt like outcasts amongst the elves now.


  “I mean, that certainly worked well for the centaurs,” Daniel spoke up as he looked away. “They did just fine all by themselves when The Sisterhood attacked their kingdom, didn’t they?”


  The elves began looking to each other with troubled grimaces from that.


  “You elves had everything under control too, didn’t you?” Daniel continued, glancing back to them. “When danger came straight to your home you managed to take care of it just fine all by yourselves.”


  “Wait, we don’t mean you any disrespect after all you’ve done for us,” a ranger started to protest before Daniel spoke up louder.


  “And the giant butterflies certainly don’t need any allies to help them, do they?” he called out to the crowd. “Never mind that they’re preyed upon by predators lurking in their forests, they can handle anything that comes their way just fine, so long as their deceptive ways don’t catch up to them of course. But I’m sure that will never happen.”


  “Please, try to understand,” another elf insisted. “We’re not trying to upset you, it’s just-”


  “I know the ant girls of Eden definitely don’t need allies,” Daniel spoke towards her with a stern tone. “Not those girls, no way. With their strength they don’t need to worry about anything. Not even all those ant-lionesses that prey upon them in their own nests!”


  The elves cringed slightly from his tone becoming sharper and clearly more livid, while his mates and maids were now watching him with growing curiosity as he was showing a sudden surge of bravado and ire with his argument.


  “And there’s no way the witches of Eden need allies to survive,” Daniel scoffed. “With their magic there’s no challenge too big or tough for them to take down. It doesn’t matter that their magical reserves are finite and directly dependent on their focuser being on hand, that a single flame can kill them almost instantly, or that nearly all races in Eden despise and distrust them by great measure. Those girls have their lives and future completely in check, no doubt about it.”


  “Please, Lord Daniel Sorres, you don’t understand,” a ranger tried to explain, with Daniel then pointing to the elf and marching closer to her.


  “I understand what you’re saying just fine,” he argued, with the ranger gasping and quickly stepping back before tripping and falling into the arms of her sisters. “Your way of life is better for you and there’s no reason to change that, right? That’s what everyone always says, that’s what everyone always tries to insist is true, that’s what every race I’ve come across tries to tell me when I believe things could be better for all of us. It doesn’t matter if the whole world hates you, it doesn’t matter if we’re constantly killing each other in a never-ending conflict; as long as you get to continue your race then things aren’t so bad, right?”


  “Well… I… uh… but… they’re not that… um…”


  “They’re not what?” Daniel sharply asked. “Things aren’t that bad with you, correct? You elves have it so good in life, don’t you? You trick humans into coming after you, into raping you, so you don’t have to lift a finger in order to rape them! Why in Eden’s grand splendor would you ever want to give up such a cushy way of life? I mean there is the fact that every human that does that to you detests you, that they’re only doing that to hurt and abuse you, and I’m going to take a wild stab in the dark and assume you usually get more than just a man’s seed when they do the deed. Maybe some scars? Bruises? Broken bones? Black eyes? Ripped hair? Burns? Any of that sound accurate?”


  “How… how did you…” the elf breathed out in shock. “How did you know we did that with humans?”


  “And there’s no guarantee the man will even let you go afterwards, is there?” Daniel questioned. “They could just as easily kill you during or after the horrible event, they could mutilate you or do unspeakable things to you if they had the mind to. But it’s all worth it in the end, isn’t it? So long as you get pregnant and live to give birth to a daughter, that’s all that matters to you, yes?”


  The elf lost her voice entirely in the face of his accusations, with the surrounding elves staring at Daniel in speechless dismay.


  “You elves have it so good, don’t you?” Daniel chastised. “You can get pregnant by drawing in those you’ve treated like dirt and lied to by tempting their inner demons into abusing you. You might suffer physical abuse in the process, but at least your race continues on. And your skill with a bow is certainly unquestionable, there’s no way anyone or anything could ever pose a threat to you or your people, right? Just ask your old priestess and high maidens how well that’s shielded them in the past!”


  “What do you want from us?” the elf cried out as she broke down before him. “What the fuck do you expect us to do? We don’t have a choice but to live this way!”


  “You always have a choice! Everyone always has a choice!”


  “We don’t have a choice in being born like this!” another elven woman shouted as many in the crowd were close to finally letting their words fly even if they pissed off their esteemed guests. “We can’t control what we are, but that doesn’t matter to anyone in this world! Humans are never going to give two shits about us, they never have and never will! How in Eden’s fucking asshole do you expect that to ever change?”


  “Simple! Stop being monsters!” Daniel shouted back, his voice carrying far and wide as all the elves in the entire camp stopped what they were doing from the sound of his yell.


  “I want you to stop being so ignorant and see the truth that’s right in front of you! Humans don’t think you’re monsters because of your ears! They don’t think you’re monsters because you can only give birth to female elves! They think you’re monsters because that’s how you act with them! You treat them like crap, you think they’re nothing but mud, you use and manipulate them to get what you want, they’re nothing but a means to getting pregnant with to you; they’re not even people in your eyes! To you they’re just seed sacks, cattle, nothing but objects for you to use as you see fit! That’s why the world thinks you’re monsters!”


  The elves were rendered stunned before him, everyone clearly seeing and sensing Daniel’s remarkable amount of patience and tranquility being overtaken by his sheer anger and frustration with the subject.


  “The centaurs treat men like currency,” Daniel scorned. “The giant butterflies tell every lie under the sun to trick men. Ant girls kidnap and horde entire groups of men to be seed givers for their queen. Witches hex and rape men without a care in the world. Sand wraiths eat humans and anyone else they can get their hands on. Nixies steal away men and drag them down to the depths of the sea. I’ve researched hundreds of ways humans are treated by other races, hundreds of ways they’re raped, killed, and treated like garbage during each of these encounters; and I’m here to tell you that all of that bullshit needs to stop now!”


  “D-Daniel?” Doku uttered.


  “He’s really angry,” Cindy worried, with Snapper pushing back into her bosom with a nervous gurgle.


  “I didn’t think there would be this much shouting with him,” Falla commented.


  “Why is he yelling at the elves?” Luna nervously asked. “Why is he so upset like this?”


  “He’s doing what he has to,” Alyssa reasoned, with the girls turning to her questionably as she had a solemn expression on her face. “The elves need to hear this. All of our races need to hear this. Daniel’s done tiptoeing around the facts and our stubbornness; he’s telling the elves exactly what they need to hear.”


  “Up until now, they have been monsters,” Specca sadly agreed.


  “For as long as the history books have told,” Daniel loudly continued. “Every one of our races has been at each other’s throats ever since we came into this world! We kill, rape, kill, rape, kill, rape, kill, and rape again! That’s all that ever happens! Every race out there is at war with each other and killing one another all for the chance to rape my race to death! It’s one massive free-for-all that we’re all losing because, guess what, we’re all killing each other! That’s all we ever do! How blind can you be?”


  “But why is he shouting at them?” Rolian worried. “This isn’t a good way to talk them into being nice, is it?”


  “It is with the elves,” Sheal mentioned, with the girls looking to her curiously. “I’ve seen how they settle disputes while I was in Green Haven. Shouting and berating is usually how they come to an amicable agreement in the end.”


  “Is that so?” Specca wondered. “Then, that would mean…”


  “Daniel’s persuading them with his beliefs,” Alyssa said with a growing smile. “In a way that the elves are accustomed to learning from.”


  “That’s why he started shouting and calling them out directly,” Sheal agreed with a similar grin. “My master knew exactly how to reach these lost, stubborn souls.”


  “Oooh,” Rolian slowly said. “Wow. Juggy and I just thought he was angry with them. I didn’t know he was so smart like that.”


  “You’re giving him far too much credit,” Felucia flatly commented. “Anyway, this battle isn’t over. Don’t start celebrating that man just yet.”


  “I don’t know if you realize this,” Daniel scoffed. “But there are enough monsters out there that want to kill all of us already! There are some pretty nasty races out there who are deserving of the title monster, and not only them but we’ve got Darker Ones out for everyone’s blood! If we stay divided like this, then guess what happens? We all get picked off, one by one, until there’s nobody left! Is that what you really want? Is that how you want your race to go down in history? Oh, they were monsters until the very end, but at least they lasted a few more generations before going extinct, so good for them!”


  Daniel slowly surveyed the elves before him with a harsh glare, seeing all the women and children watching him with stunned reactions as they were trying and failing to form a coherent protest to his accusations. However none could, instead they were struggling with their own frustrations in the face of his words while at the same time seeming to be teetering between hating Daniel for pointing out the truth and hating things for how they truly were. Not only that, but there was something else he spotted in their eyes. An unmistakable gleam that he had often seen before from those who were frightened and desperately searching for help, something he had hoped to find within these people to show they could indeed be reasoned with.


  ‘Okay, better rein it back a little. I think I may have overdone it a bit, I can see a few elves breaking down into tears from here. I thought they would put up more of a fight than this, but it seems I’ve struck deeper with my accusations than I expected. At least they’re not shooting me dead and it looks like they’re starting to see that their way of life isn’t all that great when looked at more closely. C’mon, Daniel, this is your chance. Their future is in your hands, you need to help guide them onto a better path or else they’ll end up just like the monsters in The Sisterhood.’


  “Make no mistake,” Daniel spoke up. “The world sees elves as monsters who are no different than those from The Sisterhood. And why should they? Even elves are guilty of raping humans, killing humans, treating humans like lowly animals. And I just have to point this out as well, you have got to be the most vulgar and intimidating people I have ever met on the face of Eden. All of you swearing and cussing with every sentence you make certainly does not help paint your race in a better light, especially with humans who already believe you to be the devils with how you treat us. For crying out loud, I’ve heard your children speaking words that I never heard any adults in my hometown saying in all their lives. Have you no shame at all?”


  To that the elves cringed, feeling that critical blow very clearly as Daniel showed no mercy with telling them how things were. Even his own mates jumped a bit from hearing him hitting the elves with so much truth at once with a very condemning tone.


  “He is not taking it easy on them,” Falla slowly mentioned in surprise.


  “I didn’t think he would bring up their rather crude language during this,” Specca added as she looked away. “Though it’s impossible to argue his points in their defense.”


  “Well, they don’t look mad at him now,” Alyssa commented as she examined the crowd. “They just look like they’re about to start crying.”


  “Daniel’s saying some mean things,” Pip worried.


  “He’s only telling them the truth, little one,” Sheal replied, still watching Daniel with a slowly wagging tail. “If they’re to change their misguided ways, they must know the error of their ways first.”


  “They’ll learn to be good,” Cindy hoped, coddling Snapper closer as the swarm tried burrowing deeper into her bosom. “I was bad before too, but Daniel taught me to be good. If I can learn to be good so can they.”


  “Now then, let’s try this again,” Daniel announced as he stepped back. “Show of hands. How many elven women here have been raped, abused, and beaten by a man in order to get pregnant? How many have been treated like monsters by humans because of the way they’ve acted? Tell the truth!”


  Daniel’s family looked around at seeing a great deal of hands slowly rising from elves who showed nothing but embarrassment and remorse.


  “How many women here have been raped, abused, and beaten by a man, but didn’t get pregnant afterwards? How many of you suffered because of your own misguided actions and gained nothing for it in return?”


  More hands began rising while a few slowly dropped, with the elves turning to each other with growing concern as they faced one of the hard truths of their lifestyle.


  “How many have lost loved ones to humans who didn’t settle for just a revenge-rape, but instead killed an elf instead? How many of you have lost mothers, daughters, family, all because you followed the tradition of your ancestors and acted like real monsters with humans? Show your hands now!”


  Many hands were seen in the air by both women and children alike, all of them slowly breaking down in the horrible shadow of their despair brought on by their own doing. Daniel’s mates showed remorseful looks as they saw the heartbreak and depressed faces that now adorned all the elves, none of the women and children having any shred of the joy and excitement they displayed earlier that night. Daniel could easily see he got his message through to the elves, all of them unable argue with him in the slightest against the reality of how things really were for them. Taking a slow breath to calm himself, he then spoke up again with a much different question for the elves.


  “Now, how many elves here have a husband?” he called out, with the elves showing startled confusion to his words. “You heard me. Raise your hand if you have a man for a husband.”


  All the hands went down while the elves stared at Daniel in puzzlement.


  “Don’t be shy,” Daniel urged. “If any elf here has a man for a husband, one who loves you, cares for you, stands by your side through the good times and the bad, one who is always around to help you and raise your daughter with together, one who loves you for who you are and doesn’t care at all that you’re an elf and not a human; if you have that in your life please raise your hand.”


  Not a single elf raised her hand, much to the surprise of nobody. Daniel nodded slowly to what he easily expected to be true, and then proposed another question.


  “How many of you want that in your life?” he asked, earning troubled looks from the elves while Daniel’s family observed their reactions closely. “I want every elven woman here who would want a husband in their life to raise their hand. I want every elven child here who would want a father in their life to raise their hand. Be honest, be truthful to yourself and all of us. You all know what husbands and fathers are, you’ve surely heard how human women and daughters have those in their lives. What about you, do you want that as well? Raise your hand if that’s something you want, something that you would love to have in your life.”


  A long pause ensued with the elves quietly glancing around at their kin for anyone’s answer. Daniel surveyed the crowd as silence filled the air, his gaze going over many women and children who seemed taken aback by such a question and feeling uneasy with how to respond. Finally a hand was seen in the air, with all eyes turning to see an elven woman standing amidst the crowd with her daughter held close. The child looked up at her mother with worried eyes before raising her hand with a small smile at Daniel.


  “I’ve always wanted that,” the woman admitted. “I know it’s impossible, I know it’ll never happen, but… I’ve always dreamed of having a husband of my own. The last man I had sex with… broke my arm and gave me a black eye during it. I hear husbands are more… loving with having sex. I think… I think I would prefer that… if given the chance to have it.”


  “I’ve wondered what it would be like having a father,” the daughter added. “Human girls have one. I… I want that too… I think. I do… if it’ll ever be possible, that is.”


  “Does anyone else want a husband and father in their lives?” Daniel asked. “Be honest. If you’ve ever dreamed of having such a thing, please raise your hand.”


  One by one more elves began to raise their hands, a knowing smirk coming across Daniel’s face as he saw the entire elven community around him cast their vote which soon became unanimous.


  “Keep your hands raised if you want any of the following,” Daniel called out. “To be loved and respected for who you are, and not to be shamed or despised simply because of what you are.”


  Not a single elf withdrew her vote.


  “To be able to walk down the street of any city, human or otherwise, either by yourself or with your husband and child, and not be chastised, ridiculed, or even hated, but instead treated as an equal by all.”


  The elves continued to hold their hands up while Daniel’s mates joined as they stood and raised theirs.


  “To be truly loved by a man, a mate, a caring husband. To mate with them not in a harmful or disgraceful way, but because the man genuinely loves and wants to be with you, because he wants you to be his mate. To be able to say ‘I have a boyfriend’, or ‘I have a husband’, and know those words to be as true as the sun is bright.”


  The elves kept their hands up while a few were seen hopping to reach even higher. Sheal and Rolian also held theirs up while Felucia merely looked away with a dull grimace.


  “To not be known as monsters or vile abominations, but instead women and daughters of Eden just as it is with humans. To never again be grouped together with the likes of The Sisterhood or any of those bloodthirsty monsters who only want to rape and kill.”


  All of the elves kept their hands up while nodding at him, their eyes conveying hope that was swiftly building within them as they clung to his every word.


  “To never be alone in times of crisis, to have humans as allies who would gladly pick up their swords and shields to help protect you and your people against real monsters. To be considered as friends to humans, so that they not only take solace in knowing you are just as beautiful and compassionate as our women but also so that our children can sleep better at night knowing we have the most gifted and talented archers in all of Eden standing with us as our allies.”


  The elves kept their hands raised while a few shouted out proudly to that last part.


  “Now answer me this,” Daniel called out. “How many of you will stand with me, so that such a dream can become a reality, not just for you but all races who would choose to join us and work together? How many of you are willing to help bring great change to Eden, to all who live within it, and to forever separate yourselves from the horrid title of monster in this world once and for all? Answer me, elves of Green Haven; crazy or not, impossible or not, who will stand with me as proof of my beliefs; proof that our races can coexist peacefully with each other, that we will stand together against the true monsters of Eden, that we are all equals in this world? Tell me now, let your voice be heard by all; who’s with me?”


  Without pause the crowd of elves cheered loudly in agreement, all of them smiling brightly at Daniel and rallying for his beliefs with renewed energy and faith. His mates began jumping with joy as they could easily feel the positive vibes completely drowning out the negative clouds from earlier, with Rolian cheering in celebration before heavily drinking from her jug, and Sheal who stared with unblinking eyes at Daniel while faint wisps of smoke were coming out of the corners of her smile. Felucia watched the surrounding elves unanimously siding with Daniel before she slowly shook her head with a roll of her eyes.


  “You’re all idiots,” she muttered, right before Rolian hugged her with a giddy laugh and drank more from her jug with large gulps. As the sand wraith shouted and tried pushing her away Pip flew out of her cleavage and over to Daniel, landing on his shoulder and giving him a kiss on the cheek with a flutter of her wings. Smiling at his littlest mate Daniel gave her a small kiss, or a big one given her size, and then turned to see his mates cheering with excitement as were all the elves around them.


  “I think the elves like us again, Daniel,” Pip giggled.


  “I think you’re right, Pip,” Daniel had to agree with. “I think you’re right.”


  “You did it, Daniel!” Specca squealed as she and the girls ran over to grab onto him. His mates quickly surrounded and hugged their man while Cindy was busy scolding her mother again about a rather nasty remark she made about Daniel.


  “You did it, just like I knew you would!” the nixie praised with her tail quickly wrapping around his leg.


  “You got the elves to see reason,” Luna beamed as she hugged him close with fluttering wings. “You got them to listen just like you did with my people. You’re the greatest, Daniel!”


  “I knew you could do it from the start,” Falla boasted. “Never had a doubt you couldn’t persuade them.”


  “You were worried he was losing them earlier,” Alyssa teased.


  “You were the one who was worried!” Falla shouted back in a fluster. “I never lost faith in him for a second!”


  Alyssa growled at her as the two got in each other’s faces before Daniel lifted the witch up into his arm, the little spellcaster yelping at first then smiling curiously at her man as he surveyed the crowd of elves with a proud smile.


  “Easy, girls,” he said, holding Specca with his other arm. “Save your energy for what comes next.”


  “What comes next?” Pip asked. “What’s coming next?”


  “Talking to the elves about becoming peaceful allies to humans was the easy part,” Daniel explained. Looking around at his mates he saw their confused smiles. “Now comes the hard part; convincing the world that the elves are not monsters. The elves want things to change just like we do, and things aren’t going to change unless we enforce that change ourselves. We need to improve their image in the eyes of humans. Not just theirs, but all of your races as well. Talking about it isn’t enough, we need to make things change in Koskaysil, and soon.”


  “It’s time that everyone started practicing what we’re preaching,” Specca recognized. “If we’re going to rally allies before the queen of Rockhelm, the humans need to know we’re on their side.”


  “We have to start showing the humans we’re not monsters like The Sisterhood,” Alyssa agreed. “Those bitches are going to make Daniel’s ideas seem impossible to them unless we demonstrate we’re better than that first.”


  “So what do we do now?” Falla asked with a shrug. “What’s our next move?”


  “For now,” Daniel mused as he gazed at the excited elven crowd. “We enjoy this small victory tonight and pray all is going well with Triska’s group. If things continue to go our way, hopefully we’ll have the rest of our family returning to us very soon.”


  “I hope so,” Alyssa worried, looking down with a small worried smile. She then squeaked with a blush forming on her cheeks before turning to Daniel in surprise, along with Specca who also shared a similar reaction to Daniel caressing each of their rears with his hands.


  “Daniel,” Specca purred with a sultry smile.


  “Like I said, try to save some energy until then,” Daniel mentioned before looking around at the girls, all of them showing growing wonder as he had a much different looking grin on his face now, one that conveyed quite well what he was thinking of doing with his beloved family.


  “Once my family returns to me, I’m going to make up for lost time with each and every one of you,” he promised, with the girls smiling brightly to that as they huddled closer to him. Holding Alyssa and Specca by their rears Daniel winked at the girls before noticing Doku shyly looking away with a deep blush on her face.


  “Every one of you,” Daniel repeated, with Doku jumping a bit before slowly turning back to him. “Unless there are any objections from you girls.”


  “I’m okay with Doku joining us,” Specca dreamily said as she rested her head on Daniel’s shoulder.


  “I’m fine with it,” Alyssa giggled.


  “I want her to join us too,” Luna agreed.


  “No complaints here,” Falla chimed in with a wink.


  “More boobies!” Pip cheered with waving arms. “Yes please!”


  “Wh… wh… what?” Doku stammered, turning bright red and trembling with ruffling feathers. “M-M-Me? You w-want m-m-m-me to j-j-join you? You mean… I… and… Daniel… we… we’re going to… to…”


  She opened her mouth to speak, let out a small whine as she wavered on her feet, and then dropped forward, being caught by Luna and Falla as the harpy fainted and went limp.


  “Oh, Doku,” Specca sighed in amusement. “You cute, fragile little thing.”


  “Go easy on her, Daniel,” Alyssa snickered. “She really is delicate.”


  “I’m not so sure about that, Alyssa,” Daniel chuckled, watching as Falla and Luna held Doku up by the shoulders and tried shaking her to wake the bird up. He shook his head a bit then looked around at the newest supporters of his crusade that certainly helped bolster his hopes for success.


  “How we are on the outside isn’t always how we are on the inside.”


  *****


  All was nearly quiet in Shadow’s Refuge as night befell the peaceful sanctuary. The hallways were lit with a warm celestial glow as moonlight glistened through the old windows without any clouds above to impede it. The residents had retired to their rooms to rest, with only a few caregivers still roaming the manor with their nightly duties, with one of them again mumbling to herself in a shaky stutter as her hooves clopping along the floor below accompanied her all the way.


  “This is- I just can’t- why is she here- what is she doing here and- oh d-d-d-dear,” Syliandanchevas fretted while steadily pacing forward. In her arms were a stack of papers that she sifted through now and again before always looking around in a nervous panic as she continued worrying to herself.


  “C-C-Calm down, calm down,” she urged herself while taking a few deep breaths. “It’s g-g-going to b-be o-okay. It’s going to b-b-b-b-be… be okay. This isn’t a b-b-b-bad omen or anything. It’s n-n-not.”


  Fumbling through her paperwork she rounded a corner before suddenly coming to a halt. Ahead of her she saw VelRyan slowly closing a door with a small wave to someone on the other side, the man taking a moment to fondly hold a hand against the door before noticing Syliandanchevas watching him.


  “Still working even at this hour?” he asked with a curious smile.


  “Master VelRyan,” the fey quickly spoke with a small curtsey. She mishandled the papers in her arms with a yelp before snatching them all close, a shaky whine being made while her tail wagged behind her as she attempted to catch her breath. Looking up she saw VelRyan walking up before her, his hands gently reaching out and taking the stack of papers from the woman which he carefully organized into a neat pile.


  “How many times have I told you to stop working yourself so hard?” he chuckled with an amused grin. “It’s late, you should have retired to bed long ago.”


  “I’m s-s-sorry, Mas-” Syliandanchevas whined, her hands reaching out to take back the paperwork before he rested a hand on her head. The fey locked up with a small whine and bright blush as VelRyan lightly pet her, her eyes anxiously glancing up to him then back down again while her tail started wagging quickly behind her.


  “And how many times have I asked you to stop calling me master?” he playfully asked. “Please, just call me by my name, I insist.”


  “S-S-Sorry,” Syliandanchevas moped. She took a few slow breaths before taking off her glasses and rubbing them with her blouse. “I’m just a little… stressed is all.”


  “The new resident?” VelRyan mused as he looked through the papers.


  “Yes,” the fey agreed looking behind her and putting her glasses back on. “Her arrival has caused quite a stir around here.”


  “Splendid,” VelRyan reasoned with a shrug, earning a puzzled look from the woman. “If everyone’s focused on her then that should make it easier for Max and Lelu to spend some more time in the sanctuary and not my observatory like they’ve been doing for the past three days straight.”


  “I’m sorry about them,” Syliandanchevas apologized. “If they’ve been bothering you I should have removed them from your study sooner.”


  “They haven’t been bothering me. I just think it would be better for them to explore more of this place and meet some new faces. I know Max and Lelu have been a little uneasy about meeting the monsters we have living here, and I can’t blame them for feeling that way. Max has already shown remarkable patience with being around monsters as it is, the fact he can smile and be happy with his new friends is proof of his growth. And Lelu’s home was destroyed by some of the same monster classes we have living here, I didn’t imagine she would be eager to attempt befriending any of them right away.”


  “At least Grace is comfortable enough to leave their room during the day,” Syliandanchevas said. “I know you’re a patient man, but I do question if even she would grow tiresome for your nerves if she were to spend a day in your observatory.”


  “Oh, I don’t think I would be too hard on her if she acted out in front of me,” VelRyan smirked. “Bermuda went through a rebellious phase when she was little, but I managed to stave off that difficult side of her and help her blossom into a proper woman.”


  “Yes, you certainly did manage to scare that troublesome side of her away,” Syliandanchevas giggled. “How many times did little Bermuda come running to Lylyian after her dad scolded her? She never skitters as fast as she does after you reprimand her.”


  “You speak as if my own loving daughter was scared of me,” VelRyan pointed out with a hurt expression.


  “I’ve seen you when your patience is at its end,” the fey reminded him with a smirk. “Should Grace ever see such a side of you I believe wholeheartedly she would run to Max for safety in tears.”


  “Ouch. That hurts to hear such cold words. I for one think I’m rather great with children.”


  “My apologies,” Syliandanchevas kindly replied with a nod. “I meant no disrespect. The strict father you are is what likely helped steer Bermuda towards a promising future. She respects you like no other and constantly looks up to you. She’s even grasped the art of magic in order to follow in her father’s footsteps. You may be rather intimidating when upset, but the kindhearted and loving man you are is always seen clear as day.”


  “Stop, you’re going to make me blush,” VelRyan jested shaking his head. Looking back to the door of his daughter’s room he smiled affectionately at the thought of the young girl falling asleep inside. “Still, I’m happy Bermuda turned out as wonderfully as she did. She’s just like her mother.”


  “Yes, she is,” the fey softly agreed. Her eyes however were locked onto VelRyan from behind her glasses, the woman’s hands fidgeting together in front of her while her tail was sharply wagging behind. Turning his gaze over onto the fey VelRyan saw her staring adoringly at him with a soft blush on her cheeks, a look he had seen on her many times before that he could only respond with a small, empathetic smile before averting his eyes to the papers in his hands.


  “Anyway, back to the matter of our newest resident, how is she doing with-”


  “Master VelRyan,” Syliandanchevas suddenly blurted out. She stammered with her words before tensing up as she used great willpower to speak clearly. “I’m sorry, but… may I please ask you something?”


  “Just call me VelRyan, and what is it?”


  “Would it be possible… for me… to sleep with you tonight? I would gain a much better night’s rest if… you were close to me.”


  “I’m sorry, but you know my answer is going to be no.”


  “Still?” the fey worried. “Please, you’re being far too cruel. It’s difficult enough to restrain my feelings when I see the wonderful father you are to your daughter and knowing what a perfect man you are from head to toe.”


  “Again, you’re going to make me blush,” VelRyan said shaking his head.


  “Please, I beg of you, give me a chance,” Syliandanchevas implored. “Lylyian was an amazing wife and nobody can ever replace her, I hold no delusions otherwise, but you still deserve to be with someone, especially after you’ve been alone for so long.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” VelRyan replied. “I’m not alone. I have a beautiful daughter to raise and enjoy my days with, amazing friends who I trust to have in my home, and plenty of monsters depending on me for protection from a cold, harsh world.”


  “You know what I mean,” the fey pouted. “You’re blocking yourself off from loving again, you’re holding on too tightly to the past. Please, Lylyian wouldn’t want you to give up on finding someone to be with, and I certainly don’t want you to give up on such a thing either.”


  “I’m sorry, Syliandanchevas, but the answer is still no. Now can we discuss our unique patient we have here with us?”


  “What does it take to open your heart up to love again?” Syliandanchevas desperately asked. “What do you need in order to embrace loving another again? Tell me so I can give it to you. Whatever it is you need, I can give it to you.”


  “Syliandanchevas…”


  “What? What do I have to do?” the fey begged. “What can I do to gain your love? Tell me, I’ll do anything you ask!”


  “You can’t do anything to change my mind on this. I’m sorry.”


  “I won’t accept that,” Syliandanchevas argued with a huff. “I’ve loved you since the day I met you, that’s something that can never be changed. I held my tongue and was on my best behavior while Lylyian was your wife, and even after her death I waited as long as it took for your heart to heal so that I may one day hope to take my turn with cherishing it. I’ve been a very good girl the entire time we’ve known each other, I’ve done everything you’ve asked without question and I’ve kept my inner nature in check to the highest possible regard. I’m prepared to serve you until the end of my days and will gladly do anything you ask of me, so please explain why there can never be anything between us.”


  “Because I don’t feel love towards you, Syliandanchevas. I’ve told you before, I only see you as a friend.”


  “You only saw the old me as a friend,” the fey rebuked, setting her hands at her hips and giving her body a small wiggle. “This is the new me. I don’t understand why you don’t feel anything more now, I made myself younger all to please you. Is my body still too old and unsightly for you to become aroused by?”


  “First off, you’ve never been old and unsightly, don’t be so hard on yourself. Second, even appearing younger doesn’t change the way I feel about you, that’s not how love works.”


  “That’s how lust works,” Syliandanchevas coyly quipped. “And lust leads to love. It’s the spark that kicks off a great and everlasting life of passion and sensual lovemaking.”


  “You’ve been reading your romance novels again, haven’t you?” VelRyan asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Well, then how about if I make myself even younger?” the fey proposed. “Would that help initiate a romance between us? I could even create another me, or two even. You could have an entire harem of me all to yourself, all young and fertile, ready to mother your children and live out the rest of days as loving wives to the greatest sorcerer in all of Eden.”


  “For the last time, stop trying to make me blush,” VelRyan calmly requested.


  “Then please give me a chance to have your heart,” Syliandanchevas begged with hands held together. “It’s so hard to keep holding in my feelings for you, and you deserve to have a loving wife again. Please, we could work, I know we could. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it. Anything for you.”


  “What I want you to do is stop this,” VelRyan sighed, earning a devastated look from the fey. “Please, understand that I’m just not looking for another wife. I don’t want anyone else. I’m honored to be your friend, but a lover isn’t something I can be with you. I do hope you’ll understand when I say this.”


  “But… but…” the fey whimpered.


  “I’m sorry, but this conversation is once again over. It’s late, you should get some rest. I’ll take care of the new patient tonight, you don’t need to worry about her. Go on and get some sleep, you’ve earned it.”


  “But-”


  “Please, friend,” VelRyan said to her with a concerned smile. Syliandanchevas opened her mouth to protest, words failing to form in her mouth as the man slowly shook his head before walking past her. Hearing his footsteps gradually fading behind her the woman shut her eyes and trembled in frustration, a low whine being made as she lowered her head before she took off her glasses and wiped away her tears.


  “Master… VelRyan,” she breathed out. Slowly she put on her spectacles again, her expression now being downtrodden as she appeared to withdraw into her thoughts. Walking forward with soft steps she wiped some tears off her cheek before glancing to Bermuda’s door that she passed by.


  “What I wouldn’t give to be your father’s bride,” she quietly bemoaned.


  On the other side of the door Bermuda was resting against it while all was nearly dark in her room. The arachne softly sighed as she heard Syliandanchevas walking off, the young girl then slowly skittering towards her canopy of webbing and blankets with a remorseful frown on her face.


  “I’m sorry, Silly. But my father isn’t ready to love again. Not yet.”


  Further away in the sanctuary VelRyan was trying to once again set aside what had occurred between him and his close friend who wanted to be much closer than friends with him, his attention shifting to the paperwork of an unusual patient they had admitted recently which brought about many other potential problems for him to deal with.


  “That woman’s infatuation with me certainly is persistent,” he said to himself upon stopping in front of one of the bedroom doors in the hallway, flipping through a few of the pages as he read them carefully. “Vale’s was easy to quell, but Syliandanchevas just won’t let go of her feelings no matter how many times I politely reject them. What am I going to do with that girl?”


  Shaking his head slightly he then glanced to the door next to him with a cautious eye.


  “Then again, what am I supposed to do about her as well?”


  Inside the bedroom in question it was softly lit despite the curtains being closed over its window. Although the décor and amenities were standard amongst the patient quarters in the sanctuary, this particular one had a unique resident currently resting within it, one who had a soft, warm glow to her that illuminated the room with a shimmering radiance. Her wings of white feathers were draped over each side of the bed she laid on, with patches of blood covering parts of them while the right limb had a noticeable break in it. Her voluptuous body was clad in a simple white dress provided by the sanctuary, her thighs and left arm wrapped in bandages that had blood stains on them, the same as the one around her head over her silver hair that was long and had red streaks running down through the ends. And her eyes were shut as she appeared to be in pain while confined to her bed, the woman flinching and murmuring to herself in a daze as she cursed her reason for being there on that night.


  “Da…” Valentina breathed out before cringing in both agony and anger. “Damn… bird.”


  


  Chapter 5


  A Night of Celebration


  In the world of Eden there are no shortcomings when it comes to misfortune and disaster. Trouble could strike at any moment, peace could shift to war at the worst of times, and one could even be ambushed by a lustful monster without warning. This wasn’t to say there weren’t peaceful moments to be had; rather it was important to savor the good times you were dealt, whether they be great or few in number. For all the hardship and suffering there could be in your future, always enjoy the moments you had to smile and laugh, to be near friends and loved ones, to relish in the delights that life could offer you.


  For it were times like this that noble leaders and visionaries strived to bring to all.


  *****


  The barren plains surrounding what was once the centaur homeland of Ruhelia used to be filled with ghostly memories of the fallen kingdom and mere shadows of its former glory. Nobody was left after the great tragedy of The Sisterhood invading the land had spilled blood in an ungodly massacre, and their lingering remnants being wiped out by a mysterious, merciless holy force afterwards. It seemed for a time that the entire countryside was doomed to be nothing but a graveyard to the deceased and keeper of lost tranquility that once blossomed throughout the land.


  Now, however, a spark of jovial life had been rekindled. Not in the foreboding chasm that was ruptured in the center of the former centaur kingdom, but rather on the outskirts of such where an entire community of elven women and children had been brought in an effort to spare them a similar fate as the centaurs. On this night the elves were feeling fully elated, not just because they were free from a life of forced slavery to the likes of The Sisterhood, but because they were blessed with a hero who dared to forge a better path of living for all of them with the courage and fortitude of a noble knight like no other they had ever heard of. And it was on this night that his rallying decree that they would be monsters no more but instead women and daughters of Eden who would forever shed the horrid title of their past actions and misdoings, that his gallant crusade to unite them and other races with mankind in an effort to establish peace and prosperity for all, invoked only the most jubilant enthusiasm within the elven community. And that meant only one thing for the elves and their honored guests on that fateful night beneath the celestial radiance of the heavens above.


  “Let’s fucking party!” a ranger cheered amidst the merry outcries of nearly everyone around her. Yes, it was indeed a time of celebration, as the elves were thrown into a frenzy of joy and festivity for what their hero had brought them. Campfires all throughout the elven community were surrounded by women and children, all dancing as if in ritualistic salute to the gods for their good fortune and yelling with renewed spirits as the night was young for them still. Drums forged from wooden logs and animal hides were pummeled as the rhythmic beats echoed through the air. Generous helpings of roasted meat and fresh vegetables were served to all as the surrounding wildlife and fauna they had foraged were used to fuel the never-ending energy everyone was feeling coursing through them like thunder and lightning.


  However it wasn’t just the elves who were enjoying the night, as their esteemed guests were also invited to partake in the festivities which they gladly did so.


  “This is all so yummy!” Cindy squealed with excitement, the sand wraith eagerly shoving any and all food that came remotely close to her by the many elves who all generously kept the fare coming her way. Sitting on a long log the bubbly sand wraith passionately savored and devoured everything she could, while on the ground in front of her Snapper was being treated with similar reverence as young elven children were taking turns holding food speared on sticks towards the swarm’s mouth.


  “I’m so glad you like it,” Yanee giggled, watching with curious amazement at Cindy who appeared to be so happy she was on the verge of literally exploding with joy.


  “It’s so good!” Cindy moaned as she rolled the tasty cutlet around in her mouth. An elf sitting next to her was even holding the girl upright as Cindy wavered on her seat with overwhelming pleasure spreading across her from her mouth.


  “I didn’t think it was that good though,” the woman laughed as the surrounding elves showed similar amusement. “Though I’m happy to see you’re enjoying it.”


  “I’d say she is,” another agreed. “It looks like she just came from putting that in her mouth.”


  Cindy gave a big gulp, quivered with a look on her face that resembled a woman having just finished an entire night of torrid lovemaking with her vigorous partner, then hugged Yanee close with an ecstatic cry.


  “I love this so much! I love having friends and yummy food! This is so amazing! Thank you for having me here!”


  “Haha! Of course, Cindy,” Yanee laughed as she somewhat struggled to escape the sand wraith’s forceful embrace. “Please, eat as much as you like, we insist. You deserve it. We can never thank you enough for what you did.”


  “Holy shit!” a child laughed as she yanked away from Snapper. “That time she nearly got my hand!”


  “Haha, you nearly lost it,” another chided as she held smoking venison towards Snapper, the young swarm staring intently at the sizzling meat before she promptly lunged forward and chomped it right off the stick.


  “Use some caution, you little shits,” a woman laughed as the children giggled playfully. “That little dearie’s teeth mean business, so make sure you’re holding the treats far enough away from your hands. You lose a finger to her and you’ve got nobody to blame but yourself.”


  “Yes, mother,” a young girl agreed as she carefully held her stick out towards the swarm, with Snapper buzzing her wings before chomping the food and wood apart with vicious snaps.


  Nearby Luna and Falla were eating their delicious worm-filled apples in the company of many elven women, with Luna munching her apple with fevered laughter and twitching eyes while Falla was casually speaking with the elf next to her.


  “So I’ve been meaning to ask,” Falla spoke up while her sister was lost in her own little world. “How did you people manage to spread the propaganda about you being so weak and dainty across the world so well? Until we met Clover we had no idea you were all so… well, much tougher than that.”


  “It wasn’t so hard,” the elf remarked with a careless shrug. “Our ancestors established the common perception about us by enforcing such behavior with our people. For generations we purposefully acted like shy, scared, little weaklings in the presence of any humans we came across. We flaunted our vulnerable bodies before them, spread gossip in monster cities to further the ruse, and we became accustomed to acting like little bitches to bait men into coming after us. After a while it stuck, and humans always thought we were helpless damsels in their presence.”


  “But didn’t them hurting and abusing you detract from that success?”


  “A little,” the elf remorsefully admitted. “It was a price we were all willing to pay. It was either that or take up arms and work much harder to try and steal men away by force. Having them come to us just seemed easier in the long run.”


  “I can understand that,” Falla had to agree. “Giant butterflies are able to tie down men pretty easily if need be, but in the end we preferred it when the men came willingly to us and we didn’t have to use such barbaric methods.”


  “Is that how you met Lord Daniel Sorres? Did you bait him into coming after you as well?”


  “I don’t want to talk about that,” Falla frowned shaking her head. “You’re not the only ones who made stupid mistakes in their past. I was a rotten butterfly before Daniel found me, that’s all you need to know.”


  “So he led you onto a better path just as he preaches?”


  “He led all of us onto a better path,” Falla corrected with a small smile. “Flairwood now stands with Daniel and his beliefs, and that includes me and my sister. I can honestly attest that having a man choosing to be with you out of love and true affection beats any other way of getting one. My people will see that very soon, and so will yours. What Daniel said we could have is true, and it’s something we’ve always wanted, whether we realized it or not.”


  “He said that we could have men as husbands someday,” another elf mentioned as she sat closer to them. “That men would choose us as wives because they loved us. Has that happened to you? Are you and your sister… his wives now?”


  Both Falla and Luna froze from hearing that, the two girls glancing to each other with deep blushes before timidly lowering their heads as the surrounding elves showed great interest in their reactions.


  “We’re not… officially married yet,” Falla admitted. “But I think that’s something in our future.”


  “Especially after he knocked all of us up,” Luna giggled. “He’s going to be the father to our daughters just like he promised he would be, so of course he’s going to marry us too. I just know he will.”


  “What?” the elves exclaimed in surprise and amazement.


  “Here we go,” Falla said before taking a bite out of her apple, with the elves immediately swarming them with questions and details about how Daniel impregnated them, with a lot of repeating inquiries for more explicit details regarding what all he did with them in bed.


  Around the campfires elves were seen dancing in the warm glow of the lively flames, the women and children hollering in celebration with fevered shouts and energetic prancing. Among one of these groups a harpy was also dancing with them, the woman’s wings waving about in the air in ritualistic merriment while her shawl barely kept her bouncing assets from flying up into her face.


  “Oh my,” Doku joyously remarked. “I’ve forgotten how much fun this could be. I’ve missed it so much and never realized it. This is simply ecstatic! I feel like I’m back in my old village now.”


  “You seem to be just as talented a dancer as all harpies are,” an elven woman commented. “That comes as no surprise.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Doku shyly remarked. “I’m not that talented with doing this, I’m really not. I’m sure I’m out of practice, I haven’t had the chance to do this in so long. Back home my sisters are much better-… wait, how did you know harpies dance like this?”


  “Where do you think we learned it from?” another woman laughed as she hopped next to Doku. “Our ancestors were visited by your shamans long ago. They taught us how to channel our positive energy in revelries such as this to bring good fortune upon us from the gods. Our kind became much closer to the divine spirits and their bitchin’ graces thanks to you harpies.”


  “Is that true?” Doku wondered as she stopped moving. Looking around she saw the women and children near the fires dancing in systematic rhythm, their movements slowly becoming more noticeable to the harpy as they appeared very familiar upon closer examination. The way they moved their arms was nearly identical to how harpies sway their wings in the air, the motions of their feet were reminiscent to how the holy birds hopped atop theirs, and the exuberant shouts made by the people sounded so similar to how the harpies cawed in celebration. It soon became clear to Doku; the elves were dancing just like her sisters did back at Red Peak.


  “Incredible,” Doku softly marveled. “No wonder it feels so much like being home again. The way we rejoice is one and the same.”


  “Boobies?” Pip exclaimed as she popped up between Doku’s breasts. “What’s wrong, boobies? Why did you stop bouncing? Are you okay? Is something the matter? Speak to me!”


  “Oh, sorry, Pip,” Doku said down to the anxious little fairy. “I was just realizing something about the elves that I was unaware of before.”


  “What’s that?” Pip asked.


  “Apparently our races are closer than I first realized,” Doku remarked as she admired the familiar setting of women and children rejoicing in firelight. She giggled before resuming her uplifting dance with the elves, feeling closer to them now as she felt renewed spirit among her fellow sisters. Pip of course laughed and waved her arms excitedly as Doku’s breasts bounced heavily all around her, the tiny fairy cheering in bliss as she was slowly swallowed up by the fluffy mounds. In her enthusiasm Doku let loose a powerful screech, her normally shy demeanor now being overpowered by a sense of pride and joy building within her, something the elves quickly responded to with cries of their own as they all danced in the firelight together. It was indeed a time for celebration and merriment for all, and that didn’t mean only dancing in the ways of their revered ancestors.


  “This is the best night of my life,” Rolian wearily laughed as she poured her rum into wooden cups held towards her. The arachne of course spilled more than which she filled the drinks with, but that didn’t matter too much as her jug never ceased to have more of the frothy beverage inside.


  “I’m so happy right now,” Rolian squealed with a flushed face and a hiccup. “So many nice people around me, this is the greatest. It would only be better if Kroanette was here right now. I really want to see her again. That would make the night complete for me.”


  “She was the one who led you to Lord Daniel Sorres, wasn’t she?” an elf asked.


  “She was. I wouldn’t have found him if it wasn’t for her. And if I never found him, I never would have been able to warn him you were all in danger. And if I never warned him you were all in danger, I never would have become his maid and found a new home with so many new friends.”


  “Sounds like she was as much our savior as the rest of you,” an elven woman reasoned. “From what we’ve heard, she’s a noble soul just like all of you are.”


  “I’ll drink to that,” an elf proposed, lifting her cup. “To Kroanette!”


  “To Kroanette!” the many elves around them cheered as they lifted theirs, along with another who’s hand was having trouble keeping steady.


  “To Kroanette!” Specca agreed, the nixie showing signs of being slightly intoxicated as she was experiencing trouble seeing straight, her balance was wobbling atop the log she sat on, her face was flushed, and her speech was growing increasingly uneven. The group downed their drinks and exhaled in delight, with Specca hiccupping before dropping against an elven woman beside her.


  “You okay, girl?” the elf laughed as Specca tried to hold herself upright.


  “Oh I’m fine,” Specca slurred shaking her head and empty cup. She apparently needed to pull her glasses down to peer at it to realize it was empty before she held it out towards Rolian who happily poured her some more. “Never better. Don’t worry about me, I’m- I’m- I’m good. I don’t usually drink this much… or at all… or ever… but… I’m here now! And this is a time for celebrajun! So let’s celebrade!”


  She tried to take a swig of her drink but missed horribly, with her spinning vision tricking her into thinking her head was on her left shoulder. Instead, only her drink now was as she poured it onto herself with another hiccup. The elves around laughed as the one beside the nixie had to hold the girl upright again.


  “Yeah, you’re just fine alright.”


  “I remember my first drink,” another mentioned before chugging hers.


  “Hey, I don’t blame her. The spider has some pretty good shit here.”


  “Her shit’s the best!” Specca bluntly agreed before covering her mouth with a squeak. She sniggered awkwardly as everyone continued laughing at her, the nixie waving her hand to try to stop both herself and everyone else before she burped loudly.


  “Oh no,” she murmured as she had to use great willpower to keep herself steady. “This isn’t like me at all, I’m so sorry. What’s become of me? I’ve never acted this way before. I think- I think I’ve had too much to drink.”


  “You’ve only had three go’s of her brew so far,” an elf commented with a smirk.


  “Oh… then I should be okay for another,” Specca remarked with a tipsy smile. “If- if- if that would be okay with you, Rolian.”


  “Of course, Specca,” Rolian giggled as she poured her more. “There’s plenty to go around. Juggy has enough for everyone.”


  “Juggy?” an elf asked. “Who’s Juggy?”


  “Her jug,” Specca told her, trying to whisper but instead speaking a little louder than usual. “It’s her best friend. And I can now see why that is so. I want to be her friend too. I- I- I do.”


  “Wow, okay then,” another elf said with a puzzled smile. “That’s a bit… unusual, but whatever makes her happy. I’m not going to judge.”


  “Hey, I want to be that jug’s best friend too,” another laughed as she drank up. “If that means it will keep giving me more of this crisp mead, I’ll fucking give my body to that thing. Haha!”


  “Sorry, but Juggy’s my best friend,” Rolian happily cooed as she held the jug close. “Well, Kroanette’s my best friend as well. But Juggy was my best friend first. Nobody can replace Juggy in my heart. But I’ll still share with Kroanette because I really like her too.”


  The arachne giggled anxiously as she got excited from the thought of her dear centaur before chugging away from her jug, with everyone watching in awe as the woman was gulping down copious amounts of the beverage while Juggy refused to never empty itself. After she drank enough to make a normal person pass out on the spot she breathed out with a blissful exhale before laughing and coddling her jug with a few eyes rolling about in her head.


  “Oh, Juggy, I love you,” Rolian moaned in delight. She nuzzled the flagon dearly before noticing everyone staring at her, to which she held the jug out to them with a cheerful smile. “Anyone want more? There’s plenty to go around.”


  Everyone held their cups out, watching as the arachne refilled their drinks before she again started drinking profusely in front of them.


  “Holy fuck,” an elf remarked. “Now that’s a professional drinker.”


  “Never knew arachne could be like this. Especially after seeing them up close before.”


  “She is definitely a unique case,” an elf reasoned with a shrug. “Still, as strange as this is, I have to admit that jug is fucking amazing.”


  “Can’t argue with that.”


  “To Juggy,” an elf proposed, holding up her drink.


  “To Juggy!” everyone agreed, holding up theirs before they all drank the delicious brew. Specca managed to drink hers before she dropped back off the log with a thump. The nixie lay sprawled on the grass in a blissful state, half-conscious of the party going on around her as the night sky above was spinning around in her eyes. Everyone laughed as the nixie’s foot kicked slightly in the air, the elven women and their arachne friend enjoying the night with their tasty mead and good company.


  While Specca was reeling from the few drinks she had with her friends and Rolian was easily making new friends with her abundance of delicious rum, sitting around another campfire were more of the elven women and children along with their revered hero of the night. Daniel was seated on a log with Sheal beside him along with the elves, while next to them on the edge of the seat was Felucia who was mostly keeping to herself with crossed arms and a dull scowl aimed down at the ground. On the ground next to Daniel and between an elven ranger were his shield and sword, both resting against the log and glinting in the firelight while a few children were gathered near it and looking over the armaments in wonder. Well, those, and also what was behind them in the fire that everyone else was watching.


  The burning logs of the fire rested on barren dirt before everyone, with flames swirling up from them while smoke and cinders danced through the air overhead. However the flames were moving about much more enthusiastically and also in rhythm, with the fire flowing upward like water around a witch who was merrily dancing inside them. Through the rising flames and wisps of smoke the crowd could see Alyssa twirling gracefully within, the witch using her arm and hip movements to swirl and curve the fires around her. Her staff was sticking upright in the dirt next to the fire, the flickering lights gleaming off the bleached skull ornament while its owner performed a very unique display for everyone, or rather mostly for her mate who she kept glancing to as she moved about. Although she moved with grace and poise, her eyes showed Daniel that another sweltering fire inside the witch was growing for him all the while, with a familiar coy smile on her face that displayed similar thoughts towards her man.


  “That is simply incredible,” an elf marveled. “And I always thought witches were weak against fire.”


  “Alyssa is no ordinary witch,” Daniel remarked, smiling calmly at his mate while catching her obvious attempts to flash her dark panties at him during her dance. “She is the renowned Wildfire Witch. Fire isn’t her weakness, it’s her strength.”


  “I’ve heard of her before,” Sheal commented. “The infamous Wildfire Witch. They say she wiped out a whole forest of witches in a single blow with her fiery might. She’s quite revered amongst the salamander women of the eastern wastelands.”


  “There was an accident when she was younger,” Daniel had to admit. “She never meant to harm her fellow witches; she only tried to help them. Unfortunately, that incident branded her as an outcast among most of her kind. But she’s gotten better with her magic and control, and she’s here with us to help fight for a better future for all and prove she isn’t a wicked witch like many believe her to be.”


  “So that’s how she was able to use a fire spell to transport all of us from Green Haven,” an elven ranger mused. “I’ve been baffled by how she did such a thing all this time. I even questioned if she was a witch at all.”


  “No other witch could have accomplished what she did that night,” Daniel praised, an amused smile coming across him as he saw Alyssa being a bit bolder with her movements as she was certainly arching her back and flaunting her rear towards Daniel in a more noticeable manner. “Alyssa is a very special witch in this world, one that I’m blessed to be with. She not only can use fire as a weapon, but she grows stronger the more she’s in contact with it. She’s truly a remarkable spellcaster. Give her a flame and she can make the impossible possible.”


  “That is so cool,” an elven child spoke in awe, herself and others watching Alyssa dancing in the fire as if there was none at all around her.


  “So how come her clothes don’t burn off?” another asked Daniel with a curious look. “Why isn’t she naked right now?”


  “That… is something I don’t know,” Daniel admitted with a weak smile. “Um, Alyssa? Care to answer that?”


  “My clothes are woven with cinderthread and emberglaze,” Alyssa spoke up, fancifully taking off her hat to bow to the group before she popped it back on with an arrogant smirk. “My family line never wanted the title of Shameless Witches after all. We use cinderthread along with emberglaze to weave our clothing. The thread is fire-resistant and the glaze helps its durability last longer. My staff over there is enchanted to be fire-resistant too, sort of a requirement when your spells involve channeling fiery energy.”


  “Isn’t cinderthread extremely hard to come by?” an elven woman asked.


  “Yeah, hence why I only have a few outfits,” Alyssa agreed as she looked over her clothes. “I can’t exactly go clothes shopping for more and expect them to remain in one piece on me.”


  “Well I think you look cute in those,” Daniel remarked, earning a bright smile from Alyssa as she hopped out of the fire. “Red is certainly your color.”


  “Hee hee, I’m glad you like them, Daniel,” Alyssa sweetly replied while summoning her staff into hand. “Do you happen to like everything I’m wearing right now?”


  “I know what you’re referring to,” Daniel smirked. “And, to answer that, yes, I do. It looks very good on you, as always.”


  Alyssa showed a hungry smile towards Daniel from hearing that, her hips quivering as she used noticeable restraint to keep herself from lunging at him. Seeing the fire in her eyes still burning brightly Daniel also felt her star in his mind blistering with radiant energy.


  ‘Hopefully the others return soon with good news. I think it’s safe to say my mates have waited long enough for some quality time with their man. Alyssa looks ready to burst into flames of passion at any moment already.’


  “Um,” Sheal worried as she looked over her outfit. “I don’t suppose this is made of cinderthread too, is it?”


  “What are you, nuts?” Alyssa smirked. “I didn’t have nearly that much to spare to make you a dress with. I keep what little I have left to fix my own clothes if they tear.”


  “So how is it mine aren’t burning away?” Sheal wondered. “My scales radiate heat, only tough leather has been strong enough to dress myself with before.”


  “Emberglaze is easier to come by, so I used some on the fabric,” Alyssa explained stepping closer. “And it does offer some resistance to heat as well. Your clothes aren’t fireproof, but they shouldn’t melt off your body just because you’re a salamander woman.”


  “I see,” Sheal softly said, her fiery eyes admiring the outfit she now wore while becoming lost in thought.


  “Sheal?” Daniel wondered, causing the woman to hop with a startle. “Is something the matter?”


  “No, not at all!” Sheal quickly insisted shaking her head. “It’s just… I’ve never been able to wear anything much except burnt leatherskins and charred animal hides. I did have my scarf that I took as good of care of as I could, though even with that I couldn’t help but burn it slowly over time. This is the first instance where I’ve been able to wear a pretty dress like this. I… I’m just thankful is all.”


  “I suppose that’s true,” Daniel mused. “Your natural body heat must make wearing clothes a bit of a challenge. I’m glad to see you’re enjoying Alyssa’s gift. It looks nice on you too.”


  Sheal froze while staring at Daniel with wide eyes, her cheeks taking on a noticeable blush while a faint wisp of smoke came from her mouth. Everyone saw the salamander being stunned from his words while a sizzling sound began to be heard, with smoke now coming up from under the woman’s skirt.


  “What’s that sound?” a child asked.


  “Looks like her ass is on fire,” an elf said, with Sheal jumping to her feet with a yelp and quickly backing away. Where she had been sitting were scorch marks left behind by her rear, with everyone staring at the shapely burns in surprise before seeing Sheal slowly looking back behind her and lifting up her skirt.


  “Oh dear,” she feared.


  “Sheal?” Daniel asked. “Are you okay?”


  Sheal looked to him with a shaky whimper, right before what was left of her panties, that being the fabric that went around her hips, dropped to the ground around her feet, scorched and smoking ends being easily seen by all.


  “The emberglaze wasn’t enough for my underwear,” Sheal raspingly mourned.


  “My man gives you a single compliment and your panties are set aflame?” Alyssa asked in disbelief. “How do salamander women even mate with men without killing them with your blazing butts?”


  “Having lots of water nearby helps,” Sheal sniveled before holding her hands over her face in humiliation. “I am so sorry, master, I didn’t mean to. I truly didn’t mean to-”


  “It’s alright, Sheal,” Daniel interrupted holding out his hand. “It’s nothing for you to be embarrassed about. I’m going to go out on a limb here and assume salamander women don’t normally wear underwear for this reason, do they?”


  “No. But the panties that went with the outfit looked so cute, I wanted to try them on.”


  “Well… they’re toast now,” Alyssa mentioned as she saw the small amount of fabric left that survived Sheal’s burning excitement. “Though this just raises more questions on how your kind mates with men.”


  “We can only mate with men in rivers or mud holes,” Sheal said looking down and away in shame. “It’s the only way to cool our thighs enough during the act so as not to kill the man in the process. But it only works for our vaginas. The insides of our anuses and mouths can never be cooled enough to a safe temperature for a man to enter.”


  “So…” an elf slowly spoke up. “You can’t blow a man or have him fuck you in the ass without castrating him?”


  “That’s right,” Sheal admitted with a nod. “We don’t know what that’s like to do and we never will. If there isn’t any water nearby or any way of cooling ourselves down, we can’t even mate with a man without killing them. Such is our curse I’m afraid.”


  “That’s fucking harsh,” an elven ranger commented.


  “A very difficult circumstance to overcome,” Daniel agreed. “But not one that is insurmountable. There are ways for you to breed, and I’m sure more convenient methods can be devised to allow your kind to more easily make love to their mates. You can still have a bright future, one where mankind considers you as valued allies and treats you with respect.”


  “You honestly believe that?” Sheal worried. “The mere act of having sex with us is a threat to a man’s life. We’re fire lizards, we burn everything we touch, whether we mean to or not. Do you really think there’s any future for my kind like you promise? Do you honestly believe men would ever love us enough to risk their very manhood in order to mate with us?”


  “I do,” Daniel agreed without hesitation. “Physical differences can be set aside. Unique mating methods can be met and honored. The only thing mankind hates and fears about you is how you treat us, how you willingly and decisively burn everything around you. If you instead treat others with respect and compassion it will be returned to you, to all of your race.”


  “But why? Why would anyone choose us over any other? Our voices are rough and difficult to tolerate, our bodies are dangerously hot, and we look rather terrifying to most I’m sure. You’re surrounded by beautiful elves, giant butterflies, and so many more races who are safe to mate with. What reason could you or any man possibly have to choose me over them under any circumstance?”


  “Well for starters I see no danger in being close to you.”


  “My crotch just seared away my panties and scorched the log you’re sitting on, and you claim I pose no danger to you?”


  “Yes, I do,” Daniel assured. “That was an accident, one that I will even take blame for as I caused that reaction from you. Salamander women are known to incinerate everything around them for mere pleasure, and even taking into account they have to be careful when mating with a man we hear so few stories of any humans making it out alive from an encounter with a salamander woman. But you’re not like that. I can see that. All of us can. Even Squeak saw it when she first met you. You’re not a dangerous person, Sheal. You may have unique differences that need to be acknowledged in regards to the safety of others, but even with those I see no threat in having you with us. After all, I trust you to be our maid and live with my family. Do you really think I would do so if I didn’t believe you were a good person?”


  Sheal fell silent as she tried to protest, nervously glancing down then back to him again as she didn’t have anything to argue with against that.


  “I trust you with my man,” Alyssa spoke up. “My family trusts you. Squeak trusted you. Your special flair for heat doesn’t bother us. Even Cindy, a sand wraith, feels comfortable in your presence.”


  “I sneezed the other day and sent her running off screaming,” Sheal sadly reminded her.


  “She feels comfortable with you, not a large burst of fire blowing up in front of her,” Alyssa reasoned. “It just spooked her, that’s all. She doesn’t hate you or anything.”


  “I’m still pissed off she scared my baby like that,” Felucia muttered with a flinching scowl at Sheal.


  “When aren’t you in a foul mood about something?” Alyssa flatly quizzed her.


  “Sheal,” Daniel said, standing up and slowly approaching the timid salamander. “I currently have a wonderful family of many beautiful mates who I think the world of and who think the world of me, and it should be known that what I’m about say to you right now must only be taken at face value and not as an attempt to court you in any way. I say this because my mates are very possessive and have no further patience for me accidentally wooing any more women under any circumstances.”


  “He’s right about that,” Alyssa agreed, nodding with a sweet smile at her man. “Any more and we will have a very serious talk with him back home about that pesky habit.”


  “And I’d rather not find out what she means by that,” Daniel admitted with a weak smile, then showed a genuine look towards Sheal as she tried to lower her head, with Daniel lifting her gaze back up by the chin to face him again.


  “But I want you to hear my honest opinion about you. After all the stories I’ve heard about salamander women in Eden, after researching their violent ways that they believe is their only way of living in this world, after recounting all the terrible tales that have been spoken about them, I have to say you’ve opened my mind about your race in a very positive way.”


  “I have?” Sheal faintly asked.


  “You’ve shown more heart and decency in your actions than what is ever conveyed in encounters with your kind. You have a sense of honor, compassion, and hope for a peaceful future. And I want to say this as objectively as possible so as not to upset my mates, but I want to be forthright when I tell you. You look nothing like a dangerous monster or lecherous fiend of fire, you’ve only shown a reserved side of yourself in our presence, and that’s allowed your true charm to shine through.”


  “My… true charm?”


  “Who here thinks this salamander looks cute?” Daniel asked aloud with a smirk. Sheal stared at him in surprise then looked around at seeing all the elves and Alyssa raising their hands with approving looks at her. “I don’t even have to turn around to see they feel the same way I do. Everyone can easily see it with you. When you’re not burning everything around you in a chaotic fashion or subjecting men to a forceful rape in order to breed, you look very charming, Sheal. Both on the inside and out.”


