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  Dedication



  


  This book is dedicated to my talented artist and original creator of the alurane pictured in this story, Kellie Crouse.


  Chapter 1


  Good Morning


  In the world of Eden a new day always held new possibilities. Perhaps it would be the day a miner would find gold, or a shooting star would brighten someone’s spirits, or maybe misfortune would be waiting to strike without mercy. There was no way of knowing what the day would offer, all that could be done was to wait and see what would happen next. Though there could be some clues as to how it might go. For example, waking up next to loved ones in the comfort of a warm bed was a good way to start it off and may help keep fortune in their favor.


  And having to draw one’s sword during the early hours usually meant it was going to be a rough day.


  *****


  As another day began in Eden the sun slowly lifted up beyond the horizon. Its brilliant light stretched across hills and forests, shimmering along rivers and lakes, pierced through the clouds and over mountaintops, and brought a sense of warmth and promise to a dangerous and indifferent world. Birds took off from the trees with cheerful chirps, deer leapt about between the trees of their woodland homes, and a few fish jumped out from the crystal clear water as if dancing in the sun’s glow.


  However there was a greater source of warmth sitting atop a hill in The Outerlands that day than the sun could compare to, with a soft glow of light shining from it along with ashes fluttering about from charred grass that had been incinerated by the heat. Swaying about in a large furry cluster were nine fox tails golden in color with white tips, each of them distorting the air nearby with the fiery power they were exuding so naturally.


  “So this is where it will happen.”


  Her long orange hair ruffled slightly in the wind, the lush and vibrant locks having yellow streaks running through them while the ends were a bright crimson. Sticking out from the top of her head were two large fox ears, covered in auburn fur while the right one twitched slightly as she listened to a voice that only she could hear.


  “Yes, I know it won’t happen yet. But it’s better to be early than late, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Her dark golden eyes surveyed the land before her while the irises resembled that of a feline’s, the calm and collected gaze they presented being the same that she normally had while what she was thinking was always anyone’s guess.


  “I wonder, I do, what it will look like. I’ve seen many things in this world, but this should be very special indeed.”


  Her legs were laid out before her with feet crossed, the black high heels she wore having a single dark strap over her ankles while she gently bobbed one about leisurely. The red skirt she had on was lined with golden trimmings and went down past her thighs, the black corset she wore was laced with crimson strings, and the white blouse she had underneath was presumably very durable as it managed to hold her bust which was nearly the size of a well-endowed centaur’s. Her nails were slightly long and painted with a fine red polish while above her wrists were small coverings of orange fur that went up slightly on her arms and had a fiery glow to them.


  “Who are you talking to, Flarah?” Twilight spoke up in her mind.


  Flarah merely turned her gaze up to the sky and remained quiet, her calm smile being seen clearly by the reaper who watched the woman with her magical sight.


  “I don’t see anyone else near you, yet you appeared to be having an interesting conversation just now. Tell me, who are you talking to?”


  “Perhaps I was talking to myself just now,” Flarah mused with a small shrug. “I do get lonely whenever we aren’t speaking with one another. It is nice to hear from you again, Twilight.”


  “You do realize I don’t believe that flimsy excuse for a moment, right?”


  “I suppose you wouldn’t,” Flarah reasoned before casually eyeing her fingernails. “Alright, Twilight. You caught me. I was actually speaking to my newest friend.”


  She glanced down to the side and smirked before gently using one finger to lift up a small beetle that was crawling along the dirt and burned grass.


  “Say hello to Terrance,” she happily announced. “I know he doesn’t look like much, but he’s a really great listener. And isn’t he just the cutest thing ever?”


  “I see how much our friendship means to you,” Twilight sighed. “You don’t even have the decency to use a more convincing lie to cover your doings, instead you blatantly mock me by ignoring my curiosity entirely.”


  “I know,” Flarah moped with a mocking pout. “I’m just the worst friend to have in this world, aren’t I?”


  Without warning a furious swirl of flames erupted from her hand, burning high into the air before the woman while a wave of superheated air blasted outward and scorched more of the grass atop the knoll. Almost as soon as the sudden rush of intense fire and heat appeared it quickly vanished with waves of air rippling upward along with a few wisps of smoke. Flarah gently moved her fingers about before sighing and holding a hand to her cheek with a saddened smile.