  “Wha- wha- what?” Sheal squealed as she quickly backed up, blushing brighter than ever now. “I look charming? Wha- wha- what are you saying, master?”


  “You keep thinking humans are only going to see a terrifying monster with you,” Daniel explained shaking his head. “That we’re only going to see the damage you can do to others and nothing else. But when you’re not harming others and treating them like toys, when you’re not causing fires simply for fun, you can be quite attractive in your own right.”


  “You think… I’m attractive?” Sheal breathed out, gently holding a hand to her cheek.


  “He’s saying your race can be attractive,” Alyssa firmly clarified, hopping over and quickly holding onto Daniel’s arm. “He’s saying men could willingly choose to be with you, to mate with you, if only you treated them better. He also stated pretty clearly that he’s not on the market anymore, so please don’t misconstrue what he’s telling you right now. Do you understand?”


  “You really think I’m attractive in your eyes, master?” Sheal timidly asked Daniel.


  “Goddammit, now I’m going to have to kill her, Daniel,” Alyssa whined up at her man who only continued to smile at Sheal. “I know that look in her eyes, I’ve seen it before with the others when you did this with them. Our only option now is to put her down before this grows into a bigger problem.”


  Daniel shook his head as he gently removed his arm from Alyssa’s hold, watching as Sheal was indeed gazing at him with a familiar look of adoration that he had seen time and again in the eyes of his mates upon first meeting them.


  “We all do, Sheal,” he honestly told her. “Now, as I’ve stated earlier and Alyssa has so keenly reminded you, I’m not available to show you firsthand that a man can become your mate out of respect and not fear. However, just as I’ve promised the elves around us, you and your kind can find mates among humans as well as friends and allies to support you. You need only to treat them as equals with compassion and understanding, and then it can and will be returned to you.”


  “But… but-”


  “No buts, Sheal,” Daniel interjected, gently shaking a finger at her. “I’ve said it from the start with my mates and I’ll continue to say it as many times as need be. If a woman, human or otherwise, is kindhearted and loves a man for who they are, stands by him as a partner and friend, than that man may choose them to be his mate. I’ve held the same belief from the start of my journey, and I’ve proven it time and again. I have many mates who are not human, Sheal, but they proved their love to me and in turn earned mine.”


  “How? How did they do that?”


  “They controlled their inner nature,” Daniel said, looking down at Alyssa with admiration as the little witch giggled and hugged him. “They didn’t treat me like I was breeding tool, or an inferior being. They were kind, honest, and trustworthy with me. They kept their lustful nature in check and didn’t let it control them, and in turn I saw them for how they truly are. Beautiful, charming, and all women who I would gladly fight to keep in my life as my loved ones.”


  “I love you too, Daniel,” Alyssa vowed as she held him close. “So, so much.”


  “If I was capable of throwing up, I would right now,” Felucia scoffed with a roll of her eyes.


  “And that answers the question as to why nobody likes you!” Alyssa shouted over at the sand wraith. “Hey, why don’t you tell us how it feels to be hated by everyone? How do sand wraiths like that? Being feared, despised, and considered just as evil as Darker Ones; do you even care about any of that? Because I don’t know about you, but I’m sick of my race being placed in the same ranks as you in that regard!”


  “At least sand wraiths have full-grown bodies,” Felucia sneered at Alyssa while pressing her breasts together to make them bounce, much to the witch’s ire. “I hardly consider us in the same rank, little brat.”


  “You’re right, Felucia,” Daniel remarked. “You’re not in Alyssa’s rank at all in my eyes; you’re quite below it in fact. I’ll admit your outer appearance is attractive, but that means very little when the inside is rather rotten. Alyssa’s charm doesn’t just come from her looks, it comes from her soul as well, and hers shines much brighter than yours does by a longshot.”


  “Oh please, you’re the one that’s full of shit,” Felucia snapped. “You’re really saying you’d rather have her little body in bed than mine?”


  “I’d rather have her body and soul in bed,” Daniel countered, turning to give her a stern look while Alyssa held onto his arm and stuck her tongue out at the sand wraith. “Alyssa is a wonderful woman, inside and out, and that’s what counts with choosing one’s mate for a man. Your daughter Cindy shares that light; she is a kind and loving person, and her being a sand wraith doesn’t detract from that in the slightest. You could learn much from her.”


  Felucia sneered at him while the elves and Sheal were looking at Daniel curiously from his words.


  “And that’s something I want to teach the elves, to teach Sheal and her kind, and to teach as many races in this world as I can. What’s on the outside isn’t important; it’s what’s on the inside that counts. Acting rude, malicious, destructive, and downright cruel is what labels you as a monster in the eyes of humans. I don’t know if you even care that you’re alone in the world like you are right now, Felucia, but I don’t want Cindy to be. I don’t want any of these women and children around us to be alone, hated, or threatened simply because of how they were born. And I’m going to make sure they won’t be.”


  “Yeah, like hell you will,” Felucia snidely laughed. “And just how are you going to make that fantasy tale come true?”


  “By making my voice heard,” Daniel firmly told her. “By showing everyone a better path to take for all of us. And if need be, fighting however I have to in order to make that dream come true.”


  “It’s you against the world, boy,” Felucia bitterly argued. “What chance do you think you have against that?”


  “Odds are getting better every day,” Daniel quipped with a smirk, earning a confused look from the wraith. “I started this journey with only one person in the whole world believing I had a chance. Ask me now how many believe in my dream. Or if you prefer, simply turn your head.”


  Felucia blinked then slowly looked around, seeing the surrounding elves all grinning at her while Alyssa had a smug smirk on her face. From behind Daniel and the witch Sheal slowly walked up beside him, the salamander having her hands held together near her skirt with her head lowered in respect of her master. Her eyes timidly watched as Daniel glanced to her with a wink, the woman then slowly showing a smile before seeing Felucia shaking her head at the man. Before the sand wraith could speak again, however, Sheal raised her voice first.


  “Don’t argue with your master,” she sharply scolded. “It’s not in your place to do so.”


  “My place?” Felucia demanded. “What the fuck do you mean by-”


  Sheal bared her teeth with cinders and smoke coming out from behind them, halting Felucia instantly as the wraith showed a nervous look to her now.


  “If you’re going to be his maid, you need to obey and respect your master,” Sheal ordered. “I don’t honestly think you care about your people, but I care about mine. I don’t want them to suffer or become monsters in order to survive. I’m sick of them being known as horrible demons in this world, and I’ll do anything to help them have better lives. I’m tired of how things are for us and I want that to change, and I trust my master can bring about that change. I trust his family can do that. They’ve earned that trust from me.”


  “But-”


  “Bite your tongue,” Sheal warned with a hiss. “Or else I’ll burn it out of your mouth. My master wishes for me and my kind to behave and show our hidden charm to the world, and I will sincerely strive to do so to the best of my ability. However if you continue to mock our master and treat him with disrespect I’ll remind you why your kind fears mine!”


  Felucia growled through bared teeth as she reluctantly stowed her tongue and choice words for the salamander woman, the wraith then averting eye contact with everyone as she muttered to herself.


  “I think it’s a mistake having her stay with us,” Alyssa complained, hugging Daniel’s arm tighter now.


  “I don’t think so, Alyssa,” Daniel remarked. The witch and Sheal turned to him curiously while he watched the elder sand wraith quietly stewing over everything that was happening to her. He saw that even with her alluring figure and cute outfit on, any charming qualities she had were greatly overshadowed by her foul attitude and general outlook on the world. Her breasts were big, but her uncaring mouth proved to be bigger. Her hips and legs were eye-catching, but she would sooner poke out someone’s eyes than treat them with any shred of respect. And her feisty behavior was no match for the fiercer bite of her scowling glare that would kill the mood almost instantly.


  However, this was all something that brought a daring smile to Daniel’s face as he saw having her around was indeed a good thing after all.


  “If I can sway someone so ferociously opposed to my beliefs as she is, then that only proves we have a great chance at succeeding with our quest. If I can win her over, I think I can win over anyone.”


  *****


  Flying through the night sky Kitten swiftly soared against the backdrop of twinkling stars while bathed in moonlight, the cambion’s eyes firmly fixated before her as she made haste towards the city of Stonegate. In her arms was Star, the jinx unconscious with white goo and black seeds dripping out of her mouth and running down her thighs. Her belly had slowly retracted to normal during the flight, evidenced by plenty of fluugher seeds pouring out of her and raining down onto the land below in the flying cambion’s wake. However it was no question to Kitten and Triska if all of the seeds were coming out, as they knew very well plenty more still resided in the jinx’s body, and it would only take one rooting itself into her innards to spell certain doom for the unlucky cat.


  After crossing a great span of The Outerlands with silence remaining strong between she and her worried counterpart, Kitten came to a stop in her flight as she passed over a winding hillside at the edge of a lush woodland. Before her she beheld the sight of the infamous monster city that many in Koskaysil would typically avoid at all costs if they could. The expansive settlement lay stretched out before her, easily being twice the size of Ashwood and enclosed in a much greater, more sinister looking stone wall with gothic ramparts lining the high standing barriers. Behind the sprawling monster city was a towering mountain that the walls led into on either side of the community, with jagged crags rising up along Eden’s projection as if hell itself had thrusted the mighty peak up from out of the land. A foul stench was in the air, likely coming from the many chimneys and smoke pipes of the buildings while a hazy cloud hovered over the area and rested just above the tallest spires that stood erect over the ominous municipality.


  “Stonegate,” Kitten cautiously remarked.


  “My god,” Triska said in her mind. “Even Darker Ones don’t exude such an overwhelming aura of malevolence as that place does. I can feel it even from inside your mind.”


  “Alright then,” Kitten remarked, looking over Star with a solemn expression. “Let’s go see this Doc person and see if she’s as good as Calam swears she is. If it’s alright with you, Triska, I’d prefer to speak to the revered doctor myself, just in case things happen differently than what Calam promised.”


  “If Calam was lying and we’ve killed Star by bringing her here, you can let loose your anger on the city. Calam will belong to me.”


  “Deal,” Kitten coldly swore. Looking down she narrowed her eyes at something, the cambion then flapping her wings hard and taking off down towards one of the massive gates leading into the city. She swooped low and soared across long stretches of barren fields that lay stretched out between the monster settlement and the nearby wilderness. Closing in on the large stone gates that had skulls carved into them with steel brackets baring rusty spikes holding them in place, Kitten slowed down with her flight before softly touching down on the ground a few yards away from the entrance, her wings arching behind her as she held Star close for protection. Not from the ghastly aura the city easily exuded all around it from the countless, unknown monsters living within its walls, but because Kitten was looking at the guards of Stonegate who were watching her very closely from either side of the large entryway.


  Standing nearly as tall as the walls themselves were two monsters, though their massive height was equaled by their extremely long tails, as these two women appeared to be nagas only incredibly larger versions of the snake women. Their long violet and green scaled tails were coiled up behind them, while their fluttering dark green skirts and tight gray corsets complimented their human halves along with their breasts that boasted such size and bounciness that they would surely send Pip into a comatose state of delight upon seeing. Dark fingernails were seen that matched the black chokers they wore and their long raven hair which flowed all the way down to their wide hips. One of the monstrous women had pink eyes, the other dark blue, all of which were staring intently at Kitten while the women hissed with fangs seen in their mouths.


  “What in Eden’s name?” Triska gasped. “Those monsters are huge…”


  “Lamias,” Kitten carefully spoke. “Clover never mentioned she saw these things here.”


  “You know about them?”


  “They’re demon eaters, Triska,” Kitten said, her voice almost wavering slightly as she forced a stern expression towards the two giants. “They’re from the darkest pits of Eden, and they have a real taste for demons from hell.”


  “Demons… like succubi.”


  “Oh, this night keeps getting better and better,” Kitten grumbled as she started taking slow steps towards the guards. The lamias moved closer as they hissed at her, their eyes staring so deeply into Kitten’s that even Triska could tell they were staring at her the same way Snapper looks at her food.


  “What brings you here, little lamb?” one of the lamias snidely asked, leaning down close to Kitten with a devilish smile. “I wasn’t expecting to see such a delicious looking cutie come by here tonight.”


  “Are you lost by chance, dear?” the other hissed as she circled around behind Kitten. “This is not a good neighborhood in which to lose your way. No, not at all.”


  “Calam sent us,” Kitten said, with the guards showing curious looks with raised eyebrows. “This jinx here was attacked by a fluugher. A Violet Princess.”


  “Oh nooooo,” a lamia cooed with a mean smirk. “The poor little kitty cat. That sounds just dreadful.”


  “Calam sent you, did she?” the other wondered, running her finger along Kitten’s wing that quickly flinched away. “Interesting. Is that really why this tasty looking beauty has come here to meet us? Is that so?”


  “We were told to come see someone named Doc,” Kitten carefully replied, with the lamias then showing more curiosity towards her. “Heard she could help this cat before she gets torn apart from the inside. Apparently she’s a miracle worker of sorts. So, did we hear correctly? Are you going to let us in so we can visit this Doc person, or am I going to have to cut you snakes apart and tear apart that city brick by brick to find this mystery doctor and get an answer from her myself?”


  The lamias narrowed their eyes at her, with Kitten tensing up as she got ready to take off into the air as fast as she could. After a pause the guards glanced to each other with smirks before heavily sliding around Kitten back towards the gate.


  “You’ve got some spunk for a little winged rat,” one hissed with a sly smile back at Kitten.


  “Call me a winged rat one more time,” Kitten threatened with narrowed eyes. “I fucking dare you, you filthy snake.”


  “Don’t push your luck, little morsel,” the other lamia hissed. “I’ve eaten many succubi in my long life, most of which were more arrogant and foolish than you. If you want to live to save your dear little pet, then you will watch who you’re threatening around here. Am I clear?”


  “Just open the goddamned gate and show me where this Doc is. This cat doesn’t have long, you know?”


  The lamias chuckled as they grabbed large rings on the doors, the two monsters then using their great strength to pull open the swinging gates that made heavy rumbling noises as they scraped across the worn dirt. Kitten watched as the city came into view behind them with its smooth stone streets, eerily glowing streetlamps, tightly packed buildings, and darkened alleyways that she could easily guess had more than rats and trash residing in them. The lamias smiled shrewdly at Kitten while eyeing her over as if they were still contemplating eating the demon before one leaned around the gate into the city grounds.


  “We need an escort out here for a traveler. She needs to see Doc right away.”


  Kitten remained on guard as the lamia motioned for someone on the other side of the wall to approach them. After a pause the lamia pulled back and smiled knowingly at Kitten with a raised eyebrow.


  “She’ll guide you to where you wish to go,” the guard hissed with a twitch of her eyebrow. “Stay close to her, and be on your best behavior.”


  “Yes,” the other lamia chuckled as everyone turned to see a lone ant girl walking out from the gate towards Kitten. The woman was clad in a black tunic and skirt, had long dark hair that reached her black abdomen, had a large pickaxe fastened to her back with a chain strap, and had a coiled chain-link whip on her hip. Kitten eyed over the ant girl who merely showed a dull stare at her before glancing up to the lamia who finished her snickering.


  “Diago here will take good care of you. Go on inside, and, welcome. Welcome to Stonegate, friend.”


  


  Chapter 6


  City of Charlatans


  In the world of Eden there were just some things that were so obviously dangerous or frightening that nobody would dare try to prove otherwise. This especially rang true for monsters who were widely considered to be the ultimate evil in Eden. Granted, there were some who were only moderately threatening or even pushovers when it came to fighting, but there were also many more who were so outspoken with their heinous actions and conduct that it didn’t take a sharp mind to think, “Hey, I should keep as far away from that thing as I can.”


  However, what if that was what the monster wanted all along?


  *****


  The walk through the streets of Stonegate was as uncomfortable and unnerving as expected for both Triska and Kitten. Following behind their silent escort Kitten carefully kept a sharp eye on her surroundings while inside her mind Triska was growing just as anxious if not more so from what they were seeing and also not being in control in the slightest right now. Diago hardly made eye-contact with the demon behind her, the ant girl not having squeaked a single word to them since they entered the city while at the same time appearing to be rather distant and unapproachable in any regard. To her it may have been just another night in Stonegate, but to the travelers behind her it was something far more unsettling.


  The streets were cluttered and in poor condition, as expected being a home for many unpleasant creatures of lust and ferocity, and the alleys between the tightly packed buildings were in far less adequate upkeep, what with the piles of rubbish and foul smells coming from nearly all of them as Kitten passed by. The locals were still up and about at night, with goblins, trolls, gremlins, and other shady looking figures seen in passing streets and public squares. A few arachne were teasing a goblin they had strung up like a mannequin, a troll was getting into a shoving match with her sister before the two crashed through a bench next to a passed out gremlin with a liquor bottle held in hand, and a witch in dark violet and bright yellow attire was selling some very disturbing and oddly green colored elixirs from her parked carriage while having a creepy smile to match.


  Not only that, but Kitten also noticed a few nekos strolling about, the monsters displaying black furry ears and long dark feline tails, most of which having vibrant red hair or shades of purple locks atop their heads, while their eyes were all the same eerie golden color. Nearly all the monsters seen in the city were clothed in dreary dresses or bland outfits, with only a few gremlins walking around nearly or completely naked, however all of them gave off the same animalistic aura to them as any who matched Kitten’s gaze showed a dark gleam in their eyes.


  ‘I suppose it’s to be expected that this place would have plenty of murderers and delinquents residing within these walls, none of this is too surprising in the least. Though it only makes me question why in Eden we would receive a message from Kroanette asking my master to come visit her here.’


  “I’m starting to believe this was all a trick more and more the further we step into this horrible place. I don’t see anything around here that could possibly validate Calam’s claims about this place being a sanctuary of any sort.”


  Kitten kept a close watch on her surroundings as Diago led them towards an unknown destination. It was more than apparent they were currently traveling through the market district of Stonegate, evidenced by various shops and taverns lining the street they were on. Most of which were still open for business at such a late hour, though they weren’t all selling traditional novelties or wares that Triska had seen in Ashwood.


  “This was a mistake, wasn’t it?” Triska feared.


  ‘It’s not looking promising as of yet,’ Kitten solemnly agreed as her eyes traipsed across the particular goods a store had on display in its front window. Chained up like animals behind the glass were several men of mostly good-looking stature and builds while nearly all of them appeared rather dead inside by the empty looks in their eyes. With their hands shackled above and their legs chained to iron bars running across the floor they weren’t able to move far from their spots nor could they yell or shout given they had ball-gags in their mouths, which were literally the only things they had to wear in any sense as they stood on display for prospective buyers.


  “Oh my god,” Triska softly said in dismay. Kitten averted her eyes to spare her counterpart the horrible image, however it served no good as the next shop they passed had slightly different merchandise on display yet were heart-wrenching all the same. The neighboring vendor had little girls and boys presented in its shop window, the human children wearing tattered rags and thick steel collars around their necks which kept them chained to nearby holders on the wall behind them. The youngsters looked about as depressed and broken as one would expect given their situation, with their saddened eyes merely following Kitten passing by as she tried her best to force a firm expression.


  “This isn’t a sanctuary,” Triska cursed. “It’s a city of the damned! This isn’t at all what Calam mentioned we would find here! Those poor men… and even children, they have children on display like they’re nothing but produce! This is insane! How heartless are these monsters?”


  Kitten slowly shook her head before looking away entirely, her eyes going over the various blacksmithing and tailoring storefronts on the other side of the street before coming across yet another human trafficking vendor with more captive men prominently on display in its windows.


  “There must be dozens… no, maybe even hundreds of people held prisoner here. This is too much, we can’t just do nothing while they treat these poor people like this. We have to do something, we have to-”


  ‘Save them all?’ Kitten dryly interrupted. ‘Should I go around town and hack apart the shopkeepers so as to boldly rescue all these unfortunate souls? Is that what you’re thinking?’


  “If you won’t then I will! Let me out so I can show those fucking monsters they can’t treat people like this! For fuck’s sake, there are children in some of these stores! What the hell do monsters want with children anyway? Don’t answer that, I don’t even want to know! Just… just… just let me out right now so I can-”


  ‘Kill Star,’ Kitten solemnly finished. She heard Triska falling silent in her mind then continued. ‘Or have you forgotten about the jinx in my arms right now that is going to die horribly unless this mystery doctor miraculously cures her? Make no mistake, Triska, I’m certain my master would applaud me rescuing all these unlucky people from a dreadful life of slavery, however there is the matter at hand regarding his cat who is about to die from a fluugher sprouting out of her innards. For now we can do nothing to help these humans, not unless we want to seal Star’s fate.’


  “But… but…”


  ‘Right now we have to play by their rules and let their doctor take care of Star. After the cat is all better, then we can rip apart any monsters that get in our way of freeing those humans. I’m sorry, Triska, but until Star is cured we cannot do anything more here.’


  “…those poor humans. They’re being treated like prime cut meat from a butcher. Those men… and the children too… what kind of sick place is this anyway?”


  ‘Somewhere that even my master would surely agree is inhabited by creatures deserving of the title monster.’


  “And our guide, Diago. She’s acting like this is all normal, like this is how things are supposed to be. She doesn’t care at all, does she? We passed by so many shops selling human slaves of all ages, and that ant girl couldn’t give two shits about what’s going to happen to them at all!”


  Kitten turned her eyes towards Diago, the ant girl still leading the way with not a squeak being made or even a fleeting glance back towards the travelers. After a while of prolonged silence between them and the constant fretting and agonizing of her counterpart in her mind over the dire fate of the humans they had passed, Kitten slowly breathed out in discontent before snidely speaking up to her guide.


  “You know, I always heard terrible things about this place. Mostly about the lowlifes who live here like cockroaches and give all of us sexy sinners a bad name. I already expected the place to be a dump and have nothing in it but the worst of rejects that Eden has to offer, though I didn’t know degenerates like you stooped as low as to pawn off children like commodities for some simple gold. That’s a little… pathetic, if you ask me.”


  Diago’s antennae twitched slightly however she offered no response, the ant girl still walking forward with her pickaxe swaying slightly on her back.


  “Calam seemed like such a nice person too,” Kitten continued with a raised eyebrow. “Hard to believe this is where she hails from. I won’t lie, the men you have on display in all their shame and defeat certainly do look appetizing, I’m sure they’re a constant hot sell in this town. But, really? Children? Isn’t that a little sad for such a revered and dignified city such as this to be peddling? No?”


  Again there was no answer from Diago, with Kitten now showing a bitter smile towards her as she was getting a little annoyed with the constant cold shoulder.


  “Not even a laugh or snarky grin from the one who fucks kids?” Kitten scoffed. “C’mon, be honest. How many of those little boys have you raped today alone, bitch?”


  Now that got a response from Diago quite quickly, as the ant girl promptly spun around and backhanded Kitten with her steel plated glove. After a moment to take in what happened Kitten turned her glaring eyes towards Diago who was returning the look with such burning intensity that it was clear she was not at all happy with the demon’s remark.


  “So you’re not deaf after all,” Kitten spat out. “What’s wrong? Did I pluck a nerve just now? Can’t imagine why, what with your hometown openly selling not only grown men for customers to do whatever they want with, but also children. Am I correct in understanding this, or is there a nuance I’m not aware of that makes it okay for you to rape little boys and girls?”


  Diago stepped closer and grabbed Kitten by the throat, lifting her up and slamming her into the wall next to an alley while continuing to burn her scowl deep into Kitten’s eyes. Although she wasn’t able to be choked by the strong woman, and not for a lack of trying as it was easily felt that Diago was indeed attempting to crush her windpipe, Kitten showed similar disgust towards the ant girl while holding Star securely against her chest.


  “If you want to argue with me against my claims that you’re a sick bitch in the face of the blatant evidence we just saw, then I’ll kindly ask you only once to wait until your doctor has tended to this cat’s ailment. After that we can discuss at length what kind of monster you and all those who reside within these walls really are. Or if you prefer, make just one more mistake in my presence, and I’ll drop you faster than this cat will fall from my arms should I let go.”


  Diago bared her teeth as she appeared more than ready to test her luck by pushing the demon further right then and there, something Kitten narrowed her eyes at from seeing while her tail got ready to whip around and grab hold of the ant girl. Instead, her tail quickly ensnared the arm of someone who tried to grab and pull away her sword by its sheath. A loud cry was heard as both Kitten and Diago turned to see who was sneaking behind them in the shadows of the alley.


  “Let go, you stupid whore!” a girl shouted as she weakly tried to pull free while also gripping the demon’s scabbard more tightly.


  “Well it’s about time,” Kitten smirked. “I was wondering when the gutter rats would be trying to steal from me. Unlike what I saw earlier, this is something I readily expected when visiting your lovely home.”


  “Screw you! Let go! Get your filthy tail off me! Let go, you ugly bitch!”


  “Alright, that’s enough playing nice,” Kitten scowled. She quickly bashed her head against Diago’s, knocking the ant girl back with a painful cringe, before she held Star close with one hand and used the other to reach back into the shadows and grab hold of her mystery thief. Yanking the culprit out from behind her she held the robber up with one hand while her tail straightened out her scabbard and belt.


  “Hey, let me go!” her assailant cried out. “Help! Help! Diago, help me! Diago! Do something, would you?”


  Diago shook off the hit and blinked a few times before turning to glare daggers at Kitten, the ant girl then jumping in surprise as she saw who the demon was holding.


  In the grip of Kitten appeared to be a young girl. She had brown straps wrapped around her feet and ankles, a short leather miniskirt worn over tight-fitting black pants that went down to above her knees, and a black and red shaded shirt which had one long sleeve going down her left arm while the right was completely bare. Her long red hair was tied up in a fluffy ponytail, the bangs dropping down and mostly covering her right eye, while atop her head were furry black cat ears that matched the long dark furred feline tail she had. Her one visible eye was yellow with a sharpened iris, while the rest of her face was concealed by her hair and a dark bandanna she had covering her mouth, the mask having crudely drawn fangs and sharpened teeth across it.


  “Let me go, you stupid bitch!” the girl screamed, kicking Kitten again and again while doing nothing but annoy the demon further. “Goddammit, put me down! Put me down right now or else! Diago! Get over here and beat her up! Hurry, what are you waiting for?”


  “What a charming kid,” Kitten mocked shaking her head at the ant girl. “Is this one yours? How adorable, raising her to be a sad, little thief in the world. I suppose I misjudged you earlier, didn’t I?”


  “Let go!” the kid screamed as she tried clawing at Kitten’s arm. “You’re going to be in big trouble for treating me this way! Just wait until my mom hears about this! You’ll wish you were dead, you overgrown fatass bat!”


  “Knock it off, brat!” Kitten shouted, shaking the child with a stammering cry. “You were the one trying to steal from me. You’re in no position to make threats at all, you little bitch.”


  The thief screamed and kicked her feet relentlessly before Diago swooped over and snatched the child from Kitten’s hold.


  “Haha!” the girl triumphantly laughed, pointing to Kitten while Diago was now holding her up by her other hand. “I said you’d be in big trouble, didn’t I? Time to learn some manners, ugly bat! Diago here is going to tear you apart limb from-”


  A small whack to the top of her head changed the kid’s cocky badgering into a strained whine. Turning to Diago the thief saw her savior showing a dull stare at her while slowly shaking her head.


  “What was that for?” the kid complained as she rubbed her head. She was dropped onto her feet, the girl backing up a step while muttering to herself before she then started shouting at Diago. “What the hell? Why are you hitting me, you mute brute? She’s the one who grabbed me and treated me with disrespect! Hit her, stupid! Hit her!”


  Diago grabbed the girl’s head, spun the child around in a stumble to face Kitten, pointed at the demon’s sword, and then shook the child’s head for her to show that was a no-no.


  “Don’t you try and lecture me!” the child argued, shaking free from the ant girl’s grip and turning to face her again. “So what if I was going to take it, who cares? You were going to beat her to a bloody pulp anyway, it’s not like she would have needed it anymore after you killed her!”


  “Um, excuse me?” Kitten said holing a hand up.


  “Shut up!” the kid yelled, holding a finger out towards Kitten while still glaring at Diago. “Who do you think you are trying to lecture me? You know damned well who I am, you know who my mom is, and you certainly know better than to hit me on the head like that! That freakin’ hurt! Now apologize to me at once or else I’m telling on you!”


  Diago slowly breathed out with what must have been greatly exercised restraint on her part. She glanced to Kitten who was merely watching them in confusion, back down to the child who was tapping her foot impatiently with crossed arms and a smug look behind her mask, then rolled her eyes before grabbing the catgirl and lifting her up to carry over her shoulder. She sharply waved Kitten to follow before marching off down the street with a bit more speed than earlier, all while the child shouted and thrashed futilely in the ant girl’s arm.


  “What are you doing? Put me down, Diago! Put me down! Goddammit, you can’t treat me like this! My mom’s going to hear about what you’re doing and you’re going to be sorry! I mean it! You’re going to be so sorry, you stupid bug!”


  “What the hell is going on here?” Kitten slowly asked herself.


  “It’s okay to auction off men and children here,’ Triska recounted. ‘And act violent and terrible with anyone you see, and generally behave like a wretched monster in all regards, but stealing is crossing a line with them?”


  ‘It does seem rather odd, doesn’t it?’


  She watched Diago heading off down the street before the ant girl looked back and waved her to follow. With an annoyed grunt Kitten looked down to Star in her arms, the unconscious jinx being the only reason she decided to bite her tongue and reluctantly follow her appointed guide. As she did she failed to notice another store window they passed, this one having a few men fastened to poles on display behind the shop’s glass with only black briefs and ball-gags completing their wardrobe. The men watched Diago and the screaming catgirl making their way down the street before glancing to each other with smirks and muffled chuckles that sounded oddly distorted.


  For several blocks Diago had a rather annoyed look on her face, and not just because she was assigned escort duty with a traveler from out of town. The child in her arm kicked and screamed for a good ten minutes while frantically clawing at Diago’s back, rattling her pickaxe’s chain, and even bashing her fists onto the ant girl’s shoulder, all of which had no effect other than getting an irritated sigh from the silent woman. After she finally ran out of steam the kid just watched Kitten with a dull glare while being held securely over Diago’s shoulder, seeing the demon smiling amusedly at her as she had watched the entire tirade unfold to no avail for the stubborn urchin.


  “What are you looking at?” the kid snapped.


  “A street rat who is laughably terrible at stealing,” Kitten snickered.


  “At least I’m not some smelly winged bat like you.”


  “I have to say, you’ve got some spunk, kid,” Kitten quipped with a bitter smile. “Trying to steal from me like that, not many would lack the necessary brainpower to somehow think they could get away with it, but I have to give you credit for actually trying. A decade more of you slinking through the trash and honing your craft amongst the garbage here and you just might be able to surprise a few simpleminded travelers with your little tricks.”


  “I’m not a street rat, you pompous whore,” the kid retorted. “And I’ll have you know I’ve swiped a good amount of treasure from under the noses of smarter and prettier targets than you. You just got lucky Diago here stopped me or else your stupid sword would have been long gone before you ever realized it.”


  “Is that so?” Kitten questioned. She slid her sword out of its sheath with her thumb, the darkened steel giving off an ominous heated glow along its edge while smoke came out from the scabbard. The young girl looked at the enchanted weapon with a worried eye before seeing Kitten smirking at her.


  “You know, this sword isn’t just an ordinary piece of steel. It’s a special enchanted weapon, something very few can handle in this world. A cunning or bumbling thief, it makes no difference; this weapon would have fried you with its power should you have tried taking it from me. You would have been dead moments after stealing it, leaving me to simply take it back from the pile of ashes that was once your foolish self afterwards.”


  Sliding the blade back in with a click Kitten hopped Star up in her arms to better hold her, all while watching the child having been rendered speechless by her words.


  “You’re not very bright for a thief, I might add,” Kitten continued. “Attempting to take something from a demon is one thing, but not knowing what it is you’re stealing is just idiotic and pointless. There are very few faster ways of getting yourself killed in this world.”


  The child muttered something as she lowered her head before Diago nudged her. With a low growl the young girl grumbled and looked away as she mumbled to herself.


  “It wouldn’t have gone down like that.”


  As they continued down the streets towards the back of the city near the mountainside Kitten couldn’t help but notice a growing awareness to her presence. There were plenty of looks now being aimed towards her by the monsters they passed, however it seemed that the child being held by Diago was getting much more directed at her, with most of them being snickering and chastising by the locals for how she was being taken down the street.


  “So what has the elusive Lucy gotten herself into this time?” a troll laughed.


  “Nothing! I’m innocent, I swear!”


  “Heard that before,” a gremlin laughed.


  “That child never learns,” a woman sighed with disapproving golden colored eyes, shaking her head which had black cat ears seen above her red hair that matched her similarly dark shaded feline tail.


  “Who’s that with Diago?” another catlike woman asked. “Travelers? At this hour?”


  “Hey, what happened to her?” a third catgirl asked, pointing to Star. “Is she dead or something?”


  “A Violet Princess raped her,” Kitten replied, earning troubled frowns from the townsfolk. Even Lucy looked at Star with surprise while Diago kept moving forward with a stoic gaze.


  “A Violet Princess?” Lucy repeated. “You mean… oh dang. She got filled up with its seeds, didn’t she?”


  “Yes, that is what happened,” Kitten answered while looking around carefully. “That’s why we’re here right now, to get her some proper medical attention.”


  “So… does this mean you’re here to see Doc?” Lucy whispered. Kitten turned her sights back to the child, seeing her closely observing the demon now. “Is that where Diago is taking you now?”


  “That’s correct,” Kitten cautiously replied. “Do you know her, child? Is she as talented as everyone keeps saying she is? Because I staked this cat’s life on the chance this Doc person could help her by coming here.”


  “Everyone here knows her. But how do you? How did you know to bring a victim of a Violet Princess here?”


  “Calam sent us.”


  “You know Calam?” Lucy asked in wonder. After a moment she quickly resumed thrashing in a fit while shaking her fists. “That dirty ant girl who keeps snitching on me is your friend? Goddammit, I hate her! I hate that tattletale so much! She always tells my mom on me about everything little thing I do! She’s so stupid and she stinks so much! I hate that bitch! And I hate you even more than before if you’re friends with her, you stupid, smelly bat!”


  “Is she always like this?” Kitten dryly asked, earning a single nod out of Diago.


  For the rest of the trek through town Lucy continued to yell and shout all manner of childish profanities about both Calam and Kitten, with the demon merely watching her with a dull expression while Diago shared a similar look as she led the way. After reaching the back of the city they came to a stop, with Kitten noticing they had ended up in what appeared to be a vacant plaza with an old, dried up fountain on one side next to a wall and on the other was just a bunch of garbage piled up against another. Before them was a stone gate that had been built into the side of the steep mountain, the enormous entrance having statues of winged demons with large hands, feet, and breasts posing seductively against pillars on either side. Kitten glanced around to find nobody from the city having followed them into this secluded area before noticing Diago simply standing in front of the gate without moving an inch. Even Lucy appeared to be just waiting for something to happen as she breathed out impatiently and leisurely drummed her fingers along Diago’s back.


  “Well?” Kitten asked expectantly. “Are you going to knock or should I? Or is this the part where I discover all of this to be a trap and have to start hacking and slashing my way out of town?”


  Diago glanced back to her, this being the first time she had done so which struck Kitten as odd, then motioned with her head towards something. Kitten blinked then slowly turned her sights up to the side before jumping a bit in surprise.


  The statues of the demons had moved their heads to gaze at the cambion with eyes that were now open and giving off sharp green radiances. The two monsters hopped off their platforms and flapped their wings to gently touch down on the ground on either side of Kitten, their gray bodies moving like they were made of flesh yet seeming rather coarse and grainy like they were indeed made of stone. They stood about a foot taller than the demon while having bust sizes that would easily rival Kroanette’s, their long tails swaying behind them as they flexed their hands with their sharpened claws, their locks of hair matching the same composition as the rest of their bodies and even making small scratching sounds as they swayed against their backs.


  What took Kitten by surprise however was their monster energy, as normally the demon is able to see the lifeforce of all creatures light up before her eyes, which would have once helped her hunt her prey even in the darkest of nights. With these monsters though, their lifeforce had been masked completely until they chose to move just now, showing not only their ability to appear as just ordinary statues at will and first glance but also hide all traces of their monster energy even to the keen eye of the demon.


  “You look surprised,” Lucy sneered. “What’s wrong? Never seen gargoyles before? Don’t worry, they don’t eat demons like lamias do. They’re just going to beat the freaking shit out of you for messing with me earlier because that’s what you get for treating me with such insolence! Get her, girls!”


  The two gargoyles glanced to the child with raised eyebrows for a moment before showing blank looks at Kitten as an uncomfortable silence filled the air.


  “What did you do to her?” a gargoyle carefully asked.


  “The little gutter rat tried to steal my sword,” Kitten dryly told her. “I didn’t let her take it.”


  “Of course,” one of the gargoyles sighed in annoyance. “She tries to steal anything she can.”


  “Despite the constant lectures from her mother about quitting such an unbecoming habit,” the other loudly remarked towards Lucy. The child lowered her head and mumbled to herself again as the gargoyles shook their heads at her. The two monsters then turned their sights back onto Kitten, both of them slowly circling her while the demon remained on guard.


  “Why has Diago brought you here?” the first questioned Kitten. “What business do you have in Stonegate?”


  “Got a sick cat here,” Kitten replied with a quick glance to Star. “A Violet Princess victim. Calam sent us here to find someone named Doc who could help her.”


  “Is that so?” the gargoyle wondered. “And, where is Calam? Why isn’t she here with you?”


  “Time is of the essence here,” Kitten retorted. “I didn’t want to wait for Calam to ride all the way back on horse seeing as this cat has only until morning before she’s fluugher food. Can we skip the pleasantries here so I can go see this Doc person already? We’re kind of in a hurry in case you couldn’t tell.”


  “Aren’t you the pushy one,” a gargoyle quipped.


  “No, you haven’t seen my pushy side yet,” Kitten growled. “But you’re about to. Now listen closely. This cat is on the verge of death and I really need to prevent that or else my master is not only going to be pissed at me but all of you as well! So either point the way to this Doc person or drag her ass out here so she can cure this girl, because one way or another I’m going to find her and get this damn issue resolved!”


  “We don’t take kindly to those that threaten Doc,” a gargoyle hissed. “Many of us owe our lives to her, and the last thing we want is for her to be harmed by a loudmouthed, brash little demon such as yourself.”


  “The last thing you want to do right now is threaten me,” Kitten warned. “I’m already struggling to remain on my best behavior in your godforsaken town, and you girls are testing my last nerve.”


  “If any harm has befallen Calam then we shall do much more than threaten you,” the second gargoyle scorned. “We will not open the gate until Calam herself stands before us and vouches for you in good faith and health. You will remain here under our watch until either Calam returns or you are deemed guilty of hurting her.”


  “I don’t have time for this bullshit,” Kitten spat out. “Show me where this Doc is or else I’m tearing down that gate and finding her myself in the most violent and pissed off of ways! The guards outside the city walls said I was to go see Doc, and that’s what I’m going to do, so get out of my way and let me through or else!”


  “Succubus or not, your threats mean nothing to us,” a gargoyle remarked as the two guards got ready to attack. “Nobody shall pass without our permission. And you have certainly not acquired that.”


  “You will stay where you are until Calam arrives,” the other ordered. “If you fight or flee we will not hesitate to kill you under the perception you’re a liar and murderer.”


  Diago set Lucy down on her feet and turned to watch the standoff. The young catgirl stuck close behind Diago while watching the scene with a sharp eye, her tail quickly waving behind her as she anxiously anticipated quite the show. Kitten growled as she saw the two gargoyles slowly reaching out for her, her eyes then moving down to Star as the jinx remained unconscious in her arms with a pained look on her face. Slowly the cambion breathed out and closed her eyes, taking a moment to keep her composure before she calmly walked around one of the gargoyles towards the empty fountain. Everyone watched as the demon gently rested Star inside the dried-up bowl, the woman then turning around to show the gargoyles a cold glare while her wings arched up behind her. Walking towards the monsters Kitten drew out her sword with a sharp ring, its searing flames streaking behind in its wake while casting a fiery bloom across the plaza and those who stood in it.


  “I apologize if I wasn’t clear,” Kitten scorned. “Let me try to say this in a way you fucking cunts will understand. I am not going to let that cat die, under any circumstances. I am not going to be pushed around by the likes of you or anyone else while I’m trying my hardest to be a good fucking girl for my master. Now let me spell this out for you. I’m going to see this Doc person, and she had better be as good as everyone claims she is if she wants to live to see the sunrise. I will butcher each and every single idiot that tries to get in my way, including you filthy degenerates if that’s what it takes. So let’s get this over with so I can find Doc, with or without your blood coating my blade, so I can save a goddamned life tonight!”


  The gargoyles tensed up with low snarls as they could easily see and feel a malicious aura emanating from the demon. Lucy gulped and held onto Diago closely while the ant girl slowly pulled her pickaxe off her back in preparation to fight. Kitten glanced around at everyone who was between her and finding the mystery doctor fabled to be there somewhere, her eyes then focusing on the gargoyles as she gripped her sword in both hands and got ready to charge. With a whip of her tail she took off towards the guards with a furious sprint, making it only three steps before she suddenly stopped and spun around as she heard someone laughing behind her.


  “My, my,” a woman coyly remarked as she gently ran her hand through Star’s hair. Seated on the edge of the fountain was another catgirl with black furry ears and a long dark tail. She wore black heel boots and dark pants that had rips on the legs, her shapely hips having daggers sheathed on either side while a long dark cape fluttered down behind her rear with a small red frill hanging against her right hip. Her impressive bust size was barely contained by a brown and black tunic that left the top of her chest exposed along with her belly. A black bandanna was worn atop her head amidst her long, dark violet hair that reached down to her back. Her golden feline eyes examined the sleeping jinx while her slick smile gave a faint glimpse of her fangs, a chuckling meow being made by the woman before she turned her curious gaze onto Kitten.


  “All this fuss, just to save this jinx’s life? She must truly be special to you, my dear.”


  “Wha- who the hell are you?” Kitten demanded, turning around and pointing her sword towards the woman. “Get the fuck away from that cat, lady, or so help me-”


  “Easy now,” the woman gently insisted. She slowly stood up and began walking towards Kitten with both hands resting on her hips. “Picking a fight in this city isn’t exactly frowned upon, but if you pick one too many then we’ll have to politely tell you to stop.”


  She came up right in front of Kitten’s sword, glancing to it briefly before eyeing over the demon who remained wholly ready to plunge the steel into the newcomer if pressed in the slightest. She then calmly waved off the gargoyles, with both guards stepping back and lowering their stances on command. Kitten noticed the tension in the air having been struck down rather quickly by the newcomer as the gargoyles and Diago had eased themselves while Lucy was now hiding entirely behind the ant girl with a shaking tail.


  “Kitten, right?” the woman asked, earning a surprised look from the demon. “Yes, your hair… it matches your description perfectly. And your sword… and temper… just as fiery as foretold. Yes, you are the one I’ve heard some interesting tales of recently.”


  “How did you know my name?” Kitten carefully inquired. “Where did you even come from?”


  “I’ve been following you ever since you came to this city.”


  “No you haven’t,” Kitten argued shaking her head. “I’ve seen plenty of monsters in these streets, none of which were you. Ah, I get it. You were stalking me from the shadows like that gutter rat hiding over there.”


  “I’m not a gutter rat, you stupid bat!” Lucy shot back.


  “I’ll thank you not to speak so unkindly about my daughter,” the woman replied with a raised eyebrow. She then glanced over to Lucy who was peeking out from behind Diago. “However, I did see that she once again felt like she could take that which does not belong to her, so I’ll let your mean remark slide this one time. Lucy?”


  “…hi, mom,” Lucy squeaked out.


  “How many times have I told you not to steal from others?” her mother demanded. “Every time you act so callously you set our people further back in this world and you embarrass me in front of everyone who lives in our city. You do realize I get reports daily about your thievery despite constantly disciplining you for acting as such? Have you no shame or dignity?”


  “What’s shameful is all of us acting like domestic pussycats!” Lucy shouted back. “We’re copycats, we can get anything we want in this world just like we always have, so why should we change that and throw everything our ancestors taught us away for nothing? We shouldn’t-”


  “We will not have this discussion out here!” her mother roared, causing Lucy to hop back with a squeak while the other monsters watched the child with tired looks. “You know our rules. Bite your tongue while we’re outside. We shall have a lengthy discussion about this when we go home, so I suggest you save all your courage with speaking to your mother with such impudence for when you will sorely need it. Am I understood, young lady?”


  “Y… yes, mother…” Lucy mewled, lowering her head in defeat. The gargoyles giggled at seeing her shutting up while Diago continued to show a stoic look as she holstered her pickaxe. Kitten however was showing a confused expression from their argument as she lowered her sword, the demon then slowly looking at the mother with a curious eye as something clicked in her mind from what she said.


  “Copycats,” she repeated, earning the group’s attention. “You’re not nekos, you’re copycats? Wait, I remember that monster class, you girls can…”


  “Copy others?” the copycat questioned. With a smirk on her face she demonstrated their innate skill, with her body and figure then shifting and remolding into a mirror image of the cambion that stared back at her in surprise. Except for her clothes which remained the same, the woman was able to mimic Kitten’s exact appearance, height, and body proportions, complete with demonic wings and tail which emerged behind her. Even the glowing eyes of the cambion looked exactly the same, leaving Kitten speechless as the monster was able to throw her usual arrogant smirk right back at her.


  “Yes, that is our special talent,” the copycat purred in Kitten’s voice, taking a moment to remove her bandanna and gently shake her hair in a sultry manner, before shifting into the appearance of a gremlin without batting an eyelash. Kitten carefully eyed over the perfect likeness before the copycat shifted to a troll with a mohawk, then a goblin with a lazy eye, and then another copycat that looked strikingly familiar to the demon. Seeing the multiple faces of the copycat, Kitten recalled each and every one of them being among the citizens of Stonegate that she had at one point or another crossed or passed by that night.


  “How are my imitations?” the copycat asked as she shifted back to her original appearance and put back on her bandanna. “Are they convincing enough? I have quite the number of looks I can mimic which I’ve learned during my life, though it’s hard to pick a favorite.”


  “You were stalking us since we arrived?” Kitten cautiously remarked.


  “Not at first,” the woman replied shaking her head. “I was actually searching for my troublesome daughter before I noticed you strolling through town. That’s when I decided to keep an eye on you, after all I always keep a close watch on those that come to my city.”


  “Your city? You mean…”


  “Allow me to properly introduce myself,” the copycat purred with a formal bow. “I am Countess Eirene, head of Stonegate and chieftess of the copycats here in Koskaysil. Well, most anyway. There are sadly a few broods out there that ignore my guidance, but they are few and far between. At any rate, it’s a pleasure to meet you in person. I’ve heard quite a bit about you from someone you know very well. I’m sure you know who I’m speaking of, don’t you?”


  “Kroanette?” Kitten carefully asked.


  Eirene chuckled with an amused grin before waving to the gargoyles.


  “You can open the gate, my dears. I will personally vouch for this one here.”


  “If you say so, countess,” one of the gargoyles agreed, the two giving Kitten a curious look again before flapping their wings and flying over to the mountainside entrance. Kitten watched them go before seeing Eirene walking back and lifting Star up from the empty fountain.


  “Now then,” Eirene cooed as she headed over to Kitten’s side. “First thing’s first, let’s get this one fixed up with the good doctor. Fear not, she’ll soon be in good hands. Star was her name, yes?”


  “You know about her too?” Kitten wondered.


  “Oh yes,” Eirene smirked as she eyed over the jinx. “I know of this jinx very well. Very well indeed.”


  Kitten showed a perplexed look at the woman before noticing the gargoyles hopping back onto their pedestals on either side of the gate. Each of them pushed their hands into small openings in the wall behind where they had stood earlier, both of them fiddling with something deeper in before turning to Eirene. The copycat nodded, again confirming her decision, with the gargoyles then pulling something that made a loud thump inside the wall. With a heavy rumble the large stone gate began to slide up, revealing a deep tunnel with large suspended basins overhead that had burning fires lighting the way. The gate was lifted up into the rocky cliffside and locked in place with an echoing thud, with Kitten closely examining the hidden pathway that appeared to have more gargoyles perched on platforms lining the walls all the way through the corridor.


  “Please sheathe your sword, dear,” Eirene mentioned as she started walking forward. “And follow me. We’ll drop this poor jinx off at the doctor before we discuss other matters.”


  Stopping next to Diago the woman glanced down to Lucy who mumbled something with her head lowered.


  “Diago? Please escort my daughter to my quarters at once. I’ll deal with her and her actions later.”


  Diago looked down to Lucy with a dull stare as the younger copycat jumped with a squeak.


  “And, Lucy?” Eirene continued, cutting off her daughter’s protest. “I expect you to wait there until I return, or else I will remind you what happens when my patience is pulled to its last thread.”


  “But, mom,” Lucy whined. She saw her mother show a stern glare towards her, the youngster then lowering her head with drooping ears as she mewed and nodded slowly. Eirene gave a firm nod before walking forward again, leaving Lucy to mumble to herself as Diago grabbed her hand and led the little troublemaker into the passageway. The countess made it a few steps into the lit tunnel before looking back to Kitten.


  “Well?” she said with a playful smile. “In or out, my dear. Which is it going to be?”


  Kitten narrowed her eyes at the woman, her hand gripping her sword tightly as she looked around at the city she was in along with the monsters who were observing her closely. Glancing to Star she took a moment to consider what she was doing before she sheathed the sword at her side and approached the copycat.


  “There had better be a good explanation for all this,” she snapped, taking Star back into her arms and holding her away from the countess. “Your suspicious generosity towards this one doesn’t excuse you or the vile practices exercised by the citizens of this accursed hellhole. I’ll play along and follow you for now, but this jinx better be walking out of here in perfect health or else you and I are going to have a problem. And just so we’re clear, if you touch her again I will remove your hand before you can blink. She is only for my master to touch, nobody else.”


  “Our vile practices?” Eirene questioned with an amused grin. “My word, whatever do you mean by that?”


  “Don’t play stupid with me. The fact that so many monsters and miscreants congregate here is one thing, however your treatment of not only human men but also little boys and girls is rather condemning against any virtuous traits you may claim to have. My master would be stricken ill if he saw what you were doing to his people here, and your kind words would do nothing to defend you in the slightest from his judgement or mine.”


  Eirene laughed heartily at the cambion while the gargoyles exchanged slick smiles and chuckles of their own. Kitten watched the copycat finding only amusement in her words before the countess shook her head with a smirk at the demon.


  “Is that so? Well, I feel I must tell you, what you just said isn’t true at all.”


  “What do you mean? I saw everything with my own eyes.”


  “Did you now?” Eirene purred with a twitch of her eyebrow. She giggled while turning to walk away, with Kitten watching her in puzzlement as the copycat shook her head and waved for the cambion to follow. After a pause Kitten growled and reluctantly tailed the copycat, both of them traversing deeper into the tunnel while the gargoyles laughed a bit as they prepared to close the gate.


  “They never do realize, do they?” one of them said as they pushed the hidden switches to close the entrance.


  “It would seem they don’t,” the other mused as the gate began to slide down with a loud rumble. The two gargoyles surveyed the area to make sure nobody else was watching before they resumed posing against the pillars. Their bodies began to harden as they shifted to stone once again, their eyes closing while the gargoyle finished her statement that nobody else heard.


  “For a town filled with copycats, visitors are sure quick to believe everything they see.”


  Inside the tunnel Kitten glanced back to see the heavy gate closing behind them, the loud slam it made echoing through the large corridor. Her eyes then slowly moved across not only the two gargoyles that were still as stone next to the gate on the inside of the entryway but also the many others that stood on marble pillars all along the walls. The monsters appeared to be statues at first glance, however a few glowing green eyes were seen peeking at Kitten from some of them.


  “Do watch your tongue, Kitten,” Eirene warned, gaining a cautious look from the demon. “I’ve heard you often speak your mind and are quick to draw your blade, something you demonstrated quite clearly earlier. Before you speak or act from this point on know this; we are all guests in this mountain and beneath it. The gargoyles and their queen were here first after all, and it’s only by their good graces we’re allowed to come inside.”


  “Their queen?” Kitten repeated.


  “Queen Mahovahn resides high above this place in her castle,” Eirene said looking up, her eyes then going around at the many gargoyles that remained motionless nearby. “And her many subjects watch over not only her but us as well. It’s a very welcome coalition between our races and has proved to be beneficial for all. So I kindly ask that if you do decide to start ‘hacking and slashing’ your way out of here, simply ask for permission to leave first and we’ll politely show you the door.”


  “And just what benefits do the gargoyles receive in return with your little partnership?” Kitten snidely asked. “I take it they can have their choice of any man they want in your twisted shops? Maybe a special discount even?”


  “What men?” Eirene quipped with a smug grin.


  “All the ones you have strung up on display. Not only them but also little boys and girls that you seem to fancy peddling. You know, I’m not going to say you having enslaved men here is shocking or even unexpected in the least, but the fact that you have children put out for sale for monsters to do who knows what to certainly raises some red flags regarding you and your town.”


  “Again, Kitten, what men?” Eirene slyly said. “In fact, what little boys and girls are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about the humans you’ve got propped up in your markets for sale, that’s what!” Kitten shouted back. “Dozens and dozens of them, all chained up and waiting for the day they get bought by a lecherous old bitch and raped to death, that’s what I’m talking about!”


  A few of the gargoyles were heard snickering now, with Kitten quickly looking around to try and find those who were breaking their silence before they resumed acting inanimate. She then watched as Eirene was shaking her head with chuckling mews at the demon, the copycat taking a moment to calm herself before walking up closer to the confused cambion.


  “Kitten,” she expectedly said. “There are no humans out there in the city of Stonegate.”


  “Yes there are, there are dozens of them. I saw them myself.”


  “No, you haven’t laid eyes on a single human ever since entering my city,” Eirene assured. Kitten slowly looked back to the gate behind them with a cautious eye, taking a moment to think about what she said before showing a surprised look on her face. Turning back to face the copycat Kitten remained silent, with Eirene nodding slightly as she saw the truth starting to get through to her.


  “There are many different monsters who live in the city of Stonegate,” Eirene explained. “But the vast majority of those who dwell there are copycats such as myself, this is after all our home in Koskaysil. That being said, there are no men among them, Kitten. Not a single human at all.”


  “But… wait, then… that means…” Kitten slowly said before jumping at the realization. “Those humans on display… were all copycats?”


  Eirene chuckled before shifting her appearance to that of a rugged man with a full beard and short dark hair. Kitten stepped back as she saw the woman having changed into a perfect likeness of a human man while still retaining her smug look from before.


  “Surprised?” Eirene asked in a distorted man’s voice. “I told you before we have such talents. We can copy anyone we see, albeit with some practice of course, and we can literally be anywhere you could imagine. Who knows, you might have come across one of our kind before in your travels and never realized it.”


  Kitten remained stunned just as Triska was, the two seeing firsthand the mimicking potential the copycats of Eden possessed. Shifting back to her original appearance Eirene merely crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow in question at Kitten as the demon remained silent with a curious look on her face.


  “Anything else you’d like to say?” the copycat asked with a shrug.


  “You can change your form into human men?”


  “I just showed you as such, didn’t I?”


  “So… you can perfectly match a man’s physical form?”


  “Yes, dear. I just showed you that.”


  “Including their penis?”


  Eirene fell silent with a blank look on her face as Kitten eyed her crotch then her with puzzlement.


  “…yes, dear. We can copy them down to the last detail.”


  “So you just had a dick a few seconds ago,” Kitten said pointing to her.


  “What’s your point?” Eirene sighed.


  “Do you copycats ever use them?” Kitten wondered. “I mean if you can give yourself a dick and you’ve got a sister who’s hungry for one, can’t you just bend her over and-”


  “Is this really the only question you want to ask me right now?” Eirene tiredly complained. “There is literally nothing else you want to ask me but this?”


  “It’s one of many, but also one of the more prominent ones,” Kitten answered nodding. With a heavy sigh Eirene rolled her eyes and shook her head.


  “No, we can’t impregnate each other by copying a man’s appearance. The penis we mimic is only for looks, not functionality. The same goes for your wings. I can copy your appearance and wings, but I cannot fly with them, they’re merely for looks and nothing more. Copying men is just as easy as copying a woman, however we cannot replicate a man’s seed with our ability.”


  “But can it still get hard?” Kitten wondered. “Can you pleasure yourself with it? Can you still fuck each other and-”


  “Okay, Q&A is now over,” Eirene called out, holding up her hands. “Let’s take Star to see Doc and then we can discuss anything else but this, okay?”


  “I’m not hearing a no,” Kitten slyly remarked. “Sounds to me like you girls take masturbating to a whole new level, don’t you?”


  “Kroanette was right about you,” Eirene flatly mentioned before walking off down the tunnel. Kitten giggled and quickly followed after while a few gargoyles continued to peek at her from their perches.


  “Anyway,” the copycat loudly spoke up while regaining her composure. “Copycats and gargoyles have a good relationship here. I suppose it’s somewhat poetic that we’re here together given that we’re both skilled deceivers with our looks. The terms of our agreement aren’t anything you need to concern yourself with, however you can take solace in knowing we don’t offer up any sacrificial humans to them in exchange.”


  “And why all the deception?” Kitten asked. “Why make yourselves out to be even more barbaric and sinister than you truly are by having fake men and children put up in your markets for everyone to see? Why does this place have a reputation for being a complete shithole that only savage and deranged monsters should ever visit? Why was Calam sworn to secrecy about what you’re really hiding underneath us?”


  With that Eirene suddenly stopped, her ear twitching while a few gargoyles turned their heads towards Kitten.


  “We know there’s something special under this place,” the cambion warned. “We have a friend who can see far and wide into the world, and when we heard Kroanette was here we were naturally suspicious and asked our friend to check out such a wild claim. She couldn’t see Kroanette, but she saw something strange below the city. Something hidden away by magic. Something you and every monster here are going to ridiculous lengths to hide from the world.”


  Glancing back to her Eirene showed a serious look in her eye without speaking a word. Kitten noticed the gargoyles around them watching her closely before slowly breathing out and turning to Eirene with a stern look of her own.


  “Just what is it? What is it you’re so desperately trying to keep hidden away from everyone?”


  “The doctor is this way,” Eirene said, and then continued walking ahead without looking back. Kitten reminded herself that all of this was for the sake of two girls who belonged to her master, the demon choosing to ignore her urge to draw out the Hellfire’s Edge and force an answer out of the copycat’s mouth and instead followed after the silent woman.


  They ventured deeper into the mountain through the large tunnel, with Kitten carefully observing the great number of gargoyles they were passing along the way. After a long walk they came to a stop next to a unique feature within the spacious corridor. To their right was a large effigy standing atop a smooth obsidian base. It appeared to be a gargoyle identical to the many others that stood all around the area on pedestals and perches of old marble, the only differences being she had a stone crown on her head and a rocky shawl that draped down to her tail. Eirene turned to face Kitten who studied the eye-catching centerpiece in the cave before she matched the copycat’s piercing gaze.


  “That is a statue of Queen Mahovahn,” the copycat said, gesturing to the huge gargoyle that Kitten had half-expected to actually be alive. “This mountain is rightfully hers, we are only borrowing space from her in good faith. Her rule oversees the entire mountain, and all of what is concealed below us. The magic you spoke of before that hides what we wish to keep hidden from the eyes of Eden was set in place by Queen Mahovahn to assist us.”


  “So she’s the one who can create such magic,” Kitten mused with a curious eye on the statue.


  “And she’s also the one you’re going to swear to right now,” Eirene ordered. Kitten glanced to her with a raised eyebrow as the copycat had a sharp look aimed at the demon. “We take our secrecy very seriously, and you having a friend among our ranks does not change your situation with that. Just as all must do when they are brought here, so too shall you swear upon your life and in the name of Queen Mahovahn that anything you see or hear beyond this point you shall solemnly keep to yourself.”


  “You want to pinkie swear on it for added security?” Kitten jested while holding up her pinkie.


  “I’m deadly serious right now,” Eirene warned. The gargoyles around the cave turned their heads to watch Kitten with equally sharpened looks, something the cambion easily noticed and felt upon her. “There are lives at stake with this, many of which who are under my watch and care. Now there is much I cannot elaborate on at this point without your promise, but I can and will say this much. This is our cardinal rule at Stonegate, one we don’t take kindly to having broken. Should you not uphold your sacred vow, then you’d best watch your back from this day forward. In case it wasn’t obvious yet, copycats and gargoyles can sneak up on you wherever you may choose to hide without any trouble.”


  “Are you threatening me?”


  “Yes,” Eirene firmly replied. “I am threatening you, Kitten. Any who jeopardize our way of life, our people, and those we watch over, I will certainly threaten and make good on said threats if required. Nekos may be known to be skilled assassins in the world, but know that we’re just as skilled in that art when we put our mind to it, the only difference is nobody lives to reveal it was a copycat who was drawing blood. Now, I will grant you access to our best doctor, she can cure Star of her ailment without a doubt. I will show you to your friend, one who has assured us that despite you being a demon of lust and violence you are actually not as abrasive and unbearable as you first come off to be.”


  “Wow, never knew Kroanette loved me like that,” Kitten dryly commented.


  “I will give you all that, and any answers you seek, if you would kindly swear on your life that any confidential information we tell you remains between us and us only. This is not up for negotiation, and I would appreciate you refraining from joking about this any further in my presence. So, what do you say, Kitten?”


  Kitten slowly looked around at the gargoyles who were all now watching her with their glowing green eyes. She glanced up to the giant effigy of their revered queen while the crackling of the fires above could easily be heard amidst the uneasy silence in the cave, taking a moment to speak to her counterpart who shared similar thoughts on what they should do next.


  “I don’t keep secrets from my master,” she finally answered, turning her eyes back onto Eirene. “So you’d better prove to me without a shadow of a doubt that Stonegate isn’t the shithole everyone claims it to be, that you and all who reside here aren’t the malicious monsters you’ve so easily convinced the rest of the world into believing, and that Star and Kroanette will be perfectly fine in your ‘care’. You’d better sell me on all of that, Eirene, for only then would I ever allow my master to visit you in person so you can share your secrets with him face to face instead of hearing it from me.”


  Eirene raised an eyebrow at her while remaining silent. After a pause Kitten sighed with a roll of her eyes and continued.


  “Fine. I swear on my life and Queen What’s-Her-Name that I won’t tell anyone about what I see and hear in your secret little cave tonight. Happy?”


  “Happy isn’t the word I would choose right now,” Eirene muttered. “But I suppose I’ll take that as a solemn vow coming from you. Very well then, with that taken care of I can now lead you forward. Let’s get going.”


  They began making their way deeper into the tunnel, with Kitten taking only a few steps before a rock struck her in the head with a loud whack. The cambion flinched and grabbed her head with a snarl, the girl then aiming a death glare up at the gargoyles as a few of them were scowling at her.


  “You had that coming, my dear,” Eirene called back over her shoulder. “For disrespecting Queen Mahovahn. That is her name after all, in case you forgot. Now follow me, and please, try to shut up for a minute if you can.”


  “Oh, I’m choosing to bite my tongue right now, believe me,” Kitten growled. She returned the harsh leer back at the stone monsters before hurrying off to catch up to Eirene, something the gargoyles scoffed at before resuming their positions and hardening into stone again. Silence filled the cave as the gargoyles remained motionless in their places, all of them humbly guarding not only the tunnel that led towards a heavily shrouded mystery in Koskaysil, but also a loving tribute to their revered queen.


  Their queen who had contributed a fair amount of effort and resources towards a cause she wholeheartedly agreed upon.


  


  Chapter 7


  The Merciful Beneath the Mask


  In the world of Eden, friendships weren’t always easy to predict. Sure, if enough common interests were shared or personal attraction was a factor, then relationships could easily bloom. But occasionally companionships were found in the least expected of places or times. Even those that appeared threatening or abrasive at first could end up becoming as close as family one day, despite how unlikely that was believed to be at first. Sometimes there just needed to be a cataclysm to help that bond form, something to bring them together and spark a strong connection between them.


  Such as a desire to protect, to honor, and even help those who needed it the most.


  *****


  Slowly Star’s eyes opened, her vision gradually clearing to show Kitten carrying her through an eerily lit cavern. A weak mew was made, with Kitten noticing the jinx struggling to move as she mewled with a strained expression.


  “Just hang on, Star,” Kitten said, turning her sharp gaze forward again. “We’re taking you to help right now.”


  Star looked around at the corridor of gargoyles and lit basins in curiosity before seeing Eirene glancing back to her with a playful smile.


  “How are you feeling, dear?”


  The jinx mewed in puzzlement before suddenly cringing in pain, her hands holding onto her stomach as a great deal of uncomfortable force was felt inside her.


  “Are we almost there?” Kitten snapped. “She doesn’t have long, you know.”


  “Almost. Try to bear it a little longer, Star. You’re going to be fine soon, I promise.”


  “It’s okay,” Kitten said as Star clung to her chest and howled in pain. “Hey, calm down and try to sit still, would you? You’re going to be alright, so… suck it up.”


  Star felt her stomach grumbling while an aching lump was causing her legs to spasm, the jinx mewling and shaking her head in agony as she felt her body trying very hard to reject something inside her. Kitten saw the difficulty Star had in keeping still, the labored meows and contorted grimaces she made showing her suffering very clearly.


  “We need that doctor, now,” Kitten sternly ordered Eirene. “How much further is it? Shouldn’t we be running instead of walking right now? This jinx is in critical condition here.”


  “We have time,” Eirene promised. “Trust me, this isn’t the first case of a Violet Princess rape that we’ve dealt with. Star will feel some discomfort now that she’s awake, but she’s not going to succumb to that monster’s seeds just yet. Her body is trying to remove the fluugher’s seeds, they’re in deep in every orifice after all, and unfortunately it just can’t do that. She’ll be in some pain for the time being, but it won’t be anything she can’t manage. Calm yourself, Kitten, that cat isn’t dying tonight.”


  “How I wish I could believe you,” Kitten growled as she struggled to hold Star still.


  “I swear on my life Star will be just fine.”


  “That’s good, because if she isn’t you’ll be paying with your life.”


  Eirene chuckled as she calmly led the way, with Kitten finally holding Star close as the jinx clung to her with heavy breathing and excruciating mews. The cambion slowly rubbed the jinx’s back as she held her near her chest, something Star wearily glanced to the demon from feeling while Kitten kept her solemn expression aimed forward.


  “C’mon, Star,” Kitten softly spoke. “We both know you’re tougher than this. You’re going to be fine, just… just think about my master for the time being. That always helps cheer me up when I’m feeling down. Imagine him holding you, petting you, or… whatever it is you imagine him doing with you. Think about him fucking you, I do that all the time.”


  Noticing the pained look Star had Kitten smirked and twitched her eyebrow.


  “Or if memory serves regarding you, think about you fucking him,” she slyly suggested. “That is what you want, isn’t it? To try and tame my master rather than the other way around? You’re not some domestic pussycat, are you?”


  Star shivered before showing a slight smile and shaking her head.


  “Then stow your whimpering, cat,” Kitten advised. “If you’re going to attempt taming my master in bed, you’d best be prepared for the fucking of your life. And if you plan on coming out on top, you’d better be able to handle anything going inside any of your holes. If you can bounce back from a fluugher raping you, you just might stand a chance with my master in bed.”


  Star mewed with a curious look from that. Rolling her eyes Kitten looked ahead again as they began to round a bend in the tunnel.


  “Don’t get the wrong idea. I still don’t like anyone else having sex with my master, he is mine after all. But… he obviously cares about you girls, that much has been more than apparent lately. If having you as his love slave will make him happy… I’ll try to look the other way when it’s your turn to fuck him.”


  Glancing back she saw Star smiling a little at her, something that the cambion blushed from before quickly shaking it off and averting eye contact again.


  “But if you can’t handle him and he fucks you into submission like he did with me, don’t expect any respect from me afterwards. Frankly I doubt you’ll have any luck in the slightest trying to dominate my master in bed. If he could subdue me with his personal sword then surely he could ravage you senseless without breaking a sweat.”


  Star smirked with a small giggle from the demon’s words and reaction, the jinx then cringing and holding in her voice as she felt another wave of pain inside her. Kitten merely rubbed her back while carrying the jinx through the tunnel, keeping her eyes on Eirene while inside her mind Triska was having a conversation with her that the demon wished she wasn’t.


  “What was all that about?” Triska asked playfully.


  ‘Don’t read into any of what I just said, Triska.’


  “Call me crazy, but it almost sounded like you were telling Star that it was okay for her to have sex with Daniel. You were giving her your blessing, weren’t you?”


  ‘Triska, now is not the time for this.’


  “I want a yes or no from you. Did you just give Star the okay for her to mate with Daniel? Because if so, then… how in Eden did that manage to cross your lips?”


  ‘Would you shut up?’ Kitten shouted in her mind. ‘I was just trying to help the stupid cat settle down, that was all!’


  “So does that mean you don’t want her to have sex with Daniel?”


  ‘Of course not! I don’t want anyone else to fuck my master but me! I’m the only sex slave he needs! I’m the only woman he would ever need! I absolutely hate the fact that all you girls get to have sex with him while I’m still going wanting here! It seriously pisses me off and I can’t stand it!’


  “But you’re not going to stop Star from having sex with him, are you?”


  ‘Oh my fucking god, can we just drop this already? I don’t want to talk about it!’


  “Not until I understand you,” Triska calmly replied. “Or would you prefer I tell Daniel about this when we return so he can ask you himself in front of all the girls?”


  Kitten stopped walking and shouted loudly in exasperation, earning a surprised look from Eirene while a few gargoyles turned their heads in question. Holding Star in her arms the demon continued to gently rub the jinx’s back while apparently fuming with rage, a rather stark contrast to her emotions and actions as she cradled Star close, with the cat watching her with a curious eye and a strained mewl.


  “You’re coddling her like a sick child,” Triska remarked. “You’ve been fiercely protective of her and even willing to kill anyone in your way so as to save her. And just now I heard you speaking to her in a friendly manner, even telling her that-”


  ‘It’s okay with me, alright?’ Kitten snapped as she shut her eyes tightly. ‘My master loves her and wants to mate with her, so I’m giving him what he wants so he can be happy. That’s it, that’s all there is to this, Triska. I’m just trying to gain my master’s favor, I just want him to approve of me, to want me like he wants all of you. I just want to be with him, I want to hold him, I want to feel him all the way inside me! I want that more than anything, I would do anything for him, anything to have him!’


  Opening her eyes she realized Eirene and a few gargoyles were staring at her in silence, the demon then turning her flustered gaze onto Star as the jinx was struggling with repressing her scream as she tightly held onto the cambion’s shoulder. The cat took a slow, deep breath before seeing Kitten watching her with an almost sad, sympathetic look.


  ‘I would do anything, including protect the ones he loves,’ she softly thought. ‘I saw the sheer agony inflicted upon my master from losing Squeak. I saw how deep that loss cut him. I hold no delusions that you girls mean everything to him, Triska, I can’t deny that in the slightest. He needs you all to be happy, and… that’s all I truly want for him, to be happy. If my master chooses this cat to be with, then he shall have her. If he wants to take her to bed with him… he may. Because if I can’t give him such pleasure myself, the least I can do is make sure you girls survive to give it to him in my place.’


  “Kitten…” Triska remarked in awe.


  “You have my blessing, Star,” Kitten softly said, earning a surprised look from the jinx. “If my master wants you, then he shall have you, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure he gets what he wants. He means that much to me after all.”


  Star faintly mewed something in response as Kitten looked into her eyes with hardly any of the usual intimidating, piercing power her gaze usually held.


  “I… I don’t know what to say,” Triska uttered. “I never thought I would hear such words from you, or at least not anytime soon. You really have changed since-”


  “Kitten?” Eirene spoke up with a raised eyebrow. “Should… I leave you two girls alone?”


  “Show us where the fucking doctor is right now or else I’ll skin you alive, cat!” Kitten roared at her with such ferocity that the gargoyles nearby hopped a bit on their pedestals and Eirene jumped back with a surprised yowl. “My master’s property is on the verge of dying here, so move your ass and show us the way or so help me I’ll paint this tunnel with your blood! My master is not losing anyone else, no fucking way, so move it now and show me how to save this girl, you old bitch!”


  Eirene stared at her with wide eyes while the gargoyles slowly rubbed their ears as the cambion’s loud cry echoed all throughout the tunnel. After a pause Eirene blinked then looked behind her while Kitten was snarling at her like a rabid animal.


  “Um… okay then,” the copycat managed to say before waving Kitten after her. “This way, we’re almost there.”


  “Enough talking then, start moving!” Kitten ordered. Eirene smiled weakly at her and nodded then took off with a hastier trot that the cambion closely followed. In her arms Star was staring at the demon in surprise still, with everything she just heard distracting her from the overwhelming pain her body was in.


  “Well, you’ve mostly changed,” Triska concluded. “Though I still think it’s for the better. Also, please stop calling the girls ‘property’ when addressing them.”


  The copycat and demon made their way deeper into the mountain tunnel, with the corridor soon opening up into a large underground chasm. The main path extended on and slinked around a steep pit that dropped into total darkness, the winding road sticking close to the wall while lowering and curving around a bend further away. Bowls of fire were hanging from the ceiling and walls while the gargoyle statues that were in great number before now became quite scarce with only a few seen here and there on small pillars next to the trail.


  “That way leads to where we’re going,” Eirene said pointing ahead. “However it’s the long way. It gradually lowers and spirals around many times before reaching our destination, which is why it’s only used for convoys or fellow monsters who are too large.”


  “Too large for what?” Kitten asked.


  “For the lift,” Eirene said pointing to the side. Next to the women on the other side of the trail was a cave dug into the wall, this one being constructed not of the same design and elegance as the gargoyles’ architecture was, seeing as the crude stone pillars and arches built to fortify the hollow appeared a little uneven and placed together like a lazy troll decided to just stack the bricks however they might have fit and then called it a day. Inside the cave there were three lifts made for speedy travel between the surface and what awaited below, however at the current moment only one of them was waiting for the women while the other two had already been lowered.


  There was a platform in the middle that appeared to be made of old steel plates fastened together with bolts and had a few dents here and there on it, the lift being large enough for a group of people to stand on with ease while they would need to keep away from the edges as there were no guardrails on any side. Instead there were four large chain-link lines fastened to the corners of the lift that led upwards into holes in the ceiling between the bricks.


  “Here’s the fastest way down,” Eirene said gesturing to the lift. She grabbed hold of a torch from one of the stone columns and began walking towards the platform before she noticed Kitten just staring at her skeptically.


  “By having it fall apart and letting you drop to your death?” Kitten flatly asked. “Because that thing looks like a piece of shit. Don’t get me wrong though, when it breaks and you plunge to your new grave I’ll just fly down and find this Doc person myself. It won’t be any trouble on my part.”


  “It’s perfectly safe,” Eirene droned with a roll of her eyes. She walked over onto the platform and stomped on it a few times, the echoing thuds conveying there was empty space beneath it however the floor didn’t budge from the hits.


  “It may not look pretty but it’s quite sturdy,” Eirene boasted. “It can actually handle the weight of an ogre, although it takes a little longer to ride for them given their… increased weight. The winches have never once failed us in all the years we’ve used them, and we constantly inspect them to make sure nothing is falling apart or threatening to give us trouble. I ride this thing daily to the surface from below so I know it’s going to hold just fine. Now do hurry up, we have places to be right now, and I have many more matters to attend to today other than this.”


  “If you say so,” Kitten dryly commented. “Just know that when that thing does fall apart I’ve already got my hands full, so try to land on your feet when you fall.”


  “I always do,” Eirene winked. “Now are you coming or not? If you want to take the road it’ll be quite the hike, whereas this way will take considerably less of our precious time.”


  “Whatever gets us to the doctor the fastest, I don’t care,” Kitten muttered. She walked over onto the platform while Star was again holding her stomach with distressed mews. Eirene chuckled at the demon before reaching over for a lever in one of the nearby stone columns. With a hard pull a loud clank was heard, activating the winches above that were heard jangling and grinding away. The chains rattled as the floor jerked down a bit before it slowly started descending. As the lift traveled down into a deep pit beneath the boarding station Kitten cautiously observed her passing surroundings, seeing small openings with lit hallways behind them here and there while a few gargoyles were seen hanging on the walls as they descended.


  A prolonged silence ensued between the countess and Kitten, something the demon grew steadily uneasy from as they descended further and further into the unknown. After listening to the clacking chains and the creaking platform below her while almost swearing to herself that she could hear whispers of voices in the nearby corridors, Kitten decided to strike up a conversation with the copycat that was watching her with a playful grin the entire time.


  “Now that I’m sworn to secrecy in your little club,” the cambion sharply spoke up. “And we apparently have time to kill seeing as this thing moves so incredibly slow that I’m contemplating pushing you off and flying down to the bottom in order to save time, might I ask you something about Kroanette?”


  “If either that or being pushed off this thing are my only two choices, I’ll opt to answer your question instead.”


  “Why didn’t she come to see us instead of Calam, or even accompany her at all? It’s been days since she left our group. Why did she come here of all places instead of back home to her family?”


  “I’m afraid she ran into trouble while traveling severely off-course from Ruhelia’s general direction,” Eirene sighed. “She claims to have known the way towards the centaur homeland, but she didn’t appear to know it very well.”


  “That sounds like her,” Kitten flatly agreed.


  “Though it wasn’t just getting lost that she suffered from,” Eirene continued. “The poor thing had a run-in with some rather unsavory hooligans out there, monsters that belonged to The Sisterhood.”


  “What happened to her?” Kitten inquired.


  “She was ambushed. We had a returning scouting party come across her as she was attacked by those monsters. It was a good thing too; she not only broke her leg during the encounter but was also subjected to some very vile toxin from a gremlin. She wasn’t in good condition at all when she came here.”


  Eirene ruffled her hair with a saddened mew before smiling a little at Kitten.


  “Don’t worry though, she’s going to be okay. My people brought her here so she could be safely hidden from The Sisterhood and nursed back to full health. Doc is the one who personally tended to her.”


  “She’s okay now?”


  “Getting there,” Eirene replied with a small shrug. “Her leg was the easiest thing to heal for us. Oh my, she was certainly freaking out when she saw the break, but Doc is a miracle worker of sorts. At the time we had nobody present who could tend to the injury with magic, but Doc was able to use a special elixir she concocted to speed up the healing. According to Doc her leg should be fully mended and ready to support her by tomorrow, you needn’t worry.”


  “She broke her leg,” Kitten repeated, looking down in thought while Star was cringing and trying to suppress her painful mewls. “So that’s why she hasn’t run back to my master yet?”


  “Well, one of the reasons,” Eirene explained. “The other was that dreadful toxin a gremlin used to incapacitate her. It was an especially potent poison, designed to inflame the lungs and throat so the victim chokes to death in a very painful manner.”


  Kitten and Star turned to her in surprise from that before the copycat held up her hand.


  “She’s fine, you can relax. We’ve had her on an herbal remedy that’s been curing her of the poison, we were just lucky the scouting party had some on hand otherwise Kroanette would have been dead on that very night. She’s able to breathe again, she just needs a little more time with the medicine to make sure the poison is out of her entirely. At the moment she’s confined to bedrest, and let me tell you having a centaur confined to a bed is certainly a headache for everyone involved. Those girls love to run, and get incredibly irritable when they’re not able to.”


  “So… she’s really going to be fine then?” Kitten clarified.


  “Yes, she’s going to be perfectly fine,” Eirene assured. “She just needs a little more time to heal her leg and remove the toxins in her body, and then she’ll be running about like usual. We’ll visit her after we get Star squared away with Doc. She’s not contagious, you can sit in the room and talk with her to your heart’s content, she just can’t leave her room until Doc gives the okay.”


  “I see,” Kitten mused, looking down with a serious expression.


  “So that’s why Kroanette didn’t come back and had Calam send a message in her stead,” Triska pondered.


  ‘A fitting story, however I’ll reserve my relief for when I see Kroanette is alive with my own eyes.’


  “Do you think she’s lying?”


  ‘To be honest, I’m not sure what to think anymore after coming here. All I know is I’m not letting my guard down just yet.’


  “I can understand if you’re still troubled by this,” Eirene added. “Or if you choose to distrust me until proven otherwise. I’m in no position to expect anything else from you as of now.”


  “It can’t be helped,” Kitten pointed out. “After all, even if your city above is full of deceivers for your supposedly noble charade and your words are somehow true, hearing of a centaur in Stonegate only makes me think about a lamb in a butcher shop. It’s rather hard to imagine a centaur being kept here under any other pretenses.”


  Eirene merely laughed heartily at that remark, with Kitten and Star observing her closely as the copycat found great amusement in the demon’s words. With a sudden clang the platform came to a stop on the stone floor, the women now standing in a small cave at the bottom of the long shaft. Torches were lit around the walls while an opening into a stone brick hallway was seen through a curved archway of similar sloppy design as the boarding station further above.


  “You’d be surprised how many centaurs we’ve tended to,” Eirene chuckled as she led them towards the hallway, casually placing the torch in a holder and walking through the archway. Kitten followed the copycat as she guided them through what appeared to be an underground monastery, with dozens of adjoining passageways and large chambers being passed by that were bustling with copycats, gremlins, and trolls. The many monsters were dressed in dreary clothing as per usual, however there was something that immediately struck Kitten and Star as strange.


  It wasn’t the creepy looking hallways or weathered old wooden doors that were seen in the passageways that had to have been constructed decades ago at the very least, or the gloomy lighting provided by lanterns hanging from the walls here and there that was reminiscent of what one might find in a dark, foreboding dungeon, and it wasn’t even the fact that they were literally surrounded by monsters that had a terrible reputation amongst those in Eden for their heinous actions and lustful nature. Not even the fact that they were far, far under the surface of Eden where not even Twilight herself could find them was something they thought of at the moment. Instead it was one glaring distinction between what they saw on the surface of Stonegate and what they were now seeing deep below it.


  “Hello,” a goblin said with a kind smile on her face.


  “Excuse me,” a gremlin said as she passed behind Kitten with a friendly wave.


  “Newcomers?” a copycat asked her sister, the two smiling curiously at Kitten and Star.


  “I love that dress,” another copycat purred as she eyed over the demon’s attire.


  “Coming through, watch it,” a troll said as she and another were carrying a large crate through the hall, with passing monsters along with Eirene and her companions stepping aside for them. As the workers headed through they smiled and nodded at Kitten, with the demon showing a very bewildered look on her face now. Slowly she gazed around at the surrounding monsters as something very disturbing was easily noticed by her.


  “Everyone’s fucking smiling and happy down here,” she bluntly pointed out. “What the hell?”


  “Follow me,” Eirene laughed as she waved her over. “It will all make sense soon.”


  “I doubt that,” Kitten commented as she followed the copycat further into the busy corridors. She watched in puzzlement the sight of seeing an arachne helping a goblin repair some broken bricks in an archway with webbing and new stones, she passed by a copycat that was reading through several papers she had while a gremlin was following her and talking about an alchemic formula they should try next, and rounding a corner she immediately stopped as did Eirene in front of another unusual sight.


  “For the last time, those don’t go in this wing!” argued the first annoyed woman with a heavy snide accent.


  “And I’m telling you they do!” shouted the second. “I’ve got a catalog right here; this crate needs to go with the others in storeroom eighteen. Can’t you read?”


  “What the fuck?” Kitten breathed out in surprise.


  “It can’t be…” Triska softly said.


  Star rubbed her eyes then stared in surprise at what was actually in front of her.


  “Ladies, please try to calm yourselves,” Eirene sighed as she stepped forward to help with the argument. Before her was a cyclops with a large crate resting beside her, the monster having a flustered look in her single green eye while she crossed her muscular arms in discontent. In front of her was a woman dressed in rugged boots, dirty black pants with a long blue leather skirt around her hips, a brown tunic that had its buttons almost ready to snap off as they struggled to hold in her large bust, and chestnut hair that had to be tangled in permanent knots given how unkempt it looked. Her eyes were red and glaring at the cyclops while her hands were keenly set at her hips with one of them holding a large mallet. However there was something very specific that set her apart from everyone else Kitten had seen so far.


  She was human.


  “What seems to be the problem here?” Eirene asked with a tired smile.


  “She’s the problem!” the cyclops shouted, pointing to the upset woman. “I’ve got a box of salvaged armor and ore here, and orders to store it in storeroom eighteen. But she thinks there’s a mistake when clearly it’s written right here on the goddamned scroll!”


  “I can see better than you can, and we both know it!” the girl angrily replied with a snooty tone. “You’re the one with the hearing problem, lil’ lass, because I’m telling ya those materials are stowed in storeroom sixteen! So haul that crap out of here and quit wasting my time, I’ve got important shit to be doing here!”


  “Okay, let me take a look at the catalog,” Eirene ordered, snatching the scroll from the cyclops and reading through it while the two women continued to growl at each other. After a moment the copycat shook her head and handed the scroll to the upset monster.


  “Have to side with Hilda,” she said, with the cyclops turning to her in dismay while the human snidely chuckled with a smug grin. “Sorry, Vevil, but it looks like there was a bit of a smudge on the paper. It actually says storeroom sixteen.”


  “What?” Vevil cursed as she brought the paper up close to her eye. “Dammit, really?”


  “Told ya so,” Hilda scoffed with a snarky smirk.


  “Did you even look at the paper?” Eirene questioned her.


  “No. Didn’t have to. I already knew that stuff didn’t belong here.”


  “So you didn’t even check the catalog to make sure it wasn’t a mistake, you just assumed Vevil was in the wrong right away and cussed her out for it?” Eirene quizzed the lady. Hilda mumbled something around her grunt as she looked away, offering no clear answer to that question.


  “Next time take a moment to actually check the catalog before going off on one of us. It was a simple mistake made by some dirt, something you could have clearly and kindly pointed out to her rather than starting a fight with her about it.”


  “She started it!” Hilda shouted, pointing to Vevil with her hammer as the cyclops lifted up the heavy crate with an annoyed scoff at the woman.


  “I know for a fact you started it, Hilda,” Eirene sighed. “You’re always quick to draw your tongue in an argument with others and, I hate to have to point this out again, but every time I get a report about you getting into a fight with someone it’s always because you struck first. If anyone dares disagree with you or question what you say they get your hammer to their face it seems.”


  “That’s because I’m right and they need to know it,” Hilda snootily retorted with a stern nod. “I know what I’m talking about, I know what I’m doing, I know damn well how this place runs and how to keep it running. Who do ya think repairs these old halls and keeps the place from crashing down on top of us? Me. Who do ya think helped build all our homes and provided roofs over our heads? Me. Who do ya think knows what belongs where in Stonegate and shouldn’t be questioned when she’s got a whole list of shit to take care of? Me.”


  “Who’s your boss and shouldn’t be talked down to?” Eirene flatly replied. Hilda muttered something as she lowered her head, with the copycat clearing her throat to earn a shy glance from the woman.


  “…you,” she spoke in a low, defeated tone.


  “That’s right. Now I know you pitch in a lot around here and this place would indeed be in shambles if it wasn’t for your expertise, but that doesn’t excuse your complete lack of manners with speaking to us. Please try to control your tongue in the future, Hilda, and your hammer. We may perpetuate the image of being uncivilized savages up there on the surface, but down here we most certainly do not. You know our motto.”


  “Savages live in Stonegate. Saints live in The Cellar,” Hilda mumbled.


  “Maybe she should live up there on the surface,” Vevil remarked as she started walking away. “She would fit in just fine.”


  “Oh go fuck yourself, ya filthy smith!” Hilda shouted waving her hammer at the cyclops. Eirene shook her head with a tired outbreath before looking back to see Kitten staring at them in disbelief.


  “Sorry about that,” Eirene said walking back to her. “Just had to straighten out a little misunderstanding, part of my duties as countess. Now then, shall we go see-”


  “Hold it,” Kitten ordered with a stern look. “Back up. Are my eyes deceiving me, or is that woman over there a…”


  “Human?” Eirene smirked. She looked back to see Hilda going into the storeroom and slamming the door behind her, being followed by her muffled yelling of colorful language that Clover would likely be quite familiar with.


  “Yes, she is,” the copycat admitted with a calm smile at Kitten. “I did say there were no humans in the city of Stonegate, I just never said anything about who lived beneath it. Technically we’re now in what we like to affectionately call The Cellar. You know, Stonegate’s cellar. And that was Hilda Brown. She’s been here for some time and has helped tremendously with keeping the place standing. Her attitude is rather… sour, to say the least, but when it comes to construction she knows a great deal more than most of us and is the one responsible for building and maintaining most of what you’ve seen today.”


  “You mean up above in that cave where we boarded the lift, the room that looked like it was built by a one-armed goblin with a nail driven into her brain?” Kitten recalled. “That was because of her?”


  “No, Hilda didn’t do that. Unfortunately her work queue is always long and has higher priorities. That room did look pretty bad in comparison, it was built by goblins, though not as feeble minded as you seem to claim, but Hilda did a cursory look over the work and deemed it stable enough to stay standing until she could set aside time to redo it later on.”


  “I see. And, what about the fact that she’s human?” Kitten loudly demanded. “Seriously, what the hell is a human doing here? What is this place anyway?”


  “Oh, it’s not just humans who live in The Cellar,” Eirene chuckled with a meow. “Trust me, it will all make sense soon enough. But for now let’s go see Doc. We’re almost to the infirmary, and I’m sure Star would love to feel better again as soon as possible.”


  She led the way again with Kitten following behind her, the cambion having a bewildered expression on her face while Star’s was a mixture of confusion and discomfort.


  ‘This has to be a trick, right?’ Kitten thought in her mind. ‘There’s no way that was a human. It had to be a copycat or some sort of monster who only looks human. That couldn’t have actually been a human woman down here, surrounded by monsters, taking orders from monsters, and living with monsters. Right?’


  “Kitten, what if… what if Calam was telling the truth?” Triska wondered. “She said there was a sanctuary hidden below Stonegate. What if that was true? What if The Cellar is that sanctuary?”


  ‘A sanctuary for humans as well? That’s pushing this tall tale even further, Triska. I can understand it being a safe haven for monsters such as themselves, but for humans as well? This has to be an elaborate trick to lure us off guard. The only thing I haven’t worked out yet is to what end. What are they going to incredible lengths for in order to hide from the world and us?’


  “If we find Kroanette, we’ll find our answer.”


  Eirene guided the demon down a busy hallway, with passing monsters seeming oddly cheerful and friendly given that they were all supposedly creatures of lust and violence. In fact the only one who appeared unruly and difficult to approach was the lone human they came across during their walk. After venturing further into the catacombs they came upon a very distinct door at the end of a long hall. It wasn’t just a standard wooden entryway, as this one was painted red and had small spikes protruding from its steel frames. It looked to be a gateway into a hellish lair filled with demons, with even the steel ring used to pull the door open being made of a circling snake that was eating its own tail.


  “I feel I must warn you before we meet with Doc,” Eirene mentioned, grabbing hold of the door’s ring and glancing back to Kitten.


  “Now you want to warn me?” Kitten dryly quipped. “After seeing the city above filled with copycats pretending to be suffering humans all to assist your guise of this being the most notorious and dangerous haven for monsters to congregate, seeing all manner of monsters normally considered to be savages and murderers acting so pleasant down here in your hidden dungeon of hospitality, and finding a human woman choosing to work for you and help keep this place in decent condition all while having the disposition of a disgruntled ogre, now you want to warn me about something that I might find to be strange in this confusing as fuck town?”


  “Yes,” Eirene plainly answered. “I feel I should warn you that Doc is a bit… eccentric. Whatever you see or hear in her infirmary, know that she is the most qualified and skilled doctor we have. She knows what she’s doing, she knows what she’s talking about, and although her methods of dealing with patients are a little peculiar, there is nobody better to take care of your friend in all of Eden.”


  “Alright, I’ll try to keep that in mind,” Kitten said with a small shrug. Eirene nodded then pulled the door open with a creaking moan. She motioned for Kitten to enter, the demon taking a slow breath before venturing inside. Making it a few steps in she quickly stopped as her warning was actually well deserved, with only Eirene having a calm persona to her now as she walked in behind them and closed the door with a screeching slam.


  “Uh…” Kitten managed to get out, herself and Star staring in disbelief at not appearing to be in any sort of medical lounge or infirmary, but rather a dungeon of torture and unspeakable horror. Racks were set up against the walls and pillars with steel shackles to hold prisoners in place for likely whippings and being skinned alive, presumably since there were bins of sharpened saws, knives, stakes, and surgical tools set in various bins all around the expansive chamber that seemed ready and eager to rend flesh and bone with glee. Benches with black leather restraints for arms and legs were set alongside another wall while in the corner of the room was a wooden horse that only reminded Triska and Kitten of the kinky little witch that lived with them and how she likely wouldn’t actually kill them atop the stand as opposed to how being mounted upon this particular one would surely end. The lanterns hanging above them dangled next to chains that were freely draping from the rafters, many of which had shackles and even large hooks on their ends that glinted in the light. The ground was slightly indented towards the center where a grated drain was placed, likely for any vomit or blood to be collected from any of the good doctor’s ‘patients’.


  The entire dungeon only reminded Kitten of hell which honestly made her feel slightly more at ease now. It reminded Star of a similarly designed prison in her old mother’s castle that was used to deadly effect. And for Triska she imagined only the most depraved acts of murder awaiting anyone who visited this dangerous woman for any reason whatsoever.


  “What in Eden?” Kitten slowly asked, looking back to Eirene.


  “I did warn you,” the copycat smirked.


  “That she was eccentric, not the devil.”


  “I assure you, I’m not the devil,” a woman spoke up. Kitten blinked before looking around for the voice, seeing nobody in the room while the rattling of chains was heard above. Searching the rafters carefully Kitten eventually rested her gaze on the speaker who was seated on one of the beams with chains swaying gently in front of her.


  It was a giant butterfly, dressed in dark heels, a tight fitting white skirt, and a black and white colored tunic that bared a deeper cut down the middle to her belly, with only a white and golden laced belt wrapped around her large chest that held the clothing in place over her breasts. Her hands were clad in white gloves, she wore leather holders with scalpels and small surgical tools on her left arm as well as her right thigh, and around her neck was a black choker with white studs on it, the collar having a single steel ring on the front as if belonging to a hazardous dog. Her long messy brunette locks traveled down past her shoulders in both the front and back, her teal colored eyes were focused on Kitten with an eerie gleam in them, and a small scar was seen running down her left cheek towards her smile that was wide and foreboding. Her wings fluttered gently behind her, the bases being black while the segmented sections inside were colored a pale blue and the dots around them a sharp green. Her antennae twitched as she giggled to herself, the woman hopping off the rafter and gently landing on the ground with wings fluttering behind her.


  “I have a wondrous track record of healing the injured and nursing the sickly,” she boasted with a stern smile. “I assure you the devil has no such record. Nope, not at all. That asshole wouldn’t want it anyway, I’m sure. So sure of that. But I do, and I do, I really do. Just me, mind you. Just… me. Ha. Haha. Heh heh heh. HAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  The butterfly broke out into maniacal laughter with a sinister look on her face, her wings fluttering wildly behind her as she appeared to go completely mad. Kitten looked back to Eirene with extreme doubt about this being a renowned doctor and miracle worker, then ahead to see the butterfly now right in front of her with a wide grin on her face.


  “Name’s Doc, friend,” the woman proudly announced with a twitching eye. “Just Doc, mind you. I suppose you could call me doctor, after all I am one, a rather beautiful and talented one if I do say so, which I do, but I prefer Doc all the same. Just Doc. That’s fine. And who might you be, dearie?”


  “Kitten,” the demon slowly replied.


  “Me-ow!” Doc rawred with a clawing gesture. “I simply love that name. Kitten. Such a cute little kitty cat you are. And who’s this?”


  Star gulped as she saw Doc looking at her as if she was pondering roasting the jinx over a searing fire for dinner.


  “Oh my, oh my, what do we have here? She looks absolutely delicious. I love your eyes, darling, and those tails are so sexy I just want to rip them off and whip your scrumptious looking ass with them. Wouldn’t that be so much fun? Mmm! I’m getting hungry just thinking about it. Wow, this is surely a treat! I have two little kitties coming to mama for some love; I’m SO FUCKING HAPPY RIGHT NOW! HAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  Star mewled as she tightened her grip on Kitten with a nervous grimace, her eyes watching with a noticeable amount of concern as her supposed doctor appeared to be out of her mind.


  “You’re the doctor of this place?” Kitten asked as skeptically as she could.


  “But of course,” Doc elegantly answered with a fanciful wave of the hand. “I’m the one and only, and the only one too, which is rather difficult sometimes, but it is what is. Now what brings you here, I do wonder not so quietly to myself. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of working on either of you, and I would remember having you on my bench, yes I would. I would indeed remember that. I actually want to remember that now. That would be so great and hot. Would you be a dear and GET ON THE COUNTER FOR ME? I don’t want to wait any longer! DOC’S GOING TO TAKE REALLY GREAT CARE OF YOU, OH YES SHE IS! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  Kitten stared at the crazy woman who laughed so hard she keeled over holding her sides, the demon then turning her puzzled scowl over to Eirene who was merely watching her with a small smirk.


  “Eccentric,” Kitten repeated. “I think that is a gross understatement.”


  “Everyone’s entitled to their own opinion regarding that,” Eirene mused with a shrug. “But what I said about her skills is no less true. Speaking of which, Doc, sweetie? Could you pull yourself together and focus for a moment? This poor jinx was attacked by-”


  “A Violet Princess,” Doc factually stated as she snapped back to a focused persona. “I already know, dear, I can smell the pungent aroma of a fluugher all over this one. Not to mention her belly looks rather swollen, and if my eyes aren’t playing the usual tricks on me I believe I spot a fluugher seed sticking to her butt.”


  “Playing the usual tricks?” Kitten carefully repeated as the butterfly plucked a black seed off of Star’s rear. The doctor examined it closely, sniffed it a few times, then popped it into her mouth and started chewing it with a curious murmur.


  “Yep, definitely a Violet Princess seed,” she concluded, then spat it out towards the drain in the room and smiled eerily at Star. “Someone had a wild night tonight. I’m so jealous. Well, not too much given your condition, but what girl wouldn’t want to be tied down and savagely raped senseless by a huge, pulsating- MMMMM no! No, no, no, no! Don’t you dare get me this wet before I operate, you sexy tease you; Doc needs to FOCUS ON HER WORK! HAHAHAHAHA- what were we doing again? Oh yes, that’s right. Well, shall we get to it then?”


  “Are you mentally ill?” Kitten questioned.


  “Nope. I’m perfectly fine. HEE HEE!” Doc replied through gritted teeth. She pranced around joyously in circles before stopping at one of the benches, the woman taking a moment to lightly dust it off with her hand before spinning it around atop its swiveling base, which made a grating clinking noise all the way around, before motioning Kitten closer with a devilish grin on her face.


  “Come on over, I don’t bite. Hard, anyway. Come come, are we going to get started or not?”


  “Started with what?” Kitten cautiously asked.


  “With treating your friend, what else?” Doc impatiently demanded with a flustered huff. “Now hurry up, we only have so long before those seeds take root inside her and then it’s bye-bye Miss Kitty Cat. So get over here, put her on the table, and strap her in nice and tight FOR SOME SERIOUS LOVING AND HEALING! I’m super serious; it’s going to be awesome, just you wait and see.”


  “Yeah… I’m not sure about-”


  “Excuse me, darling, but I have all day and night to do my job, I mean I pretty much live here after all. She however only has so long before those seeds take root and she’s essentially a seedbed for a fluugher. That is what you should be sure about right now. So, are we going to chit-chat her remaining time away, or are we going to save a life tonight? Which is it going to be?”


  Kitten glanced to Star while hesitating with an answer then looked back to Eirene as the copycat was nodding at her.


  “She knows what she’s doing, she’s the best there is, you have my word on that. You have to trust us if you want to save Star. Do whatever she says and I promise that cat will be as good as new again real soon.”


  “You honestly expect me to believe that after seeing this?” Kitten demanded, motioning towards Doc with her head. The butterfly was giggling with a severely dangerous look in her eye while she was now twirling a sharpened scalpel between her fingers in a frantic manner.


  “If you don’t, Star’s a goner. What happens next is up to you. Make your choice, Kitten,” Eirene advised. Kitten looked to Star with a discouraged grimace, then over to Doc who was seductively licking her surgical knife while watching them with a chilling leer that even Kitten felt uncomfortable from seeing.


  “Well?” Doc asked. “Are we doing this or not?”


  “If she kills you, Star, rest easy knowing I’ll avenge you,” Kitten said, earning a very nervous look from the jinx who found no comfort in the cambion’s reassuring words. The demon carefully approached the butterfly who kept her piercing eyes locked onto her, the eccentric doctor giggling excitedly as she drew near before fancifully gesturing to the bench.


  “Isn’t strapping her in going to be pointless?” Kitten asked as she set the jinx down atop the stand. “She’s a jinx, she can just teleport out of those binds whenever she wants.”


  “We’ll be handling that little detail with this,” Doc purred, reaching into her cleavage with a sultry grin at Star. After rummaging between her breasts she pulled out a small silver holder, which when snapped open like a clamshell, revealing a plethora of oddly colored pills inside the case along with strange, and presumably, edible tablets of various milky shades. She sifted through the medicine before plucking up a soft white pill, something she held out towards Star who for good reason leaned away from with a troubled frown.


  “Come now, kitty cat, it’s just a simple pill. Don’t worry, it’s perfectly harmless. All this will do is dampen your magical abilities for the procedure, that’s all. We need to make sure you don’t run off before we’re through otherwise you’re through, you know? C’mon, say ahhhhhh.”


  Star shook her head with lips tightly clamped as the doctor tried gently pushing the pill into her mouth.


  “Look, you want to have that fluugher grow out of your innards and turn you into a compost heap?” Doc quizzed her. “Or do you want me to get all those seeds out of you so you can live to prance about and eat some tasty fish another day?”


  Star blinked then looked at her curiously as the doctor chuckled with a few slow nods and a knowing grin.


  “Part of the procedure to save your life is going to involve getting everything out of you, so naturally you’re going to be one hungry kitty cat after we’re done. To help remedy that side-effect we have quite the number of seaside delicacies here in town, and you’re more than welcome to have your fill afterwards if you like. How does that sound?”


  Star hesitated with that tempting offer, her uneasy gaze going over to Kitten who merely shrugged at her, then back to Eirene as the copycat approached the bench.


  “It’s okay, Star,” Eirene assured. “Doc here is going to take good care of you, I promise. We just need to make sure you don’t interrupt the procedure, willingly or unwillingly, by teleporting away during it. Just take the medicine, let Doc fix you up, and then you can sample our finest fish that we have. I’m a big fan of such things myself, and let me tell you, once you’ve had the Stonegate salmon, you’ll never go back to the original.”


  Star mumbled behind her closed lips before turning to Kitten for her answer, the demon eyeing over Doc very carefully before nodding at the jinx.


  “We don’t have much of a choice here, Star. Let’s give them a chance to prove themselves. It’s either that, or you can head back home to say one final goodbye to my master.”


  Star lowered her head with a defeated grumble, her eyes slowly moving back up to Doc and then the white pill that she delicately held out towards her. After considering her lack of options the jinx reluctantly lifted her head and opened her mouth. Doc giggled and started to put the medicine on the cat’s tongue before quickly yanking away with a startled hop.


  “Oh my, what’s this?” she asked peering into the confused jinx’s mouth. “Wait, wait, hold it. You have fangs? Jinxes don’t have fangs. Hmm… oh, I see now. They’re not natural; they were forcibly grown between your teeth. The structure and angle of them, the slight abrasions carved through the neighboring ones, and them being inside your mouth of all mouths… oh! You’re a vampire, aren’t you?”


  “That’s right,” Kitten cautiously remarked. “She’s part vampire. You could tell that right away just by looking at her teeth?”


  “Yes, I can. Though why did you wait to tell me?” Doc demanded with a huff. “That’s not something you should keep from your doctor. Eirene? Did you know about this? Why didn’t you say anything?”


  “Is there a problem?” Kitten asked.


  “Yes, there is,” Doc snapped as she fished her pill case out from her cleavage and returned the tablet into it. “Jinxes and vampires are different monsters, different chemistries, different physiologies; they’re different, get it? They need different medicine, especially for a problem such as this. For crying out loud, that pill I was going to give her was made just for a jinx, not a jinx with vampire blood. The medicine wouldn’t have had the same effect on her, no no no no. Much the opposite, it would have made her heart explode!”


  Star’s eyes widened completely as she jumped with a loud meow from hearing that. Doc shook her head with disgruntled mumbling, busy sifting through her case for a bright pink tablet that she promptly plucked out. She snapped the case shut and placed it into her cleavage, opened Star’s mouth, flicked the medicine inside, and then forcibly closed it while giving Eirene a stern look.


  “Did you know she was a vampire? Because nobody told me, and that’s the sort of thing I need to know before administering drugs to a patient.”


  “I’m as surprised as you are, really,” Eirene insisted with a weak smile and hands held up. “They never mentioned it to me after coming here. And Kroanette kept that particular detail to herself when speaking about her friends.”


  “Kroanette?” Doc repeated. She blinked a few times before looking at Star quizzically while the jinx was doing her best to keep still and not swallow the pill in her mouth without being absolutely sure it wasn’t going to kill her.


  “You’re friends of Kroanette?”


  “That’s right, we are,” Kitten answered. “We were coming to see her before Star was attacked by a fluugher. We wanted to make sure she was really alright.”


  “What do you mean ‘if she was really alright’?” Doc retorted in a fluster. “Of course she’s alright! I’m the one who worked on her after all, and I’ll have you know that I took extra good care of that centaur just as I did with all the- oh my god, would you just swallow the damn pill already? We’ve got work to do and we can’t do it until you swallow like a good girl!”


  She promptly shoved Star back down onto the bench and straddled the jinx, holding a hand over the cat’s mouth and pointing a finger at her face with the other.


  “I’ve got lots of work to do on this night still, so enough wasting time! Swallow what’s in your mouth so we can get this over with. C’mon! You want to live and I want to help save a life, so let’s fucking do this! Swallow it! Do it! HAHAHAHAHAHA! It’s going to be so fun to operate on you, I simply can’t wait! I WANT TO DO IT RIGHT NOW! LET’S GO! SWALLOW! SWALLOW! SWALLOW! DO IT FOR DOC! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  Star shut her eyes as she used all her willpower to do as the crazed doctor said, even while said doctor was laughing like a deranged psycho atop her with a terrifying look in her eyes. Seeing as she had literally no other option to choose but death, Star gave a big gulp as she swallowed the bitter medicine, something that calmed Doc somewhat as she slowly pulled her hands back and smiled sweetly down at the cat.


  “That’s a good girl,” Doc cooed as she scratched Star’s ear. The jinx found little comfort from the touch, however she did feel something else happening to her. Her vision and mind began to lose focus, her eyes now struggling to see straight while her body had small rippling waves of fatigue running through her. A strange numbing sensation was felt, almost as if she was paralyzed by a Devil Kisser biting her. She could still move her body, however it took far more strength to do so now, with even her tails feeling as though they weighed a great deal more to her. Not only that, but she felt a strange block in her mind, as if she couldn’t remember something.


  “Star?” Kitten asked, seeing the dazed look in the jinx’s eyes. “Star? You okay?”


  “She’ll be fine, dear,” Doc assured as she started pulling Star’s hands up above her head and fastening them to the table with the leather straps. “That medicine will temporarily scramble the magical energy flowing through her body. That way she can’t warp away before we’re finished and her cursing aura won’t jinx us into dying horribly for operating on her.”


  “She can’t teleport now?” Kitten wondered. Star weakly mewled and tried to shake off the drowsy feeling to no avail, the jinx then testing what she just heard by attempting to warp out of the bench. However her body did no such thing, as even when focusing with what little concentration she could muster now, she wasn’t able to command her body to do as she ordered.


  “It’s for all our safety,” Eirene added as helped strap down Star’s legs. “Star needs to sit still and let Doc fix her up, and we can’t have her cursing aura jinxing us for merely trying to help her. Don’t worry, she’ll be back to her usual self soon enough, the medicine’s effects will wear off later.”


  “You can rest easy,” Doc said to Kitten with a calm smile. She then twitched before showing a crazed grin with a twitching eye, something she slowly turned down towards Star who was still able to make out the unsettling appearance her doctor was once again showing. Bound to the bench and unable to escape with her magical abilities, Star faintly mewled at the doctor with a fearful look on her face, something that Doc only giggled upon seeing as she slowly brushed away her hair with a demented smile aimed down at the helpless jinx.


  “I’m going to take extra special care of her. Hee hee! HEE HEE HEE! OH! Oh… yes. I promise I will.”


  


  Chapter 8


  The Doctor of Stonegate


  In the world of Eden, there were many things that could end someone’s life. Not just by blade or spear, or magical might, or even being milked dry by a lustful monster until nothing remains but a withered husk. But also by way of catching a nasty disease or suffering physical distress from daily events. For this reason doctors were a valued asset for any community, with either magic or medicinal knowledge being their weapons to protect the people they strived to remedy and comfort. Human or monster, it made little difference as each had those depending on them to remain healthy and alive, a task these noble souls were always ready for.


  These saints were to be revered and respected for what they did, even if they seemed completely insane while doing it.


  *****


  “Alright then,” Doc purred, holding her sharpened cutting tool near her face and gently caressing it as if she was holding a man’s throbbing member instead. “Let’s get this show started. I’m already so wet, enough with the teasing. Let’s. Get. To. It.”


  Kitten stared at the strange butterfly with a raised eyebrow and growing skepticism, herself and the other girls watching as Doc gave the tool a long lick before smiling eerily down at Star. The cambion opened her mouth to again question if this really was the doctor of Stonegate before the butterfly quickly hopped off Star, holstered the scalpel in the holder on her thigh, and wiggled excitedly with a delighted hop. She reached under the bench and pulled a lever beneath it, causing the stand to swing upward and clank into an upright position with Star mewing in fright for what awaited her.


  “Now then,” Doc said while slowly circling the jinx, her eyes twitching along with her crazed grin as she examined the helpless cat before her. Stopping behind the stand she kicked another lever, causing the bench to split its lower half that pulled Star’s legs apart a few feet.


  “I must warn you,” Doc carefully spoke as she stepped around to face the cat who grew nervous from those words. “This process is rather quick. I am terribly sorry for that.”


  “Why are you warning us of that?” Kitten asked. “Isn’t that a good thing?”


  “Depends on your view of things I suppose,” Doc reasoned with a shrug and heavenly sigh. “Personally I love what happens next, and I wouldn’t mind having it done to me more often. Not like I’m asking you for a favor or anything, but my birthday is coming up, in case you were wondering. Hint hint hint.”


  “O... kay? Um, what does happen next?” Kitten questioned as the doctor pranced off to the side in a joyous manner, the eccentric woman pushing aside boxes near the wall before pulling something over towards the confused women. It looked to be an odd contraption of sorts on four small wooden wheels. The cart had crude patches of steel clamped onto its corners and a few long tubes with bandages on them attached to the side. On top there were large flasks fastened into a circular holder above the device with bubbly liquid in them, and a wooden wheel fastened to the side that looked to be used to operate it somehow.


  “Quick question,” Doc quizzed Kitten with a careful glance. “Have you ever assisted a doctor before?”


  “Are you serious?” Kitten dryly replied. “No, of course not.”


  “Eh, you’ll still do. Come over here and get her tunic out of the way.”


  “Why?” Kitten carefully asked as she stepped closer.


  “So it doesn’t rip,” Doc expectantly told her. “Chop chop, get a move on. Hurry up.”


  Kitten again turned to Eirene in question who was casually sitting on a nearby bench, seeing the copycat nodding and gesturing her to proceed, before she reluctantly started undoing Star’s tunic. As she let the cat’s breasts pop out with force and finished pulling the clothing off her front she heard Doc fiddling with the contraption behind her, not thinking much of it until she heard a loud sizzling sound. Looking back she and Star saw the doctor had one of the glass tubes removed and was dropping a few purple tablets into the liquid inside. As she did it started to boil loudly with steam rising up before she quickly fastened the tube back into the machine. The glass filled with a dark violet liquid with bubbles swarming through it, something Doc giggled manically at seeing while she quickly secured the flask to the top of the device.


  “What are you doing anyway?” Kitten asked. “What is that thing?”


  “I’m preparing my patient’s medicine, what does it look like?” Doc factually retorted, with the doctor then removing another glass tube and putting pink tablets into that one. Putting it back into the device she watched as it filled with a foggy pink mist before capping it inside the machine, eyes keenly examining the billowing fog in the flask before turning to Star with a mischievous smile as she rotated the top holder around in its enclosure, which then poured the concoctions down into the device for some unknown purpose.


  “Did you know there are only two ways of removing fluugher seeds from victims?” she playfully asked. “One; cut apart the victim and pick each and every seed out of their innards by hand and then sew them back up again. It’s quite messy, and in most cases renders the poor woman incapable of giving birth ever again. You know, since the doctor would have sliced apart her insides and effectively mutilated her in the process.”


  Star gulped from hearing that as Doc slowly shook her head with an empathic sigh for those who suffered such scarring in the past. She then smiled brightly at the jinx while stepping closer, with three long hoses held in hand that led to the side of the machine and were capped with smooth, steel cone ends with holes in the tips. There were long leather straps attached to the bases that dangled near the sturdy looking conduits while Doc leisurely caressed a cap with a sultry grin on her face.


  “Or, option two; use a powerful elixir to destroy all the seeds and flush them out of the victim’s body. It’s much safer to do, and quite frankly I find the process to be very… pleasurable. At least for me.”


  Star blinked, looked at the three tubes the doctor was holding, then slowly back up at Doc’s wide, unnerving grin as she realized what she was talking about. Kitten’s eyes widened as she too made the connection, to which she quickly looked over the machine then Star before staring at Doc in disbelief.


  “Wait, are you saying that thing is going to-”


  “Fill her with sweet, sweet medicine just like a man fills our pussies with sweet, sweet semen,” Doc heavily purred with an anxious growl. Star jumped with a meow then started frantically shaking her head, struggling to pull free from her binds, and yowling in a panic while the doctor merely laughed amusedly at her efforts.


  “And that’s why we had to put a stop to your magic, little lady,” Doc lectured shaking her head. She sifted through the hoses in her hand while humming a happy tune then passed one towards Kitten, the demon still staring at her in surprise of what she just heard. “Here, make yourself useful and shove this one up her ass as far as you can.”


  Both Kitten and Star froze and looked at her like she was crazy for a moment, with Star then resuming her futile efforts to get free while Kitten slowly pointed to herself.


  “Me? Why me? Why do I have to do it?”


  “Because you’re my assistant,” Doc explained as she pushed the hose into Kitten’s hand. She then knelt down in front of Star, parted her skirt and pinned it behind her waist, then held one of the ends up to Star’s exposed womanhood, with the jinx quickly screaming and bucking her hips as she frantically tried to convey that she didn’t want to participate in this anymore.


  “It’s either I pump you full of this elixir, or you die in less than a day,” Doc loudly told her. Star halted and looked down to her with a frightened expression. “What’s it going to be? Would you rather I slice you up and take away your chances of having a daughter someday? You may be a vampire but you can still be scarred with such a surgery. Would you prefer that instead?”


  Star mewled and shook her head.


  “You want me to let you go?” Doc sharply asked her. “You can walk out of here right now if that’s what you want. Just know you’re not going to make it far before you drop dead and become a fluugher’s flowerbed.”


  Star looked around at Kitten and Eirene with a whimper before seeing Doc wagging the tube’s nozzle at her.


  “It’s either this, or death. Make your choice, cat. I’m a busy woman with plenty more to do on this night.”


  Star shut her eyes and struggled with her extreme lack of options, the jinx slowly breathing out in defeat and relaxing her body as she saw no other way to survive this. Doc nodded at seeing the jinx cooperating then gently held the nozzle up to the entrance of her vagina. Star shut her eyes and mewled softly as she braced for what was going to happen, which only lasted a few seconds before she jumped in surprise for another reason. Looking up she saw her hand being held, and tracing the arm over she saw Kitten holding onto her with a small, sympathetic smile.


  “Consider this practice, Star,” Kitten softly said. “If you’re going to take my master’s cock inside you in any way he wishes, you should be able to handle this no problem.”


  Star faintly mewed as she saw Kitten standing by her side with an empathetic look.


  “He’s going to be rougher with you than this in bed,” Kitten winked. “And you can be damned sure he’s going to fill you to the brim with his seed. You know this, so you’d best be prepared to handle it when the time comes, don’t you think?”


  Star took a shaky breath then mewled with a small smile and nod in agreement. She then looked down to see Doc glancing between them with a raised eyebrow as she had been watching their conversation with a curious eye.


  “I think I remember hearing about you from Kroanette,” Doc mused. “You’re the demon of her group. Kitten, right?”


  “Yes, that’s me.”


  “How very odd that you’re so protective and supporting of this woman. I had heard you were a total asshole.”


  “Is that so?” Kitten wondered with a forced smile that did nothing to hide her anger. “Oh my, I’m going to have to kill- I mean talk to Kroanette later about that. I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”


  Doc slowly nodded before keenly inspecting Kitten, her eyes darting around the girl’s face before focusing closely on her forehead.


  “Yes… you’re the one who’s half demon, half human. A cambion.”


  “Yeah… I am. Why are you staring at me like that?” Kitten cautiously asked, seeing the doctor’s sharp gaze examining her.


  “Sorry, I was just thinking about something,” Doc reasoned with a shrug. Then, without saying a word, she shoved the hose up into Star, something the cat gasped and locked up from. The doctor grunted and heaved as she pushed the nozzle deeper and deeper into the cat, with the entire cap being plunged into the jinx’s insides while Star yowled hoarsely from each thrust that was made. Kitten held her hand and felt Star squeezing hers, with the cat finally letting out a long meow that strayed close to a dazed moan as Doc finished inserting the conduit into her.


  “There,” Doc announced, fastening the hose’s cord around Star’s waist. “That’s one. Kitten, be a good helper and shove that one up her ass. And I mean deep, got it? I’ll handle the one that goes into her mouth.”


  “Um… sure,” Kitten slowly agreed, seeing Star faintly mewing while struggling to gaze at the tube running into her. Kneeling down Kitten pulled aside Star’s rear cheek and started to insert her assigned pipe into the poor girl’s anus. Before she could push it in however she felt a hand touching her hair. She quickly looked up to see Doc brushing aside her bangs and observing the girl’s head again, the butterfly murmuring to herself before noticing the cambion staring at her.


  “What?” Kitten snapped. “What are you looking at?”


  “Nothing. Say, is that your natural hair color?” Doc wondered. “Or rather, the natural hair color of your human counterpart? Sorry, just curious. It looks very pretty.”


  “Yes, it is. If you like it that much you can talk to my other half later and bargain for a few locks of it. For now, can we please just cure this cat already?”


  “Sure. That would be fine with me,” Doc agreed with a fanciful wave. Kitten shook her head with a scoff before plunging the tube into Star, with the jinx yowling loudly as she felt the nozzle digging into her rear, the girl’s eyes rolling back into her head for a moment before they wearily focused on seeing Doc standing before her with a perverted grin on her face.


  “Doesn’t it feel good?” Doc cooed, licking her lips. “Having those things plunged mercilessly into you and forcing you to feel every inch of them? Oh my… sometimes I really do envy my patients. You lucky, lucky girl.”


  Star stared at her like she was fucking insane before screaming with a flushed face as she felt Kitten pushing hers in deep just like the doctor told her to.


  “Okay,” Kitten grunted as she tried to be gentle with her thrusting as she didn’t want to straight-up impale Star with her super-strength. “Hey, Doc? Could you please explain how this is going to save Star? Not that I don’t believe you or anything, it’s just I don’t remember any instance of anyone shoving hoses up someone’s ass to cure them of anything.”


  “Of course,” Doc sweetly replied. She fiddled with the nozzle she was holding before she opened Star’s mouth and inserted it into the cat, pushing it down into her throat and then tying its cord around the jinx’s head to keep it in place. Star gagged as she felt it going deep into her mouth, the girl using what little willpower and focus she had left to keep her senses straight and listen to what the doctor was saying.


  “That machine next to you is of my own creation,” Doc explained as she snuggly secured the tube in Star’s mouth. She knelt down on the other side of Star while Kitten was still working to get hers in further, which Star believed was in deep enough at this point by her standards, and then started fastening the strap for the tube around the cat’s waist.


  “The flasks contain my own mixtures to combat this deadly affliction. The purple elixir is what’s going to kill the seeds inside Star, and it also tastes like cranberries, something I’m very proud of. Think of it like fluugher poison. Don’t worry, it’s not toxic to us. It’ll just attack and eat away those pesky seeds in her innards.”


  “Is that so?” Kitten wondered as she finished thrusting the nozzle into Star.


  “Indeedly so,” Doc giggled. “And the pink elixir you see in there is a special remedy I’ve developed to help destroy the fluugher’s fluids it’s pumped into Star. If left in there they can cause some nasty infections, so those need to be eradicated as well.”


  “It also helps numb the patient,” Eirene mentioned, casually looking over her fingernails. “And that’s something Star’s going to be thankful for.”


  “Why?” Kitten cautiously asked.


  “Why do you think you were asked to undo Star’s tunic?”


  “So it wouldn’t… rip,” Kitten slowly answered, then looked to Star’s belly that was now exposed. Star did the same thing, with a muffled murmur being made along with a nervous frown as she feared what that meant.


  “Star has already taken a drug to help make her body numb,” Eirene explained. “After the procedure starts, she’ll be thankful for another dose when her insides are filled up.”


  “Holy shit,” Kitten marveled. “You weren’t kidding when you said that. You’re going to literally fill her up until she inflates like an ogre’s belly, aren’t you?”


  “You got it! And with that, we’re ready to begin!” Doc cheered, hopping over next to the mixing machine and striking a cute pose. Seeing nobody else getting remotely excited as she was, Doc pouted and huffed with a roll of her eyes.


  “Why is everyone always so gloomy when they come to see me?” she muttered. Ignoring the obvious answer to that she started spinning the wheel of the device until it stopped with a sudden clack. Steam started blowing through the cracks in the contraption while the flasks rattled with the liquids inside now bubbling and sloshing about. The machine shook and vibrated as a gurgling noise was heard within, with steam steadily fuming through small cracks in the sides as something was brewing inside.