  “Farewell, Terrance,” she softly spoke. “Thanks for listening to me anyway.”


  “What are you up to, Flarah?” Twilight wondered.


  “Just going for a little stroll through The Outerlands, Twilight. I simply stopped to rest and enjoy the beautiful scenery. Oh, how I wish you were here with me to enjoy this. It would be nice to cuddle up with someone I know and love and just let time pass me by.”


  “Stop patronizing me with such hollow sentiments, Flarah. It’s rather insulting to see that you believe I’m not watching you or can see that you’re clearly up to something. If you do wish for us to remain friends then I would appreciate a little more honesty from you.”


  “Oh dear,” Flarah gently said with a calm smile. “I would hate to lose your friendship, Twilight. Alright, since you’ve forced my hand I’ll be nice and tell you. But only because you mean that much to me.”


  The woman gently ruffled her tails with one hand, casting cinders into the air like sparkly dust as she purred softly to herself. After a moment she giggled and looked back up to the sky with a cheery smile on her face.


  “This is the place where I plan on taking you for a walk when I make you my pet.” An annoyed murmur from the reaper was heard while Flarah smirked and watched the sky with a knowing look. “That is if you behave yourself with me when I open your cage. If you don’t then I’m afraid you’re never going to set foot in the outside world again, my dear Twilight.”


  “You stupid fox,” Twilight sighed. “You know very well you cannot defeat me, yet you continue to test my patience with you all the same. I truly do feel sorry for you, you have no idea who you are angering with your sharp tongue, do you?”


  “You are the reaper of Eden, Twilight,” Flarah humbly spoke with a fanciful wave of the hand. “A Dark Queen in her own right, and keeper of the power within the City of Eden. Your strength and magic are beyond legendary, and your cunning is sharper than any blade in the world.”


  “Such flattering words, yet I feel as though you’re mocking me when you speak them. Have you no respect for a Dark Queen at all?”


  “Oh my, of course I do,” Flarah dearly promised with a hand held to her heart. She then showed a sly grin and tilted her head slightly, her eyes staring up at sky while knowing fully well that Twilight was looking back into them.


  “I have nothing but respect for you, my dearest friend.”


  “Is that so? Forgive me for doubting your words once again.”


  Flarah slowly stood up and brushed the dirt and dust off her skirt before giving her tails a little shake, throwing ash and cinders into the air before she casually stretched out her arms with a relaxed sigh. With a gentle flick she threw the hair before her shoulder behind her back and turned her gaze towards something that had her interest since arriving at this location.


  “You’re forgiven, Twilight. You know I just can’t stay mad at you about anything.”


  “Are all kitsune as arrogant and foolish as you?” Twilight dryly asked.


  “You tell me,” Flarah answered with a shrug. “You know everything in this world, don’t you? You know all that was, you know all that is, and… oh, that’s right. You don’t know all that’s going to be, do you? You don’t even know what I’m thinking right now.”


  “You think you can defeat me, defy me, speak to me with such insolence and get away with it. As crafty as you foxes are you know very well that you can never hope to defeat me. Choose your words carefully the next time we speak, Flarah, and consider your actions closely. Should my seal be unlocked with you remaining defiant against my will I shall have no choice but to remove you from this world and my sight forever. Remember that, friend.”


  Flarah chuckled as Twilight’s words echoed in her head before all fell silent. The kitsune waited for a moment, remaining still and quiet as she listened for the reaper that she felt no fear for to speak again should she still be present. After a while she smirked and rolled her eyes from the petty warning that had been given to her.


  “Such a silly reaper. I am going to miss our little chit-chats when she’s gone.”


  “Flarah, don’t do anything reckless,” a woman’s solemn voice spoke in her head. “Provoking her needlessly is only asking for trouble.”


  “It wasn’t needless,” Flarah giggled. “I enjoyed making her grind her teeth in displeasure from my words.”


  “To further prove the answer to Twilight’s question, you are indeed quite arrogant and foolish for a kitsune.”


  “I’m only having some fun with her,” Flarah reasoned carelessly. “No harm in that.”