  “I really am a genius,” Doc smugly complimented herself, brushing aside her hair and smiling arrogantly at her own creation. “I’ve made this procedure as efficient and quick as possible. And it only took a few years and some unfortunate accidents along the way to reach this pinnacle of nursing power. Not too bad if I do say so, which I most certainly do.”


  “Unfortunate accidents?” Kitten repeated while Star was staring at the machine with growing fear for what would happen next. “Um… is that thing going to blow up or something? Is it supposed to be making those sounds?”


  “No no, nothing like that,” Doc laughed shaking her head. “It’s just cooking up the medicine. It does build up a lot of pressure, that’s for sure. The fluids are mixing together inside and are growing very lively, to say the least.”


  The device began trembling with a rising whistle escaping through a hole. Star mewled around her gag while Kitten was discussing with Triska about the possibility that this may have been a bad idea and that they were about to witness a rather bizarre murder. Eirene however was merely looking around the dungeon with a less than interested eye, seeming to be bored and just waiting for the process to end.


  “Are those new hooks?” she asked looking up at the rafter decorations.


  “Yes, I put them in myself yesterday,” Doc giggled. “Thank you very much for noticing, Eirene.”


  “So… what happens now?” Kitten spoke up as she was growing wary about the rumbling contraption that appeared ready to explode at any moment.


  “Hee hee, why, this,” Doc snickered as she flicked a lever on the back of the machine with her foot. As soon as she did a loud sloshing noise was heard while the three hoses began trembling with something shooting through them.


  “Take a deep breath, cutie,” Doc playfully warned the jinx. “Just a recommendation.”


  Star nervously looked around at everyone as she quickly inhaled before she suddenly groaned loudly while locking up. Thin sprays of light purple liquid slipped out from where she had the three injectors secured to her, with Doc laughing and jumping about with eager clapping while Eirene watched the jinx with a slight smile on her face. Kitten however was staring with wide eyes as Star shook in her binds while being pumped full of the elixir in all her holes with great force just as they had been warned.


  “What the hell?” she breathed out.


  “I told you I made the procedure as efficient and quick as possible,” Doc reminded her. “I not only developed a device to administer the elixir, but I also devised the right mixture to speed up the replication process to the highest degree from the minimal amount of portions used to begin with. Honestly, I simply astound myself. Hee hee. Hee hee hee! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! I JUST LOVE HELPING THE SICKLY! HAHAHAHAHAHA! GO, BABY, GO! Take all your medicine like a good girl!”


  The doctor keeled over laughing out of her mind with wildly fluttering wings while Kitten observed Star still being filled with even more than what was expected. The jinx gurgled with wide eyes as she was forced to drink a never-ending stream of the oddly sweet elixir, while her legs were shaking along with her pelvis as more was flooding her insides like a raging river.


  “…wow,” Kitten managed to get out. “That’s… a lot.”


  “Reminds me of the first time I tried to swallow with Daniel,” Triska mentioned. “I thought I was going to drown then too.”


  ‘I think Star may be taking in a bit more than my master would normally give her, Triska.’


  This point was soon proven to be true as Star’s belly began slowly distending. The cat yowled with a glazed look in her eyes as she felt the mixture literally filling her up, her hands clenching on reflex while her tails flinched beneath her near the rumbling tubes.


  “Um… is this… safe?” Kitten slowly asked.


  “Safer than hacking her open,” Eirene reasoned with a shrug.


  “Don’t worry,” Doc sweetly told the cambion while pinching her cheek. “She’s not going to explode or anything. The elixir only expands for a short time, it’ll run out of juice soon. Get it? Run out of juice? HAHAHAHAHAHA! Oh c’mon, THAT’S FUCKING FUNNY RIGHT THERE! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  Kitten stared at the crazed doctor who held onto her for support with her maniacal laughing fit, then turned to Star as the jinx was gurgling loudly while a few more spurts of the tonic sprayed out from her mouth and between her legs. After a short time her belly had become incredibly swollen while her eyes were almost completely rolled back into her head. Luckily for her that’s when the machine finally ran out of elixir to forcibly pump into her swollen insides. With hands twitching, tails that flinched beneath her, and eyes that were empty and unfocused, it was clear Star wasn’t quite present with all her senses after her injections.


  “Star?” Kitten finally asked.


  “You okay, dear?” Eirene amusedly said.


  “There, there,” Doc gently cooed, stepping closer and caressing Star’s cheek. The cat wearily turned her eyes onto the doctor and sputtered something around her gag. “You’re going to be okay. The medication is busy eating away at those nasty little seeds inside you. Everything is going to be fine. Just relax and enjoy the moment.”


  “Enjoy the moment?” Kitten repeated in disbelief.


  “Isn’t it great? Being filled up with so much hot, burning love? Oh… ohhhhhh, it makes me yearn for days long past. How I miss it so.”


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” Kitten asked shaking her head.


  “Nothing, I’m fine,” Doc cheerily told her. “Now then, bucket.”


  “Bucket?”


  “Bucket,” Doc said pointing to the side of the room. Kitten showed a confused look for a moment before slowly walking over and picking up a large basin that was lying nearby. She brought it over, with Doc motioning to hold it in front of Star, and then slowly did so as the cat was now gagging with a strained look on her face.


  “Okay, time to exhale,” Doc announced before pulling out the tube in Star’s mouth. What came after wasn’t so much as an exhale, but rather the jinx throwing up a huge stream of the bubbly liquid with powerful heaves. Actually, it was hard to tell whether she was throwing up or if the contents in her stomach were being forcibly pushed out through her throat by way of sheer pressure alone.


  “So, how have you been enjoying your stay in Stonegate so far?” Doc asked Kitten with a twitching smile. The demon merely stared in stunned silence at the copious amounts of vomit and medicine that were being expelled from the jinx. After a few long sessions of throwing up with small gasps for air between, Star managed to settle down and catch her breath, the cat trembling with a shaky mew before collapsing in her binds.


  “It’s… been different than expected,” Kitten finally answered. Looking at the basin that was now partially filled she saw the remnants of the elixir and whatever Star may have had in her stomach at the time, along with dozens of melted black seeds that were sizzling in the foamy liquid.


  “We get that a lot,” Doc giggled. “Now then, assistant, put that on the floor under her.”


  Kitten slowly set the container on the floor under Star while still being amazed at how much was in it, or rather how much had been in the jinx before. Of course that was just the sampler of this event, as Doc then unfastened the two hoses in Star’s lower holes and yanked them out. It was as if she uncorked a dam, with powerful streams of the elixir then being violently forced out of Star in cascading waterfalls. Star yowled with a flushed face as it felt like her insides were being swept away in the raging current as well, with Kitten still staring in stunned silence at seeing the endless river of fluid and melted seeds pouring out of her companion.


  “…wow,” Kitten managed to say again.


  “I… um… yeah,” Triska had to agree with.


  Star howled and moaned as everything that was forced inside her was now charging back out. Doc slowly nodded as she watched the stream beginning to wane, pressed her hand against Star’s pelvis and pushed more of the fluid out of her, then nodded with a smile of approval as the last of it trickled out of the jinx.


  “See? Quick and efficient. Goddamn, I’m so fucking amazing! Hahahaha, hell yeah! I’m simply… so… yeah, I’m touching myself tonight.”


  “Star?” Kitten carefully asked, seeing the jinx rolling her head with a weary mew. “Star? You okay?”


  “Assistant,” Doc spoke up to get her attention. “Drain.”


  “Drain?”


  “Drain,” Doc repeated as she pointed to the central drain in the dungeon. Kitten looked down to the basin that was now close to overflowing with what came out of the jinx before she got the message. Lifting the heavy tub up she carefully walked over to the drain and began slowly pouring it out, watching in awe at the amount of seeds that had been expelled from Star’s innards flowing out.


  “Damn, that’s a lot of seeds.”


  “It’s a fine start,” Doc agreed. Upon saying this Kitten looked back to her questionably while Star managed to slowly turn her eyes over to the doctor as she prayed she heard incorrectly just now. They both saw her preparing the two flasks of her machine with more of the same medicine, the eccentric butterfly giggling with a twisted smirk on her face before she turned to Star with eyes that the jinx swore could scare the soul out of a Darker One.


  “But we’ve only begun. It will take at least seven more rinses to make sure we get each and every last seed out of this poor, sexy, delicious looking cat.”


  Star’s eyes widened as she breathed out in horror while Kitten was looking back to the vast amount of seeds she was still pouring down the drain in surprise before back to the doctor who laughed devilishly with fluttering wings and twitching eyes.


  “Seven more?” she carefully asked. “But… didn’t you say this was a quick fix? We’re not done yet?”


  “The process of rinsing her out is quick, yes,” Doc agreed as she focused on preparing the machine again. “However I never said the number of times needed to do this would be over quickly. Now hurry up and reattach those hoses in the patient. Her next batch of medicine is nearly ready.”


  Star shook her head with fearful meows to that, her frightened eyes going from the doctor who was humming happily to herself while swaying her hips in a small dance then over to Kitten who slowly walked back to her with the empty basin in hand. Setting the tub down below the cat she saw the desperate look and pleas coming from the helpless patient. Glancing to Doc she noticed the butterfly laughing like a wicked villain as she started turning the wheel to the machine, and moving back to Star she saw the anxious look in her companion’s eyes out of fear for what was coming her way.


  “Um… sorry,” Kitten finally said with a shrug. She put back on Star’s mouth nozzle with the cat yowling and struggling to shake her head in protest then began inserting the other two tubes into the jinx’s lower holes while Star screamed and begged for her to stop from behind her gag.


  “All you can eat,” Eirene mentioned, with Star looking to her with strained mewls as Kitten shoved a nozzle up her ass. “All the fish you can eat, Star. After we’ve gotten everything out of you, you’re welcome to put as much fish back in as you want. Just think about that if it helps.”


  Star whimpered and lowered her head as she saw Kitten inserting the third hose into her, the demon trying to avoid eye contact with the girl as she fastened to tubes in place with a solemn expression.


  “Well… she’s ready,” Kitten said standing back up. She saw the nervous frown on Star’s face then took notice of the crazed grin adorning Doc’s, the butterfly giggling through gritted teeth as she eyed over her patient with a look that many would swear could kill. Next to her the mixing machine was rumbling and projecting steam again, a growing whistle signaling it was about time to repeat the process much to Star’s obvious reservations.


  “Perfect,” Doc growled in anticipation. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun! You look so cute and helpless; I could just cut you up right now instead! HA! But don’t worry, I won’t do that. Yet. Unless I have to. I probably won’t though. But no matter, this is fun as well. I kind of wish I could join you. Perhaps I will actually. Mmmmm, maybe I should indeed. Mmmm, later. Yes, later. I’ll treat myself after a job well done.”


  “You have a strange sense of what’s fun in this world,” Kitten commented, with Star quickly nodding to that and mumbling something rather derisive at the doctor around the tube.


  “I prefer to think of it as enlightened,” Doc snootily retorted, then smiled brightly at the girls while hopping anxiously in excitement. “Speaking of being filled to the brim and then some by a throbbing tube of power and ecstasy until you’re about to burst into bloody pieces, would you girls like to hear about my amazing boyfriend? Would you? Would you?”


  “Here we go,” Eirene dryly said, shaking her head and looking away.


  “Speaking about… wait… what?” Kitten bewilderedly replied. “What do you mean burst into bloody pieces? You said this was safe, didn’t you? And what do you mean you have a boyfriend? You have a man?”


  “Do I ever,” Doc dreamily sighed as she delicately caressed her choker. “He’s the one who gave me this collar and declared I was his one and only butterfly for all time. It was a dream come true; being enslaved as his, made into his personal pet, and forcibly kept with him forever and ever without any chance or hope of getting away from him. I’m so lucky to be his butterfly, and to have such a magnificent man all to myself to cherish for the rest of days. We’re the perfect couple really, made from the same divine mold and destined to spend eternity together.”


  Star and Kitten exchanged glances then looked around the room as Doc giggled and blushed from the thought.


  “So… where is he then?” Kitten asked.


  “I dunno,” Doc carelessly replied with a shrug. She kicked the lever of the machine, causing it to spring into action and start the process of releasing the elixir towards Star who screamed and shook her head from seeing the rumbling tubes.


  “He’s away somewhere,” Doc explained as she watched the shaking conduits before resting her head on Star’s shoulder with a heavenly sigh. While Star freaked out and braced for what was about to happen, Kitten looked at Doc in puzzlement as she questioned what she heard.


  “But you just said-”


  “Allow me to tell you the tale of how this beautiful and talented doctor met the man who changed her life forever,” Doc dearly said with a wiggle of her hips. “The man who stole my heart, ravaged my loins, and proved himself to be my captain of captains of… my captain. Yeah.”


  Before Kitten could again question her Star yowled loudly as she was filled with the ever-flowing elixir. Doc giggled before laughing wildly with a deranged smile coming over her, the peculiar woman grabbing Star’s head and forcing her to stare into the creepy eyes of the mad doctor.


  “So just RELAX AND ENJOY MY TALE! HAHAHAHAHAHA! Pay attention now, this is the story of how I met him. HIM! The one and only, Captain Dreadnight!”


  *****


  “So there I was. Just a helpless giant butterfly who had found herself in a very dire predicament against all odds. A merciful soul who only wished to help others and sustain the beauty and splendor of life itself in Eden.”


  “You fucking bitches want a piece of me? Come and get it!” Doc challenged with a daring, twisted grin. In one hand was a surgical saw, razor sharp and held out before her like a sword. In the other, a scalpel, this one being a particular favorite of hers as she had affectionately dubbed it Edwardo. Her wings, beautiful and graceful, fluttered wildly behind her as if they belonged to a crazed demon, flapping relentlessly with the beating rain pelting them from above. Her clothes, soaking wet and clinging to her voluptuous figure, providing a clear view of the black panties she had on underneath while her cleavage was gathering enough water to fill one’s flagon with. Her neck, bare and inviting as the rainwater trickled down across it from her cheeks, while her hair was tangled and unkempt as it draped behind her soaking wet.


  “Yes, it was just I against the savage and bloodthirsty pirates of the Neckledeen Bluffs.”


  Standing on the deck of a large sailing ship stood Doc, the butterfly carefully aiming her saw around at the dozens of men watching her from all sides. Dressed in heavy boots and rugged pants, swords and axes held in hand, black and red coats worn among the crew, and hairy faces complementing their lack of cleanliness all but paled in comparison to the cold, damning gazes they gave towards the woman who stood before them. The sky above crackled with thunder and lightning, the rain struck against the deck and its passengers during the raging storm, and-


  “Neckledeen Bluffs?” Kitten interrupted. “Wait, that’s near the western mountains of this region.”


  “That’s right. What about it?” Doc asked.


  “There are no lakes or rivers there! It’s a barren wasteland!”


  And the massive ship they were on, sized easily to be a destroyer of destroyers of the open and untamable sea, rested atop a desolate, lifeless landscape with only small puddles forming from the rainstorm while the sight of a few protruding crags from the forsaken area almost passed for rolling waves if viewed through a foggy pair of glasses in the middle of the night by a blind, old begger.


  “What would a pirate ship being doing in the middle of nowhere on dry land?” Kitten questioned.


  “Arrrrg!” a pirate with a peg leg yarred at Doc. “Who dares board our ship uninvited whilst we be fixin’ our rudder?”


  “…what the fu-”


  “I dare!” Doc boldly proclaimed. “My name is Doc, and I’m here to give you lads your medicine!”


  “Arrg, we never requested any medicine nor a visit from any doctor.”


  “Ah, but you see I’m a humanitarian of sorts, aside from not being human,” Doc coyly replied. “And you boys are in some serious need for urgent care right away. Don’t you realize how sick you are?”


  “What makes you think we be sick, little lady?”


  “Simple,” Doc said, then licked her lips with a crazed smirk. “You’ve gone too long without a woman milking you dry for your seeds. So Doc’s made a house call to fix you boys up right away. Now drop your weapons and your trousers, line up, and get ready for some soothing and thorough loving. Or else.”


  “Okay, hold on a second,” Kitten ordered. “Putting aside the fact that none of this is adding up at all, do I understand correctly in hearing that you boarded their ship to rape all of them?”


  “No, not at all, dearie,” Doc gently assured her. “I was merely there to make sure they were healthy and fit, that’s all. It’s my sworn duty to heal the sickly and tend to the less fortunate after all.”


  “Yaaar! Kill her!” a pirate ordered as the men raised their weapons, something that only drew a crazed smile across Doc’s face.


  “One way or another, I’m going to fuck you all so hard tonight!” the butterfly laughed manically as she charged forward to strike, with the pirates around her yelling ferociously as they swarmed the lone intruder on their ship. Running up to her first foe Doc quickly sliced her saw through his throat, spraying blood into the air along with his gurgled cry of agony, then spun around and jammed her scalpel into the eye of another pirate and all the way through into his brain. Slicing the blade out with a spurt of blood Doc kicked behind her, lodging the shoe’s pointed heel into the neck of another pirate who she then viciously slashed the face apart with her saw before jumping into a spin and throwing the mutilated body of the gargling pirate into his friends.


  “Get them, Edwardo!” Doc yelled, flinging her scalpel through the air with a whistle before it struck into the neck of a man who dropped back screaming.


  “In fact, let’s invite your whole family to play!” Doc laughed hysterically, striking her saw down into the shoulder of a pirate. As the man dropped to his knees with the blade slicing into his neck, Doc jumped onto his shoulders, spiking her heels into each of them, and then forcibly leapt into the air while the man was thrown down screaming in pain. The butterfly spiraled above in the air, hands reaching for the surgical tools holstered on her hip and arm, then launched the sharpened tools out in a wild flurry of medical manslaughter. Knives and pokers struck into the faces and chests of several pirates, reflex hammers knocked out a few teeth, and the good doctor landed down from her furious spin atop the hands of the pirate who had her saw holstered in his shoulder. As the man screamed from her heels spiking through his hands, she reached down, swiped her blade up with a heavy crunch and spray of blood, and then spun around and hacked the saw right into the face of another pirate who was about to strike at her with his sword.


  “See? I didn’t rape a single one.”


  “But… you killed them, while threatening to rape them. What insanity is this? You just claimed you were sworn to protect people, and then you say you slaughtered an entire group of pirates on their boat. That’s the complete opposite of what you vowed!”


  “No, no, no, sweetie. I was sworn to heal the sickly and tend to the less fortunate… after I met the captain. I was just trying to get laid that night.”


  “So you were trying to rape them.”


  “No, not at all. Kitten, if they didn’t want to have sex with me then that was their choice, and one I respected. If they weren’t going to voluntarily remove their pants and let me milk them for their seeds, then that was the end of it.”


  With a slow, slick carve Doc pulled her saw out from pirate’s face, the man dropping to his knees with a hoarse groan before falling to the side with a thump. Flicking the blood off her blade Doc slowly gazed around at the wounded men who struggling to get back onto their feet.


  “Your pants are still on…” Doc warned with a gleam in her eyes. “Oh dear, Doc’s going to have to operate now, HAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  “Helpless and merciful my ass,” Kitten flatly commented. “It sounds like you were the one going around like a bloody murderer and terrorizing humans.”


  “Okay, full disclosure,” Doc sighed. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You see… I used to be a rather… mean butterfly.”


  The crackling of lightning ripping through the night sky failed to conceal the sounds of men screaming in horror.


  “I’ll admit I led a troubled life growing up. And it may have had a negative effect on me.”


  The maniacal laughter of the butterfly was heard along with the tearing of flesh and bone while blood splattered all across the deck of the ship.


  “I only wanted to help others, I swear. I only wanted to be a good little butterfly in the world. But, well, I had a little difficulty showing it.”


  Severed body parts of the men were strewn across the floor, arms and legs were sewn into decorative wreaths that adorned the mast and railings, blood was smeared across the walls with little smiley faces drawn in them, and a wind chime made of genitals and eyeballs was gently hung up on a hook to sway in the wind.


  “You killed Kroanette, didn’t you?” Kitten accused, carefully reaching for her sword.


  “No, I did not. Though had she met me earlier in life I might have done something rather cruel with her. I was a different butterfly back then, nothing like the passionate and loving doctor you see before you now. Back then I was a little… disturbed.”


  “Oh boy, that was sure a hoot,” Doc spoke in a gruff tone while holding a severed pirate’s head in her hand and moving the lifeless mouth like a puppet. “I kinda wish I would have just gotten fucked by this hot butterfly and not fucked up like she warned me. Gosh gee wiz, I’m such a moron.”


  “Hee hee hee, don’t you worry, Mr. Stinkyhead, you’ll still get some nice loving from this butterfly and her amazing pussy. I forgive you for being mean to me. How about I skullfuck you until you break beneath my hips? Would you like that? Because I sure would! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  The giant butterfly laughed into the storm above as she pulled up her skirt and prepared to do as promised to the pirate’s head, the woman cackling wildly with a deranged look in her eye while the wind and rain continued to strike the ship and slowly wash away the blood of its former crew. Before she could squat down and hump the bloodied skull of the pirate she heard a loud bang from a door being swung open, her laughter halting while her gaze slowly turned to see someone standing in a darkened doorway near the rear cabin.


  “And that’s when he showed up. The captain himself.”


  Walking towards the butterfly with a heavy stride atop the wooden boards was a large man, dressed in dark boots and rough leggings, with a long-flowing coat of black, red, and dark violet leather over his prominent build. He stood much taller than the butterfly who slowly looked up towards his face with a crazed grin on hers. His bare arms were ripped with muscle, scars, and decorated with tattoos of skulls and skeletal hands. His face had a large black beard, an eye-patch on the left, and a silver nose ring that complimented the golden tooth he displayed in his stern scowl. His head was covered in messy black hair that was loosely gathered into two large braids behind his back. In one hand, a large pirate’s hat that he tossed into the wind which guided it all the way over onto a hook on a faraway wall. In the other, his sword, a great sturdy blade nearly twice the size of most with scratches and jagged edges displaying it’s had a long life of causing extreme pain for others that met with it.


  “Looks like Doc gets to play some more tonight,” the butterfly mocked with her head puppet. “Oh what joy of joys.”


  “What have you done with me crew?” the captain demanded with a flinching glare.


  “Why, I fucked them, of course,” Doc purred. She slowly stood up before the man, tossing aside the mangled head of his crewmate before gently running her bloodied fingers along the side of her saw. “In a way that they preferred unfortunately. I would have liked it better if they had let me fuck their dicks like I had originally requested, but sadly that wasn’t an option with them, so I settled for their flesh.”


  “You murdered me best men,” the captain growled, glancing around at the remains of his crew before glaring deeply at the smirking butterfly. “How surprising that they were bested by an insect like you.”


  “I’m just full of surprises,” Doc giggled with a shrug. “So, you’re the captain of this ship, yes? What’s your name, sweetheart?”


  “Captain Dreadnight. And just who the hell are you?”


  “Doc. Just Doc, mind you. That’s my one and only name. Now then, Captain Dreadnight, how shall we proceed? Are you going to let me fuck you in a good way, or a bad way? I did come here to get pregnant after all, but if that’s just not in the cards then I’ll settle for some good old fashioned tough love instead.”


  “I’ll give you some tough love alright,” the captain warned, eyeing over the butterfly’s body and breasts before locking eyes with her. “Nobody messes with me crew and gets away with it.”


  “Tough love it is then,” Doc said, flicking a finger against her saw before chuckling wickedly at the man.


  “And that, my dear friends, is when good old Doc was shown the light.”


  “How exactly were you shown the light?” Kitten dryly asked.


  With a fierce scream Doc lunged for the captain, swinging her saw towards his head while lightning struck through the stormy sky. The blade made it less than an inch away from the skin before he grabbed her hand and lifted her up off the ground. Startled, Doc looked down to seeing her feet dangling below her, then up at the man who swung his massive sword into the deck to stick it in place with a loud crash. Doc’s eyes twitched slightly as she giggled nervously before she was brought over to the mast and slammed into it while still a few feet off the ground, the woman dropping her saw with a gasp before she reached for her surgical tools. To her shock the captain grabbed her other hand, forcibly brought it up to hold with the first above her head, and then yanked off both of her instrument holsters that he carelessly tossed aside.


  “Um… you’re a big one, aren’t you?” Doc realized as she saw the man holding her up against the soaking wet pole. “Okay, confession time. This isn’t how I pictured this going down. Can I get a do-over?”


  “You killed me crew,” the man scowled in her face. “You beheaded me first mate and turned me bootshine boy’s genitals into an erotic display of the devil’s madness. And you even dared attack me, Captain Dreadnight, sailor of these forgotten bluffs and scourge to all who dress in summer flocks in the dawn of spring!”


  “Oh, I hate people who do that,” Doc agreed, shaking her head.


  “So do I! That’s not proper attire for the season and they know it, but they do it anyway! Drives a pirate mad it does!”


  “What the… but… why… that… eh, whatever. Continue,” Kitten tiredly said.


  “Well this be your last mistake, me little butterfly,” the captain warned, with Doc gulping as she squirmed in his grip. “You shall receive no mercy from me for these transgressions. This is the end for you.”


  “What are you going to do to me?” Doc softly asked.


  “Ohhhh, what didn’t he do to me would be a far better question. Hee hee!”


  “…well, what did he do to you?”


  “I told you a better question to ask is what didn’t he do to me! Aren’t you listening? Weren’t you paying attention? I was helpless in that massive man’s inescapable grip! I was unarmed, detained, and at his complete mercy! What do you think he did to me?”


  “Umm… given the circumstances I would have thought he-”


  “He fucked me like crazy, that’s what he did!”


  Doc screamed with a flushed face as she fell under siege from the ship’s captain, the woman pinned against the ship’s pole by the man’s large hand while he thrusted in between her legs with reckless abandon. Her wings were unable to fly as they were stuck behind her, her legs were hooked around his waist as he rammed into her with such force that the mast creaked and groaned as if threatening to buckle, her clothing lying in tatters on the deck below after they were ripped off her body were soaked and dyed with the blood of the former shipmates, and her eyes were rolling into the back of her head as she certainly saw a light in them now along with hearing her heart thundering away in her ears.


  “He threatened to split poor Doc in two with his enormous sword!”


  “Oh god, you’re going to kill me!” Doc cried out as she was forced against him by his hand holding onto her back and his hips crashing into her between her legs. It was hard to tell if she was moaning in delight or screaming in fright as she was savagely used by the pirate to quell his raging urges.


  “He made me walk the plank!”


  “Wait, wait! Slow down, you brute!” Doc pleaded as she was forced to bounce atop the man’s pelvis, with him lying on an outside bench while slamming the butterfly girl down onto his manhood with merciless might. Her hands were unable to escape the grip of just one of his while her hips were made to plunge his erection deep into her with each powerful heave of them he commanded with his other hand.


  “He plundered my chest!”


  “Watch it with that thing!” Doc cried out, being pinned beneath the large man as he used her breasts to envelope his throbbing manhood. Thrusting against her chest and between the squishy mounds he kept the butterfly screaming and kicking beneath him as he threatened to knock out her teeth or poke out her eye with his protruding erection.


  “He bombarded my poop deck!”


  “Oh my god!” Doc moaned, her hands tied above her to the mast while the captain was now thrusting into her darker hole from behind. The butterfly kicked the open air beneath her as she screamed and felt the man filling her up far more than any of her personal toys ever managed to achieve before. Despite the hole being sized smaller for him, the captain had no trouble pushing deep into her with each thrust he made, and showed no mercy towards her as he made it clear he was going to resize her to match his needs no matter how difficult and tight it may be.


  “He forced me to drown in the salty sea!”


  What words Doc attempted to say between her hoarse gasps and whimpers were completely lost, the screaming butterfly now being on her knees with her arms and legs tied behind her and head being forced down onto the salty meat of the pirate captain who sat before her. Even in the raging storm the man’s focus never left the butterfly who gagged and sputtered around his shaft as she endured him plunging it deep into her throat with equal vigor as before.


  “He gave this butterfly the skullfucking of her life!”


  Again Doc’s words were completely slurred and incomprehensible, a look of sheer bliss on her face with eyes rolling in her head as she was assaulted by the captain and his unbreakable personal sword. On her knees and struggling to remain upright as she wavered in her balance, the butterfly was lost in complete ecstasy as the man had a firm grip on her head and was plunging his manhood all the way into her ear like it was a-


  “Wait, wait, hold it!” Kitten shouted in disbelief. “That’s not what skullfucking means, you idiot! This is all nothing but complete bullshit!”


  “Excuse me,” Doc snootily argued. “Who was the one being ravaged by a hulking man of the seas in this tale? Was it you? No, it wasn’t. It was me. So let me tell the story here, okay?”


  “What man of the seas? You were on a marooned ship in the middle of a barren wasteland. And like hell he fucked you in the ear, that’s not even possible!”


  “Anyway, back to the story that I was telling and not you… and then he broke my mind and turned me into his personal sex slave!”


  “No, I’ve heard enough of this crap. This is nothing but a waste of-… wait, what was that last part? He did what to you?”


  Deep within the bowels of the ship the butterfly’s passionate cries could be heard as they continued strong for days on end. Inside the private chamber for the captain of the vessel were all the amenities needed for him to stow away not just treasure and valued belongings, but also his newest pet that he had chained to a bench in the middle of the room. Illuminated by lantern’s light and shimmering golden treasure was the captain going strong as usual into the butterfly who cried out with a blushing face, glazed eyes that were unfocused, wings lying limp under her, and legs spread by way of chains that allowed the captain to continue ramming his own mast into her flooded cave. The constant slamming of his hips against her, the thunderous beating of her heart pounding inside her head, her echoing cries sounding off that only elected laughter from the man; Doc could only hold onto her senses for so long as she was ravaged by the man and his never-ending lustful mauling.


  “Pl… please!” Doc begged as she climaxed again with a heavy moan. “No… no more! I need to rest… I need to rest!”


  “There be no rest for you, me little butterfly!” the captain laughed as he continued going strong into her. “I’d be a damn shame to lop off your head and bring a cold chill to your ripe body, so you’re going to live from this day forward as me personal cocksleeve. You wanted a good fucking, so I’ll be sure to give you that for the rest of your life! Yaar, har har har!”


  “You monster! You brute! You animal! Fuck, this is too intense! I can’t… I can’t… I can’t go on!” Doc screamed as she started laughing manically. She went off the deep end momentarily before shrieking in ecstasy as the captain plunged deep into her and flooded her with his seed yet again. Her lustful cry was long and hard as she felt her body dropping into an ocean of bliss while her senses were drowning in pleasure that the captain was intent on filling her with.


  “For three weeks I was tamed by the mighty captain,” Doc purred in delight. “Three weeks of constant torture, rape, and love. It was like a dream come true. It was all that I ever wanted in life.”


  “That… actually sounds pretty romantic if you ask me,” Kitten had to agree with.


  “For three weeks he trained me to be his sex slave. And then another three weeks after that he trained me to be his loyal mate. It was enough to beat the fucking monster out of me and turn me into an honest, respectable butterfly. It was my captain himself who taught me the value of life and to always hold it in the highest regard. Of equality, mercy, compassion, and love. That, and to know who I truly was in this world.”


  “There you go, you fucking bitch,” the captain laughed as he fastened a collar around Doc’s neck. The butterfly was obediently kneeling before the man, eyes twitching and having trouble focusing while her hands were held up in pawing gestures as she panted and barked like a dog for her man. Her bare body had cuts and bruises on it from where she had been bound in chains, whipped with crops, burned by candlewax, and spanked sore and red during her long stay with the man. The dangling chains above in the rafters only caused her to squirm and grow excited for more love from her man, the smell of fire and smoke caused her to heat up inside as she wished to be tortured more by her captain, and the mere sight of the mighty man before her was enough to keep a steady stream of excitement flowing down between her legs.


  “Yaar, har har har! With that you’re mine forever! You’ll wear that collar till the day you die like the dog you are, or until I get bored with ya and lop off your head! Hahahaha!”


  “Thank you, my captain!” Doc squealed as she held onto the collar. “I swear I shall always treasure this gift and think only of you for as long as it’s attached to my neck. It’s just what I’ve always wanted, even though I never realized it or dreamt of it or even considered having one before! Thank you so much for making me yours! I love you with all my heart and soul, Captain Dreadnight!”


  The captain laughed heartily as the butterfly embraced his waist and started passionately kissing his crotch, with his loud bellowing reaching far and wide around his stranded ship that remained in the middle of nowhere with not even a small source of water to be seen anywhere in sight.


  *****


  After the story was told, Kitten was left staring at Doc in bewilderment about many things she just heard. Even her counterpart was speechless as there were aspects of the doctor’s story that didn’t seem to have any credible foundation to them. Eirene was merely looking over her fingernails without a care while Star was struggling to endure being bloated and filled with the butterfly’s elixir once again as it had finally stopped being pumped into her by the doctor’s weird machine. Doc of course was sighing happily in delight as she reminisced about her loved one, hand gently caressing her collar while the other was slowly running down between her legs as she quivered with exhilaration.


  “Oh, captain, my captain,” Doc breathed out while staring off into space.


  “That story just raises a lot more questions,” Kitten finally said.


  Doc giggled then laughed hysterically as she yanked out Star’s mouth tube and pushed her head forward so she could expel a river of fizzling tonic and dead seeds out of her into the basin below.


  “And that’s when this butterfly became a revered and genius doctor who would go on to save countless lives thanks to her beauty and talents,” she proudly declared. “A predictable ending, sure, but a happy one nonetheless.”


  “A predictable… what?” Kitten replied in disbelief. “What are you talking about? That entire story made no sense! And how did you go from being a crazed murderer to a man’s sex slave and then a peaceful doctor of this town? How did that happen?”


  “Oh, that? He dared me,” Doc told her as Star finally got the last out of her stomach. Kneeling down Doc removed the tubes in the jinx’s other holes, allowing them to pour their contents into the basin while she smiled happily up at the confused cambion.


  “Yes, I believe it was after being his pet for three months that he made a comment about me supposedly never being able to refrain from butchering people should I ever go free. I took him up on that and dared him to put one of his crewmembers I didn’t already butcher on the table and let me operate on them, and that I wouldn’t kill the poor bastard in doing so.”


  Standing back up Doc crossed her arms with a smug grin while Kitten was only watching her and not the furiously gushing waterfalls of fluid and melted seeds pouring out of Star that the cat yowled heavily from experiencing yet again.


  “And I’m proud to say that after four attempts I proved him wrong. And that, my good friend, is how Doc became the doctor of Eden.”


  “Uh… huh,” Kitten slowly answered with. “See, the part about you killing four more people under your knife seems more believable than the rest of that nonsense. And besides, if you were enslaved and made into his sex pet, how come you’re here and he’s not? Did you escape from him? Or… kill him? You killed him, didn’t you?”


  “Of course not,” Doc argued waving a hand. “I could never escape the love of my life. I love him after all. This collar is a symbol of the bond we share, how I am eternally linked to him, and how I am forever his one and only butterfly of love and desire. There’s nothing that could ever come between my dear Captain Dreadnight and myself. You hear me? Not a damned thing in all of Eden can ever tear us apart.”


  “So where is he now?”


  Doc merely shrugged with a small murmur, to which silence befell the room afterwards while Star finally got everything out of her and was catching her breath with quiet, shaky mews. After a while and seeing that there was no further answer coming her way from the strange doctor, Kitten opened her mouth to speak about the many glaring flaws in Doc’s story before Eirene spoke up first.


  “Doc?” she asked, hopping off the bench and straightening her outfit. “Are you going to be okay with tending to Star on your own? I’m sure Kitten would love to see more of the town and reunite with her friend.”


  “Sure, I’ve got this one covered,” Doc agreed with a salute. She grabbed hold of the filled basin, dragged it over to the drain, and then heaved it up to pour the contents away while giggling excitedly. “Shouldn’t be but a few more rinses, and then this kitty cat will be as good as new! A little tired and traumatized perhaps, but otherwise as good as new!”


  “Perfect,” Eirene said, taking hold of Kitten’s hand and leading the confused cambion after her. “We’ll be back soon, Star. Just relax and let Doc take care of you. And remember, the Stonegate salmon is one of many delicacies that will be waiting for you after this is over. Stay strong and you shall be greatly rewarded.”


  “Wait, where are we going?” Kitten asked, looking back to Star who weakly mewed at her with exhausted breaths then to Eirene as she led her towards the door. “Hold on, I’m not leaving Star alone with that nutjob!”


  “Mean words cut deeper than serrated steel, dearie,” Doc called over to her, and then looked down in curious thought. “Or do they? Hmm, I’ll need to test that sometime soon to confirm. Oh drat, that’s going to be bothering me something fierce until then.”


  “You’re seriously intending to leave Star in the hands of that lunatic?” Kitten demanded. “Are you as crazy as she is? Did you not hear that nonsensical babble she just spewed out?”


  “Many times,” Eirene told her, stopping in front of the door while glancing back to Kitten. “And I’ve heard many different versions of the story too. Pirates. Ninjas. Ghosts. Giants. Each and every time she tells that story it’s a different tale, a different setting, and a different reason for her being wherever she is during it.”


  Turning to face the puzzled cambion Eirene noticed Doc was now hauling the empty basin back towards Star, with the jinx shaking her head and meowing desperately for the procedure to be over with already.


  “But during each and every variant of her story, there’s two things that are always the same,” the copycat informed Kitten. “That Captain Dreadnight is the one who mates with her, and he’s the one who gives her that collar she wears every single day of her life. She could take it off whenever she wants; it’s not bound by lock and key. It’s a simple latch on the back, it could come off with a flick of the hand, yet she never takes it off, ever.”


  Kitten looked back to Doc questionably as the butterfly was happily talking to Star while shoving the tubes back into her lower holes, with the cat yowling and shaking her head as she struggled to free herself from her binds to no avail.


  “I don’t know what her true past is,” Eirene admitted. “Nobody does. We have no idea what Doc was really like before she came here. All we know is that she did come here, and we’ve been most thankful for that. Wherever she learned about medicine and healing others, however she learned it, she learned well, and she puts that talent to great use here.”


  “She’s crazy,” Kitten commented.


  “Who cares?” Eirene retorted, earning a curious look from the demon. “She’s never once gone around murdering others since coming here, she’s never caused any problems with the residents or our patients; she’s only been our best doctor and saved many of us time and again with her skills. She saved Kroanette’s life. She’s going to save Star’s. She saved mine, Kitten. And Lucy’s. When my daughter had a fever that threatened to end her life, Doc fixed her up like it was nothing. Everyone around here loves her and appreciates all she’s given us. We don’t care if she’s a little eccentric.”


  “Again, your definition of the word ‘little’ is wholly misleading,” Kitten dryly mentioned. Looking back to seeing Doc again starting up her machine to flood Star with her medicine, much to the muffled protests of the bound jinx, Kitten slowly breathed out before turning to Eirene with a sharp eye.


  “Still, seeing as I have no choice but to wait and see if your doctor really can help Star, I suppose I’ll let her try with whatever weird and disturbing methods she deems necessary.”


  “To be fair, this isn’t the most disturbing method she has for dealing with a patient,” Eirene warned with a smirk. “Pray you never get the flu in Stonegate. She’ll cure you, but you won’t like how she goes about it.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind. For now, how about you do as you said and show me around this place a bit more? Maybe explain just what the hell is going on down here in your little secret cave. Or better yet you can show me that Kroanette is indeed alive and well like you’ve all been claiming.”


  “Little, eh?” Eirene chuckled in amusement. She opened the door and led Kitten out into the hallway, the copycat stealing one last glimpse of Doc laughing manically as she cheered at Star swelling up again with the elixir, before she slowly closed the door with a low creak.


  “Perhaps we both share a misleading definition of that word.”


  


  Chapter 9


  Teatime with an Alpha


  In the world of Eden, there were many ways of resolving conflict. The most often method used was typically violence, as that was one way to resolve an issue very quickly if one managed to overpower or even kill their challenger. Another was sitting down to discuss different opinions and come to a peaceful resolution, something that wasn’t always used when force was a quicker, more easily achievable solution. However, even when using words, the battle could still be rather fierce in its own right, especially if the nature of the discussion was a difficult one.


  A skilled warrior would be victorious with a blade. For a sage, a sharper rhetoric would win the day.


  *****


  In the latest hours of the night peace was finally beginning to fall over the elven encampment. After a joyous celebration with their revered heroes and rekindling of their spirits from hearing that their savior was crusading through the land to bring a brighter future for their future generations, the women and children of the elven community were settling down for a good night’s rest. With bellies filled and energy well spent during the party, many were falling asleep quite quickly while some were wide awake and gazing distantly at the twinkling stars above, lost in thought about the man who dared challenge the belief that they were not monsters but instead normal women. Rangers were patrolling their home and nearby woods, always vigilant for any unwelcome visitors that may disturb the peace, and also were escorting their honored guests back to their home atop a nearby hillside.


  “That was so much fun,” Cindy giggled, a blissful look on her face and a line of drool running down her chin. “So many happy people around me, and so many delicious foods to eat. This has been one of the best nights of my life.”


  “You sure did eat a lot,” Alyssa agreed with a curious eye on the sand wraith. “Definitely an omen that we need to be careful you don’t eat us out of house and home.”


  “You’re so silly, Alyssa. I’m not going to eat our home. We live there. That would be a mean thing to do,” Cindy reassured her, then smiled fondly at the sleeping swarm in her arms. “Me and Snapper love living there, we don’t ever want to leave. No we don’t.”


  “Glad you had fun, dear,” Felucia muttered, the elder sand wraith walking behind her daughter with a dull scowl on her face. In her arms was Specca, the nixie sleeping quietly with her tail dangling below. “So did this one, apparently. Which reminds me, why exactly did I have to carry her back?”


  “Because our master ordered you to,” Sheal hissed at her. “And watch her tail, don’t you dare step on it.”


  “Why can’t she carry her instead?” Felucia snapped, glancing to the nearby arachne in the group. “She’s already hauling one of his girls up the stupid hill without a care.”


  “It’s not so bad, Felucia. I’m having fun carrying Alyssa,” Rolian giggled, skittering alongside the group with the witch riding on her back. “I don’t mind at all. I’ve got Juggy in my pocket and Alyssa on my back; it’s nice to have friends so close to you.”


  “Thank you, Rolian,” Alyssa sweetly said, patting the spider on the head. “And I appreciate the lift. It’s a longer walk with my smaller legs, so this makes things easier for me. And to be honest I’d rather have you carry me than that mean old sand wraith.”


  “I hate my life,” Felucia complained. “Having to serve that stupid man, carry his drunken lady, and let that little insect sleep between my tits whenever she wants.”


  “Boobies,” Pip murmured in delight, snuggling closer to the sand wraith’s chest while smothered in her large bosom. “I love you, boobies.”


  “Serving our master is your job now,” Sheal snapped at Felucia. “Be grateful for the opportunity to change your muddy way of life for something grander. And you should count your blessings that he trusts you to be around his concubines as you are.”


  “For the record, they’re not Daniel’s concubines,” Falla corrected her. “They’re just as much his mates as we are. They’re not below our status in the least.”


  “If anything, Clover, Star, and Cindy are his concubines right now,” Alyssa mused with a shrug. “They’re the only ones we haven’t permitted to mate with our man yet.”


  “Wait, I’m a cucumber now?” Cindy asked her, puzzled.


  “You really do only think about food, don’t you?”


  “Wait,” an elven ranger spoke up. “So Clover is not Lord Daniel Sorres’ mate, but rather his mistress?”


  “Something like that,” Falla sighed, looking up at the stars. “It’s complicated. She’s his mate, but we haven’t given her the okay to mate with him yet. We were his official mates first, so that call is ours to make when we feel she’s ready to join us.”


  “Interesting,” another elf pondered. “So, what is the process for becoming worthy of mating with him? What does Clover have to do in order to be granted such a gift by you girls?”


  “We have to want to mate with her too,” Luna happily said, with the elves and Sheal turning to her in question. “We need to love each other so much that we would never, ever, ever, ever want to be separated from each other.”


  “She… needs to mate with you girls first before she can do it with Lord Daniel Sorres?” an elf carefully asked.


  “No,” Falla argued shaking her head, then smiled weakly and rubbed the back of her neck. “Well… yes… but not like… it’s complicated.”


  “We need a bond,” Doku spoke up. The group turned to the harpy as she was walking ahead of them while holding onto Daniel’s arm, the woman resting her head against his shoulder while sighing softly in delight.


  “We need to share that special bond with each other, the same that we share with our darling Daniel. We’re a family, of sorts, and as such we need to be as close to each other as can be to make it work. We must love each other, through and through, just as much as we do with Daniel. That’s how it works in our home.”


  “So… what you’re saying is…” a ranger slowly questioned. “If someone wants to have sex with Lord Daniel Sorres, they need to earn such an honor by sucking up to you girls first?”


  “Is that what I have to do?” Cindy asked, turning to Falla. “I just have to suck on you to have sex with Daniel? Is that all?”


  “No!” Falla cried out, holding out her hands as the sand wraith started moving very close to her with a hungry look in her eye. “That’s not what we’re saying! Just… focus on taking care of Snapper right now, Cindy. Please. That’s all you need to worry about. Don’t pay any attention to what we’re talking about.”


  “We need to truly love each other,” Daniel spoke up, with everyone turning to him as he kept his stoic gaze forward. “Those that I’ve chosen to be my mates, I did so because I genuinely want to take care of them, to give them better lives, and to have the honor of being the one who makes them happy. I haven’t taken any as my loved ones simply to have sex with or for carnal pleasure, that would be a terrible thing for me to do. All the girls in my family, the women who I fell in love with, I cherish everything about them, and I’m thankful we can all be together like this.”


  “You really do love Clover?” an elf asked.


  “Does that surprise you?” Daniel wondered, glancing back to her with a smirk. “I suppose I can’t blame you. I’ll admit, when we first met she didn’t exactly win us over with kindness or her gentle nature. She put up quite an icy front with us for some time. But during our travels I could see the loving soul she had within her, one that I came to cherish all the same. Now I can honestly say, yes, I do love Clover. And I think she’s warmed up to us as well.”


  “We pretty much hated her when we first met,” Alyssa mentioned. “But now… after getting to know her more and with her learning not to be such a bitch all the time, we’ve grown closer. She’s become part of the family. Never thought I’d say that before, believe me, but it’s true. I can’t deny that now.”


  “But she doesn’t have the right to mate with Lord Daniel Sorres yet?” an elf asked.


  “I’ve already decided that I want her to be my mate,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “I love her and want to provide her the best life she can have. To be more intimate with her is something I wouldn’t object to in the slightest, however that has to wait until my mates give the okay beforehand. They were my mates first, the ones who allowed me the honor of having all of them as my mates together. The choice for whether or not Clover is ready to join their ranks is up to them.”


  “We’re… still undecided on that,” Falla hesitantly said. “We’re getting along better now, but still…”


  “I like her more now than when we first met her,” Luna added. “She’s not a mean elf anymore. It wouldn’t be so bad to have her join us… I think.”


  “We still need to come to a unanimous vote regarding her,” Alyssa said, shaking her head. “It’s just taking a while because we never thought she would be eligible for such a thing before. The fact that she’s even part of our family now is surprising enough as it is. Even more so than seeing Specca getting drunk. And that was very surprising to witness.”


  “Never knew she could act like that,” Falla mentioned, glancing to the sleeping nixie. “I’ve never seen her behave like that before. She was acting like Rolian normally does.”


  “She and Juggy were getting along super well,” Rolian giggled. “I didn’t think she liked Juggy that much before, but she sure loved her tonight. I’m so happy to see them getting along.”


  “I see,” a ranger mused, surveying the man’s many companions with a worried eye. “So Clover’s fate with being bred by Lord Daniel Sorres is in your hands.”


  “If I may say something in her defense,” another spoke up. “Clover really is an amazing woman, despite her tendencies to act like a total ice queen with those around her. She can be a real cunt sometimes with her attitude, but her soul is as beautiful as a fucking diamond. We all saw how wonderful she is when she became a huntress in our home. I think I speak on behalf of all of us when I say she would be an excellent addition to Lord Daniel Sorres’ harem, if you would only allow her the chance.”


  “That reminds me,” Daniel said, coming to a stop and turning to face the elven rangers. “I’ve been rather curious about that discrepancy between her and you elves. Throughout all our time with Clover before going to Green Haven, she made it sound like nobody in your village really liked her. Like she was an outcast and was barely accepted among the village. Yet when we arrived everyone was praising her name, treating her with the utmost respect and reverence.”


  “She was always like that,” an elf sighed. “Ever since she first wandered into our home years ago she always acted like she was an outcast, even with all of us welcoming and admiring her. She’s the best archer we’ve ever known, she’s been a valued hunter and protector for our people, and even though she comes off as a cold, uncaring individual we could tell she was hurting inside the whole time. But no matter how hard we tried to make her feel at home, she always seemed to withdraw further into her shell and refuse to acknowledge any praise we gave her.”


  “She was scared,” Alyssa said, gaining their attention. “That’s what she said to us about why she was always so difficult. She was scared of getting close to anyone, being counted on by anyone, because she feared losing them like she did with those she loved before. It took Daniel’s love towards her to finally yank her stubborn ass out of her shell and get to her to open up again.”


  “We thought as much,” an elf softly agreed. “Hearing about how her home was wiped out, losing everyone she ever knew in an instant… it was understandable that she tried to block out the pain the way she did.”


  “Yet you were able to reach her,” another praised Daniel. “All of us, even our priestess and her daughter who admired Clover so much, we couldn’t heal Clover’s wounds no matter how hard we tried. But you, you managed to do the impossible and breathed new life into her soul.”


  “I don’t think it was just me,” Daniel said, admiring his mates nearby. “I think we all managed to heal her heart.”


  “No, I think it was just you,” Alyssa countered, shaking her head. “She hated us just as much as we hated her when we first met. You were the one who gave her a chance, Daniel. If it wasn’t for you, she would still be her old, bitchy self.”


  “We wouldn’t have been able to tolerate her long enough to help her stand again if you weren’t with us,” Falla agreed. “She is how she is now thanks to you. If it were just us that met her before, we would have dumped her unpleasant ass long ago.”


  “She… was a little mean before,” Luna had to agree with a weak smile. “But she’s much better now thanks to you, Daniel.”


  Daniel chuckled weakly to that as he found it rather hard to argue with them, offering no further rebuttal as he again led the way towards their carriage with Doku tenderly holding onto his arm. His companions and escort followed him up over the bend onto the hilltop before everyone quickly came to a halt, with the rangers drawing their bows in a flash as they saw a newcomer awaiting them.


  “Hey, who goes there?” one yelled as they drew their arrows onto the stranger.


  “You’re on private ground. What business do you have here?”


  “Get away from Lord Daniel Sorres’ horse this instant!”


  “His horse?” a girl questioned, standing beside Lucky who was sitting down on a bundle of flowers and soft grass. Brushing his nose she was met with the animal grunting softly and nudging against her hand in a fond manner, electing a curious chuckle from the girl who then turned her slick smile towards the elves.


  “Odd, I thought this one belonged to Alyssa,” Charlotte knowingly stated. “And if anyone would know that, it would be me.”


  “Charlotte?” Alyssa gasped.


  “What is she doing here?” Luna asked.


  “You know her?” a ranger questioned as Daniel slowly stepped forward and raised a hand to calm them. Lowering their arrows the elves watched in wonder as the man calmly approached Charlotte, the witch having a soft brown cloak over her usual attire while her wand was leisurely being twirled in hand.


  “That’s alpha witch Charlotte,” Falla explained. “She rules the witches in this region.”


  “An alpha witch?” a ranger wondered. “You’re friends with an alpha witch of Koskaysil as well?”


  “My grace,” Daniel said, giving the witch a small bow. “It’s nice to see you again. It’s been some time since we’ve had a chance to speak face to face.”


  “Indeed,” she replied, gesturing him to stand upright. “I hope you don’t mind me dropping by at this hour. Though if memory serves, we seem to have our most memorable meetings at night.”


  “Surely a mere coincidence,” Daniel jested.


  “My grace,” Alyssa stuttered, hastily hopping off Rolian’s back and dropping to the ground with a thump. She scrambled up onto her knees and smiled nervously at the alpha while quickly removing her hat.


  “What a lovely surprise to see you again. To what do we owe the honor of having-”


  Holding out her hand Charlotte silenced Alyssa instantly, the alpha glancing around at the women with a curious eye before turning to Daniel with a playful smirk.


  “Who are you? Really?”


  “Excuse me?” Daniel wondered.


  “The Daniel Sorres I spoke to in Eston surely can’t be the one standing before me now, can he? Last I saw him, he had a few ladies begging for his bone, sure, but that was all he had to speak of aside from his silly little belief of humans and monsters living together in peace one day. He was an odd fellow, but one that caught my interest by the slightest of margins. Now, it seems he’s doubled the number of women he keeps in his company-”


  “Closer to tripled, actually,” Daniel corrected with a grin, stunning Charlotte for a moment before she giggled and shook her head at him.


  “I see. Tripled the number of women he keeps in his company. That’s quite a manly feat if you ask me. And this carriage here looks significantly different as well, not at all like the one I gifted him with before he left my sight.”


  “My apologies, but I’m afraid the generous gift you bestowed upon us in Eston was lost during our travels. We had to secure a replacement to continue with my journey.”


  “Such things happen I suppose,” Charlotte mused with a shrug. “Though, that’s not all that’s happened, has it? No, no. I’ve been hearing some rather unusual tales about Daniel Sorres lately from my dear helpers. Stories about him traveling far and wide across Koskaysil with incredible speed, winning the affections of monsters residing in this land, and curiously enough, actually making strides with his quest to, and I kid you not, bring peace between humans and monsters in Eden.”


  “I would have preferred the strides to have been larger thus far, but I can’t complain about the progress I’ve made,” Daniel smirked.


  Charlotte slowly walked around Daniel, eyeing him over with an intrigued murmur, all while Daniel calmly watched her with a slight amount of pride to her words seen in his grin.


  “The clothes are different, yes. And the sword and shield you now possess seem to belong to a valiant noble rather than a pesky little boy with barely any masculinity to show the world.”


  “I didn’t believe you held me in the highest regard during our last visit,” Daniel admitted with a shrug. “Nice to hear you being honest with me about that.”


  “I certainly did not view you as such when we last met,” Charlotte agreed shaking her head. “However I just keep hearing more and more wild and unbelievable stories about you from my trusted helpers, and they never lie to me. No they don’t. It seems you’ve convinced them you’re not the same boy we encountered before. Not at all.”


  “Well, it’s pleasant to hear Apoch and Astreal think so fondly of me now,” Daniel said, turning to face the witch with an inquiring look himself. “A bit surprising, though not as surprising as being graced with your presence tonight instead of theirs. I can’t help but think that your visit isn’t just so you can praise me so generously as you now have. Something tells me there’s a reason for you dropping by to speak with me in person.”


  “Maybe there is, maybe I just wanted to stop by and share a nice cup of tea with you,” Charlotte reasoned with a shrug.


  “That sounds like a lovely idea,” Daniel agreed, then glanced over to the women who were all staring at them in silence. “Girls, go on in and make yourselves comfortable in the bedroom. You’ve had a busy night, you deserve your rest. I’ll join you after our guest leaves.”


  “I can prepare the tea for you two right away,” Doku proposed.


  “No, I can do it,” Sheal insisted, stepping in front of her. “It’s my job now anyway as your servant. Please, allow me the honor.”


  “That’s quite alright,” Daniel assured, raising his hand while Charlotte was eyeing him over with a curious smile. “I can handle it this one time. Both of you are to join the others and wait for me to return. That’s an order, Sheal. And, Doku? That’s an order to you as well.”


  “Yes, Daniel,” the two girls softly replied, lowering their heads and stepping back.


  “And, Felucia? I expect you to be on your best behavior while I’m absent. I trust that you will keep that in mind.”


  “Of course… master,” Felucia said through a forced smile.


  “Oh, I have so many questions for you,” Charlotte coyly said to Daniel.


  “And I have a few for you as well,” Daniel replied. “For starters, what kind of tea would you prefer to drink?”


  “Surprise me. You seem to be doing well so far.”


  Daniel nodded to that then opened the door to the carriage and gestured her to enter, the witch smirking at him with a challenging murmur before walking inside.


  “Daniel, what is going on here? Why is she-” Alyssa nervously started to say before he held up a hand to her.


  “It’s alright, you don’t need to worry yourself over this. Charlotte and I are just going to have a nice cup of tea and a civil conversation. I’m going to find out her reason for being here, for now just do as you’re told and go rest. Make sure Snapper and Specca sleep well. And, Rolian? I will trust you to watch over my girls in the bedroom until I return. Please try to make them feel comfortable.”


  “Okie dokie, master,” Rolian agreed with a salute.


  “My alpha witch drops by unexpectedly for a mysterious chat,” Alyssa spoke up. “You wish to speak to her alone, and you’re trusting that an arachne will keep us feeling calm and comfortable in your absence?”


  “Essentially, yes,” Daniel said with a shrug. “Rangers, I’m not expecting any other guests tonight, but if I do receive any or my mates return from their journey, please inform me. Don’t shoot on sight unless you need to.”


  “As you wish,” a ranger replied with a bow.


  Daniel nodded and headed inside to speak with the alpha witch while the girls exchanged curious looks with one another.


  “Is that witch a friend of ours?” Cindy asked.


  “That’s… hard to answer, Cindy,” Alyssa sighed. “She could be our friend. Or she could become our enemy if we’re unlucky. It’s a little unclear right now. Still, I wonder why she suddenly came here like this. She wouldn’t have come in person if it wasn’t really important.”


  “We should do as Daniel told us,” Doku advised. “Let’s withdraw to the bedroom for the night and leave this matter to him as he requested. I’m certain he’ll inform us what Charlotte’s visit is for when he returns to us.”


  “Anything to get these girls off me,” Felucia muttered as she walked past them. “I hate carrying this woman and the little one in my chest is drooling on my tits again.”


  “That means she likes you and your boobs, mother,” Cindy complimented, heading after her with the sleeping swarm in her arms. “That’s a good thing. You should be happy.”


  “Oh, I’m thrilled, Cindy.”


  “I’ll meet you girls in the bedroom,” Rolian giggled as she skittered by. “Oh wow, I get to spend more time with my new friends. We can talk about men, share scary stories, or- oh! I know, we can have a pillow fight! I’ve always wanted to have one of those, that seemed like such a fun idea to do with friends. And now that I finally have friends I can try it out! I’m so excited!”


  “I wouldn’t recommend that with Cindy,” Alyssa called out after her. “I really don’t want to have to scrape you off the floor afterwards.”


  “I’m sorry,” an elf spoke up. “But, is that witch visiting you a good omen or a bad one?”


  “I’m not sure,” Doku distantly replied. “Though I have a sneaking suspicion this isn’t just a friendly visit. Anyway, thank you for a lovely night. It was just what we needed to help lift our spirits.”


  “The honor and pleasure were ours,” a ranger said, bowing to the harpy. “Please, sleep well, all of you. We’ll be right here when you return.”


  Doku kindly waved to them before heading into their home with the girls, gently closing the door behind her and leaving the elves who spread out around the campsite to watch over it.


  “That man is on speaking terms with an alpha witch of this region,” an elf mentioned in marvel. “Somehow that shouldn’t surprise me.”


  “Seriously, is there anything he can’t do?”


  “What I wouldn’t do to become his mate.”


  “They said that in order to become his mate, one must first woo his current lovers so as to join their ranks. Does it really work that way?”


  “I wouldn’t recommend testing that theory with them,” a ranger warned shaking her head. She glanced back to the carriage that everyone had ventured into before gazing at the quiet woodland before her.


  “Something tells me there’s more to it than that.”


  *****


  Sitting at the long table in the dining hall, Charlotte was admiring the large living space they were in while carelessly swaying a foot beneath her seat and toying with the wand in her hands.


  “Quite the extravagant home you now have, Daniel,” she complimented. “Even with that arachne’s webbing sticking to the ceiling, this is a very nice home you have here.”


  “Thank you, Charlotte,” Daniel said from the kitchen. “It has been very lovely to stay here and quite beneficial for all. I mean you no disrespect, the work you had done for our previous ride certainly came in handy, however a bit more space was needed as I seem to have a horrible habit of attracting ladies out here.”


  “A terrible burden to carry if there ever was one,” Charlotte empathized. Taking off her cloak she sharply swung it around her hand until it retracted and formed into a squirrel that quickly ran up her arm onto her shoulder.


  “If you don’t mind me asking, who exactly gave you such a wonderful place to stay?”


  “A dear friend of ours,” Daniel answered. “Someone who has lent a good amount of help towards our cause. This is actually her study that we’re borrowing for our journey.”


  “A very impressive study,” Charlotte mused. “Certainly larger than mine. So who is this mystery benefactor? Anyone I might know?”


  “Sorry, but our friend prefers to remain anonymous to most,” Daniel replied, walking over with two warm cups of tea in hand. He showed a puzzled smile at seeing the animal on Charlotte’s shoulder, took notice of her cape now being gone, and then chuckled amusedly as he handed her the beverage.


  “Can I take your cloak? Or perhaps give it a snack?”


  “No, that’s alright,” Charlotte waved off. “I don’t like my clothes getting fat. So this friend of yours-”


  “Sorry, but that discussion is at its end,” Daniel said, setting down his drink before taking off his shield and sword. Resting the armaments on the floor beside his chair he sat down and calmly sipped his tea, watching as Charlotte was examining him very closely with an inquisitive eye.


  “Like I said, our friend prefers a level of anonymity. Perhaps later I can introduce you two, but until then I feel obliged to respect the wishes of my generous supporter. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “I suppose I can understand that,” Charlotte replied, a hint of displeasure in her voice.


  “Thank you. So, how have you been? It’s been some time since we last chat.”


  “Busy. Very busy,” she cryptically replied. “Such is the life of an alpha I suppose. However you also appear to have had your hands full lately. I’ve been hearing some very strange tales from my helpers about you and your exploits. It’s a good thing they’ve been keeping track of you too, because it seems my seers haven’t been able to follow you so well. They keep… disappearing.”


  “I’m sorry to hear you’re having trouble spying on us,” Daniel apologized.


  “It’s not like I’m watching you having sex with your harem of mates,” Charlotte reasoned with a shrug. “Although I have heard you’ve been enjoying sensual delights with your gathering of women. Not bad, Daniel, but that’s not the sort of thing I’m interested in with you. What I have been interested in is how your little quest to bring peace between our races has been proceeding. After all I did invest a little of my own time in such a thing, and I always keep tabs on my investments, no matter how small.”


  “I’d say it’s going rather well,” Daniel mused, lifting his drink before taking a sip. “The giant butterflies of Flairwood have agreed to stand by my side, and the elves of Green Haven appear rather loyal to the cause now.”


  “I see,” Charlotte mused. “And how exactly did you accomplish that, Daniel? An entire grove of deceitful butterflies, and you managed to convince them with your words alone?”


  “Well, not just my words,” Daniel admitted. “They had some trouble and we managed to solve the problem for them. After a bit of talking with their monarch, I finally managed to sway them into changing their less than reputable ways in the future.”


  “Congratulations,” Charlotte applauded with a few light claps. “My my, you are just full of surprises, aren’t you? Giant butterflies are whimsical wordsmiths of the most deceitful degree, and yet your words were able to defeat theirs so triumphantly. Bravo, Daniel.”


  “Thank you, my grace,” Daniel accepted with a small wave of the hand.


  “See, that’s something I can believe with you,” Charlotte said pointing to him. “You’re a man of words, of foresight, of vision. You certainly managed to talk your way out of being raped to death in my village before all my subjects, and you even convinced me that you’re not some wandering idiot that I first believed you to be. That’s your weapon in this world. Rhetoric.”


  The alpha witch looked him over before closely observing Daniel with a serious face.


  “That’s something I can believe. However, your victory with the elves from Green Haven leaves a lot to answer for. Rhetoric would be the last weapon you could wield in a real war on an active battlefield, Daniel Sorres.”


  “Is that so?” Daniel asked.


  “I’ve heard from my helpers. I know what happened, or at least I have an idea of what happened. The Sisterhood, monsters who have been causing quite a bit of trouble in this land as of late, invaded the elven forest to increase their numbers with new slaves. The elves were outnumbered, overpowered, and surrounded without any hope of escape.”


  “It was indeed a dire situation for them,” Daniel agreed.


  “It was, until you came to their rescue,” Charlotte carefully said. “A daring plan to whisk the elves away from under the noses of those fiends, a rather clever plan if I do say so. Using the infamous Wildfire Witch as a catalyst to save hundreds of lives from a burning forest filled with predators; oh, the irony in her role was very profound. It was rather poetic actually.”


  “She proved she’s not an infamous witch to many that night,” Daniel proudly stated.


  “Perhaps so,” Charlotte snidely replied. “She’s not exactly absolved from her sins in our eyes, but maybe she did earn some new friends that night. However her grand use of magic was the least of my curiosity when I heard about that particular event. You see, I heard who was leading the bunch of monsters on a bloody crusade across my land. Those two barbaric whores I had banished to the eastern wastelands. The gemini.”


  Daniel offered no reply, instead he calmly drank his tea while watching as Charlotte raised an eyebrow in question at him.


  “The gemini; the ones responsible for forming that accursed gang, the ones responsible for many of my witches in Koskaysil being harassed and killed, the ones responsible for the fall of Ruhelia, Green Haven, and many other settlements across Eden that they’ve marched their forsaken army over. The immortal Darker One of legend. The ones that you are fabled to have personally slain.”


  Sitting back in her seat Charlotte examined Daniel’s stoic expression towards that claim while showing her patience with this mystery slowly running out.


  “Explain, Daniel Sorres,” Charlotte ordered. “I don’t care how Alyssa managed to use such magic to transport so many people across the land like she did. I don’t care how many women you’re now fucking in this magically enchanted home that you somehow received from some mysterious friend. And I don’t give a damn why you have a salamander woman, sand wraiths, or even a swarm in your company. And yes, I saw that tiny fairy in the boobs of that woman out there. I have no idea where you found her and frankly I couldn’t care less at this point. What I want to know is how you managed to kill the gemini all by yourself, something that should be impossible for anyone to achieve alone.”


  Daniel calmly drank his tea while the alpha witch awaited his answer. Setting the cup down he returned Charlotte’s gaze as the witch showed an expectant look towards him.


  “Many have asked that question as well,” he finally said. “Those two monsters may have wanted to keep their identities a secret when we first met, but they appeared to be bragging about their title with their followers who all praised their names like they were a god. Even the elves, who also first thought the gemini weren’t real and were instead nothing but a myth, they too feared those demons all the same and believed them to be the real deal after seeing them firsthand.”


  “How did you kill them, Daniel?” Charlotte again asked. “How could you have? Tell me the truth, what really happened on that night?”


  “If I tell you, then you have to tell me why you really came here,” Daniel challenged her. Charlotte showed some curiosity from his words as he sat back in his chair with a sharp eye on her. “I don’t believe you came all this way to compliment me or share a drink, and I don’t believe you would have come here in person to interrogate me about that night when you could have easily had Apoch and Astreal act in your stead. You came here for another reason, something important that you, a revered and busy alpha witch, would make time for. Am I right?”


  “Maybe I did,” Charlotte replied. “Tell me the truth, Daniel, and I’ll grant you the same liberty.”


  “Fair enough,” Daniel conceded. He took a slow breath as the alpha witch listened carefully, pausing for a moment before speaking with a simple shrug. “They weren’t actually gemini after all.”


  Charlotte blinked then showed a puzzled grimace.


  “What was that?”


  “They weren’t actually gemini,” Daniel smirked. “Think about it. If they were, how could I have killed them all by myself? That’s just not possible, right? The only way to kill the legendary Darker One is with a simultaneous attack through both their hearts with the Archlight’s Blade and Hellfire’s Edge. Well, I’m sure Apoch and Astreal told you I had the Hellfire’s Edge with me, which we acquired from Ember after she attacked us and tried to kill Alyssa. However, you’ll find the Archlight’s Blade is nowhere to be found around here.”


  Charlotte opened her mouth to speak, halted, showed a confused look as she thought about that, then started to speak again before Daniel continued.


  “Those monsters that led The Sisterhood, they were strong alright. And had some pretty nasty tricks up their sleeve. But they couldn’t have been real gemini. If they were the real deal, I would be dead right now and the elves would be slaves to The Sisterhood. I mean, that’s the only way to look at it, right?”


  “Um… well…”


  “My grace,” Daniel playfully accused with a teasing smile. “Don’t tell me you still thought them to be real gemini after hearing that I, a simple human with only one of the legendary swords in hand that I acquired by sheer luck, managed to kill them. Surely you knew before coming here that they couldn’t have been the real Darker One, didn’t you?”


  “I… uh…”


  “My grace,” Daniel chuckled, shaking his head slightly at the witch. “We both know I couldn’t kill the real gemini no matter how much the fates favored me. How could I, without someone else to wield the second legendary blade during the fight? Logically, this means that those that I killed, the ones who were leading the pack of dangerous monsters with their lies and cruel intentions, couldn’t be the real gemini. Right?”


  “Um… right,” Charlotte said, nodding and looking down in thought. “Yes, that is true. There would have been no way for you to defeat them. How very strange. I do wonder if they were indeed the same monsters I saw in Eston.”


  “They appeared to be,” Daniel admitted. “And they did recognize me, proving they were in Eston on that night. However the Hellfire’s Edge was all that was needed to strike them down. Whatever magic they were using to cheat death, it was no match for that sword’s power.”


  “I see,” Charlotte said, nodding slowly while considering the facts before her. “I suppose I can’t argue with you there. They seemed to match the stories of gemini rather well, however I guess they were just pretending to be as such in order to garner more respect and fear from others.”


  “They tricked many monsters into following them blindly,” Daniel agreed. “Even the giant butterflies of Eden couldn’t spin such false words with malicious intent as they did.”


  “I should have known,” Charlotte laughed to herself, shaking her head in amusement. “Hearing that you struck them down by yourself like you did; that should have told me they weren’t really the fabled Darker One.”


  “Don’t trouble yourself over it, my grace,” Daniel calmly insisted. “Everyone alleged them to be the real deal with their convincing act. My only regret is that the elves of Green Haven believe I struck down a legendary, immortal monster to save them. All I did was kill a couple of con-artists and led them to safety afterwards. The truth is I only did what I did in order to prove my point, that humans and monsters can live together in peace, and that we can fight for one another against the real evil out there.”


  “I remember you being equally as stubborn in your beliefs the last time we met,” Charlotte recalled, chuckling with Daniel to that fact before she sipped her tea. “Though I must admit, hearing you donning a legendary sword to act as the elves’ knight in shining armor in their hour of need, that is truly impressive, Daniel Sorres. A bit foolish given what you were up against, but still impressive.”


  “Thank you, my grace,” Daniel kindly replied. He then raised an eyebrow in question and motioned for her to speak, the witch pausing with her drink before smirking at the man.


  “Alright,” she accepted. “A deal is a deal. You were right in thinking I didn’t drop by just to have a nice cup of tea with you. And, no, my lack foresight with the mystery of how you killed those two troublemakers wasn’t the reason either.”


  “I suspected as much,” Daniel admitted.


  “I came here to ask you a question,” Charlotte proposed, having a slight hesitation with her words. “In regards to your belief that witches and humans may one day live together as equals. I’ve been giving it some thought lately and I only find myself seeing more problems with it than solutions.”


  “Maybe I can help solve them for you,” Daniel offered. “Please, what issues have you thought of?”


  “For starters, there’s the obvious point that we’re not human. We look like little girls, Daniel. The only types of humans attracted to little girls aren’t the kind who would make good husbands or mates. How do you expect witches to be seen differently than your own young children in the eyes of potential suitors?”


  “We could brand them,” Daniel suggested with a shrug, much to Charlotte’s surprise. “Maybe a large mark on the butt or near the thigh perhaps?”


  “You’re joking,” Charlotte assumed, partially concerned.


  “I suppose I would have to be otherwise I’d be just as terrible as the men who only desire preadolescent girls,” Daniel chuckled, much to the relief of the alpha. “Though to answer your question, I would say it comes down to the perspective humans have of you.”


  “How so?”


  “For witches, it’s all about display,” Daniel reasoned. “Your mystic attire and unique flair are sometimes giveaways, and having a magical focuser and being able to use magic is also a sure sign you’re not a little human girl. Your everlasting youth cannot be ignored, but your actions speak very highly about the person you are.”


  “Our actions?”


  “When I first met Alyssa, she acted like a playful child most of the time. Always skipping about merrily, having an innocent and curious guise, and behaving like a sweet little girl. If it wasn’t for her brandishing her magic it would have been impossible to tell if she was a witch or human child. And this behavior wasn’t accidental, it was intentional. She loved playing the part of a little girl, she said so herself. It was fun for her, and made it easier for her to act alluring for potential victims. Something witches are widely known for doing to trick humans or tempt their inner demons, as I’m sure you’re aware.”


  Charlotte remained silent as she averted eye contact with Daniel, something that drew a knowing smile across his face.


  “Have you ever done that, my grace?” he asked, earning a glance from her. “Have you ever pretended to be a little human girl to entice a man? Have you ever acted like a child on purpose to deceive others?”


  “I think you know the answer to that,” Charlotte retorted. “It’s something every witch knows how to do in order to bait a man. If we act cute and innocent, whether the man has good intentions or not, we can often get closer to them all the same. I’ve had eleven daughters in my long life, all thanks to our ‘unique flair’ as you call it.”


  “I see. Yes, it is true. Alyssa sure tried time and again to get closer to me by acting like an endearing little girl. She was cute, bubbly, and always smiling at me with adoration. She acted coy and innocent at times, and others she flaunted her body and immoral intentions to tempt me. She’s been known to brag that her butt is just too cute to resist, and if I were a lesser man I would have fallen for her charm and seduction long ago for all the wrong reasons. She knows her body is youthful and sparks a forbidden lust in men, and she knew how to weaponize that, like all witches surely do.”


  “What’s your point, Daniel?” Charlotte demanded.


  “My point is she doesn’t act that way anymore,” Daniel explained. “Sure, she’s cute and skips about now and again in a playful manner, but after becoming my mate she’s letting go of her deceptive ways. She’s showing her true self, a mature woman with a real heart who loves and cares for me and my family. Alyssa could wear anything she wanted, a witch’s attire or human clothing, and I would still be able to see the older woman she really is. Not by her looks, but by her personality and soul that she prominently displays now.”


  “Any little girl could act that way as well,” Charlotte warned him. “Put us in the same clothes and we look identical to one another. What’s the difference?”


  “It’s something you can see in the person. In their eyes, their words, their movement. You may look like a little girl, my grace, but I can see the older woman you are very clearly. In the way you speak, the way you look at me, the way you act before me. There’s a sense of maturity in you, something you can’t fake very well when you’re young.”


  “So your answer for how witches can obtain real men and not sick perverts is simply to act our true age?” Charlotte skeptically questioned. “To cut out all the playful behavior and act like older women?”


  “There’s nothing wrong with giggling or being playful, my grace. However I don’t need to tell you that there’s a difference between doing so for fun and for seductive intentions.”


  “And you think that will be enough?” Charlotte carefully asked him. “If all the witches in my village stopped acting like little girls and behaved more like adults in the eyes of humans, then all would be okay between us?”


  “No, I’m not that naïve to say all would be alright then,” Daniel admitted, shaking his head. “There are obvious differences between humans and witches that would need to be acknowledged and understood by both sides. And there are going to be nuances that need to be respected. And humans, just like witches, are capable of being monsters, so of course there would still be incidents to watch out for. However there are two major factors that are keeping your kind at bay from mine, and it’s not the fact you look like little girls on the outside. It’s that you purposefully behave like little girls to tempt the dark desires of men, and that you treat men like cattle to be milked for their seeds and nothing more.”


  Charlotte remained quiet as she slowly toyed with her wand, thinking carefully about his reasoning while a brief silence befell the hall.


  “When I first met Queen Victoria,” Daniel spoke up, catching her attention. “Queen of the ant girls residing in northwestern Koskaysil, and the queen of my late beloved, Squeak…”


  Taking a moment to keep his composure, Daniel harbored the painful memory of losing his ant girl all over again, something Charlotte took notice of as she nodded slightly in empathy.


  “The one who died during the conflict,” she recounted. “Yes, my helpers informed me about her. She was incredibly brave to stand up to those monsters like she did. It will make me think twice from now on whenever I question an ant girl’s valor. My condolences for your loss, Daniel.”


  “Thank you,” Daniel said, taking a slow breath before continuing. “Sorry, just saying her name brings up many wonderful memories. But I digress. When I first met her queen, she asked me something that stuck with me ever since leaving her nest. How will I arrange it so her race, yours, any race in fact, will be allowed to continue to breed? How will I arrange it so your races have the men they need to survive?”


  “And your answer?”


  “I didn’t have one,” Daniel said, a small laugh being made as he shrugged. “I was stumped. I didn’t have an answer to give her then because… I wasn’t sure myself. I knew it was possible, I knew we could all live together in peace and prosperity, but I just didn’t have all the pieces to the puzzle yet.”


  “That sounds like you,” Charlotte smirked.


  “Yeah, perhaps I was a bit foolhardy with my dreams when I started this journey. I saw the end result clear as day, but the path to get there was cloudy and uncertain. But that was then, this is now. And now I do have an answer for her, and for you, my grace.”


  “And what is that answer?”


  “We all need to stop being monsters,” Daniel replied, earning a puzzled look from the witch. “Humans are not excused from this either, I’ve seen plenty of prejudice and hatred among my kind that needs to be removed. But your race, the elves, the centaurs, all races in this world; they have just as bad of an image problem as do humans.”


  “An image problem?”


  “You’re very beautiful, my grace,” Daniel admitted, electing a curious smile from the woman. “You have a lovely charm to you, you carry yourself and your words with assertion and poise, and let’s be honest here, your youthful looks only add to your appeal under a virtuous light.”


  “Careful, Daniel,” Charlotte playfully warned, shaking her wand at him. “If you want to seduce me you’ll need more than fancy words yourself.”


  “Rest easy, I’m not trying to seduce you,” Daniel assured. “I’m only being honest. And with that honesty comes the truth of how you and all the witches of Rystone would be the absolute last choice for mates that I would ever consider taking in my life. Wishing to be your mate would be equal to a death sentence if not worse.”


  Charlotte stared at him with a stunned look as Daniel calmly sipped his tea, the witch slowly showing sullen smile while her squirrel hissed at him.


  “Is that so?” she bitterly asked. “My my, so nice of you to be honest with me, Daniel.”


  “Are you surprised by what I said?” Daniel challenged. “Think about it. What man would be safe being your mate, my grace? Or any of the witches in your village? Do you really find it shocking to hear that humans would naturally be wary of approaching you, let alone consider living with you? You do realize how witches are known to treat humans.”


  Charlotte crossed her arms with no amusement seen in her scowl while Daniel continued to show no concern with angering an alpha witch right in front of him.


  “Witches hex and deceive humans. They use magic to blind their minds, they use force to bind their bodies, they use potions to poison and subdue their prey. They rob them of their free will in one way or another, or worse, goad them into becoming monsters themselves by sexually assaulting what they believe to be an innocent little girl. If they’re lucky, the man will be left alive to flee afterwards. If they’re unlucky, they’ll be taken away to be a slave for the witch as her personal breeder. And if they’re a bit more lucky than that, they’ll be killed afterwards instead for the witch’s own pleasure. Tell me, my grace, what part of any of that redeems you and your race in the eyes of humans?”


  “I sense you’re trying to build this up to an epiphany,” Charlotte droned, waving him on. “Please hurry up and get to the point before I grow angry with you for your words.”


  “My point is you have an image problem,” Daniel clarified. “All races do. You see, we’re so busy killing each other, raping each other, and plotting against one another, that it doesn’t leave a lot of room for building trust, relationships, or safety with one another. If witches didn’t do all of the horrible things that you’re known for doing, if you treated humans with respect and equality instead of as seed sacks or cattle, then progress can be made to build an alliance between our races.”


  “You haven’t answered the first question yet,” Charlotte snidely reminded him. “How exactly are you going to arrange-”


  “That my race will mate with you so you can continue to live on?” Daniel quipped with a smirk. Charlotte slowly nodded as the man had a smug grin on his face. “Simple. Once your image problem has been removed, then you’ll be free game.”


  “Free game?” Charlotte repeated in bewilderment. “What do you mean by that?”


  “You know what stumped me about Queen Victoria’s question?” Daniel quizzed her. “The way it was phrased. And I wasn’t able to find a solution until I finally saw why that was. Monsters need men to breed. Any monster race I talk to would of course be concerned about not receiving any men to breed with should such alliances be made. But the way Queen Victoria phrased her concerns, the reason why the monarch of Flairwood showed issue for such an idea, and the way you are thinking about this process right now is why it seems so hard for all of us.”


  “And just how I am being problematic by inquiring how your race plans on providing men for us?” Charlotte inquired.


  “Because you’re asking that humanity just gives you men to have sex with,” Daniel sharply told her, surprising the witch. “That’s what Queen Victoria was worried about. How will I arrange it so we give her men to breed with. She wasn’t thinking about men choosing to be with her because they wanted to, she was only thinking about when the men would be brought to her, one way or another. As if my race would relinquish men to her in some form of tribute for peaceful relations. That’s why I didn’t have an answer for her then. Because this arrangement wouldn’t work that way at all.”


  “I don’t understand you once again,” Charlotte sighed shaking her head.


  “That’s because you’re thinking with your womb and not your heart,” Daniel retorted, further surprising the witch. “The ant girls, the giant butterflies, the elves, and even you witches; whenever I tried talking about peace and living together, about humans choosing to be with members of your race, what did you do? The first place all of you go to is, ‘So how are you going to give us men to breed with?’ And here’s the answer to that. I’m not. I’m not handing over a single man to any race. That’s not how this works.”


  “Then how are we going to be able to breed?” Charlotte loudly demanded.


  “By attracting men who genuinely want to be with you!” Daniel shouted back, startling the witch. “After speaking to so many races about this same idea, it’s become painfully clear that none of you believe a man will ever want to be with you. You’re all convinced that you have to be given a man in some way or else you have to take them. Remember that image problem of yours? Where do you think it comes from, my grace? Where?”


  Charlotte tried to utter something in response, but the words appeared to be caught in her throat as she was unable to form a reply.


  “How many men are held captive in Rystone?” Daniel asked, getting only silence from the woman. “How many men are held captive by witches and treated like sex slaves, objects, or tools? How many men have you hexed and raped in your life?”


  “That’s… none of your business.”


  “My business is fostering peaceful relations between humans and other races,” Daniel argued. “My business is forming a future where your kind are treated as equals, where they can have husbands and fathers in their lives, where they can have allies in both humans and other races who can help them when trouble appears. My business is putting an end to the goddamn cycle of rape and revenge between our races, and I’m having a hell of a time doing that when you and other races out there are being so absurdly stubborn and single-minded!”


  Charlotte stared at him surprise as he took a moment to calm himself and take a drink of his tea. After a while of silence passed he breathed slowly and proceeded to speak again in a normal tone.


  “This is how it’s going to work for you witches and many other races out there. You need to fix your image in this world so humans don’t see you in the same light that they do with monsters like those in The Sisterhood. You need to stop acting like monsters, you need to stop thinking like monsters, and you need to start behaving like well-mannered women and children of Eden. Because let me tell you, Charlotte, as your friend, if you and your kind continue down the path you’re on then it’s never going to get better. You’ll always be alone, hated, and vulnerable.”


  “I didn’t expect you to speak so brashly in front of me, Daniel Sorres,” Charlotte cautiously remarked.


  “I’m sorry, but my patience for this issue is nearly done. Every race I see and speak with, it’s always the same. They think they have to be monsters in order to survive. They think they have to force men into giving them their seeds. They think that’s the only way they can live. If you fix your image problem and show the world you’re not monsters, that you’re nothing like those who love to rape and kill in this world, then you can start attracting men who genuinely want to be with you.”


  “You really think a man will ever-”


  “For crying out loud, Charlotte, I’ve been having sex with Alyssa regularly ever since we left Eston,” Daniel droned with a roll of his eyes. “I’m perfectly fine bragging that her ass is mine and you can be damned sure I’ll kill anyone who tries to take her from me. I love her. I want to marry her. I want to have a family with her.”


  “You want… to marry her?” Charlotte asked in awe.


  “I do. You know, I started this journey by searching for proof of my beliefs; monsters who weren’t really monsters but rather misunderstood and in need of a helping hand to show it. I found many wonderful examples of different races who all believe in my dream for a better world, and in turn I found many beautiful women who I love and cherish in a way I never thought possible. As ironic as it is, I too was the proof I’ve been searching for all this time, because I’m a man who took all those girls out there as my mates because I love them, because I want to be the man in their lives. So don’t you dare try and lie to me by saying no man will ever love a witch, because I think I’ve already proven otherwise by now.”


  Charlotte paused for a moment with a stunned look on her face, opened her mouth to speak and failed to do so, then looked down in careful consideration of what she just heard.


  “There’s your answer, my grace,” Daniel told her. “We can live together in peace and be seen as equals, only if your race is willing to help with that. Clean up your image in the world, prove to everyone you’re not heartless monsters or sadistic rapists, and even though that may take time and effort on your part, after you accomplish those tasks then you’ll see the truth that’s been right in front of you all this time.”


  “What truth is that?” she carefully asked him.


  “That your race, the centaurs, the elves, the ant girls; all of you are attractive in your own right. You all have your own beauty that shines incredibly bright when allowed, and you all have amazing and wonderful talents that are indeed worthy of praise and respect. Once humans no longer see you as monsters or enemies, once they see that you pose them no danger, that’s when they’ll start to see you for who you truly are. And then you’re all free game.”


  “Free game,” Charlotte repeated. “You mean…”


  “With your beauty, talents, and caring hearts, men won’t fear being in your clutches. They’ll be vying for your affection instead. That’s the trick to making this work. It’s not about men being given to you, it’s about men wanting to be with you.”


  “Are you saying we’ll be desirable in a man’s eyes just as a human woman is?” Charlotte asked with uncertainty. “That a man would ever truly look at us with admiration or even love?”


  “If you don’t believe such an idea coming from me, ask my mates what they think,” Daniel winked at her. Charlotte leaned back in her chair as she contemplated such a notion, trying to imagine a situation where a man would voluntarily choose a witch over a human woman out of pure affection and with no strings attached.


  “Have you ever wanted a husband, my grace?” Daniel asked, startling the witch who quickly blushed and stammered something in response. “I’ll take that as a maybe. Well, you should know you’ll have much better luck finding one to be happy with if the man truly wants to be with you, not because he has no other choice.”


  “You… you think a man would ever… want to marry me?” Charlotte scoffed, looking away and trying to force a laugh. “That’s… that’s just ridiculous.”


  “It is if you’re a wicked witch,” Daniel agreed, earning a worried glance from Charlotte. “If you’re a loving woman and considerate person like Alyssa has proven herself to be with me, then it’s not such a ridiculous idea at all. Take some time to think about it, if it’s something you or any witches in your town would ever want, and consider the fact that you all could have that in your lives, if only you would be willing to try and make it happen.”


  “Yeah, I’ll give it some thought,” Charlotte quietly replied, taking another drink from her cup before glancing towards the archway.


  “Good to hear. Now, are there any other problems with my ideas that you wanted to discuss with me?”


  “No, not tonight. It’s late and I should be returning to Rystone. I have other matters that need my attention,” she answered, shaking her head and setting down the cup. “Thank you for the tea, Daniel. And… for proving me right.”


  “I did? With what?”


  “I had hoped you would have been worth my time and patience after we went our separate ways,” Charlotte smirked at him. “I had faith you would have been. And it seems you’ve proven me correct. I certainly do respect this Daniel Sorres far more than the bumbling boy who trespassed in my town on that night.”


  “Glad to hear it. I’m rather proud of the man I’ve become too, and I have my lovely family to thank for that. I don’t know where I would be right now if it wasn’t for them.”


  “Probably dead in ditch somewhere,” Charlotte shrugged. After an uncomfortable pause from Daniel the witch giggled and shook her head. “Just joking with you, Daniel. Turnabout is fair play after all.”


  “Well played, my grace,” Daniel conceded with a small smile. The witch hopped off her chair and began walking towards the archway, with the squirrel on her shoulder running up to her hand that she then covered with the other. With a fanciful toss she threw out her brown cloak from her hands that she swiftly fastened around her neck, giving the cape a brush with her arm to fluff it out before she stopped before leaving the hall.


  “One last question, Daniel,” she said, glancing back to him. “You claim we have an image problem in the eyes of humans, and this may very well be the case. That said, what could we do to clean up our poor image?”


  “Like I said, stop acting like monsters,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “Show the world your generosity, your heart, your compassion. Show humanity that you would be perfect candidates for friends, allies, and even wives. Bewitch us with kindness and love.”


  “You don’t say,” Charlotte quietly mused, then nodded at him with a curious smile. “I’ll be sure to write that down when I return. Thank you for the advice. Goodnight, Daniel Sorres.”


  “Goodnight, Charlotte,” Daniel said with a small wave.


  The witch eyed him over one last time before walking off, making her way across the main court towards the doors, until she suddenly stopped in the middle. She paused for a second before chuckling to herself as she lightly tapped the wand against her thigh.


  “And, Alyssa?” she knowingly called out before looking over to the side. Keeping close to the wall outside the dining hall was Alyssa and the rest of the girls, minus Specca, Pip, and Snapper as they were still sleeping, and Rolian who was actually sticking to the wall above them. Although they all appeared to be nervous from being spotted by the witch, Falla stood out as she had a deep blush on her cheeks and seemed to be taking shaky, deep breaths to help calm herself down.


  “Yes, my grace?” Alyssa replied with a cringe.


  “It’s rather rude to eavesdrop on a private conversation,” Charlotte reminded her. “Don’t let me catch you doing so again.”


  “Yes, my grace,” Alyssa whimpered, lowering her head in shame.


  “Good. Now make yourself useful and watch over that man in there,” Charlotte ordered, earning a curious look from Alyssa and the other girls. “I’m rather interested to see if his quest will bear fruit. Make sure the odds are in his favor.”


  “My grace?” Alyssa wondered.


  “Does this mean you believe in his cause?” Doku asked.


  “I’m curious for what will happen next,” Charlotte cryptically replied. “That should be good enough for you.”


  She gave them a simple wave before leaving the hall, gently closing the door behind her and speaking not a word more to the girls. They turned to each other in question before noticing Daniel leaning against the archway while smirking at them with a raised eyebrow.


  “Girls?”


  “Um…. hi, Daniel,” Luna weakly said.


  “Master, I… uh… we…” Sheal stammered in a fluster.


  “We were just… um…” Doku tried to say.


  “We couldn’t hear you in the bedroom,” Cindy explained. “So we came out here to listen.”


  “Cindy,” Alyssa hushed her.


  “Why did you lie to that alpha witch?” Felucia asked. “Wouldn’t telling her the truth with how you killed the gemini make her like you more? I mean you did slay a near-immortal Darker One, why not brag to everyone about that feat?”


  “The only way I could have explained how I killed the gemini would be to tell her about Ragnarok,” Daniel reasoned. “That alone would have risen so many more questions from her, some of which I don’t have the answers for. I didn’t want to bring up that sword’s existence if I could help it, especially since I don’t know what exactly it is I’m dealing with regarding that thing. For now, I want to keep that particular detail quiet until I know more about Ragnarok myself. Given how dangerous it is, I want to be careful with who I reveal it to.”


  “A wise decision, master,” Sheal complimented. “No offense to Alyssa here, but you never know if you can trust a witch or not when it comes to otherworldly power and relics.”


  “A little offense is taken from that, Sheal,” Alyssa flatly commented.


  “Daniel?” Luna asked, helping to hold up her sister who appeared to be quivering uncontrollably in delight. “I think Falla is really starved for sex. She started getting really horny in the bedroom after you left and I don’t think she can hold it in anymore.”


  “I imagine she did,” Daniel said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry if that was a little too much for you, Falla.”


  “If what was too much?” Doku asked. “What are you talking about, dear?”


  “I’m so… hot…” Falla panted with a hungry eye on Daniel. “And… wet. You did this to me, didn’t you, Daniel?”


  “Guilty as charged,” Daniel remarked with a shrug. “My apologies, but I needed a little help speaking with Charlotte about a sensitive matter. I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed a small boost from your aura.”


  “Her aura?” Alyssa wondered, with all eyes turning to Falla as she slowly began calming down now that Daniel wasn’t drawing upon her aura with his magic. “Daniel? You were using Synergy on Falla from the dining hall?”


  “Falla has a unique gift,” Daniel complimented with a knowing smile. “She’s able to speak without fear the most imaginative lies and difficult truths with the straightest face you’ve ever seen. Her cunning is incredible without question, and something that I’ve often felt touching me whenever I drew upon her aura in the past.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Felucia asked, shaking her head.


  “Thanks for helping me out in there,” Daniel winked at Falla. “I was caught a little off-guard with her sudden visit, something I wish I could have had more time to properly prepare for, and didn’t want to miss this opportunity to help sway her onto our side. I hope you can forgive me for doing that to you without your permission.”


  “You kidding?” Falla purred with a slick smile. “You can do that to me whenever you want. Though for the record I prefer it when you physically act upon me to make me feel that way.”


  “As do I,” Daniel agreed with a twitch of his eyebrow.


  Falla glanced around at the girls with a smug look as she felt elated from receiving special treatment and arousal from Daniel, with the maids and Cindy watching her curiously as they didn’t understand any of what they were talking about, while the other girls expressed amusement and also some jealous smirks towards their co-mate.


  “Lucky bitch,” Alyssa dryly mentioned, getting a giggle from Falla in return. She shook her head at the giant butterfly before turning to Daniel with a curious eye, the little witch slowly stepping towards him as something about the conversation she had overheard earlier returned to the forefront of her mind.


  “Um… Daniel? Did you mean what you said in there? You… you want to marry me?”


  “You girls already know I love you and wish to have families with you,” he replied with a shrug. “I think you can imagine what that will entail in our near future.”


  “How near?” Alyssa eagerly asked. “How near in the near future? Like, is there a date set already or-”


  “Get your ass to bed now, little lady,” he ordered, pointing to the bedroom. “This is something we’ll discuss at a later date.”


  “You mean my ass which is your property?” Alyssa purred with a coy smile, wiggling her rear in excitement.


  “Go,” Daniel loudly said, with the girls quickly rushing off to the bedroom with giggles while Sheal, Rolian, and Felucia remained behind. As they rounded the entryway and entered the bedchamber, with Alyssa halting at the archway to flash Daniel her panties one more time before heading inside, Daniel shook his head a bit with an amused chuckle as he heard the playful laughter of his harem inside the bedroom.


  “Master?” Sheal asked, stepping closer. “Your most puzzling conversation regarding Falla’s… aura aside, is everything alright between you and the alpha witch?”


  “I believe so. She just had some concerns about my beliefs that she needed help with understanding. I think I convinced her they’re not so crazy after all.”


  “Is that all she came here for? Just to ask you some questions about your beliefs?”


  “No,” Daniel said, shaking his head and glancing to the doors. “I get the feeling there was more to her visit than what was brought up. But I suppose those answers will have to wait for another day.”


  “I see,” Sheal acknowledged. “I’m glad to hear there aren’t any problems between you two.”


  “As am I,” Daniel said as he started walking towards the bedroom. He stopped and glanced back to the three girls, with Rolian watching him curiously on the wall, Sheal showing a focused gaze on him with a slowly waving tail, and Felucia having a bored look on her face while she gazed at the doors as if contemplating escaping her current situation right then and there.


  “This is awkward. I know we agreed you’ll be our new maids, but I don’t think we’ve discussed your sleeping arrangements yet.”


  “I’ve got a nest in the dining hall, I’m good,” Rolian assured him with a thumbs-up.


  “Yes, we did notice that earlier,” Daniel sighed. “I suppose for now you can just sleep in there.”


  “I’ll sleep outside, if it’s okay with you,” Sheal raspingly proposed. “I prefer to be around a fire during the night anyway. Plus I can keep watch for your family when they return. I’ll be sure to let you know as soon as I see them.”


  “That would be nice of you, Sheal. Thank you.”


  “I don’t sleep,” Felucia dryly stated. “At all. I don’t need a bed or anything.”


  She marched up to Daniel and got in his face with a stern scowl while he continued to show a calm expression towards her.


  “Though I will be joining you in the bedroom, master. I have to make sure my baby is okay while everyone else is asleep, and I need to make sure you don’t try and stick your damned penis into her at any time during the night.”


  “Oh good, the girls will be overjoyed to hear of this,” Daniel flatly remarked.


  “Oh shut up. I’m not going to eat you or your girls while you’re asleep, my Cindy would never forgive me if I did such a thing. I’m just going to make sure you keep your hands and genitals off my baby girl. That’s it. And if I catch you trying to shove your dick into my daughter, I’ll rip it off and shove it down your fucking throat instead! You hear me?”


  “I’m starting to get the impression you just don’t like me, Felucia,” Daniel casually replied, earning a frustrated growl from the woman. “At any rate, you can relax; we’re not going to be engaging in anything carnal tonight. Not until the rest of our family is reunited with us.”


  “Good,” Felucia sharply said, giving him a warning glare before looking away with a huff.


  “Well, I guess that settles it then,” Daniel said to the other maids. “Have a good night, you two.”


  “Sleep well, master,” Rolian giggled with a wave.


  “Sweet dreams, master,” Sheal said with a curtsey.


  Daniel nodded and headed towards the bedroom archway with Felucia while Rolian skittered off towards the dining hall, slipping out Juggy from her pouch and coddling the bottle with giddy laughter, and Sheal began walking towards the doorway. Before she opened it the salamander woman glanced to the side and watched Daniel and Felucia walking into the bedroom and immediately coming to a halt with a jump.


  “We’re ready for bed, Daniel,” Alyssa sweetly called out.


  “Cuddle time!” Luna cheered. “Cuddle time! Cuddle time!”


  “Hurry up, Daniel,” Falla coyly insisted.


  “We miss you, dear,” Doku shyly said.


  “Look, Daniel!” Cindy joyfully exclaimed. “Look! This is what you like, right? Right?”


  “Why is my Cindy naked?” Felucia roared at Daniel, the man smiling weakly and holding up his hands as he saw his harem gathered atop the bed without any clothing on whatsoever. “You said you weren’t going to be doing anything, so why is my baby girl fully naked on your bed? You fucking pervert, you’ve been touching her already, haven’t you? Haven’t you?”


  “Oh, this is going to be a long night,” Daniel sighed as he walked into the room.


  “Cindy, manifest your clothes back on right now!” Felucia ordered as she stormed in after. “Right now, young lady! Goddammit, stop bouncing them in front of Daniel! Manifest your clothes on this instant!”


  Sheal slowly shook her head as she heard the girls yelling and arguing in the bedroom before she smiled with a faint wisp of smoke coming from her mouth.


  “I think I’m going to like it here.”


  


  Chapter 10


  In the Shadow of the Huntress


  In the world of Eden, there existed those of exceptional ability. From great physical prowess, strict control over the mysterious ether, or possession of a skill that shined brighter than most; these talented folk were respected and admired for their outstanding abilities. They might inspire hope in some, fear in others, or perhaps spur those who shared interest in their craft to reach for newer heights in order to match them. Maybe they would be thought of as teachers, role models, or even legends if their triumphs were so great. But no matter what title they earned, it was important to remember one thing.


  Before they became masters of their craft, they too were once beginners.


  *****


  After a long night the sun finally began to rise once more. The beams of bright celestial radiance pierced the cloudy sky above and gleamed across the countryside near the towering mountains of Red Peak. Nestled at the base of the steep cliffs was an expansive abbey, its walls standing strong to protect those inside while statues of harpies that rested atop the monastery were basked in the sunlight as they constantly stood watch over those resting beneath. Though the day was just beginning, many were already busy with their morning chores, while others continued to rest as they recovered their strength and spirits after troubling times.


  “Good morning,” Bermuda cheerily said to a passing troll, the larger monster wearing a simple gray dress with bandages covering her head and right eye. The troll smiled slightly as she waved to the passing arachne who skittered by with a heavenly aura surrounding her.


  “Good morning, Estiva,” she said to a lycan, the wolf having similar resident garb on along with her arm in a sling while she waved to the arachne with the other.


  “Good morning, child. You seem to be in high spirits today as always.”


  “Oh yes,” Bermuda giggled. “I’ve been looking forward to today, it’s finally time.”


  “Really? I thought they weren’t serving the Icida flounder until this weekend.”


  “No, I’m not talking about exotic fish, Estiva. Although now that you mention it that does sound really good and you’ve gotten my stomachs rumbling. But today is a special day for me. It’s practice day with father!”


  The arachne hopped and wiggled her abdomen as she had stars in her many eyes, something that only brought a small laugh and amused grin to the lycan.


  “Ah, honing your magical craft again, I see. So I should expect the walls and ceilings to be shaking later as usual?”


  “No, no,” Bermuda insisted waving her arms. “Today’s the day I prove to father and all of you that I can control myself with my magic. All I have to do is use less of it this time and problem solved. How hard could that be?”


  “Child, I’ve known you for about three months now,” the lycan told her with a worrying smirk. “And in all that time, every day you have practice with your dear old dad is another day this place threatens to buckle from the explosions you set off.”


  “It hasn’t been that bad,” Bermuda groaned.


  “I remember screaming for my life the first time you had ‘practice’ with your father. I thought Shadow’s Refuge was under attack, and in a way I wasn’t wrong.”


  “Everything was under control, I just blew up a bit more of the courtyard that day than normal,” Bermuda huffed. “You’re not remembering how it happened correctly, likely from that head injury that brought you here in the first place.”


  “Is that so?” a harpy asked walking up behind her, the woman dressed in a white and golden skirt and frilly top that barely covered her bouncy bosom underneath. Her hair was held back in a fluffy pony tail while her raven locks had colorful crystals fastened to them, the same that decorated bands on her feet and on the pouch at her hip that had a red cross on it.


  “Well I remember the event quite clearly, Bermuda,” the harpy gently accused. “After all I was the one tending to Lynn and Terrea’s injuries afterwards.”


  “It wasn’t my fault they got hurt,” Bermuda scoffed in a fluster. “They shouldn’t have been hanging around so close when I was practicing such powerful magic.”


  “So close? Dear, they were in the opposite wing of the monastery away from where you were practicing with your father on your rather lackluster self-control exercises. The blast knocked over practically everything that wasn’t nailed down in this place, as well as toppled a bookshelf onto those two poor girls.”


  “It wasn’t… that big of a blast,” Bermuda shyly argued. “And Lynn and Terrea didn’t have that severe of injuries.”


  “Lynn’s tail was crushed by the bookshelf and needed to be set in a brace,” the harpy dryly reminded her. “And Terrea’s wing was in no better shape, she’s lucky it’s still able to move and let her fly.”


  Bermuda slumped down as the lycan and harpy gave her knowing leers, the young arachne blushing slightly before clearing her throat and quickly skittering off with a friendly wave.


  “Well… today’s going to be different! Just you wait and see! I’ve got a good feeling about this upcoming lesson!”


  “That’s what you said last time,” the harpy reminded her. “And that was when I had to remove broken glass from three of our patients who were unfortunate to be walking by the windows that day.”


  “I’ve got it under control this time, Paka! I promise!”


  “She’s said that before too,” the lycan sighed, shaking her head.


  “Well, you have to admire her resolve,” the harpy reasoned with a shrug. “If nothing else, she’s at least determined to be as capable a caster as her father is.”


  “Yeah,” the lycan agreed as she started walking away. “I’ll be admiring it from the far eastern court today. I’ll return to my room after the booms and screaming stop.”


  “I think… I’ll go warn the other nurses that we may have a busy day today,” the harpy weakly said before trotting off as well.


  “Today is the day, today is the day,” Bermuda confidently chanted to herself with a bold smile. “Today is the day I make my father proud! Yeah! What day is that? Oh, it’s today. Oh yeah!”


  She skittered through the residence with a bobbing abdomen and cheery demeanor, waving to residents she passed who were up and about that morning along with a few other harpies roaming the halls while tending to their patients. The arachne moved along the carpet at a brisk pace, skittered up along a wall to pass overhead a group of goblins with covers over their mouths, waved to the monsters who waved back with muffled murmurs while a few harpies continued guiding them down the hall, then made her way around the corner and down onto the ground again. She passed an orc who had to walk with a crutch as her left leg was amputated below the knee, she moved aside for a naga to slowly slither by with a harpy helping her and reminding her to keep the section of her tail that had scars and healing sheets pressed onto it off the ground, and then resumed skittering along through beams of sunlight shining through the windows as she slowly showed a worried frown and less energy in her movement.


  “I do feel a little selfish,” Bermuda sighed. “I shouldn’t be so cavalier in front of the residents like that, it’s not fair to them. Those poor women are going to be struggling just to get through the day, and here I am projecting so much happiness and personal joy in front of them because I get to spend quality time with my beloved father. I should be more considerate of their plights.”


  She came to a stop and took a slow breath, pausing for a while before hopping to attention again.


  “Nope, can’t get sad right now. I’ve been waiting all week for this day; there is nothing that can ruin that for me. I guess I’ll have to try and deal with how horrible a person I really am later, right now I’m just too excited! Yeah! Today is the day! Today is the day! Go, Bermuda, because today is the day!”


  She quickly skittered off again while chanting to herself in growing self-assurance, something that lasted until she headed past a stairwell that had Syliandanchevas walking out of. The fey was carrying a book with what appeared to be hundreds of loose papers inside, the woman going through one of the pages closely while cradling the book in one arm and adjusting her glasses with her hand. Neither saw each other coming as they were lost in thought, which resulted in a hard crash and papers flying through the air over their collapsed bodies.


  “Ow,” Bermuda whined, rubbing her head before jumping with a startle as she saw the fey sighing in withheld annoyance under her. “Oh, Silly! I’m so sorry, I didn’t see-”


  “Bermuda,” Syliandanchevas sternly warned.


  “I mean… Syliandanchevas,” Bermuda corrected with a nervous smile. She quickly scrambled off the fey and began collecting the papers strewn about around them. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention. That was completely my fault. I should have been watching where I was going.”


  “All true points, Bermuda,” Syliandanchevas snippily agreed as she got onto her feet, holding her head with her hair dropping down over her face.


  “I’m sorry, I’ll get these for you right away,” Bermuda promised as she hurried to pick up all the pages. “I’m all over it. Sorry again, I’m just a little excited. Today’s the day-”


  “I know!” Syliandanchevas snapped, halting Bermuda with a squeak. “I’ve got the day circled in red on my calendar. I know what today is. Today’s the day you narrowly avoid blowing up Shadow’s Refuge again while training with your father who has shown unbelievable patience with you up till this point. Do me a favor and please refrain from obliterating more than the courtyard you’re in this time, will you? This is supposed to be a place of rest and recovery for our patients, not a tomb to bury them in under all the burning rubble you cast down upon us every time you practice your damned magic!”


  “Silly?” Bermuda faintly asked, then gasped as the fey brushed aside her hair and revealed her face. Her eyes were glaring, her lip was flinching in her scowl, her hair was frazzled, and her hands sharply brushed down her clothes to straighten them out. But what Bermuda quickly noticed besides the fey’s sudden mood shift wasn’t the mean look she was now displaying, but rather another difference that quickly brought fear over the arachne.


  She was missing her glasses.


  “Oh… my,” Bermuda panicked before hastily searching through the toppled papers in search of the missing spectacles while the fey tapped her hoof with a flustered huff.


  “What did I say about calling me that goddamned ridiculous nickname?” Syliandanchevas demanded. “You’re unbelievable, Bermuda! You never listen to me! Why does nobody listen to me around here? I’m trying to get an insane amount of work done and keep things running properly in this miserable place, all I want is a little respect in return! That’s not asking too much, is it? Answer me!”


  “No, not at all,” Bermuda hastily agreed as she frantically flipped though the papers.


  “Then look at me when I’m talking to you! It’s rude enough that you run into me while daydreaming about your stupid playdate with your dad, not to mention you scattered my work to the four fucking winds thanks to your lack of awareness, but you calling me that accursed name over and over again is making my blood boil! Are you listening to me?”


  “I am so sorry, Sill- erm, I mean, Syliandanchevas,” Bermuda insisted with a nervous smile.


  “Oh I bet you are, I can really feel it right now,” Syliandanchevas sneered at her. She started swiping up the papers in a tirade, with each of her frustrated growls and shouts only causing Bermuda to flinch and hasten her search. After flinging aside a few more pages she found the glasses in question. She quickly picked them up, examined for any cracks or smudges, then turned to see Syliandanchevas tripping and dropping the papers again all over the floor.


  “God fucking dammit!” the fey yelled, stomping her hooves and yanking on her hair. “Oh… oh, I am so through with this shit! Chaos is going to rain down today, you bet your ass it will! I am so through with this… goddamned… piss poor… fucking excuse for a… to hell with it all and…”


  “Hey, Silly,” Bermuda called out. The fey twitched before turning to face her with a red face and snarling rage.


  “What the hell did I just get done telling you?” she yelled, shaking her arms in a fit. Without pause Bermuda rushed forward and placed the glasses on the woman’s face, halting her rampage as she jumped a bit before looking at the lenses in front of her eyes.


  “Found them,” Bermuda weakly cheered with a nervous smile. “Good as new too, thank goodness. Can you see okay now, Sil-… Syliandanchevas?”


  “O-Oh,” the fey murmured, gently adjusting the glasses as she appeared to quickly calm down. She paused for a moment before blinking and looking around with a gentle demeanor again. “Oh… yes, that… that’s much better. Thank you, Bermuda.”


  “Of course, anytime,” the arachne breathed out in relief. “Sorry again for all the trouble. I really am. You… you’re not mad at me, are you?”


  “N… no,” Syliandanchevas said, shaking her head a little before eyeing the papers all around them. She started collecting them into her book again, with Bermuda assisting her while watching the woman closely.


  “No, I’m not mad at you, Bermuda. Sorry if I was a little upset with you just now. I’m just dealing with a lot this morning. I don’t mean to take it out on you.”


  “It’s alright, I had it coming,” Bermuda insisted with a forced smile. “I’ll try to be careful from now on. I need to stay focused today, especially if I don’t want to fail father’s lesson… again.”


  “You’ll do fine, Bermuda. Just… hold back a bit more than you usually do,” Syliandanchevas reasoned with a hopeful smile at her. “You have a great talent for controlling the magics of the ether, and your reserves are as plentiful as those from your father. You need only strengthen your control over the spells you cast, and then I’m sure you’ll make your father beam with joy from his daughter’s efforts.”


  “I hope so,” Bermuda softly prayed. She took a slow breath before handing Syliandanchevas the rest of her paperwork, the two standing up again while the fey hopped the book a bit in her arms to better balance it.


  “It will be okay, Bermuda,” Syliandanchevas assured her. “If I may ask, when is your lesson with your father?”


  “This morning,” Bermuda squealed with a hop. “I’m so excited. He’s usually only available to tutor me after dark, but today he has an early opening and said we could practice within the hour. That’s a great omen for today’s lesson, right? It’s a bright and sunny day, father’s got time this morning to spend with his daughter, and I got my morning chores done in record time too. I’ve got a good feeling about today.”


  “Well that’s fantastic, Bermuda,” Syliandanchevas kindly replied. “Say, do you think you could extend an invite to your newest friends to join you? I’m sure they would love to see it.”


  “Um… I’m not sure about that,” Bermuda shyly said, looking away and slumping back. “I still need a lot of practice before I’m as good as father. I’m not ready to show them anything yet, I might just embarrass myself if I don’t keep things under control this time.”


  “Perhaps having your friends nearby will help you. Plus I’m sure Max would love to see what you can do. Remember, he was unconscious during your… rescue of them at Trixton Pass. He hasn’t even seen what Bermuda Avelrian is capable of yet.”


  “I blew up half of his house,” Bermuda moped. “I think he has a pretty good idea of what I’m capable of.”


  “Please, Bermuda?” Syliandanchevas tiredly asked. “It would be a great opportunity for you and your new friends to grow closer. Not to mention it’s been days since they’ve arrived here, and so far Max and Lelu spend all their time either in their room or in your father’s observatory. It would do them both some good to meet new faces and see more of Shadow’s Refuge while they stay here. This is a perfect chance for them to see that not all monsters are as bad as they believe they are.”


  “They share a room with Grace,” Bermuda dryly reminded her. “Nobody here is as bad as she is, and yet they sleep in the same room perfectly fine.”


  “Then it shouldn’t be a problem for you to show them more of our lovely home,” Syliandanchevas quipped with a smirk, her hand slowly lowering her glasses to the end of her nose while her eyes conveyed a slightly threatening gleam that made the arachne gulp nervously. “Now, are you going to help your friends step outside of their comfort zone, or I am going to have to persuade you in a different way?”


  “You wouldn’t,” Bermuda worried.


  Syliandanchevas narrowed her eyes a bit as she began to slowly remove her glasses, something Bermuda quickly grew anxious from as the more distance they got from the fey’s face the more that chilling gleam in her eyes began to grow into a dark glare.


  “Okay!” Bermuda cried out. “I’ll… I’ll ask if they want to spectate my lesson today. And then… we’ll take a walk around the gardens outside and maybe speak to some of the residents out there. How’s that?”


  “It’s a start,” Syliandanchevas reasoned, putting the glasses back on and showing a calm smile at the arachne now. “Thank you, Bermuda.”


  “That’s not fair doing that,” Bermuda complained. “You know she scares the crap out of me.”


  “I’m sorry, but I have enough to be dealing with this morning. I didn’t feel like arguing with you any further on the matter.”


  “Fine,” Bermuda sighed in defeat while turning around. “I’ll go ask them right away.”


  “Before you go,” the fey quickly said. “Do not mention our special resident to them. Master VelRyan has omitted telling them thus far as well.”


  “Special resident? Oh… you mean her. Right. But why can’t we tell them about her? Wouldn’t it make them feel better knowing… you know… that a real angel is here?”


  “Introducing them to some of our other residents may be enough of a challenge,” Syliandanchevas worried. “But a real angel isn’t like most monsters and not one that they’re ready to meet just yet. Angels are indeed a special case, and her being here is something that has Master VelRyan a little concerned. We don’t yet know why she’s here or what hurt her so badly out there.”


  “Yeah, seeing an angel bloodied up like that was a little worrisome,” Bermuda admitted. “But still, some of the other residents know of her. They saw her being brought in by the harpies. It’s not like we can keep it a secret from Max and the girls for long.”


  “For now, try to downplay the fact that we have an angel from the heavens in critical condition here,” Syliandanchevas requested. “We’ve instructed the nurses to do the same, and to keep the residents who saw her at ease as well. An angel being here, especially one in such terrible condition, may cause some anxiety among the residents, and the last thing we want is for there to be a panic.”


  “Alright, I’ll do my best,” Bermuda promised. She turned to skitter away before looking back at the fey with a worried frown. “Syliandanchevas? Is this why father is teaching me this morning instead of the evening?”


  “Very likely. Expect Master VelRyan to be very busy while that angel is staying here. Healing her is going to be a bit of a challenge, and we have no idea if whatever caused her injuries is still outside our walls. You may practice your magic with him this morning as he has allotted the time for, but after that leave him to his work that demands his utmost attention. And that includes giving Max and Lelu something to do other than playing in his observatory.”


  “I understand,” Bermuda softly agreed.


  “Everything will be alright,” Syliandanchevas gently assured her. “We’ll get that poor dear fixed up and on her way soon enough. Things will settle down here again. You just focus on your duties, and helping Max and Lelu feel more at home here.”


  “You can count on me,” Bermuda promised. She skittered off down the hallway, leaving the fey to begin her walk in the opposite direction while looking through the papers. She soon stopped as she saw a smudge in the corner of her lens. Setting the book down at her feet she removed the glasses with closed eyes and gently rubbed the lenses with her shirt.


  “I swear,” she quietly said with a bite. Opening her eyes revealed a cold gleam in them while her lips twitched with a bitter scowl. “Whatever attacked that angel better not come snooping around here. If it dares go near my man… oh… I’ll make it wish the angel had killed it instead.”


  Putting her spectacles back on she then picked up the book of papers and hopped it up close to her chest, a curious and somewhat nervous demeanor returning over her as she trotted off while going through the paperwork with worried eyes and a nervous stutter.


  *****


  Bermuda’s hasty movement towards her friends’ room was now filled with different emotions than just excitement for her upcoming lesson with her father and dread that she might once again screw it up like usual.


  “Okay, this is fine, Bermuda,” she nervously said to herself. “Inviting Max and Lelu to watch me practice magic with father, there’s nothing wrong with that. Nothing at all… unless I make a complete fool of myself in front of them!”


  Skittering around a bend she walked up alongside the wall and kept going forward while beneath her a harpy slowly guided a desuwraith with burns on her skin and bandages around the arms.


  “This is fine, Bermuda,” she promised herself. “Today’s the day, remember? That means today’s the day you succeed with controlling your magic. And what better day could there be when my newest friends will be there to see it? This is fine. You’re going to do fine; you’re not going to fail in front of Lelu or Max.”


  Rounding another corner she skittered down onto the floor behind a pair of gremlins with bandages on their tails and ears, the young arachne now blushing with a nervous squeal as she covered her face.


  “Oh god, Max is going to be there now? I can’t screw this up now, I just can’t! It’s bad enough I blew up his home, he must already have a poor opinion of my magical abilities, but now he’s going to be judging me with how I do today. C’mon, Bermuda, you have to pass the lesson. You have to show Max you’re not just some stupid spider with magic powers. Now’s your chance to impress him!”


  She halted with a squeak, covering her mouth with both hands as she froze up. Quickly she looked around and saw nobody nearby, her hands slowly lowering as she tried to calm herself and failed as she felt her heart pounding in her chest.


  “What am I saying? I’m not doing this to impress him. Why would I want to impress him? I’m doing this to impress my father. He’s the one I want to impress. Not Max. I shouldn’t care what Max thinks of me. Well, I mean I should. But not like that. It’s just… like that, right? Right? Oh dammit, this isn’t helping me stay focused at all!”


  She bounced atop her legs with a flustered whine, yanking on her hair and crying something in a gibberish mess that nobody nearby heard or could have understood anyway. Not long into her nervous episode she quickly slapped herself hard, breaking her free and regaining her senses.


  “Right,” she asserted, straightening her hair and shawl before skittering forward with determination. “It’s going to be alright, Bermuda. You’ve got this. You’re going to ace your lesson with father, you’re going to show Max and Lelu you know what you’re doing, you’re going to prove the residents here wrong in thinking I’m going to blow up Shadow’s Refuge one day, and you’re going to have a fantastic day with your new friends afterwards. Today. Is. The. Day!”


  She marched over in front of the door to her friends’ room, took a moment to breathe deeply and exhale in preparation, and then got ready to knock before coming to a stop as she heard voices inside.


  “Oh, Max,” Lelu moaned heavily. “It’s so tight.”


  “Hold still, will you?” Max grunted. “Lelu, I don’t… I don’t think it’s going to fit.”


  “Yes… it… can,” Lelu heaved. “It can. Just… do it… harder.”


  “You’re going to hurt yourself, Lelu. We should stop-”


  “No! I… can… handle it! Keep going! Don’t stop!”


  “Shouldn’t we try something different? I don’t think this is going to-”


  “We’ve already come this far, Max. Don’t back down now. Please, just… a little… more.”


  “You really are a handful, you know that?” Max complained.


  “So… I’ve… been… told,” Lelu moaned.


  Bermuda stared at the door with wide eyes as she heard Lelu grunting and moaning while Max was struggling to continue with their activity, something the arachne was quickly envisioning inside her head in various scenarios while a large blush formed on her cheeks.


  “Max… Lelu…” she breathed out. Pressing her ear to the door she heard the centaur and young boy inside while her imagination was beginning to run wild with what could be happening on the other side. With each passing second Bermuda’s legs began to wobble while her breathing became a little more ragged, her hands pressing against the door while she anxiously listened for what would happen next.


  “You two… are already… you’re…” she whispered in shock. “Oh… wow. Max… you… beast. I didn’t know you were already interested in such… things.”


  “What the fuck are you doing?” Grace asked. Hopping back with a squeak Bermuda returned to her senses, spinning around and spotting the young elf standing behind her. Laughing nervously Bermuda rubbed the back of her head while stammering some sort of nonsense, something Grace merely raised an eyebrow at while holding two plates in her hands, each containing bread, roasted pork, mashed corn, and strawberries. Her hair was up in her usual pigtails, however her tunic had been replaced by a more revealing variant, with dark embroidery patterns set across the green attire that barely covered her thighs and left her belly exposed in the front. Her short black and green fingerless gloves matched the tunic while on her upper left arm was a single brown band that she had recently taken an interest with wearing. Only her brown boots remained the same with her new outfit as she eyed over the arachne with her usual disparaging scowl.


  “If you’re just going to stand there and spout nonsense, make yourself useful and open the door, would ya?”


  “Um… about that,” Bermuda cautioned, glancing back to the door then the impatient elf.


  “For fuck’s sake, move it,” Grace scoffed, shoving the arachne aside then kicking the door hard. “Hey! Open up! I’ve got my hands full and Bermuda forgot how a door works!”


  “I think they’re… um… busy, Grace,” Bermuda warned with a nervous smile.


  “I don’t give a shit, I’m hungry. Hey! Fuckface! Open the door!”


  “Grace, you don’t understand, they’re-” Bermuda started to say before the door opened, much to her surprise.


  “Excuse me?” Lelu demanded with a huff. “Just who do you think you’re speaking to like that? Are your manners completely lost inside that festering walking corpse of yours?”


  Bermuda showed a puzzled look as the centaur and elf yelled at each other like always. However it wasn’t just the elf who had donned new clothing, as Lelu had also switched her attire, evidenced by the new frilly black and white laced skirt she wore below her human half, while her blouse had been switched out for a fancy white corset that made her large breasts much more prominent as they stuck out in front of her. Behind her head was a small white veil with a snowy flower resting above her ear, and Bermuda couldn’t help but notice the floral perfume the centaur was now wearing as well.


  “Move it, fatass!” Grace shouted as she stormed into the room and shoved Lelu aside. “Hey, bitch! I’ve got your breakfast this morning. What do you say?”


  “I think I prefer it when you call me your servant rather than that,” Max tiredly replied.


  “What was that?” Grace shouted. “I just walked all the way to the dining hall and picked up breakfast for you because you’re a scared little chickenshit who hides in his room all day! I did a nice thing for you, so show some fucking gratitude and thank me properly!”


  “I hate you so much,” Lelu fumed with anger and clenched fists. “You can’t talk to Max that way, you insufferable forest wench!”


  Bermuda skittered closer to the door and looked inside, seeing the girls again getting into each other’s faces in their argument while sitting on the middle bed inside the room was Max. It was clear Shadow’s Refuge had changed his appearance as well, as the boy had ditched his dirty overalls for a finer set of clothing to wear. Soft black shoes, fine brown leggings, a formal white shirt and black waistband, and he was no longer covered in smudges or dirt as he hadn’t been doing any laboring chores lately.


  “Max? Lelu?” she wondered.


  “Good morning, Bermuda,” Max said with a small wave.


  “Good… morning,” Bermuda confusedly replied as she entered the room. “What… what’s going on? What were you and Lelu doing earlier?”


  “What were we doing earlier?”


  “I was coming to greet you when I heard… some kind of struggle between you two. Is everything alright?”


  “Oh, that. Yeah, I was just trying to fasten Lelu’s corset,” Max explained with a shrug. “It was a really tight fit on her.”


  “With all that fat on her chest I’m not surprised,” Grace scoffed.


  “Aw, is someone jealous of my breasts?” Lelu sneered back. “If I were as flat as you I’d be in a terrible mood all day long as well I suppose. I always forget that’s why you act like there’s a stick up your ass, you’re just mad you have no boobs.”


  “I don’t need fucking globs for tits to look attractive!” Grace shouted back in a fluster. “And I certainly don’t need to shove them into everyone’s face just to feel good about myself! You’re fucking pathetic, you know that? You’re only dressed like a whore to beg for that boy’s attention, you’re so desperate for that scrawny twig it makes me sick. Or maybe that’s the horrible stench of skunk you sprayed on yourself. Go do us all a favor and jump off a cliff!”


  “Perhaps I was mistaken,” Lelu snidely retorted. “It’s not just your complete lack of breasts you’re upset about; I wager there really is a stick up your ass. How very sad.”


  “Girls, please,” Max tiredly spoke up. “Could we go one day without you two arguing? Let’s just calm down, there’s no reason to fight.”


  “I’ve got better shit to be doing today than talking to a fat cow anyway,” Grace snapped at Lelu. She walked by and shoved a plate into Max’s arms before heading over to her bed to sit down and eat her meal. Lelu seethed with anger as she got ready to charge the elf before Bermuda quickly skittered forward and spoke up.


  “That’s a lovely outfit you have there, Lelu,” she said with a curious smile, drawing the attention of Lelu and Max while Grace ignored them as she hungrily ate her food. “It looks very pretty on you.”


  “Thank you, Bermuda,” Lelu said, her smile being aimed at Bermuda while her eyes turned towards Max. “When Max got some new clothing to wear I wanted to change into something that would complement him better. I think this does the trick very nicely. Don’t you, Max?”


  “Uh, yeah,” Max said with a dopey smile, his eyes having trouble remaining on Lelu’s while her large assets before him jiggled as if begging for his attention. “It looks… really good on you. Really… good.”


  “You’re still able to look her in the eye while saying that,” Bermuda mentioned with a smirk. “Bravo. Though I believe I spot your armor cracking amidst the pressure, Max.”


  “Wh-What do you mean? What armor? What are you talking about?” Max stammered nervously.


  “Oh, never mind. Anyway, I came by this morning to ask that you all come join me today in practicing my magic with father. I’m going to be undertaking his lesson in the western courtyard and… it would be great if you all could come by and watch.”


  “You’re going to be practicing your magic?” Max wondered. “That sounds cool.”


  “No it doesn’t,” Grace argued with a mouthful of pork.


  “You don’t even shut up when you stuff your stupid face, do you?” Lelu scorned.


  “What’s wrong with Bermuda taking a magic lesson from her father?” Max asked the elf.


  “It was her magic that blew up your house,” Grace dryly reminded him. “She has no self-control with her powers at all. And you want to get within striking distance of her while she’s using it again? Fuck that. Only an idiot with a death wish would want to do that. You’re not going anywhere near that courtyard today, I forbid it.”


  “I’m sorry,” Bermuda argued with her. “But I don’t believe he needs your permission to do anything.”


  “He’s my servant, so yes he does,” Grace snootily retorted. “And he’s going to be with me while I practice my archery today. He’ll be much safer collecting my arrows than he would being fifty feet near you while you’re using your demonic powers.”


  “Demonic powers?” Bermuda scowled in a fluster. “Excuse me?”


  “You’re the only demon here,” Lelu growled at the elf.


  “Oh bite me,” Grace said before shoving more meat into her mouth. Bermuda shook her head at the stubborn girl before smiling hopefully at Max, the boy merely picking at his food with a distant look on his face.


  “Max? What would you like to do? You’re welcome to come watch if you like. And I promise you’ll be perfectly safe. Even if I do mess something up with my magic, father will be there and he won’t let anything bad happen to you. I swear.”


  “It does sound fascinating to watch, Bermuda,” Max admitted with a small smile at her. “And I’m sure you will have your magic under control. But I’m going to have to politely pass this time.”


  “But why?” Bermuda frowned.


  “I did promise to help Grace today,” Max reasoned with a shrug. “And I’m a man of my word.”


  “Boy, you mean,” Grace mumbled around her food.


  “Seriously?” Bermuda asked with a concerned grimace. “You’d rather spend the morning with her?”


  “I promised. Besides, she has been bringing me breakfast and dinner these past few days. I sort of owe her.”


  “Damn right you do,” Grace added before scarfing down her bread.


  “I still don’t understand why I can’t do those things for you,” Lelu huffed. “I don’t mind bringing you your meals, Max. I’d be more than happy to do so. Why are we even allowing this horrid tree urchin such an honor anyway when I’m perfectly capable and deserving of it?”


  “Have you already forgotten why you can’t?” Grace dryly asked her. Lelu glanced around at seeing Max and Bermuda also staring at her with knowing looks before she blushed and turned away with a low whine.


  ***


  “Lelu?” Bermuda asked with a worried frown.


  “What… why… but… why?” Syliandanchevas stuttered, shaking her head.


  “What the fuck is wrong with you, cow?” Grace flatly asked.


  “You mind getting out of there, kid?” a large troll asked with a heavy sigh. She was dressed in an apron since she was on kitchen duty that day, herself and the rest of the group along with a few harpies and an equally confused goblin who had a chef’s hat on all staring at the centaur in question. Lelu was only seen from the neck up as the rest of her was submerged in a large cauldron of vegetable stew. The centaur had a saddened frown as she whimpered while having carrots and mushroom cream running down her hair, her eyes worriedly looking around at seeing everyone staring at her in equal confusion.


  “Lelu?” Max slowly asked with exasperation.


  “Um… I slipped and fell in?” Lelu nervously said.


  “You slipped and fell in,” Bermuda repeated. “After climbing up that small ladder to get over the pot in the first place and having absolutely no reason to do so to begin with… you slipped and fell in?”


  “She basted herself before doing so,” a harpy pointed out, with Lelu lowering her head with an embarrassed whine.


  “It was an accident,” Lelu mumbled around the stew.


  “You were an accident,” Grace muttered.


  “Get out of there!” the goblin yelled, hopping around and waving a large spoon. “We no cook centaur here! We don’t do that! Go somewhere else and be eaten! Not here! Get out! Get out! You ruin stew! You ruin stew!”


  “Please stay out of the kitchen from now on, little girl,” the troll ordered, crossing her arms. “And please try not to throw yourself into anyone’s food while staying here too. Here at Shadow’s Refuge we don’t eat centaurs, and we’d like to keep it that way, whether you want that or not.”


  “I don’t… want that,” Lelu tried to defend, although she sounded less than convincing in doing so.


  “Lelu,” Max sighed, lowering his head. The centaur looked around at all the bewildered and upset looks she was getting before doing the same, sputtering something in remorse around the food she was bathed in.


  ***


  “It was an accident,” Lelu again quietly defended.


  “Whatever it was, it now means you’re prohibited from going into the kitchen,” Bermuda clarified. “And you can’t go into the dining hall without a chaperone, as bizarre as that sounds.”


  “Seriously,” Grace said looking over Lelu. “What went wrong inside that head of yours growing up?”


  “Grace, enough,” Max firmly declared, right before Lelu was about to break down into tears and screaming out of shame. “Lelu just got a little confused, that’s all. It happens to everyone.”


  “I’ve never tried to cook myself once in my entire life.”


  “Grace, let it go,” Max ordered, getting a frustrated glare from the elf. “I’m thankful you’ve been kind enough to bring me these meals, and I will assist you during your archery practice, but lay off of Lelu already. She lost just as much as you did from The Sisterhood. She doesn’t need you making things more difficult for her here. Can you please just back off?”


  “Whatever,” Grace scoffed, resuming with eating her meal in large bites as she averted eye contact with everyone.


  “I’d like to see you perform your magic sometime, Bermuda,” Max kindly said to the arachne. “I actually didn’t get a chance to before since I was unconscious. Hopefully I’ll get another chance sometime soon.”


  “Yes, definitely,” Bermuda agreed with a small smile. “I’d be happy to show you what I can do, Max. Anytime you want. Perhaps I can entertain an audience another day.”


  “Lelu can go with you if she wants,” Max said to the centaur. “What do you say? Would that be something you’d like to do?”


  “I was actually planning on going with you and bashing Grace’s head open with a rock if she badmouths you again,” Lelu replied with a shrug.


  “Let the fat cow come,” Grace muttered around her food. “She can serve as target practice.”


  “That’s no threat coming from someone who couldn’t hit the broad side of a castle if she were standing right next to it!” Lelu shouted back.


  “Yeah? Get your fat ass to the courtyard and let’s find out how good my aim really is!”


  “I’m going to kill you if you call me fat one more time!”


  “Fat! Fat! Fat! Fat! Fat! Super fat!”


  “Enough!” Max loudly shouted, catching the girls by surprise. He took a few slow breaths before glancing to Lelu as the centaur was timidly watching him with her head lowered and hands behind her back. “Why don’t you go support Bermuda with her lesson? I think the more distance between you and Grace for the time being, the better. That way both Grace and Bermuda can get some practice done and nobody has to get into another fight. Do you think you could manage that?”


  Lelu murmured in displeasure from that idea, looking over to Grace with a scowl before Bermuda with a worried frown. After a moment to calm down and think it over she smiled a bit and nodded at the arachne.


  “I suppose I could do that. It would be interesting to see your magic without fearing for my life this time.”


  “Again, she blew up Max’s house with her magic,” Grace reminded them. “She’s probably going to blow you up too if you go. Actually… yeah, you should go. Go with her. Please.”


  “Grace,” Max sternly said. “Do you want me to assist you today or not?”


  Grace sighed with a roll of her eyes before eating her meal again.


  “Lelu will join you for your lesson,” Max said to Bermuda with a friendly smirk. “I’ll skip today’s show, but in return the next one you perform better be even grander.”


  “Fair enough, Max,” Bermuda giggled. “I promise to give you an amazing performance next time.”


  She smiled happily at Max and Lelu before glancing to Grace with discontent as the elf loudly burped while eating her breakfast.


  “Well, seeing as how Grace only brought something to eat for herself and Max; Lelu, would you care to join me in the dining hall? I need to get my energy up before my lesson.”


  “Um… is it going to be crowded at this hour?” Lelu nervously asked.


  “It won’t be too crowded. Don’t worry, nobody’s going to be mean to you. We’re all equals here, remember? If you don’t feel like talking to anyone, you don’t have to. Just talk to me, ask me anything you like. Anything at all.”


  “Well… okay,” Lelu slowly agreed. “I am pretty hungry.”


  “Excuse me for only having two fucking arms,” Grace complained with a mouthful. “Not like I could have brought my servant his stupid food, and mine, and pushed a wheelbarrow filled with slop for you to eat at the same time.”


  Max sighed as the two girls again broke out into another fierce verbal war, throwing insults and shame back and forth between them while growing more and more furious with each passing comment. While he tried to block out their usual way of speaking to one another, Bermuda slowly shook her head at the bickering girls, her eyes then moving over onto Max who ate his meal in silence with great tolerance for his companions and their contrasting personalities.


  ‘You have Lelu practically begging for your attention in that revealing outfit, yet you still act polite and treat Grace with such patience and fairness. That elf doesn’t deserve such kindness from someone like you, Max.’


  *****


  A few clouds slowly drifted by overhead during the sunny day, the rays of light shining down upon Shadow’s Refuge as if basking it in holy radiance from the heavens themselves. The monastery wasn’t exactly colorful on the outside, what with its somewhat dreary architecture and view of steep cliffs behind it; however it had its own peaceful charm all the same. The statues of harpies were old and weathered yet still stood strong through the ages to constantly watch over those who rested below. The courtyards had plenty of space to walk about and enjoy some recreational activities while the gardens had flowers blooming and large clumps of vines growing up the nearby walls and stone pillars. Walkways with sunshades allowed residents to cross into adjacent buildings of the sanctuary or stop and rest outside on benches set near the squares. A few harpies could be seen walking along the towering ramparts along with women dressed in long white cloaks with hoods that allowed large horns to protrude out the front. The harpies were scanning the skies and watching some of their patients enjoying the nice weather inside the walls, while the cloaked women had small orbs of glistening light floating around in front of their hands which were hidden in their giant sleeves, the magical wielding monsters slowly patrolling the bulwarks with their unseen gazes always moving across The Outerlands on constant alert.


  With a sharp whack an arrow struck into a tree near the wall, that being the only one that hit something while the rest from that particular volley bounced across the courtyard and failed to strike into anything. A harpy atop the partition observed with a small sigh a familiar sight happening again in that court.


  “God fucking dammit!” Grace yelled, swinging her bow around in a fit while an absurdly large quiver of arrows swayed behind on her back. The elf roared in frustration, grabbed a literal handful of arrows from her quiver, primed them in her bow, and let them fly in a wide, chaotic spread outward. It was a good thing Max was standing well enough behind her, as the elf’s ballistic attack launched arrows in a very large arc all around her, sending them flying into wooden posts, skidding across the stone brick ground, whacking into a tree, shooting a few flowers dead without mercy, and even lodged into the wall just a few feet below from the harpy, the woman hopping a bit with a squeak as she didn’t imagine the little archer’s aim would be anywhere good enough to send a bolt that close to her.


  “Holy crap,” Max slowly said in awe, not out of admiration for Grace’s attempt but rather amazement at how horrible she was with trying to hit the lone circular target further away in the courtyard that had yet to have a single arrow strike it.


  “Why won’t it ever fucking work?” Grace screamed with great force, as if she were yelling to the gods above that surely could have heard her.


  “Um, Grace?” Max asked, earning a vicious glare from the elf who quickly pointed to him.


  “Shut up! Your job is to collect my arrows when I’m out, that’s it! I don’t need your smartass comments right now, so stow your tongue otherwise I’ll rip it out of your fucking mouth!”


  Max sighed and nodded as the elf screamed and grabbed another handful of arrows and fired them, sending them all over the courtyard and again missing her target. Again and again she fired arrows like crazy, a never ending storm of projectiles hailing all across the plaza and pelting anything and everything except the painted board.


  “What the hell is the deal?” Grace screamed, dropping to her knees with her quiver finally nearing empty. She shook her bow relentlessly as she struggled to hold in her voice, managing a whole three seconds with strained breathing before roaring in frustration. Up above on the ramparts the harpy slowly shook her head at the sight while a watcher stood next to her and observed the elf’s tirade with her hidden gaze.


  “What brings that young elf turmoil?” the watcher asked in a softly echoing voice.


  “I believe she’s biting off more than she can chew with her practice,” the harpy empathized. “She seems to believe success only lies in using multiple arrows instead of just one.”


  “I feel remorse for her plight,” the watcher agreed. “Such energy wasted in anger with that one. Much potential going wanting. Very unfortunate.”


  Grace whimpered and struck her fist onto the ground in despair, holding in her tears as her breathing became ragged and mixed with upset snarls and distraught whines.


  “Why?” Max finally asked. Grace glanced back to him with a stubborn scowl as he shook his head and gestured to the dozens of arrows littering the court.


  “I don’t understand, so can you please explain to me?” he requested with disbelief. “Why is it you’re so determined to only fire three, four, or even five arrows at a time rather than just one? Why are you so against the notion of firing just one arrow?”


  “Shut up!”


  “Grace, please tell me why you’re torturing yourself. Every time you come out here to practice your archery it’s the same thing. You load up your bow with way too many arrows and you fail to hit your mark nearly every time. I’ve seen you fire all the arrows in your quiver many times over, and out of all those arrows I’ve only counted six times you’ve struck that target, and each of those six times was just barely hitting the board by an inch.”


  “I told you to shut up, boy!” Grace shouted, stumbling back onto her feet and getting in his face.


  “Not until you explain to me why you’re doing this to yourself!” Max yelled back, startling the elf. “Dammit, Grace, just tell me why. Why are you putting so much pressure on your archery that you’ll only accept victory by launching hundreds of arrows at the same time with any sort of accuracy? Why not just use a single arrow like it was intended to be done?”


  “Because Clover can fire hundreds of arrows at a single target and never miss once!” Grace cried out at him. “Because Clover can fire multiple arrows at the same time with perfect accuracy! Because Clover can shoot farther and sharper than any elf ever could! Because she can do it and she does it so amazingly well! That’s why I’m practicing this way, that’s why I’m not going to accept using just one fucking arrow to strike my target! Because I’m going to be just like Clover when I grow up!”


  Max fell silent as he watched the elf rubbing her eyes and struggling to keep her emotions from breaking out in her anger, a few tears being seen before they were quickly wiped away as she turned away from the boy and tried to steady her breathing.


  “Clover is the greatest elf in the whole fucking world,” she shakily explained. “She came to our grove after surviving a fairy attack on her old village, she was the only one that fucking insect couldn’t kill with her godforsaken magic. She came to our grove and she quickly showed all of us what a real huntress was like. She’s perfect, you hear me? Perfect accuracy, perfect skills, perfect body, perfect everything! Who wouldn’t want to be like her? She’s my role model. No, she’s more than that. She’s my hero.”


  “You’re doing all this to mimic your idol?”


  “Of course, aren’t you listening to me?” Grace yelled at him with a flustered look. “I’m going to be just like her, I swear to the fucking heavens that will be true. I’m going to learn to shoot like she does, learn to fear nothing like she does, learn to be invincible like she is. I’m even wearing my hair in pigtails like she does. I mean her hair is way longer than mine, but my hair will grow to match it soon enough, you’ll see! I’m going to be just like her, just like her, you hear me?”


  She wiped her eyes and then her nose before scowling at Max with a teary-eyed leer.


  “So do you get it now? Now do you understand why I have to succeed with this?”


  “I think I understand,” Max said, slowly nodding. “I see why this is pushing you so hard. It’s like how it was when Mae aspired to become a sharpshooter in our family.”


  “Your sister?” Grace repeated.


  “Yeah. She loved archery since she was little, and wanted to master the craft growing up. She even built her own repeater from scratch, designed it herself to be her prized weapon on the battlefield. It’s a little touchy, has a nasty habit of firing on its own sometimes, but it’s served her well all these years.”


  “Repeaters are fine, I guess,” Grace mumbled looking away. “They can fire somewhat fast, can’t they?”


  “Mae’s can. She can let loose a good amount of bolts in rapid succession before having to reload. You wouldn’t guess it at first since she wears glasses, but her eyesight is very sharp when she’s in combat. I’d wager the number of hits she’s made well overshadows her misses.”


  “Not bad… I guess. Still doesn’t come close to what Clover can do.”


  “Maybe not,” Max reasoned with a shrug. “It sounds like Clover is plenty fast with her bow as well. But I will tell you something about my sister. She can fire dozens of arrows onto approaching enemies before they ever reach her, she’s deadly with her aim and can hit moving targets with ease. She built up a reputation as a skilled monster hunter, this you already knew. But what you probably didn’t know is that when she first made her repeater, she had a lock installed that made it so she could only fire a single arrow at a time before reloading.”


  “She did that on purpose?” Grace questioned. “Why would she intentionally handicap herself like that?”


  “So she could learn a very important lesson, one that I’m sure even Clover knows very well,” Max knowingly said, then gestured around at the many arrows all over the courtyard. Grace glanced around at her handiwork then showed an uneasy grimace as Max shook his head at her.


  “What good is firing hundreds of arrows if they all miss their mark?” he quizzed her, earning a worried look from the elf as she remained silent. “An archer who can’t hit with one arrow isn’t a real archer. If you can’t hit your target with one, what’s the point of using dozens more?”


  “…but…”


  “Grace, I need you to hear me when I say this,” Max genuinely told her. “I do owe my life to you. You saved me and Lelu from those copycats. I have no idea why that mysterious voice guided you to safety or why that path led you to me, but I am thankful for it. And I don’t hate you at all even though you’re not human. I don’t consider you like those nameless monsters of Eden who only rape and kill humans. You’re better than that. You’re more special than that.”


  “Max…” Grace breathed out.


  “But you have to understand that you are just terrible with your archery,” Max sighed. Grace twitched from hearing that, her stunned face quickly turning enraged as she opened her mouth to shout all manner of obscenities at the boy.


  “When you use more than one arrow,” Max continued, halting Grace in her tracks. “But when you use just one, you prove that you’re naturally gifted with the bow and arrow like all elves are. You have talent for the craft, and I have no doubt that you could become an amazing archer someday if you work hard.”


  He knelt down and picked up an arrow, admiring the bolt with a distant eye as it reminded him of his missing sister. Standing upright he then held the arrow towards the elf, electing a confused look from the girl.


  “Shoot this, and only this.”


  “But-”


  “Grace,” Max said with an expectant look. “Even Clover had to have started with just one. Don’t try to run a marathon when you’re still learning to walk. Take this arrow, and fire it at the target.”


  “But-”


  “Grace,” Max said, more firmly this time. “Just try it. What have you got to lose?”


  Grace looked at the arrow with a low grumble and look of annoyance. She huffed and snatched the arrow from Max, loading it into her bow and drawing back the string while showing disgust for having just a single arrow primed in her hand. Glancing to Max he saw her fancifully gesturing towards the target. She mumbled something to herself before she took aim at the board, pausing for a moment before shooting the arrow with a sharp shrill through the air. The bolt streaked across the quad and pierced the target two rings away from the center, something that only brought a dull look to Grace’s face. Turning to Max she opened her mouth to argue about this being a waste of time before seeing him holding another arrow out to her.


  “Again,” he requested.


  “Why?”


  “You don’t get better by firing just once. Take this and shoot again.”


  Grace grumbled as she snatched the arrow from him, seeing only a content grin on his face as he motioned towards the target. Again the elf drew the arrow back and took aim, firing the bolt and striking one ring away from the target’s center.


  “This is stupid,” Grace scoffed.


  “Again,” Max said, holding out another bolt.


  “But-”


  “Again,” Max repeated.


  Grace growled as she grabbed the arrow from him, the elf glaring at him then the lonely bolt she had in her hand who had no friends with him. She quickly took aim and fired it at the board, striking the center with a hard whack. Slowly she lowered her stance while staring at the perfect shot she had made with wonder, her eyes then moving over to Max who had another arrow presented for her.


  “Again,” he kindly requested.


  “What’s the point of firing just one though?” Grace argued. “I need to practice firing way more than that. If I’m ever going to be just like Clover I have to-”


  “Is that all you think about?” Max wondered. “Being just like Clover? Being able to do everything exactly like she does? Being a perfect reflection of her?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “But what about Grace?” Max asked, earning a confused look from the elf. “What about her?”


  “What do you mean? I am Grace.”


  “Are you? You’re trying to act like Clover, shoot like Clover, be like Clover, and even look like Clover. What part about you is still Grace? What is there about you right now that’s still you and not her?”


  Grace fell silent as she stared at him speechless, words failing her as he looked her over and shook his head slightly.


  “It’s one thing to look up to your idol. It’s another to want to become them. You can learn to be as great an archer as she is, and even master firing multiple arrows someday. I have full confidence that you can achieve that, Grace. But don’t think of yourself as her shadow. You’re more than that. You’re your own archer. You shouldn’t see her way of doing things as the only way for you. You can become a fantastic archer in your own way.”


  “But she’s amazing at everything she does, I want to be just like her,” Grace insisted. “You would think the same way if you ever saw her. There’s no elf in the world who can hold a torch to her.”


  “I’d much rather spend the day being your assistant than watch her at an archery range,” Max replied, getting a surprised jump from the elf. “I’m sure she’s amazing in her own light, from what you’ve described she could very well give Mae a run for her gold in a competition. But honestly I don’t care about that. I just want to see you doing this, not her.”


  “That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever said,” Grace shot back in a fluster.


  “I don’t know, you’ve claimed that I’ve said some pretty stupid things in the past,” Max smirked. “But I’m serious about this. I’m not interested in spectating Clover or even learning more about what makes her so special. I’m interested in learning more about Grace and seeing what makes her special.”


  “There’s nothing special about me,” Grace muttered, looking down and away. “I need way more practice before I’m even close to her level. At best… maybe… maybe I am just a shadow of Clover. It sucks, but… that’s all I’ve become so far. The only thing about her I’ve managed to mimic is her hairstyle… and… even that isn’t helping me. I’m trying, I really am, I’m trying to be just like her and do this her way, but… it’s just not working. I don’t know what else to do.”


  “I have an idea,” Max declared. He stepped forward and grabbed her hair, startling the elf with a yelp as he yanked out the bands in her pigtails.


  “What are you doing? Stop!” Grace cried out, trying to swat him away as he pulled her hair free and tossed aside the strings. He reached over for a nearby arrow on the ground while the elf dropped to her knees with a whine as she held onto her head.


  “No can do,” Max factually stated, picking up the bolt. “Your fixation on becoming just like Clover is holding you back. It’s set unrealistic goals for you and they’re only frustrating you the more you try to meet them, and that needs to stop. It’s time for the real Grace to take aim and step out of the mighty Clover’s shadow.”


  He turned and started to hand the bolt to Grace before suddenly stopping, his eyes going wide as the words he was about to say got stuck in his throat. Sitting on her knees before him was Grace, the elf looking up at him with timid eyes while her hair was freely hanging down to her shoulders. Her ears stuck out from the sides of her locks while a small breeze gently blew them around her cheeks and forehead as she stared at him with unblinking eyes that conveyed not a sense of malice or anger but instead appeared innocent and helpless.


  “W… wow,” Max quietly said.


  “Wow? Wow what?” Grace fretted, quickly grabbing her hair and tugging it down. “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that? Dammit, I hate having my hair down like this. I never keep it like this anymore.”


  “I’m sorry,” Max quickly said with an awkward smile. “Sorry, I… I just wasn’t expecting… I mean you look…”


  “I look like what? What’s so funny?” Grace demanded with a blush.


  “Nothing’s funny,” Max insisted, taking a moment to eye over the elf who now appeared drastically different with her hair down and a more serene, yet embarrassed, look to her. Max faltered his words while Grace keenly observed him and listened for his answer, which he finally managed to give after regaining his senses and surprised the young elf even further.


  “It’s just… you look really cute like that.”


  


  Chapter 11


  A Little Chill in the Air


  In the world of Eden, odd things could occur now and again, and not just because this was a world filled with magic and monstergirls. Unexpected happenings, amazing coincidences, once in a lifetime opportunities, sudden changes in personality without warning; it was always difficult to see these strange events coming or prepare for them. Sometimes they would be pleasant surprises, others may be dangerous reveals, and some might even be enjoyable revelations. These rare moments when things just seem so strange, surreal, or impossible by normal standards, they would often be spoken of as unique and remarkable tales later on.


  Provided of course they lived to tell the story afterwards.


  *****


  Slowly she calmed her mind, her breathing becoming peaceful while her eight eyes were closed as she focused on relaxing her body. Her hands were held down at her sides, a strange yet familiar feeling drifting across her fingertips. The wind gently blew against her, the sensation of it tugging at her hair before allowing it to fall onto her back being felt as she became attuned to her surroundings. And not just her normal surroundings as she stood in the middle of a square within Shadow’s Refuge, but also what else encircled her in the unseen to most.


  ‘I can feel it…’ Bermuda thought to herself. ‘The ether… the magical current… it’s all around me, and at the same time it’s flowing right through me.’


  Slowly she lifted her hands, turning them upright and focusing on what lay atop them. Not the air, nor the sunlight, but rather the current of something else that was just within reach. It drifted between her fingers, through her palms, and traipsed over her long nails. It was the ether itself, the source of all magic in Eden, and something that Bermuda was well acquainted with.


  ‘Heed your father’s advice. Grasp not the power you know to be around you, but instead the power flowing within you. Harness it. Control it. Direct it. Use it to guide your will and make it real.’


  The wind began to grow around the arachne, her hair and shawl fluttering in the current as wisps of violet light began circling her in the air. She could feel it, she could almost see it; a vast ocean of energy swirling around her, crashing and roaring amongst itself with the power of the gods yet at the same time offering its wisdom and ability to shape her desires with the essence of magic itself. However it was the flowing river of the ether which passed through her that she instead focused on. It was coursing through her like lightning, blowing strong around her soul like a tornado, thundering against her body like a raging storm. The more she focused on it, the closer she felt to matching her father in the ways of spellcasting. Her determination to become a sorceress from his teachings burned ever brighter, her resolve to master the art of elemental powers and creation that she had been taught remaining adamant as always.


  She was going to succeed with this lesson, she knew it to be true. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that this was her destiny; to become a sorceress and make her father proud. She would master her craft, she would forge the way for future scholars, she would grasp untold reaches of what magic could really do in the hands of a skilled spellcaster. She would-


  “Bermuda?” VelRyan called out. Bermuda hopped with a startle and opened her eyes, the young girl quickly looking around before seeing her father further ahead under a nearby awning. The man was watching her with an entertained smile, his cape fluttering wildly while behind him was Lelu, the centaur showing a fearful smile towards Bermuda while her hair was also caught in the flowing winds.


  “Father?” Bermuda asked.


  “You’re doing well, Bermuda. But if you could just ease up a little with what you’re doing, that would be great.”


  “What do you mean?” Bermuda asked, showing an innocent expression towards him. She blinked then finally noticed what her father and Lelu were seeing. The arachne looked to her hands then showed a weak smile as she realized what she had conjured; two large spherical vortexes of dark and violet light, screaming gales being siphoned into the swirling balls of energy, electrical bolts snapping around the magical balls and zapping the ground around her, and a colossal whirlwind that had grown to fill the entire courtyard with the strength of a violent twister. The gardens nearby were torn bare by the searing winds while debris was flying around in dangerous volleys within the fierce storm. Atop the ramparts a few harpies and watchers were observing the display with heightened alarm while more were seen quickly scurrying away from the courtyard in fright.


  “Oh,” Bermuda sighed. “I’m doing it again, aren’t I?”


  “She’s not going to kill us, right?” Lelu whined, holding onto VelRyan tightly and hiding behind him the best she could. “For god’s sake, I thought this was a lesson on self-control. Look at the size of those things!”


  “Now now, we’ll be perfectly fine, Lelu,” VelRyan assured, gently patting her head. “Bermuda? Please try to recall some of the magic you have summoned. This is a bit more than you needed to create, and Lelu is feeling a little frightened right now. It’s okay, you just conjured more than you realized… again. Simply relax and slowly release the power from your mind. Gently let it go and calm yourself again.”


  Bermuda stared at him with a blank look while the screaming balls of compressed lightning and wind wildly pulsated above her hands. She looked to one then the other while thinking about what her father said, a curious look coming over her as she eyed over the unstable elemental magic she now wielded while not showing any real concern about the sheer amount of dangerous magic she had conjured within her own home.


  “It’s alright, dear,” VelRyan called out. “Just slowly recall the magic in your mind and dissolve what you’ve created. You can do it.”


  Bermuda closed her eyes and took a steady breath, relaxing her body and mind as she lifted her hands up. The swirling balls of storm and destruction rumbled with unstable energy while the screaming winds rushing into and around them continued strong.


  “It’s okay, Bermuda,” she told herself. “You can do this. Just let the power go. Let the power go.”


  She lightly flinched her hands while trying to recall the immense amount of magic she had summoned, focusing with her mind on slowly releasing the raging currents of magical energy she had drawn into her spell. With a flick of her wrist being made she then blasted the two howling orbs of energy straight up into the air. Bermuda jumped with a yelp and quickly looked up, seeing her magical creations shooting upward while trailing wild currents of violet light and electrical ribbons.


  “Um… whoops. I… let them go.”


  “Wow,” Lelu breathed out, staring in awe at the magical projectiles streaking high into the air. After a while of swirling around each other the orbs collided, exploding into a nightmarish storm of lightning, dark clouds, howling whirlwinds, and roaring thunder that heavily shook the compound beneath it. Screams were heard throughout Shadow’s Refuge while many outside were struck with unexpected heavy winds and lightning strikes zapping down around them. The harpies atop the ramparts quickly ducked low while the cloaked watchers held out their arms and erected multiple casting rings of yellow and pink light that blocked some of the powerful bolts of electricity that seared towards the monastery.


  Lelu was cowering behind VelRyan with a frightful whine, using his cape to hide under while the man was slowly shaking his head with a quiet sigh at his daughter. Bermuda watched the gigantic storm she unleashed into the air with a worried frown before she turned to her father, the young girl then smiling nervously and shrugging with a small giggle.


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s alright dear. Accidents happen. Let’s try it again, shall we?”


  “Does she have to?” Lelu fearfully asked, trembling under his cape.


  The large explosion of energy and raging storms above the sanctuary caught the attention of nearly everyone there, with some panicking and fearing the end any moment now while others were slowly getting used to such outbursts that they had a good hunch as to who was causing that day. However there were two in Shadow’s Refuge who paid no mind to the deadly burst of lightning and dark energy that exploded high above them just then, rather they were more focused on something else that both of them were more surprised by.


  “W-W-What did you just say?” Grace cried out with a deep blush.


  “I just said you were cute!” Max exclaimed, backing up and holding out his hands nervously as the elf was both snarling at him and appearing like she was ready to cry. “That’s all! It was just a compliment. I just meant you were… I mean you’re not normally… I mean you are, I think, but… um…”


  “Just spit out it! What the fuck are you trying to say?”


  “I was just saying you look cute, that’s it!” Max insisted. “I’m not trying to make you upset or anger you, I was just giving you a compliment. That’s all, I swear.”


  Grace trembled with a shaky growl, seeming to be stuck between berating the boy for saying such a thing or being embarrassed for the same reason. Looking down and away she shook her head and sharply waved him off.


  “Just… shut up and go collect my arrows! And stop lying to my face like that or I’ll kick your fucking teeth in!”


  “I’m sorry,” Max defended, stepping back. He turned to go fetch the many arrows scattered across the court before glancing back to see the elf watching him from under her bangs. “I didn’t mean to upset you. And… I wasn’t lying to you, Grace.”


  “I’m not cute,” she argued in a fluster. “Don’t call me that again.”


  “Okay, I won’t call you that anymore if you don’t like it. I’m sorry, Grace.”


  She merely waved him off before looking away, with the boy walking off and questioning what made him blurt out such a thing to her in the first place.


  “Calling me cute,” Grace grumbled. “Like I’m some kind of prissy little bitch or something. I ought to knock out his teeth for saying something so stupid. Fucking idiot.”


  She slowly got back to her feet and mumbled to herself while feeling her hair resting atop her shoulder. Glancing over to the side she saw Max collecting the arrows into a bundle, the boy once again showing remarkable patience with her and obediently doing as she told him. Grace brushed the hair around her ear while watching the boy with a confused scowl, the elf then slowly looking over at the arrows she had managed to land on the target thanks to him. Another large blast of lightning and thunder exploded in a nearby courtyard, shaking the compound while more screams were heard near it. This time Max took notice, nearly dropping all the arrows he had collected as he quickly looked around in a startle. Grace, however, was still focusing on what just happened, both with her success in hitting the target and earning such a compliment from the boy who she treated like dirt.


  “What was that?” Max worried as he started panicking. “Are we under attack or something? Oh shoot, what’s happening this time?”


  “Don’t worry, child,” a harpy called out from above. “It’s just Bermuda practicing her magic.”


  “Some caution is recommended,” a nearby cloaked watcher corrected her. “To not worry at all right now would be unwise.”


  “That was Bermuda?” Max wondered. “That must have been a big spell she cast. Wow. Kind of wish I could have seen it.”


  Shaking his head with a sigh he resumed collecting Grace’s arrows, gathering an armful of them before he headed over to where Grace was still staring at the target in deep thought.


  “Um, Grace?” Max asked as he began setting the arrows in her quiver. “Would it be alright if I took a small break to see how Bermuda is doing? I’m kind of curious how-”


  “Get them all, Max,” Grace ordered without a fleeting glance. Max paused as he moped over her response, the boy then trudging back out into the courtyard in silence. Grace looked at her bow for a moment before eyeing Max with a raised eyebrow, watching as he did as she requested while showing obvious remorse that he was stuck with his promise. After two trips to gather all the arrows, Max had filled Grace’s quiver and was standing aside with a downtrodden expression on his face.


  Grace carefully eyed the target further ahead of her before turning to Max with a sharp glare, something that hopped the boy to attention as she stared deeply into his eyes.


  “How long did it take your sister to get good enough that she removed the lock on her repeater?” she quizzed him.


  “Mae? Well… I think it took her a few months before she felt confident enough to-”


  “A few months?” Grace shouted. “I can’t wait that long to get better! I need to improve my skills right now!”


  “I’m sorry, but it takes time to perfect things like this,” Max reasoned with a shrug.


  “My people are being oppressed by The Sisterhood, they don’t have a few months,” Grace argued. “If I’m going to have any chance at saving them then I need to get better with my archery now. There has to be a way to speed this up. What else did your sister do to train herself?”


  “What else? Um, let’s see…” Max pondered, scratching his head and looking down in thought. After a while he snapped his fingers and nodded at the elf. “Well, she was very critical of her own progress with becoming a skilled sharpshooter. Kind of like how you are right now. She wanted to get better fast, but she also knew she had to discipline herself to properly push herself farther with her training.”


  “Discipline herself? How did she do that?”


  “When she was first learning to shoot her repeater, she made a rule for herself,” Max explained. “For every shot she missed, she would punish herself. This helped her focus more intently on making every shot as she wanted to avoid what would happen if she didn’t.”


  “How did she punish herself?” Grace wondered.


  “She chose an extreme method,” Max admitted shaking his head. “For every shot she missed, she whipped herself with a crop. It was like she was spanking herself for each failure she made.”


  “She whipped herself?” Grace softly repeated in awe. “Wow. She really didn’t accept failure either, did she?”


  “She didn’t do it all the time,” Max reasoned with a weak smile. “But during her serious practice sessions she did it to push herself to her limits. At first she always came home with a sore butt and bruises on her thighs, something my sisters were quick to poke fun at. But she never gave up or went easy on herself, and she became much sharper with her shots soon after. She taught herself to make every shot count, as if her rear depended on it. Because, well, it did. And it worked too.”


  “I see,” Grace mused, looking down. “She used the looming threat of pain and embarrassment to push herself to greater heights. I wonder if Clover ever used such methods in her training.”


  “The point is she focused on perfecting her accuracy with just one arrow by any means she could,” Max told her. “She learned to make every shot count, Grace. After she became comfortable with being an amazing archer with one arrow, she moved on to firing multiple arrows with the lock removed. She still had to practice to perfect it, but she quickly got the hang of it and became an excellent sharpshooter who could fire one or several arrows with incredible accuracy.”


  “So what you’re saying is I need to push myself to perfect firing just one arrow first,” Grace clarified with a curious eye on him. “And then I can make the jump to firing multiple arrows later on with better accuracy.”


  “Exactly,” Max agreed with a smile.


  “That just might be crazy enough to work,” Grace mused, looking over to the target while thinking carefully. “Clover makes all of her shots count. She never misses. If I ever hope to be as good as her, I need to do the same. I need to push myself to making every one of my shots count.”


  She examined the target with a sharp eye, then her bow and the quiver of arrows behind her as she brainstormed a plan.


  “Alright, we’ll try it your way,” she said glancing to Max. “It worked for your sister, so surely it can work for me too, right? Starting from this point forward, for every arrow that misses the board, I will endure an act of discipline to help me focus more in the future.”


  “Um, okay?” Max unsurely said. “You don’t need to do this as extreme as Mae did, Grace. You can just-”


  “We’re doing this the way you said,” Grace sternly ordered him. “Don’t argue with me.”


  “Alright, if that’s what you want. So, what are you going to do to discipline yourself if you miss?”


  “I need to endure something that will definitely make me strive to perfect my shots,” Grace mused, eyeing over Max with a keen eye. “Something that I’ll dread and do anything I can to avoid happening to me.”


  “What would something like that be?”


  “Let’s see here,” Grace slowly said, looking over Max then the target that she was determined to fill with her arrows. “Well, I’ll just pick the worst thing I can imagine happening to me. Max, for every arrow that misses that target, you’ll give me a spanking for after my quiver is empty.”


  “WHAT?” Max cried out, staring at her like she was crazy.


  “You heard me,” Grace firmly told him. “Start counting when I miss, and keep counting the ones that fail to hit the target. After I’m done you’re to give me that many spankings as punishment for my failures.”


  “Are you serious?” Max questioned with disbelief. “Grace, you don’t have to do that, really. You don’t have to go through that in order to-”


  “Do not argue with me!” Grace roared at him. “You’re my servant. You owe me your life. You even promised to help me with my archery. So this is what we’re going to do, and that’s final!”


  Max stuttered some form of nonsensical reply as the elf glared at him with a blush seen on her cheeks.


  “It’s not like I want you to spank me or anything,” she insisted with a fluster. “I’m just using that as motivation to perfect my aim. That’s all. I’m going to become an amazing archer, I’m going to save my people from The Sisterhood, and I’m going to do it all because that’s my destiny! I may not be Clover, but I’ll make a name for myself that even she will respect! You were right about me needing to step out of her shadow and be my own elf, and you were right that I need to be able to properly fire one fucking arrow. So that’s what we’re going to work on. Now shut up and start counting, and don’t you dare try to be lenient with me! You got that?”


  “Um… if that’s… what you want, Grace,” Max finally said in defeat.


  “Good. Now stand aside and watch how I do. This is what Grace the elf is capable of!” Grace declared before yanking an arrow out from her quiver, taking aim at the target, and firing it with a sharp shrill.


  *****


  A small breeze blew through the plaza, followed by yet another deafening explosion of magical energy and uncontrollable gales erupting from a nearby courtyard. Yet only the residents and caretakers of the sanctuary paid any notice to that, as Grace and Max were solely focused on their current task. The elf’s quiver was empty on her back, her loose hair flowing freely in the wind, and her eyes nervously staring at the target ahead of her while a small drop of sweat formed on her temple. Beside her, Max had an uneasy grimace on his face as well, his eyes slowly glancing to Grace then back to the target that she had been firing at with heightened determination this time.


  “Uh…” Grace softly spoke before gulping, her eyes shakily turning to Max as he eyed over her performance. “So… how many… did I miss?”


  “Not as many as usual,” Max tried to praise her with. After a pause he turned to see the elf watching him with worried eyes. “Just… seventeen misses this time. Out of… thirty. So… a little more than half.”


  “Seventeen,” Grace unsteadily repeated. “Alright. That’s not so bad. Then… that means… seventeen spanks are an order.”


  “Grace, we don’t have to do this, we can just-” Max started to say before the elf dropped her bow and quiver on the ground. Seeing her timidly staring at him Max fumbled with his words again, a blush forming on his cheeks that matched hers as he tried and failed to reason with the elf.


  “I’m never going to get better if I don’t push myself, remember?” Grace reminded him. “I need to force myself to use more focus and control with my archery, I need to train myself properly. That’s what you told me, remember? This was your idea.”


  “Wait, that’s not what I was trying to-”


  “This is to help me get better.”


  “But there are other ways to-”


  “This is my decision.”


  “But you don’t have to-”


  “Do your job, servant,” Grace ordered, gently holding out her hand. She motioned with her eyes behind Max, with him turning to see a bench near the wall under the walkway awning, then back to the elf as she nodded at him.


  “Take your mistress over there, and… punish her,” Grace managed to get out before gulping. “Do it, right now. Or else I’ll beat the fucking shit out of you right here and now.”


  “Grace,” Max sighed, seeing the pleading look she had while motioning for him to take her hand. After trying to form some sort of protest that he couldn’t find the words to, Max slowly breathed out in defeat as the elf quivered a little in anticipation before him. Taking her hand he led the girl towards the bench, something that got both their hearts racing for what was about to happen. Stepping into the shade under the canopy Max turned to Grace to speak before she did so first.


  “Wait!” she suddenly said. “Do my panties need to come off first?”


  “What?” Max exclaimed, turning red.


  “I mean, you’re going to be lifting up my skirt to spank my bare cheeks, right? Do the panties need to be removed so they don’t get in the way of my punishment?” Grace timidly asked, lowering her head.


  “I’m going to be… doing what?” Max uttered out before looking down to the girl’s thighs.


  “You’re going to be spanking me, remember? Focus here, Max.”


  “I- uh- but- they- you- I- and- well,” Max nervously stammered before shaking his head hard. “No! They can stay on! That’s okay! Really, you don’t need to take anything off! That won’t change anything!”


  “Good,” Grace breathed out in relief. “I was hoping we wouldn’t be crossing a line with this.”


  “That’s where the line is for you, huh?” Max weakly asked, feeling his knees wobbling under him. Grace shyly nodded before glancing away and wiggling her hips.


  “So… what are you waiting for? Hurry up and do it. You’ve wanted this for some time now, haven’t you?”


  “What are you talking about? I’ve never wanted to spank you before.”


  “Don’t give me that crap,” she scoffed in a fluster. “You don’t like how I treat you and you want to get even with me, I know you do. So just do it already. Here’s your chance to get revenge on me.”


  “I’m not looking to get revenge on you, Grace, I never-”


  “Just shut up and spank me already!” Grace shouted at him. “I gave you an order, so do it! Let’s go!”


  Max held up his hand defensively as the elf snarled at him, though it was hard to tell if it was out of anger or embarrassment. Seeing that arguing with her would only bring him more trouble, Max slowly reached out and took her hand, the elf showing a clearly forced look of determination as he led her over to the bench. Sitting down he tugged her closer, the girl slowly getting onto her knees beside him before ever so carefully leaning forward. Max held his breath as did Grace while she gently laid across his lap, her hands shakily moving forward and gripping the seat in front of her brightly blushing face. Mustering all the courage he had, Max carefully pulled her skirt up, his eyes focusing intently on the courtyard straight ahead of him as he struggled to keep his composure.


  “What are you waiting for?” Grace demanded. “Hurry up. Seventeen spanks. Let’s get this over with.”


  “Whatever you say,” Max hesitantly agreed. Seeing no way out now, he slowly turned his gaze down, his eyes widening at seeing the elf’s rear and white panties clear as day on his lap. Glancing to the side he jumped a bit at noticing Grace peeking back at him, her lips struggling to remain in a scowl as she was just as anxious as he was.


  “Well? Say the line,” Grace impatiently ordered him.


  “Line? What line? There’s a line to say?”


  “You know, the line. Something like, ‘You’ve been a bad girl,’ or ‘You asked for it,’ or ‘Start saying you’re sorry.’ A line like that.”


  “Those are oddly specific examples,” Max noted. “But still, those aren’t necessary for this, are they? I mean you wanted me to-”


  “Say a proper line first,” Grace demanded. “If we’re going to do this then we’re going to do it right. You’re punishing me, so act the fucking part. Just… just say something first before you do it.”


  “Um… you… you asked for it,” he said with a shrug, getting a few quick nods from the girl. Lifting his hand up he prepared to administer the first whack, something Grace tensed up from as she shut her eyes tightly. Taking a few deep breaths Max threw caution to the wind and slapped her rear, getting a sharp whack and yell out of the girl.


  “You okay?” he quickly asked her.


  “Just start counting!” Grace whined.


  “Alright… one,” he counted, and then slapped her again. Again and again he braved through his own form of sentence in doing this, knowing full well if he hesitated any further or tried to excuse the girl she would likely let out her remaining punishments on him instead. He also found it very confusing to him in some ways, as he was both disciplining a girl in a very strict manner and at the same time found it to be strangely alluring. The way Grace was arching back now and again with her screams, the way she was being the obedient one with him this time, and the blatantly obvious view of her exposed rear that he was allowed, nay, ordered to handle like this; despite it being a little embarrassing for him, he found a small sense of satisfaction in his task.


  Grace however was having trouble keeping her thoughts straight and how many times he struck her rear, the girl feeling the stinging effects on her cheeks very clearly while also a burning sensation was lighting up in her face as she was now blushing profoundly. She felt humiliation for being handled by a boy like this, she felt shame knowing anyone could see them right now, and she felt anger at herself for both missing her shots and also agreeing to this in the first place. But she also felt something else, something that was strangely new to her. Something that slowly consumed her thoughts with each slap she suffered from his hand.


  ‘What is this? What’s happening? This… he… it’s… it feels…’


  “Seventeen,” Max declared as he finished the sentence. He looked over the tan cheeks of the young elf who was quivering atop his lap then shakily breathed out as he fully realized that he just spanked a cute girl repeatedly, by her order. He caught his breath and waited for Grace to start yelling at him for what he just did, however she never said a word. It was then he noticed her face was covered by her hair after she had been shaking her head so much during her sentence, while her hands were slowly clawing the bench and slightly shaking still.


  “Grace? Are you… okay?”


  “…more…” she faintly spoke, earning a confused look from the boy. Thinking he didn’t hear right he reached over and carefully brushed aside her hair, a curious look coming over him as he saw the girl’s face. Her eyes were twitching and unfocused, her face was partially flushed while her breathing was ragged and soft, and her mouth was opened in a dazed smile with her tongue hanging out the side. It was clear that she was still reeling from what happened to her, however she didn’t appear to be suffering at all, rather it seemed like she was dreamily relishing it.


  “Grace?” he carefully questioned.


  “More…” she breathed out, a glazed look seen in her hungry eyes that tried to focus on him. For a moment she appeared just as Max had often thought about monsters before meeting his new friends. The raw, lustful look in her eyes was unmistakable as the elf seemed to be thoroughly excited now. She blinked a few times before snapping to her senses, a stunned expression quickly coming over her while Max stared at her in equal concern.


  “What did you say?” he slowly asked.


  “I mean… no more, no more,” she quickly said shaking her head. Trying to sit up she cringed and dropped back onto his lap, her legs trembling on the bench while she held a hand to her sore behind.


  “Um… don’t worry, there’s no more. You’re done,” Max assured her.


  “Good!” she yelled out with a flustered grimace. “I hated every second of that! Fuck. This had better pay off, or else I’m going to rip your fucking nuts off and make you choke on them!”


  “I’m hoping it helps you too,” Max admitted with a weak smile. “Are… are you okay now?”


  “No, my ass was slapped silly by a stupid boy,” Grace snapped as she slowly moved back and sat on her legs beside him, rubbing her tender rear while glaring at the boy. “Geez, you didn’t have to hit me so hard like that. Don’t you know how to treat a lady? I was right; you’ve been wanting to do that to me, haven’t you?”


  “What? No! No I haven’t, I swear! I only did that because you-”


  “Save it,” Grace scoffed, slowly sitting down on the bench beside him with a painful wince. “Damn, that really hurts. Why didn’t you tell me getting a spanking would hurt that much? A little warning would have been nice.”


  “Was that the first time you got spanked?” Max wondered. “Didn’t you ever get that back home when you misbehaved?”


  “Are you kidding? I was the priestess’ daughter. I’m a fucking princess of Green Haven. The worst punishment I ever received was being grounded and confined to my room for a few days. That or having my bow taken away. I was never slapped like that before by anyone.”


  “Huh. Royalty types,” Max chuckled shaking his head.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “You had it so rough living in your forest,” Max remarked, raising an eyebrow at the girl. “You poor thing.”


  “I did,” Grace insisted. “You think you had an easy life compared to mine?”


  “Did you used to work all day doing heavy chores and managing a store, every day?” Max quizzed her, earning a silent frown from the girl. “You ever chop enough firewood to last through the week, or organize piles and piles of heavy armor and weapons, or cook meals for yourself and your family? You ever got splinters one hour, bruises the next, and burns in another? And don’t even get me started on how difficult it is to keep a trading shop and your own home clean every day. But you probably know what that’s like, right?”


  “You… you did all that? Every day?” Grace wondered.


  “I had it easy,” Max reasoned with a shrug. “My sisters were the ones risking their lives all the time in their monster hunts. My job was to keep the trading shop running while they were gone, keep the house organized, keep the firewood stocked, keep the water filled in the kitchen, and if I was lucky, I might get an hour at best to goof off in my room at night.”


  “Goof off?” Grace repeated with an amused smile.


  “Well, I called it wood carving. My sisters called it goofing off. But they were just teasing me like they always do.”


  “You did wood carvings?” Grace wondered. “That’s something I liked to do back home too.”


  “I was trying to get better at the craft, but it’s been slow so far,” Max laughed with a shrug. “I just know simple stuff. I can make you a very bad dog, or a terribly shaped deer, or if you really want to be amazed I know how to carve a crude turtle.”


  “A turtle?” Grace laughed. “Wow. Impressive. So, you’re an expert then, huh?”


  “Yeah? Well what have you made before?” Max challenged her.


  “I made a bow,” Grace proudly said. After a moment of Max giving her a knowing look the elf slowly slumped down with a pout. “It… broke right away when I tried to tie a string to it. But it looked really cool before it snapped in half.”


  “I bet it did,” Max chuckled.


  “It did!” she yelled back. He laughed and held up his hands defensively, earning a flustered grumble from the girl as looked back down again. She kicked her feet for a little while before glancing to Max with a curious eye, seeing him watching the clouds above slowly drifting by.


  “What made you choose wood carving as a hobby?” she softly asked.


  “For one, there was plenty of wood to be found where I lived,” he reasoned with a shrug. “That and it’s something you can do by yourself. Growing up in Trixton Pass, I only ever had my sisters as company. Nobody else lives around there, I only see travelers as they pass through. Wood carving was something I could do in my spare time by myself.”


  “You didn’t have any friends, did you?”


  “Hard to have friends when nobody is around.”


  “Yeah… I guess,” Grace said, looking back down again with a saddened expression.


  “You probably had a lot of friends in Green Haven, so I wouldn’t imagine you would know what it was like,” Max said rubbing the back of his head. “It was just something else that made growing up more of a challenge for me. I can’t complain much though; I had it pretty good with my sisters around. They may have teased me a lot, and acted weird sometimes, but they made it all worth it in the end. I wasn’t just working to take care of myself; I was working to take care of all of us.”


  “Yeah,” Grace softly replied, glancing away and holding her arms around herself. She closed her eyes and slowly breathed out as the wind gently blew through the court, the elf falling silent for a while until Max noticed her being quiet.


  “Grace? You okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she said, standing up and stretching out her arms. She cringed a little and moved her hips around, something Max blushed from seeing as she was pretty much waving her butt right in front of him. She brushed down her outfit then glanced back to Max while crossing her arms with a huff.


  “Anyway… thanks,” she reluctantly said. “Being touched by you like that was so utterly revolting and awful, I’ll be sure to keep that consequence in mind when taking aim from now on. Like fucking hell I’ll ever allow it to happen again. So thank you for the motivation to do better with my archery.”


  “Glad to help?” Max unsurely replied. Standing back up he started to walk out towards the courtyard before Grace grabbed his arm and yanked him back with a startle.


  “I’m not done talking to you yet,” she scolded him. Max blinked then watched her curiously as she held onto his shirt while lowering her head with a low murmur. “I know… I’ve been a little rough with you in the past. You deserved most of it… but not all of it.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Grace. Let’s just put it behind us and-”


  “I’m not done talking yet,” Grace growled, glancing up to him from behind her bangs with a vicious glare. Max squeaked then smiled nervously and nodded as he waited for her to continue. The elf took a slow breath before looking away with a remorseful gaze, her hand still tenderly holding onto his sleeve.


  “You say you didn’t enjoy getting payback with spanking me like that, but I still think otherwise. At any rate, even if that’s true, I still owe you a little more to make us even.”


  She hesitated with speaking further as she trembled a little from the thought, something Max curiously observed for a moment before she quickly yanked him over and forcibly backed him up against the wall under the sunshade.


  “Grace?” he asked before she put her hand over his mouth, her eyes staring deeply into his with burning intensity while her mouth was quivering a little.


  “Just… shut up… and close your eyes,” she ordered. He asked something in a muffled voice behind her hand before she slammed him against the wall again. “Don’t question me, just do it! Close your eyes… and… I’ll give you a token of my… apology.”


  Max stared at her in bewilderment, seeing the elf nodding at him with an expectant look while he was held back against the wall.


  “I’m not going to hit you or anything,” she promised. “Just… do as I say. Please.”


  Max looked at her for a moment longer before closing his eyes. Slowly she removed her hand from his mouth, the elf silently gulping as she stepped closer to him. Holding one hand on his shoulder to keep him still she carefully held the other to his cheek, the elf very slowly moving closer to him as she anxiously looked from his eyes down to his lips then back up again. She got less than an inch away from his mouth before halting, her breathing needing extra focus to remain steady while her eyes began to close in anticipation. Before she could move forward to kiss him however a voice suddenly struck through the air with a mighty blare.


  “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Lelu shrieked out. Grace hopped back with a startle while Max jumped from the cry, the two looking at each other in wonder and surprise for a split second before turning to see a furious centaur watching them.


  “What… were… you… doing… with… my… MAX?” Lelu raged while swinging her fists up and down. Beside her was VelRyan, the man watching Max with an amused smirk and crossed arms, while behind them was Bermuda, the arachne coughing with dust wafting from the blanket of soot she currently had on her while staring at the two in question with disbelief.


  “What is going on here?” VelRyan shrewdly asked, holding a hand to his chin with a knowing grin.


  “Grace?” Bermuda wondered. “Were you seriously about to…”


  “Uh…” Grace breathed out, and then turned to Max as he was looking around at everyone in nervous confusion.


  “What? What’s wrong? Why is everyone looking at me like that?”


  “Is that why you wanted me to risk my life attending Bermuda’s practice session?” Lelu screamed at him in a fluster. “Just so you could slink around behind my back and kiss her?”


  “What? Kiss?” Max repeated with a jump.


  “I wasn’t going to kiss him!” Grace shouted back with a deep blush. “Like hell I would ever want to do something as horribly gross as that! Shut your fucking mouth, cow!”


  “So then what were you just about to do to him before we got here?” Bermuda asked with a smirk.


  “None of your business, spider demon!” Grace retorted before looking away stubbornly.


  “Max,” Lelu demanded, stepping forward with clenched fists and seething anger. “What were you two doing? Explain yourself this instant!”


  “Doing? Us? I don’t know what you mean,” Max insisted shaking his head.


  “Don’t play dumb with me! You were kissing her, weren’t you? How could you, Max? How could you?”


  “Wait, we never kissed, Lelu. I swear, nothing like that happened. Tell her, Grace. Tell her. Grace?”


  Grace remained silent as she averted eye contact with everyone, with Max anxiously looking to her then the others as an uncomfortable silence filled the air. Lelu growled furiously as she got ready to charge in her enraged state, with Max holding out his hands in a desperate attempt to halt her while Grace got ready to fight her off with a frustrated snarl. The centaur started to run forward a few steps only to then quickly slow down as something caught their attention.


  “What is that?” Bermuda asked, hearing a very high pitched wail starting to grow from out of nowhere.


  “What the hell?” Grace questioned, her ear twitching as she could easily hear it as well.


  VelRyan and his daughter stepped out from the awning and looked up at the sky, something nearby harpies and hooded watchwomen were doing as well. Max, Lelu, and Grace looked out at the sky from under the covering as the sound began to intensify.


  “What’s doing that?” Grace asked. “Is that from a harpy or something?”


  “Bermuda?” Lelu worried, looking over to the arachne. “Are there any more of your frightful balls of death flying down at us?”


  “No, and I’m going to ignore the way you phrased that, Lelu,” Bermuda answered, shaking her head.


  “Now what’s coming our way?” VelRyan carefully questioned, carefully observing the sky above.


  *****


  Streaking down from the heavens above was something many might first believe to be a shooting star. Masked in a bright white aura, trailing shimmering radiances of snow and ribbons of light, plowing through the clouds in its decent towards Eden below; the chilling approach of the one hidden within the celestial projectile went unnoticed for many at first, yet was the focus of some who watched with anxious attention.


  “Are you sure this was a wise decision?” a woman asked.


  “Yes, of course,” another harshly snapped. “This is an opportunity that only comes once in a century. We would have been foolish not to seize it.”


  The rapidly descending bloom of white light and trailing wisps of ice and snow shot through the clouds and careened towards a monastery nestled at the base of Red Peak.


  “But still… elemental angels are considerably more dangerous and wild to send down there. Wouldn’t a normal angel have been enough for this task?”


  “I will take no chances with this,” the second argued. “The renegade has been weakened and is confined to bedrest in that dump of an abbey; this is the perfect chance to finally take her out. That bitch can’t run from us anymore.”


  From the falling star that howled in its decent, a silhouette was faintly seen within the shining light. It appeared to be a girl with feathered wings, flying downward at dangerously high speed with snowflakes and specks of ice trailing behind her in the sky.


  “But there are others down there near the betrayer,” the first woman worried. “There are too many witnesses, and too many opportunities for an innocent to be caught in the conflict. This is way too risky.”


  “I told you, I will take no chances with this,” the second sternly told her. “That fucking traitor is finally in the perfect condition for us to annihilate her without fail. She’s weak, helpless, and unable to fight back or even flee. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for, we will not receive another. And I don’t give a damn if there are others nearby, that won’t stop us from cutting this loose thread off once and for all.”


  “But… this is likely going to cause a commotion. What if-”


  “I told you I don’t give a damn! We’re taking this shot at that bitch whether you like it or not. Besides, we can kill multiple birds with one stone this way. According to our reports, not only is the renegade down there, but so too are souls who missed their destined departure from the land of the living. We can take them all out in one fell swoop this way.”


  A shockwave blasted outward from the descending bloom of snowy light, the figure inside the blinding radiance picking up speed and slowly spiraling as she drew closer to the tallest mountains of Red Peak.


  “But we haven’t received a request from the underworld to kill them yet,” the first woman worried. “There could be a chance they may not need to leave the living world. We should call this off, there’s too much risk of this turning out to be a terrible blunder.”


  “We’re not calling it off. Not like we could anyway, it’s already done. She’s almost there, nothing can stop her now. Now shut up and relax, there’s nothing to worry about. I have this operation all taken care of and-”


  “Hazial!” a third woman suddenly roared. “What the hell have you done?”


  “What are you yelling about this time?” the second woman annoyingly snapped back. “I’m just doing my job around here. What’s with that look? Come now, Dorva, don’t tell me you’re doubting my call with-”


  “I just heard you dispatched a snow angel down there! Please tell me you didn’t!”


  The silhouette within the white light flexed her hands, showing her large claws that were ready to strike at her prey. Her wings remained rigid despite the intense winds blowing against them. And the chilling aura she gave off washed over nearby rocky spires she passed, coating them with a layer of frost.


  “Of course I did,” Hazial snootily replied. “I handpicked her myself.”


  “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Dorva cried out. “Do you realize what you’ve done? Did you not read her papers first? Did you not come across any reason why she should never have been sent down there? Did you?”


  “Yes, I researched her background and experience, and I know what you’re freaking out over. It matters not that she’s only ten years old, for an elemental angel that’s old enough to do our work. And according to her history report, she’s already had experience to back up my selection of her.”


  “You didn’t read it all, did you? You didn’t read the whole thing, did you?” Dorva demanded.


  A suffocating aura of chilling death descended upon Shadow’s Refuge, something many quickly took notice of as they not only could feel a sense of dread in the air, but so too a sharp temperature drop befalling the sanctuary.


  “I read it all, I’ve got the papers right here,” Hazial snidely retorted. “I know exactly what I’m doing around here, despite everyone constantly thinking otherwise.”


  “Incoming!” a harpy cried out atop the ramparts. The birds quickly started running around in a panic while a few cloaked watchers raised their arms towards the sky.


  “Such an entrance to this place is not permitted,” one softly spoke. In the air multiple shining casting bases of pink and golden light appeared, stretching far across the expanse of Shadow’s Refuge in varying layers as they prepared to stop the incoming threat.


  “Angel Class Rank S. Elemental type, ice. Designation, Arial the snow angel. Also known as the Snow Berserker.”


  The screaming roar of the angel’s decent caught everyone’s attention in the courtyard, all eyes watching in awe as the blinding sharp white light pierced through the sky before crashing through the multiple barriers of the cloaked watchwomen with bright flashes and without slowing down in the slightest.


  “Such power,” a hooded woman marveled as she recoiled from the forceful strike.


  “84 confirmed kills. Three of which were traitorous angels themselves. She’s never failed in combat once, and thrives in dispatching multiple enemies at once with her mighty wrath. Everyone who comes across her ice dies without mercy.”


  “Get behind me!” VelRyan ordered, pushing Bermuda behind him next to Lelu. He quickly held his hands out and erected a wall of interconnecting casting rings that stretched across the court to the walls on either side, the magical barrier glowing with dark gold and blue light as it grew taller to shield the buildings behind him. The hooded watchers above the ramparts casted their own barriers again, this time lining the walls of the courtyard with the magical shields to help contain the impending destruction.


  “What is that?” Max cried out as he and Grace ran up behind the man.


  “She’s the perfect weapon, a shining example of what elemental angels are capable of.”


  With a powerful impact the angel struck down in the middle of the plaza, an eruption of broken stones and ice exploding outward along with freezing winds that blew all across the area. The magical barriers flashed and crackled with energy as they struggled to contain the shockwave from the hit, with VelRyan straining himself to keep his barriers going strong while the children behind him screamed from the bright light, deafening roar, and freezing gales that struck against them.


  “Yes, she is,” Dorva agreed. “And I don’t think I need to tell you how valuable elemental angels are to us. They’re incredibly hard to breed, and the few we have are only to be used in the most extreme cases should no other option present itself.”


  “I’m well aware of that. I’ve taken everything into consideration with my decision,” Hazial snapped.


  “I’m so cold!” Lelu whined, covering her bosom and kneeling down on her legs with a dreadful shiver.


  “Father, what’s happening?” Bermuda whined, covering herself the best she could while squealing from the icy air.


  “Fuck that’s cold!” Grace cried out, holding her arms around herself with an uncontrollable shudder. She then noticed she was being held by Max, the boy holding her close to him while carefully scanning the billowing clouds of snow and dust for what crashed into the ground. Lelu and Bermuda shook off their chills before they too saw the boy keeping Grace close under his arm, the elf glancing to them then looking away with a flustered blush as she felt her body temperature quickly rising again.


  “Have you?” Dorva quizzed her. “Tell me, what was in her report after her combat record?”


  “Nothing, that was the end of the report.”


  “Check again,” Dorva growled.


  “Fine, if it will shut you up. Let’s see… hmm… where was it… hm… hm… ah? Oh… um… seems there was a page stuck to the last.”


  “Read it, bitch.”


  “Well this isn’t at all what I thought the weather would be like today,” VelRyan commented as the winds finally died down. Standing upright he looked around at the sight of ice and snow covering most of the courtyard while snowflakes were drifting about in the air. A large crowd of harpies and hooded watchers were gathering atop the walls and walkways around the plaza while a few of the birds were flying over onto nearby roofs to better see.


  “Everyone okay back there?” he asked, looking behind. Max and the girls jumped and turned to him, then looked at Max again as he noticed Grace watching him with a timid frown out of the corner of her eye with his arm holding her close. She growled a little with a stubborn scowl returning to her face, prompting Max to quickly let go of her and raise his hands defensively with a weak smile. Before anyone could comment on what he did, everyone turned to see something eye-catching before them. Slowly rising to her feet in the middle of the court, surrounded by large spires of jagged ice and billowing snow, was a young girl.


  “…what the fuck?” Hazial breathed out in horror. “Are you shitting me?”


  “You goddamned fool,” Dorva condemned. “Do you now realize what you’ve done?”


  “Why wasn’t this at the front of her report instead of being at the end like a fucking footnote? Who wrote this shit?”


  She stood about as tall as Grace, sandals worn on her feet with thin straps intertwining around her lower legs. Her white and violet toga dress was cut short around her thighs and featured a small belt tied in place with long braids hanging off her hip. Her large feathered wings glistened in the sunlight, as they were actually comprised of feathers made of rigid ice. Her azure colored hair was smooth and draped down past her shoulders, her eyes being light blue while her expression appeared dull and emotionless. Her hands had large ice claws formed around them, appearing dangerously sharp and unnerving. She stood there, eyes unblinking and staring straight ahead at VelRyan and the children with a deathly gleam in them.


  “Is that…” Max wondered.


  “No way,” Grace said shaking her head. “It couldn’t be.”


  “Wow,” Lelu breathed out.


  “Father?” Bermuda slowly and nervously asked. “Is that… another…”


  “It appears so,” VelRyan cautiously remarked. “This can’t be just a coincidence.”


  Slowly the angel began walking towards them, her expression cold and empty while snow drifted from her wings with each step she made. Everyone watched in hushed silence as the girl approached VelRyan and the kids behind him, her steps gradually becoming slower and uneven as she wavered slightly. She stopped in front of the sorcerer, her eyes slowly glancing up at the man before turning to the children behind him.


  “Hello there,” VelRyan said with a cautious smile. “That was quite an entrance you made just now. I hope you’re not hurt from that speedy landing.”


  “I’m fine, sir,” the angel replied in a dull tone.


  “Well that’s nice to hear. My name is VelRyan Avelrian, I’m the headmaster of this sanctuary you’ve decided to visit. What might your name be?”


  “My name is Arial, sir.”


  “Arial. That’s a lovely name. And what brings you here, Arial?”


  “Classified, sir.”


  “Classified?” VelRyan wondered with a curious look. “I see. Sounds important. So, may I ask what your intentions are?”


  “My… intentions…” Arial slowly replied, blinking a few times before showing discomfort. Everyone watched as she looked to her claws that were beginning to melt and crack apart, the ice shattering and dropping off her hands that flinched and shakily lifted up before her. She started having trouble breathing, evidenced by her rasping gasps, before she looked up behind her at the sun that was shining down upon them.


  “Are you… okay, Arial?” VelRyan asked. He saw the angel wavering atop her feet before wearily holding an arm up to shield her face from the sunlight, her wings flinching and dripping water as they rustled behind her.


  “What’s wrong with her?” Bermuda wondered.


  Arial coughed and flinched from the sunlight radiating down upon her, the intense rays and warmth feeling like they were smothering her, despite the weather hardly being considered hot on that particular day to everyone else.


  “Are you alright?” Max asked, stepping up beside VelRyan. The girl turned to him with a dazed look, her eyes struggling to focus as she failed to form a reply with her faint breaths. She then turned to Lelu and Grace behind him, the angel trembling a little as she tried to summon her strength with a determined look coming over her. The girl weakly growled as she formed a few icicles on her fingers before they broke off and melted, her breathing becoming more strained while her voice could barely escape her throat.


  “You…” she uttered, reaching out for the two girls as she slowly stepped forward. However that was as far as she could go before she stumbled forward and collapsed against Max. Holding onto his shoulders the angel panted and struggled to stay standing, her wings slowly drooping behind her as she clung to the boy with what strength she had left.


  “Watch it. Hey, are you okay? What’s wrong with you?” Max asked, holding the girl up as she slumped against him. She looked up into his eyes with an exhausted expression, her eyes barely focusing on the boy while she slowly climbed up onto her feet.


  “It’s… so…” she breathed out, pausing for a moment before her eyes rolled around in her head. “So… hot…”


  With that she fell forward, taking Max down to the ground with a thump. Lelu and Grace blinked before gasping in shock, both of them along with everyone else seeing the angel lying atop Max with her head against his, and her lips against his as well. The boy was staring with wide eyes at the girl who appeared to just be barely conscious, her eyes slowly focusing on who she was now kissing before she leaned back with a quiet gasp. She trembled with a faint blush forming on her cheeks while her wings shook behind her, a stunned look she had being shared with the boy underneath her.


  “No… now… I’m… even… hotter…” she softly whined. Before Max could say a word the girl collapsed atop him, her head resting on his shoulder this time while her wings finally dropped to her sides. Stunned, Max just stared straight up into the sky as he felt the girl lying on him. Slowly he looked over to see Lelu fuming with jealous rage, Grace appearing to be doing the same, Bermuda shaking her head a little with a puzzled look, and VelRyan who carefully knelt down beside them and gently rested a hand on the sleeping angel’s head.


  “What just happened?” Max asked.


  “It seems we have another unexpected visitor joining us,” VelRyan mused, studying the unique monster who had fallen into their laps, or rather Max’s to be more precise. Max looked at the sleeping angel atop him with wonder before seeing Lelu and Grace getting closer to him with furious looks.


  “Um, girls?” he said with a nervous smile. “Is… something wrong?”


  “YOU KISSED HER!” the two yelled out together, their voices carrying far and wide across the monastery and echoing off the nearby mountain cliffs, once again startling the residents of Shadow’s Refuge as they could almost feel another cloud of foreboding wrath forming near them again.


  *****


  Standing on the balcony of a shimmering palace made of gold and silver, three angels were looking down over the elegant railing at what just transpired with mortified expressions.


  “Hazial,” an angel whined with a nervous look at her companion.


  “This isn’t happening,” Hazial bemoaned, holding a hand to her head and ruffling her long, golden locks.


  “You fucking idiot,” Dorva snapped at the angel.


  “I didn’t know the sun was her weakness!” Hazial cried out.


  “Heat is her weakness, you stupid bitch!” Dorva yelled at her. “It clearly says in her papers that she, just like all snow angels, are only to be dispatched to locales with cold climates! But you didn’t do that, you just sent her down to that cozy mountain range in the middle of summer! For fuck’s sake, she’s as weak as a human child when exposed to that much warmth!”


  “Why didn’t she mention anything to me then?” Hazial demanded in a fluster. “The little brat didn’t object to going down there, why didn’t she mention that it would be a suicide mission for her?”


  “The same reason no angel questions their orders from their superiors. She’s not supposed to! If you tell her to jump she’s not going to ask why, she’s going to ask how high! They trust that their superiors know what they’re doing!”


  “Get her back,” Hazial shakily ordered the third angel who was nervously biting her fingernail. “Send someone down there right away and-”


  “We can’t!” Dorva argued, yanking the angel over to her. “You know our law! You assigned this task to Arial; it falls on her shoulders and her shoulders alone! Unless she personally comes back to us and requests help with her mission, we cannot interfere! We cannot interrupt an angel’s assigned task once it’s officially begun! We can’t send anyone else down to that area until she finishes her job! She’s the only one who can handle the situation now thanks to you!”


  “Oh, this is bad, this is really bad,” the third angel fretted. “If Valentina finds out Arial was sent to kill her, she’ll tear that kid apart. Arial can’t beat her with her energy being sapped like this. What are we going to do?”


  “We can’t do anything!” Dorva yelled at her. “We’re screwed now thanks to Hazial’s lack of brains! All we can do now is pray Arial escapes that place and returns to us before Valentina realizes what happened. And we’d better get down on our knees and pray extra hard that nothing bad happens to that snow angel in the meantime. It is a royal bitch to breed those angels; if we lose even one then our superiors are going to be fucking pissed!”


  The third angel broke down crying in a panic while Dorva scowled at Hazial, the blonde angel flipping through the papers she had with a devastated grimace.


  “And if that happens, I know who I’m pointing the finger at, Hazial,” Dorva threatened before walking off. The third angel quickly flew after her while Hazial dropped the papers at her feet and looked down over the railing at what she had done. After a long silence in which she realized just how badly she screwed up, the angel managed to utter the only thing that came to mind.


  “Oh… goddammit.”


  


  Chapter 12


  The Centaur’s Return


  In the world of Eden, there was no greater power than that of love. It was something that could bring others together with such force and conviction, that could bring out one’s true self better than anything else, and could unite souls together if the bond was strong enough. It was something that could keep hope alive and make the impossible possible. Love was more than just an emotion for many, a dream for some, and even a weapon for a few. Even if they were separated, their love could pull them back together, no matter the distance or obstacles between them.


  If they were truly in love with each other, then nothing could ever keep them apart.


  *****


  Standing on the overlook of the grassy knoll, Daniel surveyed the elven community that lay stretched across the fields below. Hundreds of women and children, all living another day with freedom and renewed spirits thanks to him and his family who were considered to be their renowned champions over the tyrannous Sisterhood. The sunny weather and warm breeze that passed by brought a proud smile to his face and a flutter of his cape as he stood there, knowing that the elves were not only free from their shackles of slavery, but also they now had thoughts and dreams of what he hoped to bring to all races in Eden; a life of peaceful coexistence with each other and prosperity for all of them.


  “I wish Squeak was here to see this,” Daniel softly remarked to himself. “They wouldn’t be here with us today if it wasn’t for you as well, my beloved ant girl. I hope one day everyone will know your name and what you gave for the cause.”


  “I’ll never forget her name,” Sheal said from behind, walking up beside the man with her hands held together in front and tail slowly waving in back. “Or what she did. You and your family took me in, and you reignited my hope for a better future for my people. But it was Squeak who truly freed me from The Sisterhood and showed me a brighter path.”


  “I suppose she did,” Daniel agreed, glancing to her with a small smirk. Sheal was watching him with a nervous frown, the woman gulping before looking down with remorse.


  “Sorry again,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble this morning.”


  “Why, whatever do you mean?” Daniel asked with a raised eyebrow.


  ***


  “Master! Please don’t die!” Sheal screamed out, much to the surprise of nearly everyone in the bedroom. The girls around Daniel were awoken with a startle to hearing the salamander woman crying out in distress, all except for Specca who remained sound asleep, and after a second to realize they weren’t dreaming anymore they quickly saw something that seemed so crazy they questioned if they were indeed awake then.


  “Master! Master!” Sheal yelled loudly, the salamander woman straddling Daniel on the bed while shaking him relentlessly by his shoulders. Although he too was woken up quite suddenly by his newest maid, he wasn’t able to offer any proper reply to her concerns as whatever he tried to say was slurred from the constant heavy motions he was forced to move in.


  “He’s dying! Please don’t let him die!” Rolian cried out, hanging from even more webbing now covering the ceiling and watching Daniel with watery eyes.


  “Good, stop interfering with fate!” Felucia yelled out, the sand wraith holding her daughter who was holding a young swarm in her arms. Cindy and Snapper watched Daniel going up and down rapidly on the bed with curious looks while the other girls were showing noticeably more alarm with what they were seeing.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Alyssa cried out.


  “Why are you shaking him like that?” Falla demanded. “What is wrong with you?”


  “Master, please try to hold on!” Sheal begged, shaking the man constantly despite his desperate and incomprehensible pleas for her to stop. “Don’t panic, you’re going to be alright! What are you all just sitting there for? Do something, can’t you see he’s in distress?”


  “Yeah, from you!” Alyssa yelled, waving her arm and throwing the salamander woman clear off the bed with a magical force. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


  “Daniel, are you okay?” Doku fretted, rushing over to the man as he sat up with a dazed groan. Before he could speak Rolian dropped onto the bed, yanked his head back, and forced him to drink from her jug that he flailed about from.


  “Drink from Juggy!” Rolian pleaded. “Hurry, it’ll make you feel better! Juggy always makes me feel better when I’m sick, I’m sure she’ll do the same for you! Hurry! Drink up!”


  “Have you all lost it?” Falla cried out grabbing her hair.


  “Stop trying to drown my husband in your booze!” Doku demanded in a fluster, flapping her wings at Rolian to shoo her away. Daniel managed to push aside the jug and gasp for air as he coughed and sputtered the beverage out of his mouth and lungs.


  “Well, this has been a fun morning,” Felucia smirked as she watched him trying to catch his breath.


  “Daniel?” Cindy wondered. “Are you okay?”


  “No, I’m not okay,” Daniel argued, wiping his face and looking around at the maids in disbelief. “What is going on here? Why are you both freaking out like that?”


  “Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay!” Sheal begged, scrambling back onto the bed, knocking aside Falla and Luna and rushing over to hold onto the man. “Please, speak to me, master!”


  “Sheal, I’m fine,” Daniel stressed with her. “Aside from being woken up in a bizarre and chaotic way, I’m fine. What makes you think I’m in danger?”


  “You sounded like you were dying,” Sheal whimpered.


  “Dying?”


  “You were making the most horrible noises,” Rolian whined, hopping about on her legs. “I never heard anything so terrible in all my life. We thought you were dying from a fatal disease or something.”


  “What? Horrible noises?”


  “You sounded like you were choking, really painfully,” Felucia plainly told him. “It was this terrible noise coming from your mouth, like a groundquake that was destroying an entire city or something similar. I would have done something to help, but… I don’t know anything about healing people, so I just opted to watch. That and I honestly didn’t care.”


  “Making noises with his mouth?” Doku repeated, with the girls exchanging blank looks with each other while Specca was still sound asleep beside them.


  “Oh for crying out loud,” Alyssa growled, lowering her head with a hand held over her face. “You mean his snoring? That’s why you two were acting like idiots just now, because he was snoring?”


  “Are you serious?” Falla groaned.


  “What’s snoring?” Sheal asked. She blinked then looked around to seeing Daniel sighing and lowering his head, Rolian still fretting about his health while she slowly started drinking from Juggy, and Felucia showing a slightly puzzled look as well. Cindy and Snapper had innocent and curious looks while the other girls were displaying more tired and exasperated ones at the salamander woman.


  ***


  “I am so sorry again, master,” Sheal raspingly insisted. “I thought you were in mortal distress and… I panicked. I didn’t know what to do and I thought I was going to lose you. I’m sorry for my horrible behavior.”


  “That’s alright, Sheal. You were just worried about me. I guess I should have warned you that humans snore sometimes when they’re sleeping. I haven’t the foggiest why some races out there are completely unaware of this fact, but I’m starting to think I might need to weave it into my future talks with those I extend a diplomatic hand to.”


  “You’re far too kind to forgive me so much,” Sheal worried.


  “Yeah, he really is,” Alyssa muttered, walking up beside them. Sheal started to say something before the witch held up her hand to silence her, then took hold of Daniel’s while gazing out at the elven people below them.


  “I awoke this morning to find my man being assailed and bestridden by a salamander woman who has no underwear on beneath her erotic maid outfit,” she spoke up, earning a nervous look from Sheal while Daniel tried to forget about the fact that Sheal’s warm crotch had been pressing against him that morning.


  “And was joined by her fellow idiot in crime who forced my beloved mate to drink that disgusting crap she carries around with her all the time.”


  “To be fair,” Daniel spoke up. “It didn’t exactly taste horrible. Luckily for me Rolian wanted me to drink from it, so I was fortunate it tasted pretty good. Not exactly something I wanted to drink so early in the morning, it was a bit heavy and spicy, but it could have been worse I suppose.”


  “A moot point, Daniel,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “I watched my man being ravaged by two impulsive maids, we had to deal with Specca vomiting on the bed when she finally awoke from her slumber, we’ve had the growing problem of finding even more webbing on our ceilings thanks to Rolian, and during breakfast we had Felucia yelling at us nonstop about how we corrupted Cindy who only wanted to eat with us. This entire morning has been rather… tiresome.”


  “I can go speak with Felucia about her behavior,” Sheal offered.


  “Already done, Sheal,” Alyssa firmly said. “We had a lovely talk with her, Daniel and I, though I question what good will come of it. What I’m trying to say is I’m not in a happy mood right now. So the fact that you’re still standing here as you are, rather than being properly disciplined by yours truly in a manner that would make you pray for death, is nothing short of great restraint on my part and Daniel’s insistence that such actions are not necessary for this one instance. Do you understand how fortunate you are right now?”


  “Y… yes,” Sheal nervously replied.


  “The next time you mount my man, for whatever reason; the next time Rolian decides to spread more of her goddamned webbing in our home; the next time Felucia opens her big fat mouth; the next person to push me even in the slightest today is going to be very sorry. So count your blessings I’m trying to be a good little witch for Daniel, never speak of what happened this morning again, and keep your fucking pussy off of my Daniel at all times. Got it?”


  “Yes, Alyssa,” Sheal quickly said, nodding to that. “I understand completely.”


  “Thank you, Alyssa,” Daniel mentioned. “For your understanding and forgiveness.”


  “I really am too forgiving and lenient,” Alyssa sighed, shaking her head. “It’s a curse I’ve always had to bear.”


  “Is that a fact?” Specca dryly asked, the nixie slowly walking up beside her with a deathly look on her face. “I seem to recount several instances that would say otherwise.”


  “Are you okay, Specca?” Sheal worried.


  “Do I look okay, Sheal?” Specca morbidly asked before holding a hand to her head. “Ugh… I’m never drinking again. Never ever.”


  “Good,” Alyssa commented. “I’m sure Doku will approve of that after she gets done changing our sheets.”


  “I’m sorry,” Specca whined, tiredly holding her glasses as she struggled with her hangover. “I never should have partaken in their drinking last night. I don’t know what came over me. I just had one little sip and everything after that became a blur. How does Rolian drink that stuff every day and still be able to walk?”


  “Are you kidding?” Alyssa said shaking her head. “Rolian is passed out nearly half of the day, and the other half she’s stumbling over all eight of her legs. It’s a miracle she’s not dead from drinking as much as she does.”


  “Arachne don’t have to worry about such things,” Sheal mentioned, earning curious looks from them. “I learned that from the arachne I met in The Sisterhood. They have three stomachs and an absurdly high constitution for liquor. Rolian may get tipsy from drinking so much, but she’s not in any danger of getting ill from it. She can’t succumb to alcohol poisoning no matter how hard she may try. Arachne can even eat foods that are normally considered poisonous to us without any cause for concern; their stomachs can handle almost anything.”


  “No wonder she drinks like she’s trying to kill herself,” Specca muttered with a cringe. “She has no reason to fear doing so.”


  “Daniel?” Luna said, walking out of the carriage with her sister. “Rolian took down her webs in the bedroom. She wants to know if she can still keep them in the dining hall for her to sleep in.”


  “Are we seriously going to let her keep that stuff in our home?” Falla tiredly asked.


  “I’m still not sure how we’re going to handle her living with us,” Daniel admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “For now, she can keep her nest in one of the upper corners in the dining hall. Tell her she has to take the rest down.”


  “Fantastic,” Falla sighed. “We’re letting the natural predator of giant butterflies live in our dining hall. That is so grimly ironic.”


  “We’ll work something out,” Alyssa said waving it off. “We’re stuck with her now; we’ll just have to make the best of it somehow.”


  “And whose fault is that?” Specca flatly quizzed her.


  “Don’t start with me right now, Specca. This morning is already testing my patience well enough.”


  The butterfly sisters went back into their home while Doku walked out past them, the harpy hopping along while dragging a large bundle of sheets all wrapped in a ball that she held onto with her foot. She fluttered over next to the carriage, set the bundle down, and then walked over to the group while flexing her foot a little with each step.


  “The spare coverings are set,” she announced before turning her hidden gaze to Specca. “Are you feeling better now, Specca?”


  “Yes. Sorry about what happened.”


  “It’s no trouble. That pile of laundry was overdue for a wash anyway.”


  “Sorry,” Specca moped, lowering her head in shame. “I honestly don’t know what got into me last night.”


  “Based on what came out of you this morning, I think we have a pretty good idea what it may have been,” Doku reasoned, with Specca covering her face out of embarrassment. The nixie moved behind Daniel and buried her face in his back, her tail slowly coiling around his leg as she tried in vain to hide from everyone.


  “Well, I’d best get to work this morning,” Sheal said with a small bow. “I’ll go help Rolian take down her webs. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do for you, master.”


  “I’d tell you to just call me by my name,” Daniel remarked, shaking his head a little. “Though I feel as though that’s an order you won’t comply with.”


  “Sorry, master,” Sheal quipped, a small smile coming across her. She made her way back inside their home with her tail slowly swaying behind, a fleeting glance back to her master being made before she vanished inside.


  “Aside from her… panicking the way she did this morning, I feel she’s going to fit in just fine in our home,” Doku complimented, moving beside Daniel and letting him gently take hold of her around the waist.


  “Sheal? I’m sure she will,” Alyssa commented. “And provided Rolian learns to stop spreading her webs everywhere, I think she’ll do okay as well. It’s Felucia I’m worried about.”


  “I’m more worried about what Triska will say when she hears of this arrangement,” Specca spoke up. “You know how easy it is to set that woman off. She certainly does not share Daniel’s incredible amount of patience. Oh, I can just imagine her yelling about it already.”


  “Daniel?” Doku wondered. “You spoke with Twilight this morning in her communal chamber, didn’t you? Any word on how the girls are doing with their investigation?”


  “Nothing yet,” Daniel answered, shaking his head. “Twilight isn’t able to keep constant watch on Stonegate from her prison, but during the times she’s peered through the veil she hasn’t seen the girls in or around the city. I’m sure if she spots them she’ll let us know what they found.”


  “I hope Calam wasn’t lying,” Specca worried.


  “All we can do now is hope for the best,” Doku softly said. “And keep faith that our family will return to us soon.”


  “Hey, I see something,” an elf called out. Daniel and the girls spun around to see the elf peering into the distance over the forest, they along with the elven rangers nearby taking notice of a figure flying towards them over the nearby woodland.


  “What is that?” a ranger cautioned, priming her bow just as the others did.


  “Something’s coming,” another warned, with all of them taking aim. After a moment of peering sharply at the approaching figure they showed surprise and quickly lowered their bows, all eyes watching in awe as a winged demon flew over the nearby trees and swooped down towards them. Landing softly on her feet before Daniel and the girls was Kitten, the cambion arching her wings back while in her arms was Clover, the elf appearing to be sleeping quietly with her twintails gently flowing in the breeze beneath her.


  “Master,” Kitten said with a daring smile. “Your demon has returned.”


  “Kitten,” Daniel said, rushing up to her along with his girls. “You’re back, that’s great to see. But what happened to Clover? Is she okay?”


  “Her? She’s fine,” Kitten replied with a shrug. “She was up all night riding to Stonegate, she was pretty tired this morning after the long trip. I brought her back myself as that would be the fastest way to return her to you while letting her rest. I figured you would appreciate it if I took proper care of your property.”


  “Again…” Alyssa groaned with a tired glare at her. “We are not property!”


  Daniel gently brushed Clover’s hair away from her face, admiring his elf who was sleeping peacefully in the arms of the demon. Smiling at seeing she was perfectly fine he then looked around the area before turning to Kitten in question.


  “Kitten, what happened? Where are the others? What did you find in Stonegate?”


  “Where’s Kroanette?” Alyssa asked. “Was she there like Calam said?”


  “What did you see there?” Specca wondered. “What were they trying to hide from everyone?”


  Kitten smirked at them before glancing back over her shoulder. The group turned towards the approaching trail through the nearby forest as galloping hooves were heard running along it. Slowly Daniel stepped forward from the group and waited with bated breath, hearing the sound growing louder and echoing against the trees before a figure ran up over the bend and into the sunlight.


  Standing at the edge of the campsite was Kroanette, the centaur catching her breath while on her back was Star. The jinx was holding onto the centaur’s waist with Reiko hovering beside them, with all eyes focusing on Kroanette who started to become choked up with tears and whimpering gasps from seeing her family standing before her.


  “Kroanette,” Daniel breathed out. “Is it really you? Please tell me I’m not dreaming.”


  “Daniel,” Kroanette whined with a teary-eyed smile. Star hopped off her back and stepped aside, watching with a warm smile as the centaur started to take a few shaky steps forward before she ran towards her man with a loud cry.


  “Daniel!” she wailed, rushing forward and embracing the man, shoving him headfirst into her large bosom as she hugged him tightly.


  “Kroanette!” the girls cheered, running forward and hugging their co-mate. The centaur slowly lowered onto her legs as she broke down sobbing, the woman being swarmed by similar affections from the girls while Daniel managed to pull his head out of her cleavage and breathe again. He then returned the gesture by pulling her close to his chest and holding her close, tears of joy forming in his eyes as he held his beloved centaur once again.


  “Kroanette! You finally came back to us! Thank the heavens!”


  Clover stirred then slowly opened her eyes, seeing Kitten smiling at something nearby before she turned to see. The demon set her down on her feet, with the elf smiling and wiping a tear away as she saw Kroanette reunited with her family.


  “It’s about fucking time,” Clover said, half laughing and half crying. Shaking it off she glanced to see Kitten showing an approving smile at her master and his harem, then returning the elf’s look with a raised eyebrow as Clover straightened her outfit and quiver on her back.


  “You’re welcome,” Kitten said.


  “I was just going to thank you for the lift,” Clover smirked back. Looking her over the elf shook her head a bit as something was striking her as odd still. “Not that I’m complaining you’re here, but is Triska coming back out anytime soon? You’ve been in control of your body ever since last night.”


  “Soon,” Kitten replied, turning her eyes onto Daniel. “We just had to wait until we got back.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ll understand soon enough,” Kitten answered, a sly smile forming on her face.


  “Where in Eden were you?” Daniel yelled at Kroanette, half angry and half relieved. “Do you have any idea how worried we were about you?”


  “Don’t you ever run off like that again!” Alyssa whined, holding onto the centaur’s side. “You stupid centaur, you had us all scared to death! I’m so going to make you sorry for doing that!”


  “Thank the heavens you’re alright,” Doku sniveled. “We’ve been so worried about you, dear. You mustn’t run off like that again, I don’t believe we could take it.”


  “Don’t ever leave us like that again,” Specca whined. “I don’t care if you’re a centaur, you can’t just take off like that and leave us behind.”


  “I’m sorry,” Kroanette sobbed, clutching Daniel’s shirt as she felt smothered by her family’s love. “I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll never run off again. I promise. I’m just so thankful I’m back with you again. Oh my god, I’ve missed you all so much!”


  Daniel held his centaur close with a shaky cry before he grabbed her head and pulled her up to kiss him, the two locking into their embrace with Kroanette feeling tears still squeezing out from her closed eyes. For her, she felt the warmth of his love filling her like she always did when her beloved kissed her. For Daniel, he felt her aura in his mind growing strong once again, the burning yellow star in his mind representing her love for him igniting with passion that had been bottled up for days now. In fact it seemed to be resonating with him even more strongly than usual, a strange and unique sensation being felt by Daniel as the centaur’s love appeared to be so blindingly hot and bright for him now, it was almost burning with the same strength Daniel had often felt from being empowered by Synergy from his entire harem in the past.


  The world all but stopped for Daniel and Kroanette, the two becoming lost in their moment as their kiss sparked overwhelming emotions in them both while the bond they felt between them pulled them ever closer to one another. After finally parting from their kiss, the two gazed into each other’s eyes, each taking in the image of the other as if they were memorizing it all over again for the first time. Kroanette blushed and slowly looked over Daniel’s appearance, seeing all too well a bolder and braver side of her beloved knight that only further fanned the flames of love and lust burning within her. Daniel however was captivated by his centaur’s beauty, his eyes focusing on every detail of Kroanette’s face, long flowing hair, gorgeous eyes, and of course her oversized assets that also ignited the fires of passion within him.


  “Kroanette,” he gently said, brushing aside her hair and caressing her cheek.


  “Daniel,” she wept, smiling at her mate while her tail slowly swayed behind her.


  “Kroanette!” Rolian suddenly cried out, the arachne hugging the centaur and bobbing her abdomen atop her legs in excitement. Daniel and the girls blinked before realizing that Rolian had jumped into their moment and was now crying on Kroanette’s shoulder while hugging her close.


  “You finally came back me! I was so worried about you! I was beginning to think I would never see you again! I’m so happy you’re back, I’ve been waiting and waiting forever for you! Oh, Kroanette! My best friend in the whole world besides Juggy who will always be my favorite best friend in the world but still one of my best bestest friends in the whole wide world! Kroanette! I’m so happy you’re okay! Oh, Kroanette! Waaaaaaaah!”


  “Oh, hello again, Rolian,” Kroanette said with a weak smile. “So good to see you again too. Um, do you mind? I was sort of sharing a tender moment with my mate and… um… there there, it’s okay. You can stop crying on me now. Really. I’m alright.”


  “Kroanette?” Luna gasped. The group turned to see Falla, Luna, Cindy, and Felucia standing outside the carriage doorway while Pip was fluttering over the giant butterfly’s shoulder. In Cindy’s arms was Snapper, the young swarm cawing and waving her hands towards the centaur in the campsite.


  “Is… is that really you?” Falla wondered.


  “Did you and your boobies finally come back to us?” Pip whimpered. “Or am I imagining you and your boobies again because I miss you and your boobies so much?”


  “I’m really back, girls,” Kroanette said, holding out her hand to them. “I’m home, and it’s so good to see you all again.”


  “Kroanette!” Falla cried out, with the girls rushing towards their co-mate while Felucia merely watched with a raised eyebrow and crossed arms. The butterfly sisters swarmed Kroanette with hugs while Pip dove into the centaur’s cleavage with overjoyed delight. Cindy quickly handed Snapper off into her mother’s arms then ran over and hugged the centaur too, with Daniel displaying a warm smile as he saw his mate being held by all the girls. Star warped over beside Kitten and Clover while Reiko floated around through the air after her, them along with the elven rangers watching as Kroanette was blanketed by her loving family.


  “You’re okay! You’re really okay!” Luna cheered out in relief. “I was so worried about you!”


  “Don’t scare us like that ever again!” Falla reprimanded the centaur. “We were pulling our hair out fearing the worst for you! If you ever run off like that again I swear I’ll break your legs!”


  “Don’t leave me ever again!” Pip whined, hugging Kroanette’s chest. “I love you! I love you so much! And you too, Kroanette! I love you too! Please don’t ever leave me again! You and your boobies can’t leave Pip like that again!”


  “I’m so happy you’re back, Kroanette,” Cindy whined, holding the centaur’s head against her chest. “Don’t run away from us like you did. I would be sad if you didn’t come back.”


  “Girls,” Kroanette whimpered, being smothered by their affections and feeling their love swathing her like a thick blanket. She smiled around at her family, showed a puzzled smile at Rolian who was dressed in a maid’s outfit while she whimpered with eight watery eyes, then turned to Daniel with teary eyes of her own as the man was trying to hold his in the best he could. The centaur gradually broke free from the girls and their overzealous embraces and stood up, gently pulling Pip out from her bosom and hopping the tiny fairy into the air, then stepping closer to Daniel who again graced her cheek with a gentle hand. Kroanette whimpered with a shaky smile at finally being able to see him again, her gaze then moving around at the other girls and nearby elven rangers, before finally looking out over the countryside that caused her smile to begin to fade.


  Slowly she walked over to the edge of the hill, her saddened eyes surveying the scar in Eden where her kingdom used to be. Standing there with her hair and tail swaying in the breeze, she witnessed with her own eyes the sight of Ruhelia having been completely wiped out, her voice faltering in her throat as memories of her former home painted the image of Ruhelia still standing before her, in all its glory with its people running about the nearby fields that served as their beloved homeland, before it all faded away to reveal it was truly gone.


  “Kroanette…” Daniel started to say, and then fell silent as everyone saw the centaur taking in the view of her homeland having been eradicated. The centaur slowly looked down to see the elven encampment below them, the women and children moving about in their camps while residing on the outskirts of what was once her proud home.


  “I already knew,” she distantly said. “When I met Rolian, she told me… she told me something I didn’t want to believe. She told me what Cindy had already seen with her own eyes. I knew… I knew what had happened to my home before I even got here. I knew I already lost my home… my sisters… and my mother.”


  “Kroanette… I’m sorry,” Doku softly said.


  “I heard what happened to Ruhelia. I also heard what happened to Green Haven. I heard what The Sisterhood has done out here. All the lives they’ve ruined. The homes they’ve burned down. The families they’ve slain.”


  Wiping a tear from her eye she turned to see her family watching her with remorse, all except for one who was absent, and brought more tears to her eyes.


  “And I heard… about Squeak,” she whimpered.


  Daniel and the girls lowered their heads, voicing no corrections to what Kroanette already knew and feared to be real.


  “The last thing I said to her,” Kroanette sniveled. “The last thing I said to her that day before I ran off… it wasn’t goodbye, or how much I cared about her, or how much she meant to me as a member of my own family. The last thing I said to Squeak before I left that day… was ‘Get out of the mirror, I need to fix my hair.’ The last thing I said to Squeak was a vain request because I was worried I wouldn’t look my best for Daniel. Those were the last words I directly spoke to her. And they were horrible ones.”


  “Kroanette, I’m sure she didn’t take it personally,” Specca reasoned.


  “I’m never going to be able to tell her I’m sorry,” Kroanette lamented. “I’m never going to be able to tell her how much she meant to me. I’m never going to see her again. I already knew this before I got here, Kitten told me what happened to her. And yet… as prepared as I could have been to see my kingdom having crumbled to dust… to know that my mother fell to those horrible monsters… to see those poor elves picking themselves up after being plagued by war; as prepared for all of that as I could have been… seeing Squeak missing from my family… knowing I’ll never hear her squeaks again… my heart continues to break from the thought.”


  She dropped to her legs as she broke down into tears, crying out of sorrow while Daniel and the girls felt the sting from their loss once again as they shared Kroanette’s pain. Daniel slowly breathed out before approaching his centaur and holding her close to him, the woman quickly latching onto his waist as she cried into his shirt.


  “Every time I run off, I lose someone important to me,” she sobbed, shaking her head. “First I lost my mother and sisters when I left Ruhelia, and then I lost Squeak when I left our home. Why must this always happen to me? I fear if I ever go for a run again I may never see you or the girls again when I return. It’s like I curse those I love to a horrible fate should I ever run away from them.”


  “You didn’t curse Ruhelia or your family,” Daniel assured her. “And you didn’t curse Squeak either. This pain and suffering we’re all going through, it’s The Sisterhood’s fault. Theirs, and the gemini’s.”


  “The gemini,” Kroanette growled, a look of anger washing over her. “Those crazed demons from Eston… they were the ones who brought this hell upon us. Those… those… those monsters!”


  She yelled out in agony and shook her head, covering her face in both hands as she screamed and tried in vain to calm herself. After a few deep breaths and painful snivels she looked up to Daniel in wonder, the centaur slowly rising to her feet as she beheld the man and his new armaments before holding her hands to his chest.


  “I also heard a very strange tale from Kitten. One in which you were the hero that slayed those immortal monsters and avenged my people, avenged the elven people, and avenged Squeak. Is it true? Are those accursed monsters truly vanquished? Did you really send them back to hell whence they came?”


  “I did,” Daniel assured her. “I made those monsters feel real pain and suffering before I cast them out from this world. It wasn’t comparable to all the pain they inflicted on so many people, but it was the best I could do and it invoked real agony in the iridescent eyes of those demons. They’re dead, Kroanette. They paid the price for messing with our families. I made sure of that.”


  “How did you do it?” Kroanette asked with heightened interest. “How did you slay them when they’re practically immortal? I thought it was impossible without both swords of legend, but that’s not what I heard happened. What did you do, Daniel?”


  “Didn’t Kitten tell you?” Daniel wondered, with everyone turning to the demon as she slowly shook her head.


  “I thought it would be best to keep the specifics of that particular event between us only, master,” Kitten explained. “Other ears were listening, my words were going to be carried far and wide into the unknown, and I wasn’t sure who we would want to trust with the truth. It just seemed like something you wouldn’t want everyone to know of right now.”


  “Yes, that is how I feel about it,” Daniel agreed, nodding. “I’m actually glad that you see it that way and respected my wishes without me ever having to tell you of them. I was actually a little fearful you would have-”


  “Bragged about what you did?” Kitten smirked. “I wanted to, but I had a feeling it was something you didn’t want to be made public yet.”


  “Thank you, Kitten. I’m thankful you made that call.”


  “I only think about your happiness and wellbeing, master,” Kitten proclaimed with a fanciful bow.


  “Among other things,” Alyssa dryly added, then turned to Kroanette with great interest. “We can talk about that later, we’ll give you all the details, but for now could you please explain what the hell happened in Stonegate? How did you end up there of all places? And how are you still alive and in one piece after going there?”


  “Please, tell us, what did you girls find there?” Specca asked, looking from Kroanette to Clover and then Kitten. “Did you find anything out of the ordinary? What’s the big secret that city is hiding? What was it Calam couldn’t tell us about?”


  “About that…” Kroanette hesitantly replied. “I’m sorry, but… we can’t tell you either.”


  “Are you kidding us?” Alyssa yelled at her. “What do you mean you can’t tell us? You have to! We need to know what-”


  “Alyssa, calm down,” Clover ordered. “Look, we want to tell you all what we found, we really do. But we can’t, we took an oath of secrecy.”


  “You’re seriously going to keep this a secret from us?” Falla cried out.


  “We have to!” Kitten loudly argued. Seeing the girls falling silent the demon took a slow breath before continuing. “Listen, I want to tell my master everything I saw. I want to explain to all of you just what exactly they are hiding in that city, however I cannot. We took that oath Calam did; we can’t speak a word about it to anyone. And believe me when I say this is an oath that we don’t want to break, these are people we don’t want to upset.”


  She looked around at the disappointed faces the girls were showing before glancing to Daniel with a smirk.


  “I can’t tell you, master. These girls can’t tell you either. But, Triska can.”


  “What? Triska can?” Daniel wondered.


  “Yes, she can. You see, they made Kroanette promise. They made Star promise. They made Reiko promise. They made Clover promise. They even made me promise. But never once did they ask Triska to swear to secrecy. Technically, she never took an oath of silence.”


  “Wait, they didn’t?” Kroanette exclaimed. “But… how could that be? They make everyone take that oath upon first going there, or after they’re brought there, or however they end up there. Why didn’t they ask Triska to keep their secret?”


  “How could they, if I never switched places with her?” Kitten smirked. Silence fell over the campsite as the demon smugly grinned at Kroanette. Star and Reiko exchanged puzzled looks while Clover was closely observing the cambion now.


  “That’s why you never switched out with Triska,” the elf realized. “That’s why you stayed in control the entire time we were there. They couldn’t make Triska swear to keep quiet if she never appeared.”


  “They all heard that Triska and I shared the same body from Kroanette,” Kitten explained. “But, they didn’t seem to realize that meant if I swore to something, that doesn’t mean Triska made the same pledge. Nobody called me out for it during my stay, so either they didn’t realize we didn’t speak on each other’s behalf, or they thought Triska was asleep while I was in control.”


  “You sneaky demon,” Kroanette said, smiling in awe. “And I thought they were master charlatans. Very impressive.”


  Kitten took a few mocking bows to the group before turning to Daniel with a hopeful smile.


  “So, did I do good, master?” she innocently asked him. Daniel walked up to the demon with a shrewd smirk, chuckling at how deviously deceptive his demon had behaved.


  “Was that your idea, or Triska’s? Tell me the truth.”


  “It was mine,” Kitten admitted. “Triska agreed to it, but I was the one who suggested she stay inside my head for the duration of our time there. Master, I will say this, this will be a terrific lead for your quest, I wanted to make sure we didn’t blow it and ruin this for you. However, I figured you would want to know about it as soon as possible, this way you can enter Stonegate without fear once you know the truth, and we’re technically not breaking any of their laws this way. I followed their rules just as they said, I was a good demon on your behalf, however I will always act in your best interests above all else.”


  “Good girl,” Daniel said, then brought the demon close and kissed her. Her wings quickly swooshed open wide behind her as she melted in the man’s embrace, especially knowing that this kiss was meant for her and not Triska. While the other girls smiled a little at seeing Kitten receiving some well-deserved praise from her master, Daniel felt something new during the tender moment. He felt the cambion’s tongue rolling over his, and her hands that gently held onto his chest as kept her near, but what stuck out to him was what came during the kiss; a brief spark in his mind that was all too familiar for Daniel by now.


  The feeling of her aura, her love literally calling out and trying to connect with him, and also a faint glimpse of something else in his mind; a star, shining brightly with ferocity and burning passion, and its light that bloomed not with a sparkling radiance or glistening color, but instead darkness. A star of dark, black light, almost invisible, yet at the same time unmistakable, and its rays conveying not a chilling coldness one would expect from a demon, but rather a sunny warmth, similar to how the other girls’ auras have felt to him before.


  ‘What is this? Her love for me may be as true as the others’, but her aura… it feels different. It’s like Triska’s… except… except it’s-’


  “Okay,” Alyssa called out, bringing the two back to their senses. Breaking from the kiss they gazed at each other for a moment longer before seeing Alyssa tapping her foot impatiently while waving the demon on. “You got your kiss, good for you. Now let Triska out so we can hear what the hell all of this is about! We’ve been waiting forever!”


  “You did good with your sneaky plan,” Falla admitted. “You would make my grove proud. Now how about you let Triska out so she can spill the beans already? We want to know what the big secret is.”


  “Should… we be here for this?” a ranger slowly questioned. “Is this information confidential, or-”


  “We don’t care!” Specca yelled out.


  “Hey, Rolian,” Sheal said, walking out of the carriage with spider silk covering her. “Could you come back in here and help me clean up this crap? And get it off me as well?”


  “Is that a salamander woman?” Kroanette asked, pointing to Sheal in disbelief. “Wearing a maid outfit… covered in arachne silk… coming out of our home?”


  “We will explain it all later!” Alyssa shouted, striking her staff into the ground and sending out a gust of wind and rippling wave of light through the grass. “Whatever you haven’t been told yet, we’ll tell you later. For now, bring Triska back so we can finally learn just what the fuck Stonegate is hiding from us! That’s all we care about right now, that’s all we want to hear about, that’s the only thing we need to be discussing right now! There is not a single thing otherwise that should have our attention until that matter is taken care of! Not a single thing!”


  Before anyone could speak or make a move while her echoing cry sounded off into the air, another sound also caught everyone’s attention. One by one Daniel and all the women around him turned towards the southern hillside overlooking large grassy plains running alongside the neighboring woodland. Slowly the sound of horses galloping through the land started to rise, so much so that the elven community began to halt what they were doing and take notice. It grew and grew into a loud rumbling stampede, something that caused birds to fly off from the trees while deer and rabbits were seen fleeing the forest in a panic.


  “What is that?” Specca slowly asked.


  “It sounds like a stampede,” an elven ranger said.


  “It’s getting louder,” Cindy worried, quickly rushing over behind Daniel.


  “It sounds like a whole army is coming our way,” Falla commented.


  “You don’t think… it’s The Sisterhood, do you?” Luna feared, quickly hiding behind Daniel as well.


  “Relax, it’s not The Sisterhood,” Kitten said, walking up beside her master. With a smirk on her face she glanced to see Daniel examining the forest very carefully, the man showing a cautious unease towards the commotion that wasn’t shared by those who just returned from Stonegate.


  “Kroanette isn’t the only one we brought back with us,” Kitten mentioned, getting everyone’s attention.


  “What do you mean…” Daniel started to say, and then fell quiet as he and the women around him stared in stunned silence at the source of the thundering charge.


  Riding out from the forest where it thinned and allowed travelers passage through its thick woodland was not one, not two, and not a dozen, but rather hundreds and hundreds of centaurs. Daniel and the girls gathered near the edge of the campsite and witnessed in awe the sight of an entire herd of galloping centaurs racing out of the forest towards the elven encampment, with many women and even children racing across the grassy fields with high speed atop their four legs.


  “What the hell?” Alyssa breathed out.


  “Holy… crap,” Specca managed to blurt out.


  “What is going on here?” Falla asked in disbelief.


  “There’s so many centaurs down there,” Luna said, shaking her head. “So… so… so many.”


  “Where are they all coming from?” Doku wondered.


  “So many boobies,” Pip drooled with stars in her eyes. “So many boobies bouncing out there. They’re so big I can see them from here.”


  The centaurs poured out of the forest and ran towards the outskirts of the elven campsite where they slowed down and gathered into a large crowd before it. Elves were also gathering in front of them, the women and children just as awestruck and puzzled by the sudden appearance of so many young and elder centaurs appearing out of nowhere. After the last of the centaurs regrouped with their people an awkward silence befell both monster communities, with the elves being stunned to see so many centaurs having appeared before them, while the centaurs showed slightly less surprise to seeing the elves residing in the shadows of their former kingdom.


  “That’s… a lot of centaurs,” a ranger beside Alyssa finally said.


  “What are they doing here?” another questioned. “Where did they come from? Who are they?”


  “They’re the centaurs from Ruhelia,” Kroanette announced, much to the surprise of Daniel and his family. “They’re the ones who survived and fled The Sisterhood’s assault on our kingdom.”


  “Those… those are the centaurs of Ruhelia?” Specca questioned with a startle.


  “Where did you find them?” Sheal asked.


  “Where do you think?” Clover smirked.


  Daniel and the girls blinked before turning to the returning members in surprise.


  “Stonegate?” Daniel asked very skeptically. “You found… all of them… in Stonegate?”


  “Are you serious?” Alyssa questioned even more skeptically.


  Kitten chuckled as she closed her eyes, the demon’s wings and tail slowly retracting as she relinquished control of her body to her counterpart. The group gazed over the great number of centaurs who rode into the valley with marvel as they and the elves continued their silent standoff with only a few yards separating them. Turning back to the cambion in the group they saw her stumbling forward a step before regaining her balance, eyes opening to reveal their glow having vanished while her aura had shifted to a more tranquil one.


  “Daniel,” Triska breathed out, taking a moment to regain her senses before turning to him with a daring smile. “You’re not going to believe what we found there.”


  “You mean besides Kroanette and an entire centaur community?” Falla questioned, gesturing to the nearby centaur herd in shock.


  “Oh, we found more than that, Falla,” Clover said as she started walking off towards the standoff. “And believe every word that Triska says, because it’s all true. We saw it ourselves.”


  “Where are you going?” Specca asked before Kroanette sighed and trotted over to Daniel.


  “Excuse me, Daniel,” she said before giving him a quick kiss. “I’ll be right back. We have to play emissary now with our two races and properly introduce them to one another, as much as I’m not looking forward to having to do so.”


  “Emissary?” Daniel repeated as the centaur took a few steps away.


  “We sort of have to,” Clover called back to him. “I’m the highest ranking huntress among my people, so I kind of need to deal with this shit now. Fucking sucks, but what can I do?”


  “Yes, and…” Kroanette hesitantly said, pausing for a moment before looking back to Daniel with a nervous smile and small shrug. “Since I’m the only living member of the royal family left, I’m sort of stuck with the responsibilities as well. I really pray Hollia is alive out there and returns to us soon, I really don’t want to be empress. I’m not empress material.”


  “We’ll give you all your privacy,” a ranger said before the elves headed over towards Clover and Kroanette. “It sounds like you have personal matters to discuss, and we don’t wish to intrude on them. We’ll escort Clover and Kroanette to meet with their people.”


  The elves bowed to the group before heading off with Clover and Kroanette, with the two girls making their way towards the dividing gap between their people as many of the elves and centaurs turned to see them approaching. Daniel watched them go with a bewildered expression then turned to Triska, the girl smirking at Clover and Kroanette before returning her mate’s gaze.


  “So,” she said with a knowing grin. “About Stonegate…”


  


  Chapter 13


  Secret of the Copycats


  In the world of Eden, few monsters were as deceptive and cunning as the copycats. These feline women were capable of mimicking the forms of other monsters and humans, perfectly replicating them down to the last physical detail and even their voice. When one was in disguise, it was nearly impossible to point them out as there were no obvious tells to betray their unique ability. They were known to be sneaky, clever, underhanded, and difficult to stop when they preyed upon men. However this wasn’t to say all were malicious or had wicked hearts.


  Just as they could hide their true appearance, so too could they hide their benevolent intentions.


  *****


  “So, where are we going this time?” Kitten asked, walking behind Eirene through the underground tunnels. They passed copycats and monsters alike, though the cambion was now uncertain if they were all copycats or not.


  “You wanted to know, so I’m showing you,” Eirene cryptically replied. “It’s a lot easier to explain if you see it with your own eyes.”


  “Uh huh,” Kitten said, looking around at the passing corridors with more monsters moving through them. “Is it now? Because I’ve seen a lot so far, and it’s only raising more questions the further I venture into this place.”


  “I bet it has,” Eirene chuckled. “We get that a lot.”


  “You get a lot of travelers who come down here?”


  “More than you would think.”


  “Again, only raising more questions,” Kitten grumbled.


  They passed a few copycats carrying boxes of supplies and construction tools and then an arachne who skittered along the ceiling above them with a bundle of wood in her arms that she had wrapped in webbing.


  “Just out of curiosity,” Kitten spoke up to break the silence between them. “How many monsters that I’ve seen so far are actually copycats? I’ve often doubted the idea of goblins and gremlins being peaceful, and only recently have I seen a benevolent arachne. I’m wondering how many of those I’ve come across tonight are actually what they appear to be.”


  “Haha!” Eirene laughed, glancing back to her with a playful smirk. “Oh, I’m sure that’s been one of those questions in your mind for some time now. Rather hard to tell, isn’t it? Well, to answer that question, I’d say about 80% of the monsters who live here are copycats.”


  “So everyone on the surface…”


  “You guessed it. Nearly everyone you saw on the surface was one of us, either in disguise or in plain sight. Stonegate is our city after all, we run this town, so of course we would have plenty of our kin residing in those homes.”


  “And the gremlins that accompanied Calam, Velm and Jezzele, were they really gremlins?”


  “Those two? Yes, they’re real gremlins. We do have some members of different races living amongst us for one reason or another. Though it does make you wonder, doesn’t it? You’ll never look at our residents the same now that you know the truth, and you’ll always be left guessing.”


  “Okay, that answers one question,” Kitten dryly admitted. “However so many more remain.”


  “Get back here, ya lil’ thief!” a woman’s voice echoed in the hall behind them. Stopping together Eirene and Kitten looked back to see shadows flickering along the walls near an intersection before a little girl raced out from around the bend.


  “Lucy?” Eirene shouted in both surprise and anger, spotting her daughter sprinting through the tunnel. In the little copycat’s hands was a purse with a few shiny necklaces hanging out from its flap, the valuables being held close to her chest as she stumbled and ran away from a ruckus behind her.


  “Finders keepers!” Lucy shouted behind her. Looking ahead she gasped at seeing her mother growling at her while Kitten merely crossed her arms with a dull grimace aimed at the girl.


  “Lucy!” Eirene yelled, stepping out into the middle of the hall. “What do you think you’re doing? You’re supposed to be back home!”


  “On my way, mom!” Lucy declared with a salute. As she closed in on her mother she quickly dashed aside, jumped up onto a nearby crate, and then ran along the wall with scampering feet over her mother before hopping back down into a roll along the ground.


  “Lucy!” Eirene raged as she tried to snatch her daughter, missing the agile little girl and instead dropping onto her hands and knees. “Get back here this instant! What have you taken this time? Hey, I’m talking to you, little lady!”


  “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it!” Lucy called back. She laughed and raced ahead with a joyous hop before a chain whipped through the air from behind and quickly ensnared her leg, bringing the girl to the ground with a thump. The copycat whined and frantically clawed at the floor as she was hastily reeled in by the chain, sliding back with fevered mews and scraping claws before coming to a halt. With a gulp and shaky breath, the girl slowly rolled onto her back while clutching her stolen goods closer to her chest, eyes nervously peering over her facemask at the women standing over her.


  “You are so grounded,” Eirene growled with a flinching lip.


  “You really suck at this, kid,” Kitten chuckled with a smirk.


  “How many times must we catch ya doing this before ya stop already?” Hilda scowled down at the girl. Next to her Diago was slowly shaking her head with an annoyed look on her face, the ant girl coiling her chain-whip back up and holstering it at her hip.


  “Leave me alone!” Lucy yelled shaking her head. “I found these, they’re mine!”


  “You stole ‘em from the warehouse,” Hilda argued, reaching down and grabbing the bag. She yanked it and the copycat up into the air, with the little girl screaming and kicking her legs as she held onto it for dear life. “I heard you laughing your lil’ ass off out in the halls after you swiped ‘em, just like you always do when you pinch something of ours. Now let go, ya lil’ crook. These are going up to the Stonegate marketplace to be sold off, they’re not staying in your filthy mitts.”


  Lucy kicked and yelled as she tried to wrestle free the bag, her efforts being futile as Hilda was easily able to hold her up with one arm and shake the girl off with a few hard swings. Bouncing onto the ground with a cough the copycat tried to turn around and scurry off, only making it two steps before Diago grabbed her by the back of her shirt and lifted her off the ground.


  “Keep your darling lil’ angel away from this place for the rest of the night, would ya?” Hilda snidely requested of Eirene. “I’ve got enough to finish up without having to deal with her grabbing anything that’s not nailed to the floor.”


  “I’ve had my fill of her behavior as well,” Eirene agreed, eyeing her mewling daughter who had her legs, arms, and tail tucked close out of fear. “Diago, please take her home and make sure she stays there. I’m going to reunite Kitten here with her friend, and then I’m coming home to murder my daughter.”


  “I’m sorry, mom,” Lucy whimpered.


  “You’re going to be,” Eirene said, waving the ant girl off. Diago slung the young girl over her shoulder and walked away with a heavy stride, once again remaining silent and stalwart with her assignment while Lucy yelled and thrashed in her arms in her fruitless attempts to get free.


  “Is she always like that?” Kitten asked, getting an exasperated sigh from the countess as she again led the way after Diago.


  “It didn’t used to be this bad with her,” Eirene distantly remarked. “But nowadays she’s… well, testing my nerves more often than a mother should have to deal with.”


  “They grow up so fast, don’t they?” Kitten smirked as she followed the copycat, getting only an irritated grumble out of the countess.


  They proceeded down the tunnel by way of torchlight from the walls, neither speaking a word while the continued cries of Lucy further ahead still echoed through the corridor. Kitten watched Diago carrying the young copycat towards a bright light at the end of the tunnel, the ant girl calmly walking forward and vanishing into the haze while Lucy’s shouting started to fade as they ventured into the unknown.


  “What is that?” Kitten cautiously asked.


  “I know you’re a demon, but don’t tell me you’re afraid of the light,” Eirene chuckled. She led Kitten through the bright haze, with Kitten shielding her eyes as she slowly followed after the copycat. After a moment she lowered her hand, eyes adjusting to the light while a surprised look slowly overcame her. Stepping forward from the tunnel entrance she made her way over to the railing of the wide overlook they were now standing on, herself and Triska unable to say a word as they saw something most unexpected before them.


  “Welcome to The Cellar,” Eirene said, stepping beside her and admiring the view.


  The two stood there at the edge of a cliff, both gazing out at not a small cave or even a large cavern that they had entered, but what Kitten could only describe to be an entire countryside lying peacefully beneath the surface of Eden. A sprawling city was seen beneath them, and although it appeared to be comprised of the same gloomy looking buildings seen in Stonegate, there was a much brighter and livelier charm to it. Copycats and other monsters were seen moving about the bustling municipal, with horse drawn carriages traveling down the streets while the residents were going about their day without a care and not a single fight seen breaking out anywhere.


  Copycats were window shopping while dressed in more colorful clothing, the purring felines admiring dresses and floral arrangements on display for passing onlookers. A gremlin was carrying a small box filled with pouches and beakers, the monster crossing the street and passing a copycat and a reptile girl who were clad in summer flocks with flower headdresses on. An arachne was spinning a web on the flank of a tall tower, creating a dazzling array of shimmering thread that she then decorated with colorful ribbons and tinsel. And flying through the air were a few mites, the monsters trailing behind kites that they flew over the streets that residents below smiled at seeing.


  “What the hell?” Kitten breathed out in awe. Looking up she saw the ceiling of the massive cave high above, with a field of shimmering crystals protruding through the rock that seemed to glow with the sun’s radiance. She even caught sight of another succubus flying through the air, the seductive Darker One dressed in a white and blue elegant dress as she soared past the city and towards another incredible sight.


  Outside the city limits were sprawling hills that rolled and stretched outward further still, with the entire expanse of the underground cavern being unable to make out from where Kitten was standing. A forest was growing to one side, and on the other were vast and bountiful grassy plains that blanketed much of the scenery. And running in a massive herd through the endless fields were centaurs, hundreds of them galloping across the open terrain with rumbling thunder echoing from their footsteps.


  “What… the… fuck?” Kitten blurted out. “What is this? Are those centaurs?”


  “Yes they are,” Eirene agreed, hopping up to sit on the railing while smiling amusedly at Kitten’s shocked expression. “Those are the centaurs from Ruhelia. We’ve been collecting them out there and bringing them down here to keep them safe from The Sisterhood. Haha! Oh my, were they sure freaking out when we brought them in, let me tell you. They thought we were going to cook them up in a grand feast. The looks on their faces; priceless. Funny, when they saw this place their jaws were dropped just about as far as yours is now.”


  “What… but… they’re… how… what… is this place?” Kitten asked shaking her head.


  “This is a sanctuary,” Eirene told her, admiring the view of the peaceful territory before them. “For those who have no other place to go in Eden, for those who are lost or wounded, and for those who are unable to live elsewhere; we offer those lost souls a home here where they can be free and live in peace.”


  Kitten held up a finger to propose a question, failed to speak as too many questions were wanting to be asked at once, then showed a curious look as she surveyed the grand secret of Stonegate. She saw copycats and monsters living happily in their hidden cave, with even centaurs running freely without any fear of being eaten anytime soon. There was no fighting, no ominous looking buildings or shops, no mountain of corpses or blood-soaked streets. Everything was as serene as could be.


  “Holy shit. Calam… spoke the truth,” she softly remarked.


  “What was that?” Eirene asked.


  “Oh,” Kitten replied with a jump, then quickly looked away. “I was just saying… Calam was telling the truth when she said we needed to come here. We weren’t sure about such an invite given where it was coming from, it was rather hard to believe her or that Kroanette really sent for us.”


  “And who could blame you?” Eirene reasoned, hopping back down next to Kitten and shrugging at her. “After all, Stonegate has a rather horrible reputation of being the most dangerous, lecherous, mysterious, and wretched monster-filled town Koskaysil has to offer. It’s a danger zone to many. What idiot in their right mind would ever want to come here? After all, even to monsters, we’re known to be rather… malicious.”


  Kitten blinked, glanced to the peaceful sight of the city below them, then looked at Eirene in question as the copycat laughed and waved her to follow as she started walking off. She led the puzzled cambion down a slow incline along the side of the cavern, with Kitten looking up and around at seeing many overlooks and tunnel entrances into the catacombs that they came from, and then back to Eirene as she guided Kitten down towards the ground level near the city.


  “As you may have guessed by now,” Eirene mentioned. “Everything you heard about Stonegate, everything you saw on the surface, it’s all just for show. We’ve been putting on this act for generations now, and I’m proud to admit that we’ve been garnering a more fearful and terrible reputation in the land these last few years. We really are skilled deceivers in our own right, aren’t we?”


  “It was all pretty convincing up above, that’s for sure,” Kitten remarked. “The part about having children in chains and propped up as merchandise was a rather sadistic touch.”


  “Thank you. We took a community vote on what we could add to seem more terrifying to travelers. It was almost a tie between that and having more public executions of monsters in the town squares. It would have been simple enough to rig up a clever show or two, but in the end we decided it would have been easier just to have a few of our children learn the ropes and contribute to the ruse. Plus we would have had to deal with all constant cleanup from the fake blood after the dummies were beheaded. We’ve got enough work to be handling around here already, you know what I mean?”


  “Yeah, sure,” Kitten slowly agreed, and then stopped as she saw something that made her again question what she was actually seeing. “Um, excuse me, but… is that a man over there?”


  Eirene stopped and looked over the railing of the incline towards the city, spotting a human man walking through a nearby trail in a lavish garden with a few copycats closely following him.


  “Heh heh, yeah, that’s a man alright,” Eirene purred, watching with a coy smile as the human was laughing a bit at seeing the four copycats keeping close to him. He was dressed in shiny dark boots, white leggings, and had a brown vest that excluded sleeves so he could show off his muscular arms. His dark hair was short and combed back while his chiseled good looks drew lustful purrs from the felines that kept pushing each other away so as to get closer to him.


  “Michael,” Eirene called out from above, catching their attention. “Drawing in the horny kittens again I see. What have I told you about seducing my kin like this?”


  “It’s not my fault,” the man replied with a laugh. “I was just taking a walk when they ambushed me. I can’t get them to leave me alone it seems.”


  “Do you want them to leave you alone?” Eirene questioned with a slick grin. “I could order them to if you like.”


  “Nah, that’s alright,” the man waved off, walking ahead of the girls before glancing back with a twitch of his eyebrow. “I don’t mind the attention. Quite the contrary actually. Now then, ladies, who wants to visit the market with me? I hear they have a sale going on for yarn today.”


  “Meow! I do!”


  “I’ll be your escort for the day, Michael!”


  “Back off, I saw him first! Let’s go, Michael; I can’t wait to try on that yarn for you.”


  The man laughed and continued on down the path while the copycats quickly scurried after him with waving tails and shameless meows, something that brought a chuckle to Eirene while Kitten was stunned just as much as her counterpart was.


  “That man,” Eirene sighed before turning back to Kitten. “Anyway, where were we?”


  “Hold up,” Kitten said, raising a hand. “That was a man. There’s a man down here… and he’s not being raped senseless. What the fuck?”


  “Yeah, he lives down here,” Eirene said with a shrug. “Has a shop in the western district, sells shoes there. And he hasn’t been raped once all this time, which is a miracle for him given how much he swings his moneymaker around in front of the copycats like he does. I swear, he’s just trying to get those girls to play dirty with him.”


  “He lives down here?” Kitten exclaimed. Eirene laughed and waved her to follow as she started walking down the incline again.


  “Like with the centaurs we rescued, we also come across humans and monsters alike who have fallen on hard times. Some were captured by The Sisterhood, others faced their own perils and were left beaten, and some ran away from their troubled lives to seek refuge elsewhere. That man was captured by some unfriendly gremlins out there to be used as a breeder, but our scouts liberated him before he could suffer such a fate. He was brought here for medical attention, they were using some nasty poisons on him with their experiments, and after seeing what it was like here, he opted to stay.”


  “He wanted to stay here?” Kitten questioned.


  “Sometimes those we rescue choose to remain here, and that’s perfectly fine with us. We’ve got plenty of room after all. For those who wish to return to the surface after they’ve recovered, they’re allowed without question. They’re sworn to keep our secret, and then escorted out of the city to do as they please.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Kitten marveled. “There’s actually a sanctuary below Stonegate? You’re not actually bloodthirsty monsters? You’re just acting tough to scare others away out there?”


  “You got it,” Eirene answered with a nod and proud smile. “Copycats aren’t known for their impressive strength or notable warriors. But what we can do is fool others very easily. I bet you didn’t realize when you were walking through Stonegate that nearly everyone you saw was a copycat. Don’t feel bad, nobody ever suspects it.”


  “But why?” Kitten asked. “Why are you putting on this elaborate of a ploy to fool people? If you’re a peaceful race then why don’t you-”


  “Peaceful race?” Eirene quizzed her, stopping and turning to Kitten with a sharp eye. “No, no, Kitten. There are no ‘peaceful races’ in Eden. There are just people who are peaceful. An entire race is never benevolent. I’m sure even the gentle harpies have kin who have bloodied talons and tainted hearts. Peace comes from the individual, not the collective.”


  Kitten remained silent as the copycat looked her over with a smirk before leading her forward again.


  “Kroanette told me about you, as well as the man you’re with. Daniel Sorres. A brave visionary who wishes to unite monsters and mankind in peaceful coexistence. I was hoping to have this discussion with him tonight, but I was also aware of the possibility that he wouldn’t want to venture into Stonegate without first confirming he wouldn’t be raped to death upon entering the city walls.”


  “That was a pressing concern for all of us, not just him,” Kitten mentioned.


  “Again, who could blame you? I can understand that you wanted to check this place out first before he dared to come here. I imagine after being given the okay by you from having personally come here like this he may feel a bit braver in stepping into our home. One can hope anyway. I sincerely do wish to meet that man and speak to him face to face as soon as possible, especially knowing what he’s out there doing at the moment.”


  “You’re that eager to speak to my master?” Kitten wondered.


  “Yes. He sounds like a kindred spirit, one who sees who we are beneath what we appear to be, and has the determination to stand tall in this world and shout to the heavens his beliefs that many would of course consider to be impossible to achieve.”


  “He is,” Kitten said, a smile forming on her face. “My master is indeed a wise and courageous visionary. He’s out here to succeed with his quest that could change the world. I’m pleased to hear you share his vision, and I’m certain he would be most interested in meeting you as well.”


  “Share his vision?” Eirene questioned, coming to a halt. She paused for a moment before sighing and turning to Kitten with an empathetic look. “Kroanette said the same thing. She was delighted to see that we were so peaceful down here, after she, you know, was done screaming for her life in fear we were going to eat her, and couldn’t wait for Daniel to meet with me so he could share his beliefs in person. So that we could unite and stand together in his quest to usher in a new age in Eden, one where monsters and humans coexist in harmony everywhere. Is that what you think will happen as well?”


  “Well… yes,” Kitten said, seeing the questioning look on the copycat’s face.


  “No,” Eirene firmly replied. “That’s not going to happen, Kitten.”


  “No? But… but you just said-”


  “Make no mistake, we would love for there to be peace in the world between our races. But that’s an unrealistic dream. The world is never going to change. Humans and monsters will forever be at war with one another. That’s the way of life out there.”


  “But you’re proof of his beliefs,” Kitten argued. “You and your people are-”


  “Outcasts,” Eirene interjected, silencing the demon. “Misfits. Rejects. Blasphemers. Crazy. That’s what we are in the eyes of our sisters out there. Kitten, I don’t believe you understand the situation just as Kroanette failed to at first. I don’t want Daniel Sorres here to speak about joining his little alliance and stepping forward in the world to prove his beliefs. I want him to come here so he will be safe down here with us.”


  “Safe?”


  “Yes, safe. Because right now he is out there spouting very dangerous ideas that people are not going to like hearing. He’s going to get himself and all of you girls killed if he continues his quest.”


  “They’re not dangerous ideas,” Kitten contended. “He’s trying to end the ceaseless cycle of killing and raping out there between our races. He’s trying to put a stop to all that so everyone can live in peace. He’s-”


  “Going to get you all killed!” Eirene shouted. “You idiots, you can’t go around shouting that nonsense to everyone you see and expect there to be no consequences. Humans and monsters cannot live together like you’re claiming; such a thing to chase after will only bring trouble down upon you.”


  “How can you say humans and monsters can’t live together when you have humans living down here with you?” Kitten demanded.


  “Like I said, we’re all outcasts,” Eirene explained, having a remorseful tone now. “Kitten, we’re able to live here together because the world will not accept us out there. And we know for a fact it won’t, we’ve seen it firsthand. The goblins and gremlins who live with us, do you honestly think they would be accepted by their peers if they speak such things as treating others as equals? The mites we have flying above us, they would be put down by their own kin if they spoke about having humans as friends. Monster races as a whole will reject such a notion, leaving those that believe it to wander alone in this world.”


  Kitten opened her mouth to protest before the copycat stepped closer and continued.


  “And it’s not just monsters who are like that. Humans are also capable of being monsters in their own right, especially when confronted with radical new ideas such as all of us living together in peace. There are rare exceptions, such as Daniel Sorres, but the voices of the few never carry over the voices of the many. And the vast majority of humans will never accept monster races as equals, let alone partners to willingly mate with. We’re all just that to them; monsters.”


  “You don’t know that,” Kitten insisted.


  “Yes, we do,” Eirene sternly argued. “We’ve seen the worst in our races and in humans. We’ve seen what people of all races are truly like as a collective. We’ve seen just how few in number those like us actually are in Eden. Kitten, Daniel’s dream of establishing peace throughout Eden is just that; a dream. The only way those like us who think so differently can live and survive is in places like this, sanctuaries hidden away from the world and those who will never accept us.”


  “No, that’s not true. This isn’t how it has to be.”


  “Yes it is, Kitten. We have spies all over the land, we have ears stationed in the deepest halls, and we have eyes on more than you seem to realize. We’ve watched it all, we’ve seen how the line between human and monster is often blurred as both act so horrendously when it comes to facing the unknown or different. The rare exceptions such as your master, they either run from those that reject them, or try in vain to correct them. And should they try, grave misfortune will befall them, every time. This is how it is, and how it will always be.”


  “No, it won’t,” Kitten argued. “My master can convince them to listen. My master can make this work!”


  “Like how he did in Edgewood?” Eirene questioned with a raised eyebrow. “The councilwomen there weren’t particularly moved by his voice. Then again, aside from Triska Raylight, nobody in that town thought he was anything more than a hopeless fool.”


  “How did you know about that?” Kitten carefully asked. Eirene smirked and waited a moment, with Kitten and Triska both coming to a very surprising speculation as to how the countess knew of that past detail.


  “No… it couldn’t be…”


  “Tell me, is Chatara still wearing her hair in that silly flamboyant style? Oh, I’m sorry, you probably know her as Orlenne Seviks.”


  “No way, Orlenne is a copycat?” Triska exclaimed. “She’s one of the councilwomen alongside my mother!”


  “One of Edgewood’s councilwomen,” Kitten realized.


  “Daniel Sorres sure wasn’t met with much understanding on that day,” Eirene said, crossing her arms. “As I heard from my spy, nobody cared at all that he left the village and to this day nobody cares if he’s even still alive. I’d wager they had a pool going for how long it would be before his body is discovered somewhere near the village, and nobody would have shed a tear if their village lunatic met an unfortunate end outside their walls.”


  “You have a spy in Edgewood?” Kitten cautiously asked.


  “I told you we have ears and eyes everywhere, Kitten,” the copycat reminded her. “We watch the world unfolding from the safety of our camouflage, always being reminded of how cruel and heartless everyone out there truly is. But not just that, we also watch as now and again, new voices try to speak up over the blaring hatred around them. We keep our eyes out for those like us, those who were born in the dens of real monsters.”


  Gesturing to the nearby city, Eirene showed a knowing smile towards Kitten.


  “And for those that show us they truly belong here, we extend a welcoming invitation.”


  “You’ve been watching my master, haven’t you?” Kitten questioned.


  “Only recently,” Eirene confessed. “My spy did make mention of him during his time in Edgewood, however at the time we feared if we made our presence known and invited him to this place, he would have let loose our secret in order to help prove his beliefs to the councilwomen. After he left the village, I heard reports of him again standing by his beliefs in Ashwood, showing mercy and benevolence towards a monster in need. And then once more in Flairwood.”


  “Flairwood?” Kitten repeated. “The giant butterfly grove? You have spies there too?”


  “Yes. I was surprised he made it that far during his quest, and so quickly too. My scout was there in the crowd that day when Triska Raylight returned with saving their princess, as well as Daniel Sorres who then spoke about them becoming equals in the world alongside humans, something that he convinced the monarch into supporting. I was quite surprised to hear of him persuading the entire grove that the winds of change would be approaching like he did.”


  “I’m even more surprised to hear there was a copycat in that crowd,” Kitten remarked. “I thought you said copycats can’t mimic wings that worked. How has your spy managed to pass off as a giant butterfly for so long when she can’t fly?”


  “The princess isn’t the only crippled butterfly in that grove,” Eirene winked, and then showed a serious face again as she stepped back from the cambion. “We’ve heard much about Daniel Sorres, and with each report I’m given I’m further convinced he truly does belong here with us. I’m also growing more and more wary for his safety, as well as those he convinces into making such unwanted noise with him.”


  “Wishing for peace between our races is unwanted noise to you?” Kitten retorted.


  “It’s unwanted noise to many out there,” Eirene warned. “It draws ridicule and rejection from one’s own people, and paints a nice big target on your back for others to strike at as a weakness. Those that openly preach things like peaceful coexistence and that monsters are people too are not met with understanding or curiosity, they’re met with hatred and derision. You girls who follow him out of adoration and love, you’re walking towards your own execution in doing so.”


  “We’ll take our chances,” Kitten scoffed, crossing her arms with a sharp glare at the copycat. “I would much rather trust my master with his words over your rather pessimistic ones, and I feel confident in saying that all of us who follow him feel the same way.”


  “I feared you would be just as foolhardy as he is,” Eirene sighed. “And maybe I can’t change that, maybe you’ll stay on the path you’ve chosen with him. But I know the outcome that path will bring, and for that I truly do feel sorry for you.”


  “You’re the one who deserves pity here,” Kitten snapped. “My master will indeed have a few choice words to give you should you two meet. Preaching that we need to hide ourselves and what we are just to live in this world, having so little faith in others, and writing everyone off as monsters just like those in The Sisterhood simply because there are a few bad souls out there; I don’t believe he’ll find anything in your argument he can agree on, and as such neither shall I. You really are copycat, countess. You pretend to be kind and merciful, but in reality you’re just perpetuating another lie in this world; one that has everyone here convinced they have to live by or else.”


  “You’ll see the truth just as we have soon enough,” Eirene promised, giving the demon a small worried smile before leading the way again. “When your own races disavow you and the humans remain resolute that you’re all monsters who need to be killed, including Daniel Sorres for speaking such outlandish beliefs, you’ll see the truth then.”


  Kitten breathed out in discontent before following her, not a word more being spoken between them as they walked along the outskirts of the city towards the open fields on the other side. As they did Kitten noticed copycats and monsters going about their night while under the artificial daylight from above, with even some human men and women seen walking among them without a care or slightest fear for their lives. Not only that, but a few young boys were laughing and running about with little copycats and a gremlin as their playmates, the children running across a shallow stream near the trail and through a tall hedge as they laughed and chased one another in a game.


  ‘I don’t believe this,’ Triska complained. ‘An entire city… there’s an entire city down here that fully proves Daniel’s point, that proves humans and monsters can live together if they try. It’s all right here… and they refuse to show it to the world!’


  “It’s almost too surreal to believe,” Kitten commented. “I’ve often wondered what the world my master dreams of would look like. This seems like the closest possibility, one that he’s out there risking his life to bring to everyone in Eden. And it’s right here, working just as he said it could.”


  ‘We have to tell Daniel about this. We have to tell him to set Eirene straight. For crying out loud, this is the fucking proof he needs to convince Queen Leanna that what he’s preaching is possible! It’s all right here, it’s all right here in front of us and… and…’


  “And these scared little cats are hoarding it away,” Kitten sighed. “Don’t worry, Triska. My master will hear of this when we return, so long as you remain hidden away inside our head for the time being. This will indeed be a great opportunity for him to win valuable support for his cause. Not only is this place living proof of his beliefs, but if what Eirene said is true, they have connections with nearly everyone out there. Important connections.”


  ‘Holy shit… they could help us convince other rulers to join Daniel’s cause. We would have inside support with all their leaders. If Daniel gains Eirene’s vote…’


  “He’ll be much closer to winning over all the races that reside in Koskaysil, if not further out. His queen would certainly hear a loud voice then when he proposes his ideas to her.”


  ‘We have to convince Eirene to side with us, we just have to now. I hope Daniel is able to reach her, this copycat is going to be a real challenge to persuade. She seems very locked in her way of thinking, I have no idea how we’re going to be able to sway her.’


  “You shouldn’t lose faith in him, Triska. If anyone could convince this stubborn cat of anything, it would be my master.”


  Walking up small stone stairs they came to the top of a knoll that overlooked the countryside, with Kitten witnessing the passing herd of centaurs running by while a few waved to the countess.


  “We may be deceivers, Kitten,” Eirene admitted as she waved back. “And maybe our outlook on life isn’t so bright or optimistic. But it’s a realistic view of life, and one that won’t disappoint us once we accept it. Our way of life allows us to live, where our different views and beliefs won’t lead to us being imprisoned or put to death. It’s not the peaceful world Daniel wishes to see, but it’s one that can be achieved, and he’s welcome to be a part of it.”


  “It’s a way of cowardice and dishonesty with one’s self,” Kitten argued shaking her head. “It’s a way my master will never approve of. And as his devoted demon, I will never agree to it either.”


  “Well you’re welcome to your differing opinion down here,” Eirene laughed. “We won’t chastise or threaten your life for doing so. However the experiences of Daniel, however plentiful you believe them to be, pale in comparison to what we’ve witnessed in the real world. And reality will not bend to suit his beliefs, no matter how noble or fantastic they may be.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Kitten retorted.


  “Yes, I’m sure we will,” Eirene said, surveying the area. A small smile was made as she glanced to Kitten and gestured towards something that caught her interest, with the demon slowly turning her head to see before her anger towards the copycat vanished and was replaced with amazement at what she saw.


  While most of the centaurs were galloping around in the fields before them, a smaller group was slowly walking along a worn dirt trail that ran between the countryside and the city. A few centaurs were seen along some copycats, all of which were closely gathered around one centaur in particular who was walking very slowly and carefully with padded bandages covering her front leg.


  “Is that…” Kitten quietly wondered.


  “Kroanette!” Triska exclaimed.


  Eirene led the surprised cambion towards them, with Kitten and Triska watching in awe at seeing Kroanette being escorted by a group of centaurs and copycats who were all guiding her along the path, with the felines walking slowly ahead of her while gently urging her to take it easy while the centaurs at her sides were helping her keep balanced atop her four legs.


  “You’re doing good, Kroanette,” a copycat purred. “Nice and easy. That’s it.”


  “How does it feel to be on your feet again? I’m sure you’ve missed it.”


  “Very much so, yes,” Kroanette said, half laughing as she walked atop her legs, with the one covered in bindings flinching a few times during their stroll. “It’s still a little sore, though that’s certainly more acceptable than the condition it was in a few days ago.”


  “Careful, empress,” a centaur urged, taking hold of her arm as Kroanette halted with a short gasp. “Don’t rush yourself. Take your time.”


  “I told you before, stop calling me the empress!” Kroanette whined, shaking her head. “I’m not the empress, my sister Hollia is next to take the throne. She is your empress, not me.”


  “If she’s still alive and returns to us, then she may take her place as empress,” another centaur agreed. “Until then, you are the only living member of the royal family. It’s up to you to-”


  “I’m not the empress!” Kroanette cried out, shaking her head harder. “For the last time, please don’t call me that anymore! My sister is alive out there, I know she is, and I’m sure she’ll return for her people any day now. So please, please, I’m begging you; don’t make me take over as empress until then! I don’t want to!”


  “Now now,” a copycat said with a weak smile. “Don’t get yourself worked up, stress won’t make the healing work faster. Take it nice and slow, and try to relax.”


  “Please heed their words, empress,” a centaur urged with a hopeful smile. “Your people would love for you to run with them as soon as you’re able.”


  “Dammit, I told you to stop calling me that!” Kroanette yelled, thrashing her arms in a fit. She looked around at the nearby centaurs with a nervous whine, seeing only caring and adoring smiles aimed at her, before she hopped atop her three good legs in a fluster.


  “Are any of you listening to me?” she desperately demanded. “I’m not the empress, I don’t want to be the empress, I’ve never wanted to be the empress; please, for the love of god, don’t make me the empress! WAAAH!”


  “What’s the problem, empress?” Eirene laughed as she walked up to them.


  “For the love of all things… don’t encourage them!” Kroanette yelled at her. She blinked then jumped at seeing Kitten standing beside the copycat. “Kitten? Is that you?”


  “You’re alive,” Kitten marveled. “You’re really okay.”


  Kroanette stared at her in stunned silence, words faltering in her throat as she saw the demon eyeing her over, and then gasped in surprise before quickly searching the area with a bright smile coming across her face.


  “Is Daniel here too? Did he come for me just like I requested? Oh my dear knight, I just knew you would! Daniel! Daniel! Where are you, darling?”


  “Hey!” Kitten shouted, getting her attention. “What the hell? I came all the way here to make sure you were okay, and all you can think about is if my master came along too? What about me? I risked my ass coming to a supposedly dangerous monster city all to find you, and the only thing that enters your stupid brain is-”


  “Daniel?” Kroanette called out, trotting over to the side then back over to the other. “Daniel? Where are you, my love? Daniel?”


  “He’s not here, idiot!” Kitten barked out. “We came here first to make sure this place was legit and that you were really alive and well. We were the ones who risked-”


  “Oh! Are the girls here? Alyssa? Specca? Squeak? Doku? Clover? Are you out there? Hello?”


  “You ungrateful cow,” Kitten growled, grabbing her sword and getting ready to unsheathe it. Eirene quickly stepped closer and held onto the cambion’s arm as the demon was snarling at Kroanette, a weak smile seen on the copycat’s face as she laughed a little.


  “Easy now, girls,” she insisted. “There’s no need to get physical. Kroanette? I think your friend here would like some recognition for coming all this way to see you.”


  “Her? Friend?” Kroanette repeated, looking at Kitten questionably. After a long pause with the centaur remaining still and her tail slowly swishing behind her, she shrugged then trotted forward to pet Kitten on the head, something that only brought further growling from the upset woman.


  “Okay, sure. Thank you for coming to see me, Kitten… even though I’m positive it was only at Daniel’s command that you did so.”


  “I’m going to kill you,” Kitten hissed. “We were all worried about you, you stupid bitch! Do you have any idea the distress you’ve put my master and the other girls through after you ran away? My master’s been pulling his hair out in fear of the worst for you! And I’ll have you know I voiced no objections to coming here to search for his foolish little centaur who has no navigational skills whatsoever while being prepared to fight to the death if need be in order to bring your sorry ass back home to him. That being said, a little fucking gratitude would be appreciated!”


  Kroanette stepped back in surprise before lowering her head in remorse from the cambion’s words, with the centaurs and copycats around them watching in silent curiosity while Eirene stepped back from the confrontation.


  “Well, I’ll let you girls catch up, I’m sure you have a lot to talk about. Kroanette, please take it easy with your leg for the night. It’s almost fully healed, don’t let Doc’s efforts go to waste by being reckless. And, Kitten? Please try not to cause any trouble while you’re down here, or we’ll have to ask you to leave.”


  Kitten and Kroanette merely glanced to her without saying a word before looking at each other again, with Eirene nodding and then starting to walk off towards the city.


  “Good, now if you’ll excuse me, I have other matters to attend to, like dealing with my troublesome daughter. I’ll see you girls later.”


  “We’ll go prepare your room for the night,” a copycat kindly told Kroanette. “Don’t stay up too late talking with your friend, you need your rest still. After tonight your leg should be ready to run again, just make sure to be careful with avoiding trees in the future, okay?”


  “Should we… leave you two alone right now?” a centaur unsurely asked while the copycats took their leave.


  “Yes, please,” Kroanette said, nodding. “My… friend and I have some things to discuss. If you wouldn’t mind, could you all give us some space?”


  “Very well, empress. We shall see you later. Have a good night,” a centaur kindly said as they all bowed to her.


  “Dammit, please stop calling me that!” Kroanette cried out in a fluster. The centaurs merely waved to her and looked over Kitten in question before trotting away, leaving the two girls standing together alone while the centaurs ran off to join their kin in the ongoing stampede.


  “Kitten… I-” Kroanette started to say before Kitten raised a hand.


  “First off, I want to say on behalf of Triska and… myself included, it’s great to see you’re okay. You have no idea how much your absence has been hurting everyone back home, especially with my master.”


  “Thank you, Kitten. Um… would it be alright if I spoke to Triska now? I am thankful you came for me as well, it really does mean a lot to me, it’s just…”


  “No, not yet,” Kitten said shaking her head. “Triska and I have agreed that I need to stay out here for the time being. We’ll explain why later. For now I’m the only one you’re going to be speaking with.”


  “Okay,” Kroanette said, a hint of disappointment in her voice.


  “Second, did those centaurs just call you empress?” Kitten questioned.


  “I don’t want to talk about that right now,” Kroanette sighed, shaking her head. “Let’s just say I’m being pressured to take over my mother’s duties, and that I really don’t want that responsibility on my shoulders. Can we please talk about anything else?”


  “Sure,” Kitten said, eyeing over Kroanette and then her bandaged leg. “So, Stonegate’s a sanctuary for the needy. Who knew?”


  “It was a very shocking surprise for me as well,” Kroanette said with a small laugh. “Though I’m not sure which took my breath away more; me being brought here to be healed so remarkably well, the city being a copycat kingdom that’s been putting on one hell of a convincing show for the longest time, or that my people from Ruhelia were brought here for protection after our homeland came under siege. It’s… it’s just unreal. Of all the places I would have imagined finding them, Stonegate would have been the very last on the list.”


  “Yes, it is a little weird seeing all this,” Kitten had to agree. “Not at all what we were expecting to find. Calam delivered your message to us like you requested, though we had the hardest time believing her.”


  “I figured you would have,” Kroanette reasoned. “Though I still hoped you would have answered the call. I know it must have sounded crazy that I would be asking you to come here of all places to see me, but…”


  “You couldn’t tell us the truth of why you were here because of the oath,” Kitten said, nodding. “I get it, now. You said the only thing you were allowed to say and hoped we would believe it was really you.”


  Kroanette nodded with a small smile before rubbing her sore leg, with Kitten eyeing over the bound limb with a distant eye.


  “You’ve been having some trouble out here thanks to The Sisterhood, haven’t you?”


  “You know of them as well?” Kroanette quickly asked her. “How did you hear about them?”


  She saw a serious look on Kitten’s face, the demon clearly choosing her next words carefully as there was something she needed to say to the centaur that she wasn’t so eager to.


  “Kitten? What’s wrong? What happened?”


  “Kroanette, you may wish to sit down,” Kitten warned, earning a nervous look from the centaur.


  “Why?”


  “Please,” Kitten insisted. Slowly Kroanette sat down on her legs, with her wounded one being kept out in front of her on the grass. The cambion slowly breathed out as she ruffled her hair, hesitating with speaking further about something she honestly didn’t want to be the one who had to tell the centaur about.


  “Things have been… bad out there ever since you left,” Kitten finally said. “You’re not the only one who has been hurt by The Sisterhood.”


  “What happened? Are Daniel and the girls okay? What has The Sisterhood done this time?”


  Kitten closed her eyes, herself and Triska knowing fully well what was going to happen after the tale was told.


  “I’ll tell you what happened,” she said, looking at Kroanette with a small glimpse of empathy. “And… I’m sorry you had to hear it from me.”


  *****


  Daniel and the girls listened to Triska telling the story of their investigation of Stonegate, the group showing astonishment, disbelief, and also sorrow as the tale was told in full detail. They heard about Star’s unfortunate accident, and her miraculous saving by the eccentric doctor from the city of Stonegate that, despite all the horrible rumors surrounding it and their blatantly obvious display of all things deplorable and unsavory, was actually a sanctuary run by copycats for both humans and monsters alike who had nowhere else to go in the world. A sanctuary, run by Countess Eirene, who adamantly believed that aside from a few rare exceptions, everyone in Eden, both human and monster, were the same; selfish, disgusting, dogmatic, and violent creatures who only cared about themselves in the world.


  They learned the truth about what was hidden beneath the ominous city, they heard about the copycats and gargoyles having spies everywhere who helped keep their secret from everyone by way of cloak and dagger, and they were astounded to hear that such a place where Daniel’s beliefs were in full effect already existed, yet was kept in the shadows and out of the public eye so as to preserve itself in fear of imminent retaliation from everyone should the truth become known.


  “Kitten told Kroanette everything,” Triska sadly informed them, finishing her long story. “Well, she omitted the exact details of how Daniel slayed the gemini, we figured that was something that should remain between us and we weren’t sure if other ears were listening, but otherwise she told her about all that happened. Green Haven falling. The elves being rescued by Daniel and the girls. And… Squeak being slain during the battle.”


  “How did she take it?” Daniel worried.


  “She cried herself to sleep last night,” Triska remorsefully told him. “She couldn’t stop crying all night. It destroyed her when she heard Squeak died. It was pretty much how I expected her to take it.”


  “I see…”


  “Kitten remained by her side all night,” Triska continued. “She watched over her like a hawk. Clover and Reiko arrived this morning. After they were sworn in, they went through the same unexpected reveals we did. They saw the truth for themselves. Reiko remained by Star’s side while she recovered, and Clover took her turn reprimanding Kroanette for her actions after they were reunited.”


  “She wasn’t too hard on her, was she?” Luna asked.


  “Kroanette was shaking in fear after Clover got through talking to her,” Triska said, slowly shaking her head. “I don’t think she’s ever going to run off on us again.”


  “Good,” Falla declared. “She better not. Though I was almost certain you would have been the one yelling at her for what she did. That is your specialty after all.”


  “If I was able to come out last night and speak to her in person, I would have, Falla. But I wanted to make sure I was able to tell you all what we saw when we came back. And also, I’m going to ignore your last comment. This time.”


  “That’s simply unbelievable,” Specca marveled, eyeing over the large crowd of monsters before them. “All this time, Stonegate’s been a sanctuary for the less fortunate and a prime example of Daniel’s beliefs. And we never would have even suspected it given what we knew of it before.”


  “They were the ones rescuing the centaurs of Ruhelia after they fled their kingdom?” Doku wondered.


  “That’s right,” Triska said with a nod. “Their scouts would find centaurs running blindly out there or in the clutches of The Sisterhood, grab them, pretend to haul them into Stonegate under the guise of planning to eat them, and then let them run free in their underground paradise while safely hidden from those on the surface. The magical barrier the gargoyles have around the sanctuary keeps them shielded from any seers trying to hunt them down.”


  “Amazing,” Daniel softly said, looking over the centaurs in the valley while thinking deeply about what Triska had told them. “I had no idea copycats and gargoyles would go to such lengths to protect others like that.”


  “Okay…” Alyssa slowly said. “Um, that answers some questions. Definitely raises more, but it sounds good so far at least. But, why are all the centaurs coming back here? Why did they leave the safety of Stonegate? Wow, I can’t believe I just said that sentence.”


  “How did they even leave Stonegate?” Falla asked scratching her head. “Wouldn’t that draw attention having hundreds of centaurs just running out of the city gates?”


  “There’s a back exit to the sanctuary behind the mountain,” Triska explained. “It only opens from the inside, but it lets those in the refuge leave without being seen coming out of Stonegate itself.”


  “But why did they all come back here like this?” Specca asked.


  “They followed Kroanette,” Triska said, then turned to Daniel. “When she told them she was leaving Stonegate to return to her mate, to return to you, her people went wild.”


  “Wild?” Daniel repeated.


  “Word spread like wildfire among them,” Triska said with a proud smile. “Of her mate who not only liberated the elves of Green Haven, but also took the fight to The Sisterhood and killed their leaders, the ones who murdered Kroanette’s mother. Daniel, the centaurs followed Kroanette all the way out here not just because they wished to accompany her…”


  Daniel took a few steps forward as he realized what the reason was. It became apparent to everyone atop the hill that all eyes were now on them, or rather the man standing with them. At the base of the knoll and stretching far across the valley were hundreds of elves and centaurs, all looking up towards the man who was said to have beaten back The Sisterhood and avenged their people.


  “They came here to see their champion,” Triska finished.


  “Wow,” Specca breathed out.


  “They all came here… for Daniel?” Alyssa wondered.


  “So many boobies came to praise my man,” Pip marveled, slowly fluttering down and landing on Luna’s bosom.


  Daniel took a step forward, surveying the large crowd of women and children all gazing up at him in hushed silence. He saw young and elder elves and centaurs, everyone appearing to await what he would do next with heightened anticipation. Slowly, he raised his hand up into the air, giving a small wave to the crowd below. And that was enough to spark the sudden roar of cheering, hollering, and whistling from everyone, with some elves and centaurs even raising their bows and spears in salute as they celebrated the man like he was a king.


  “…wow,” Daniel managed to say, stunned at the very least from seeing so many people being this thrilled and enthusiastic for merely seeing him. Young centaurs and elves were hopping on their feet while shouting his name and waving to him. Their elders were doing the same and also holding up their weapons as they cheered for their champion against The Sisterhood’s tyranny. Their rallying voices carried far and wide across The Outerlands as the two monster communities celebrated the human who answered their prayers.


  “This… is kind of weird to see,” Daniel admitted with an awkward smile.


  “Holy shit,” Felucia said in surprise as well. “They’re going nuts for him.”


  “So many people down there,” Cindy spoke in awe, herself and Snapper looking over the huge gathering with curious eyes. “And they all came to say hi to Daniel?”


  “Incredible,” Falla marveled with twitching antennae. “There’s hundreds and hundreds of them out there. And they’re all cheering Daniel’s name.”


  “They like you, Daniel,” Luna said with a bright smile forming. “The elves and centaurs really like you.”


  “They more than like him, Luna,” Triska corrected, stepping up beside Daniel. “He’s a goddamned hero in their eyes. Eirene may have said we wouldn’t have much of a voice with our cause, but it looks like we have a few more voices being added in our support.”


  “This is wonderful, master,” Sheal praised, walking up beside Daniel. “With this many supporters by your side you’re sure to make an even stronger case with any that you speak to about your peaceful ambitions. You’re sure to sway our sisters into standing beside you now.”


  “That he will, Sheal,” Triska agreed, then eyed her over in confusion. “Um, say, why are you, Rolian, and Felucia wearing maid outfits? And why did you just call Daniel your master?”


  “You haven’t heard?” Felucia dryly told her. “We’re his new bitches now.”


  “…what?” Triska asked, and then turned to Daniel in question. “Daniel, what are they talking about?”


  “It’s a long story,” Daniel sighed as he waved to the crowd.


  “And also Alyssa’s fault,” Specca added.


  “How long are you going to keep throwing this in my face?” Alyssa shouted at her.


  “For as long as it’s true. So, forever, apparently.”


  Triska, Star, and Reiko looked to each other in question and then Daniel as he slowly shook his head while offering no further reply. The group then noticed Clover and Kroanette walking up the hill towards them from the crowd, the two girls having devastated looks on their faces as they appeared like they were ready to break down in a panic.


  “Clover? Kroanette?” Daniel wondered, lowering his hand and noticing the distraught looks his girls had. “What’s wrong?”


  “Why are you sad?” Falla asked with a bright smile as she gestured to the cheering crowd. “Do you not hear that? This is incredible! Your people are loving us right now!”


  “They’re loving Daniel right now,” Specca corrected her. “I’m sure many of the centaurs have no idea who you are.”


  “Wow. Begrudging much?”


  “Girls?” Triska asked, seeing Clover and Kroanette exchanging nervous looks. “What’s wrong? Why are you troubled?”


  “They… they,” Kroanette whimpered, with everyone listening closely as the centaur whined and shook her head in despair. “They’re declaring me the new empress. They won’t listen to my persistent objections. As of today, I’m… the new empress of the centaurs.”


  “My people just appointed me priestess as well,” Clover shakily admitted. “I’m the new priestess of the elves in Koskaysil. They… wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


  “You are?” Luna gasped. “That’s amazing! Congratulations!”


  “Why are you sad about that?” Doku wondered. “Your people have chosen you to represent them, to lead them. This is a fantastic honor to receive. You should be thrilled!”


  “Why are you depressed about being told you’re in charge of everyone?” Felucia asked, shaking her head. “People have killed to be in your position. I would know, I’ve seen someone do it with my own eyes.”


  “Wait, if you two are the new priestess and empress,” Falla pondered before looking to Daniel with a bright smile. “Then that means Daniel now has official support from both races for his cause. His mates are the empress and priestess of the centaurs and elves, that means Clover and Kroanette can rally their people behind Daniel now!”


  “That’s right,” Specca realized with a big smile. “If you two are the new rulers, then you can offer full support for Daniel’s cause. That’s exactly what we’ve been hoping to achieve with your people by speaking to them.”


  “It’s not that simple, Specca,” Clover argued, shaking her head. The group showed puzzlement towards her and Kroanette’s obvious trepidation about this arrangement, the two girls glancing to each other then turning to Daniel with nervous frowns.


  “We’ve… got a bit of a problem, Daniel,” Kroanette warned.


  “What’s the problem?” he wondered.


  “Okay, see, here’s the issue,” Clover fretfully explained. “We didn’t want the roles, we really didn’t. But they just weren’t listening, and apparently it’s already decided for us since we’re so goddamned loved by everyone. I’m the best huntress the elves have and Kroanette’s the only heir to the throne they have, so they’re pretty much telling us we’re leading them from now on.”


  “Okay. Go on,” Triska carefully requested.


  “And everyone knows about how we have Daniel as our mate,” Kroanette continued. “I mean we’ve practically been bragging about it non-stop with them, so of course they know of our relationship. Everyone’s excited that a man has chosen us to be his mates, especially since that man is the one who took the fight against The Sisterhood to protect and avenge our people. They’re saying it’s rather fitting that their new priestess and empress would be with such a courageous knight.”


  “Uh huh,” Specca said, slowly nodding. “Keep going.”


  “And many of our people have been eagerly asking to see us officially united,” Clover added. “So much that everyone now wants to see it for themselves. I mean, a man who miraculously fought off The Sisterhood and declared us as his mates, kind of hard to believe, right? Who would have ever thought that was possible? Well… um…”


  “Where are you going with this, Clover?” Triska cautiously inquired.


  “They want an official ceremony,” Kroanette said in a fluster. “Both to celebrate Clover and I becoming the leaders of our people, the liberation of our races as sisters alike, and… to prove to everyone that Daniel will uphold his promise of taking care of us from now on like he said he would.”


  “An official ceremony?” Daniel repeated. “You mean… a wedding?”


  “I wish it were just that,” Clover said shaking her head. “But no, that’s not what they’re asking for. Dan… they, um… they want you… and us… to…”


  “They want you to publically breed us,” Kroanette blurted out, with Daniel and the girls jumping in surprise.


  “What did you just say?” Falla slowly asked.


  “They want a demonstration of Daniel’s promise,” Kroanette explained. “The way he fought off The Sisterhood was incredible and worthy of great praise, however they’re rather interested in the part about him willingly choosing us as his mates to have families with. Hearing that a man not only sees us as normal women and not just monsters, but also wants to take us as his beloved mates, it’s rather surprising to all of them to say the least. As such, they want to see Daniel own up to that promise to prove he’s not just saying such things.”


  “They want you to fuck us in front of everyone,” Clover said, drawing further shock from everyone. “To make us your mates in front of everyone so they can all see you’re not just pulling those promises out of your ass. They say if you’re going to be the mate of the priestess of the elves and the empress of the centaurs, then you need to prove you really want us to be yours by willingly giving us your seed.”


  “Are you fucking serious?” Triska demanded. “They want him to… and you… in front of… what the hell? They can’t demand such a thing from him!”


  “Hold that thought, because it gets worse,” Kroanette said, raising a finger with a cringe.


  “Worse?” Alyssa repeated in disbelief. “How could it get worse? You’re saying they want Daniel to mate with both of you in front of god and everyone in order to prove his beliefs. How could this get worse?”


  “Oh, they don’t want him to mate with just us,” Clover nervously corrected. “You see, we tried to explain we have a unique relationship with Dan and there are rules to how we mate with him. One of those being he has to take care of all of us like he promised or he can’t take any new mates as his own. We have a relationship between all of us that we honor and respect, we’re a family because we share Dan with each other and we all want to be his together. We all share the title of being his mates… together.”


  “I don’t think I like where this is going,” Specca feared, shaking her head.


  “Don’t say it,” Triska pleaded. “Don’t say what I think you’re about to say.”


  “Daniel has to have sex with all of his mates to prove his words are true,” Kroanette hesitantly informed them, much to everyone’s further shock.


  “All of us?” Doku shakily repeated. “Daniel must… have sex… with all of us… in front of everyone?”


  “You can’t be serious,” Alyssa said, praying she was hearing incorrectly.


  Clover took a slow breath before turning to Daniel with worried eyes.


  “You need to prove that you really do love us and want to have sex with us in front of all our people,” she sadly told him. “If you don’t… if you refuse to do either of us, you’ll be rejecting the priestess and empress of our races, and in turn rejecting all of our race. Our people will not follow you after that.”


  Daniel stared at her in stunned silence while the girls behind him gasped with dread.


  “And if you fail to fuck all of us in front of the people,” Clover continued in dismay. “If you can’t handle the promises you’ve made and break any of them, you’ll be outed for your failure to uphold the vows you’ve so boldly claimed before, and that will break the faith everyone has in you. Not only that, Kroanette and I are being placed at the end of the queue, we’re the prizes for you to win. If you can’t reach us before you tire and you have to stop… by our own rules we’ll be expelled from the harem. And along with us… all of our people will leave too.”


  Daniel slowly looked from Clover to Kroanette while failing to form any form of response, his speechless gaze then moving down towards the crowd that was still cheering for him.


  “Please tell me this is some sort of joke,” Triska breathed out. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.”


  “Daniel has to have sex with all of us in front of everyone down there, or else lose support from them with his cause?” Specca exclaimed.


  “That’s not fair!” Alyssa cried out. “They can’t ask that of him! How dare they make such an outrageous demand!”


  “Oh my,” Doku feared, wavering on her feet. “We have to… do it… in front of so many people? I’m not… I’m not sure I’m ready for something like that.”


  “I don’t think I am either,” Luna said, gulping nervously from seeing the huge size of the crowd.


  “This is… this is fine,” Falla shakily insisted with a heavily forced smile and cracking voice. “We can do this. We can still pull this off. Daniel… Daniel’s done us all before, he can do it again… even under these extreme, unforgiving, and rather outlandish conditions. We’ll just… do it and get it over with. No problem. Daniel can handle us just fine like he has before.”


  “All of us, Falla,” Kroanette reminded her, getting their attention. “They want to see Daniel having sex with all those he calls his mates. All of the girls he’s made a promise to.”


  Daniel blinked before slowly turning around, himself and the girls realizing what that meant as they focused on two other members of the group. Star slowly pointed to herself with a faint mew while Cindy was showing a puzzled look on her face.


  “Why are you all looking at me now?” Cindy asked.


  “Oh… no…” Alyssa breathed out. “No. No, they can’t mean…”


  “Daniel has to have sex with all of us,” Triska realized, grabbing her hair and looking between the jinx and sand wraith in dismay. “All of his mates. That means… them too! He has to... with them... and... oh, no...”


  Slowly she looked over to the side, seeing Kitten in her mind as she was showing the same shocked expression of realization. The demon started to smile brightly with a waving tail before noticing Triska staring at her in fright.


  "Uh..." Kitten said before shrugging with a weak smile. "I mean... if I really must... I don't mind."


  “What’s happening?” Cindy asked scratching her head.


  “Haven’t you been paying attention at all?” Sheal exclaimed. “Don’t you realize what’s going on?”


  “Um… can I get a hint?”


  “You have to have sex with Daniel in order for the elves and centaurs to join his cause,” Reiko informed her.


  Cindy thought about it for a while, blinked, and then jumped with a gasp before turning to Daniel with wide eyes.


  “Is that true, Daniel? I get to have sex with you now? Really? I really do?”


  “No, no way!” Felucia argued, waving her arms. “That is not happening, Cindy! I never agreed to this!”


  “None of us agreed to this!” Specca shouted at her. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be happening at all!”


  “This isn’t real, this isn’t happening!” Alyssa cried out, shaking her head.


  “Yay! I get to have sex with Daniel!” Cindy cheered, hopping up and down while Snapper cawed and clawed at her chest. “This is awesome! I finally get to have sex with Daniel!”


  “No you don’t, Cindy!” Felucia yelled at her. “There is no way I’m allowing you to do such a revolting thing! No fucking way in hell!”


  “Do we really have to allow them to have sex with him?” Falla whined. “She and Star haven’t exactly won our approval yet. We were still debating about Clover doing it with him; we weren’t even considering having everyone joining in.”


  “I want to have sex with Daniel!” Cindy shouted at her. “I wanna, I wanna, I wanna! I love him and I want to have sex with him like you do! I want it!”


  “It’s not like we voted to have them join us,” Clover reasoned. “This wasn’t our idea at all. Our people are demanding this, they’re the ones who issued this fucked up demonstration for Dan to prove his words.”


  “So just tell them Cindy’s not a part of it!” Felucia yelled at her. “He can fuck the other girls, I don’t give a damn, but there’s no way I’m allowing my Cindy to do it with him too. That’s just not happening.”


  “If she doesn’t participate in this alongside us,” Kroanette warned. “Then Daniel will lose by default. He has to have sex with all those he’s called his mates, and that includes Cindy. We don’t have a choice here, it’s either he has sex with all of us, or he loses.”


  “Then it looks like he’s going to fail, because my baby girl is not taking that man’s dick into her! No! Way! In! Hell!”


  “Well, I bet you’re happy to hear of this, aren’t you?” Reiko said to Star. “You just got a free ticket to having your boy toy mate with you. Your dream come true, right?”


  The jinx mewled softly as she saw the upset looks she was getting from the girls, the cat lowering her head and ears as she felt both excited about the prospect of mating with Daniel, but not necessarily the method that was being enforced upon them.


  “Daniel? What do we do?” Triska nervously asked him. “This is not exactly going according to plan. How are we supposed to handle this? If we don’t do it… oh god, if we do… this is a horrible mess. What the hell do we do now?”


  Daniel was looking around at the crowd of elves and centaurs that were cheering his name, praising his arrival in their lives, and hoping to see him officially mating with their new empress and priestess as both a show of union between them all and also that he truly meant what he said about his beloved girls. Behind him he could hear everyone arguing and panicking about not only the rather bizarre and extreme challenge issued for them to overcome, but also their heated reservations about allowing Daniel’s entire harem to mate with him right now.


  Coupled with the shocking news of Stonegate and its hidden sanctuary, the wave of relief from having all his girls reunited with him, and absolute marvel that the centaurs and elves were highly praising his name right in front of him; Daniel tried to process everything that was happening and what was now expected of him in order to continue his quest.


  “Well…” he finally managed to say. “This day is just full of surprises.”


  *****


  The sunlight shined down over a vast, lush forest that stretched far and wide across the land, with the trees basking in the sun’s warm glow while a few clouds gently drifted through the sky. However some of the trees were blanketed in shadows by much taller, towering timbers that stood so high that they graced the clouds with their highest branches. The giant trees of Flairwood were a monument in themselves to the majesty of the giant butterfly grove that they enshrouded, however they were generous as even the mightiest of timbers that surrounded the butterfly home still allowed rays of light to pierce through their foliage now and again. Along with their heavenly blessings of sunlight, the grove was also illuminated by the softly glowing blooms of magical green and yellow radiances that floated around in the air above the village, giving the monster home a mystical yet enchanting appearance that many would be left awestruck at seeing.


  Giant butterflies were fluttering about their home during yet another gorgeous day in their peaceful grove, the alluring ladies spending their time shopping for new dresses, trying out new hairstyles, learning new and sexy ways to forcibly tie down human men to rape for their seeds, and also enjoying flights through the air as they savored the beauty of another day Eden had blessed them with.


  However, there was one butterfly who had taken up a rather different interest that stood out drastically when compared to her kin.


  “Wow, she’s really going at it,” a giant butterfly said in awe.


  At the base of the central tree where the grand and beautiful monarch of Flairwood resided, many giant butterflies were gathered near a field that had a fence built around it. Inside were many wooden dummies typically used for combat practice, something that was normally unheard of in groves such as this.


  “Look at her go,” another marveled with bright eyes.


  Sure, the mannequins were rather well outfitted with elegant dresses, hats, and floral arrangements that decorated them as if to bring a stylish charm to their usual dreary appearance. Though that didn’t last long for them as many appeared to be beaten rather ferociously with their clothing in tatters and a few arms nearly broken off completely.


  “I’ve never seen such a thing before,” another commented, hinging on being shocked and intrigued by what she was watching.


  All the women were gathered around the fence while a few were fluttering overhead, the curious onlookers observing a little girl running around inside the field. She wore small violet shoes that quickly raced along the dirt without ever slowing down. Her skirt was comprised of large leaf petals and smaller smooth tassels of leaves that fluttered around her hips as she swiftly maneuvered through the field. Her wings were limp behind her, shredded in fact, due to an accident suffered some time ago, and were now bundled together on her back and fastened to her skirt so as to keep them out of the way. Covering her chest were green vines, with a red flower blooming over her heart. Around her neck was a long flowing cape made of colorful violet flowers that rolled through the air behind her constant movements. Her short blue hair ruffled around her ears while her bug antennae twitched again and again as she was on super, duper, extreme, so much super alert, as she would so often put it. Her green eyes were keenly focused on a dummy she raced up to, the little girl then swinging with both hands a wooden sword that she used to whack the target in a rapid flurry of strikes that decimated its floral shawl and headdress that many giant butterflies around the field gasped in shock from seeing.


  “Did you see that?” one said, holding a hand over her mouth. “She just destroyed that beautiful cloak like it was nothing. How could she do such a thing without hesitating in the slightest?”


  “This is hard to watch, and yet I can’t look away,” another morbidly said. “Why is she doing this?”


  “Our dear little princess has never been quite the same after those cruel humans ripped her beautiful wings,” another mourned. “I fear the shock of it all was too much for the poor child to handle.”


  The little girl raced around another target, swung her sword around with a loud yell before she whacked its arm clean off, spun around and jumped into a heavy slash that destroyed another’s stylish and colorful dress, and then dashed off again with quickly moving feet, sword held off to the side with both hands, and a daring smile on her face.


  “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” a giant butterfly marveled. “Is that truly our darling princess Complica? What has become of her? Why is she acting like a… like a…”


  “A barbarian?”


  “A brute?”


  “A beast?”


  “A destroyer of all things beautiful and precious?”


  Complica raced through the field, whacking targets again and again, beating them up and inflicting cracks and broken limbs, tearing apart the clothing the butterflies had dressed them with, and even outright whacked off one of the dummy’s heads with a loud snap. The women gasped in disbelief as Complica spun around off-balance with a giggle, the little girl regaining her footing and looking around at all that she had done with a bright smile and absolutely no remorse.


  “She took that thing’s head right off,” a woman said, slowly pointing to her with a pale look of terror.


  “After she ruined its dazzling top with that dangerous thing she swings about like crazy,” another complained with teary eyes. “Why is she doing this? Why is the monarch allowing her daughter to behave this way?”


  “Because princess Complica wants to spend her time doing this,” another spoke up, gaining their attention. Leaning against the fence was a giant butterfly whose battered wings of blue, black, and white colors had rips and holes in them, the woman dressed in a long flowing violet skirt while wearing a soft green shawl around her neck. She watched Complica sprinting around with playful laughter and wild swings of her sword with her yellow eyes before glancing to the giant butterflies who were showing disturbed frowns towards her.


  “Have you already forgotten about the human swordswoman who saved her life?” the woman questioned them. “Or the human man who brought her to the monarch and spoke of a future where we and humans live together in peace?”


  “I remember the attractive man who brought her back,” one said with a shrug. “And the rather… strange things he was preaching. The brute with the sword, however, wasn’t someone I was rather interested in.”


  “Well that brute, as you say, sparked a new fasciation in our crippled princess after saving her life from swarm. Complica may not be able to fly, but she sure can run with boundless energy. Not only that, but she seems captivated by the way of the warrior. I think that swordswoman ignited a hidden desire in our princess.”


  “She’s ruining all those beautiful garments we made for those icky wooden exercise dummies,” another complained with a huff. “It’s like she doesn’t care about gorgeous things anymore, all she cares about is hitting things with that stupid stick.”


  “Our princess clearly has a passion for swordplay,” the crippled butterfly retorted with a smirk. “And our monarch has encouraged her new desire by provided this training field for her to play around in. How about you stop dressing those things up in there, that way you won’t need to complain after she beats the ever loving crap out of them.”


  “How can you approve of what’s happening to her?” another demanded in a fluster. “What she’s doing now is so barbarous, it’s downright irrational. This isn’t something a princess of our grove should be wasting her time with.”


  “Tell that to the monarch, if you dare,” the woman quipped with a twitch of her eyebrow. “Until then, pipe down and let the little girl practice. This is what she wants to do, and frankly it shows a lot of courage. She can’t fly, she’s grounded for life, and yet she wants to learn the art of combat so as to fight danger head on. How many of you would dare pick up a sword if we came under attack?”


  All the women looked away with quiet grumbles and pouts, something the crippled butterfly chuckled at seeing before turning her eyes back onto Complica.


  “We could use more fighters like her,” she complimented. “Especially since we have absolutely none to speak of as of right now.”


  “That poor girl,” a butterfly sulked, watching Complica running around and taking off the head of another dummy with a hard strike. “So much potential… wasted. And on something as ruthless as sword fighting of all things.”


  “Well…” another slowly reasoned. “Her movements are sort of like a dance. In a way… it’s kind of beautiful to watch.”


  “It would be more stunning to watch if she wasn’t running around with a weapon used to disembody those mannequins and ruin all those amazing outfits we made. Oh dear god, she just tore apart that stylish skirt I worked forever on! I can’t watch anymore!”


  The crowd observed Complica practicing her swordplay, hacking apart the training dummies and their colorful outfits much to their disappointment and dismay. The crippled butterfly near the fence watched the princess focusing all her energy and passion into her newest pastime, something that brought a curious grin to the woman’s face while her chuckling voice distorted slightly before changing back again.


  While the women watched their princess swinging her sword wildly at the targets with never-ending energy, other giant butterflies were going about their day as usual. Many were inside the grove with their everyday doings, however a few were just returning to Flairwood near the outskirts of the grove as they slowly fluttered down onto the forest floor with large baskets filled with fancy new fabric and glittering jewelry.


  “Finally home,” one of them breathed out in relief. “I have to say, I wish they would build a trading post closer to us than Lesquin. My wings are so tired and sore.”


  “Hey, it was worth the two day journey,” another beamed as she admired the pristine fabric she had in her basket. “My next dress I make is going to be the talk of the town. I bet even the monarch will order one from me after she sees how amazing it looks with this stuff.”


  “Was it just me, or did their prices go up since last time?” a third asked with a puzzled look. “I mean, these are some amazing necklaces and rings I got, but they seemed so expensive. I had to show off my body for three hours straight in order to pay for them. It was only one hour last time I went there, I’m certain it was.”


  “Whatever,” the first said with a shrug. “The wares from our sisters in Ventras are of very unique quality, you can’t find goods like this in Koskaysil. Only the butterflies in the southern region make them. With rare materials and jewels like these, our dresses are going to be the hottest items in Flairwood. And by hottest items, I mean us when we’re wearing them.”


  “I can’t wait to get started on mine. See you girls later, I look forward to admiring what you create with these southern splendors,” a butterfly giggled before hastily flying off towards the village. Another followed after with playful laughter while the third turned towards their fourth companion who was leaning against a tree with a weary grimace on her face. She had her basket held against her hip while the other hand was resting on her stomach as she seemed to be suffering some discomfort.


  “Adria, you alright?”


  “I’m… just feeling a little queasy,” the woman replied, shaking her head. “I don’t think those beetles they had on sale are agreeing with me.”


  “I told you they were too cheap to be worth it,” her friend laughed. “You need to show off your curves for at least thirty minutes to get decent quality beetles with. Ten minutes worth means they’re not going to be that good.”


  “I know… but I was in a hurry to eat something. And they didn’t look that bad.”


  “Sorry. Go home and rest. You’ll feel better in no time,” her friend said with a wink. She turned to fly off while Adria set down her basket and lowered onto her knees near the tree. She tried to shake off a horrible feeling creeping through her before she suddenly lurched forward and coughed heavily into her hand. After a few painful heaves with flinching wings behind her, the woman slowly caught her breath and focused her vision again. She paused, taking a moment to be disgusted by the foul taste in her mouth, and then carefully looked to her hand, a nervous look coming over her as she saw what she coughed up into her palm.


  Her blood.
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  Author's Thank You


  Thank you very much for reading, I hope you enjoyed what you found in this book. Writing this series has become one of my favorite things to do, and giving life to these wonderful characters is always a delight and sometimes a creative challenge. There's plenty more in the story to tell and I'm working hard to get the following books out as soon as I can. I do hope you like what comes next. If you're a fan of the series and want to learn more, visit my website for news and links to the series wiki and other informational sites.


  And as always, if you like what you’ve seen here please don’t be shy, reviews help authors sell books so they can eat. Not trying to guilt trip you of course, just saying that Alexander Gordon likes to eat and not starve. He’s just weird that way. Don’t judge.
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