  “So you just came to that spot to irritate her for the fun of it?” the voice skeptically asked. “You really do enjoy doing that too much if you ask me.”


  “It is rather fun, I cannot lie,” Flarah distantly replied. “Though I do have other reasons for coming out here, both for myself and to place the pieces on the game board accordingly.”


  “I’m still curious why you’ve come here. You know what happens cannot be changed despite your questionable motives.”


  “Maybe, and maybe not,” Flarah reasoned slyly. “With the right moves I can arrange this game to play out how I see fit. That much I am certain of.”


  “Are you manipulating me as well, Flarah? Am I just another piece on the board as that reaper is to you?”


  “Nonsense,” Flarah reassured. “You know you’re my good friend. How can you think of me in such a hurtful way?”


  “I’ve seen what you do to your friends, Flarah. Nobody is precious to you, nobody means anything to you, and nobody is safe from your fire. Well, there was one who you spared, though I have yet to figure out why you did.”


  “Then why are you helping me with this little game if you don’t trust me?”


  “You have your reasons for what you do, and I have mine. That is the only thing we share in common. We’re both doing what we must to move forward in this little game, as you say.”


  “Fair enough,” Flarah said with a shrug. “So, now that we understand our friendship better could you please tell me when tomorrow I should be expecting their arrival?”


  “I could give you a precise time, but seeing as how you have no means of checking time I’ll just tell you early afternoon. They will arrive southwest of your location, you will be able to see them from there just fine. Tell me, what do you plan to do once they arrive?”


  “Greet them of course,” Flarah mused with a curious smile. She giggled as she observed the large forest that stood before her, the tall trees and shadowy thickets within known to being the home of elves in the region that claimed this haven as their own. The kitsune then glanced behind her towards a large clearing in the fields that she would be keeping watch of for a special group of travelers that she was interested in meeting soon.


  “After all, I haven’t seen him in so many years. We have so much to catch up on.”


  *****


  Inside Twilight’s study which was housed in a magical space within a small carriage all was calm as the day was beginning anew. There were no windows to allow sunlight in, yet each room was illuminated by either magical paintings in the ceiling or lanterns that had their flames diminished for the night. As the morning hours came the lights gradually brightened by themselves, their magical fires burning steady as always while lighting the rooms for another day.


  With the lamps in the bedroom lighting up again those inside became visible while still gathered in the large bed. Lying on her side at the edge of the group Kroanette murmured softly in her sleep, the centaur having a sheet loosely draped over her waist while her tail flicked about a few times behind her. Nestled in her breasts Pip was sleeping happily with her head poking up between the soft mounds, the fairy giggling quietly in her dream while snuggling closer to Kroanette’s chest.


  “Pip…” Kroanette breathed out as the sleeping fairy was squirming about more and more with lustful purrs. “Not… so rough…”


  Beside them Squeak was curled into her ball as she always was during the night, the ant girl squeaking softly with each breath she made while she had the sheet covering her body except for her antennae which were sticking out and twitching now and again. As they did they brushed against Falla’s a few times while the butterfly girl was sleeping on her side next to Squeak, holding her hand and keeping her head close to her co-mate’s. With a soft giggle Falla shifted slightly in her dream, her feet moving a little and pushing against Clover’s chest as the elf was sleeping on her back below her. Falla’s toes brushed against the elf’s shirt and across her breasts, flicking across the girl’s nipples and causing Clover to shake and squeal quietly as a blush formed on her face.


  “Stop… it…” she softly said with one had weakly waving past her chest.


  As Falla’s feet kept stimulating the sensitive elf another girl was being aroused by accident during her sleep, as evidenced by Luna having a soft blush on her face while she was breathing shakily. This was due to Specca’s tail that was slowly sliding back and forth along her crotch while the nixie was peacefully sleeping on the butterfly’s side. Although Specca was gently holding onto her co-mate in her sleep her tail was causing Luna to tremble and shift about in her dream. Lying behind Specca was Doku, the harpy having her wing over the nixie’s thigh while she was dreaming about her husband with an immoral smile on her face and her hips moving slightly with her own arousal.


  “More…” she murmured into Specca’s ear before she started to nibble on it. “Fuck my pussy…”


  Specca shivered slightly as she clung to Luna, her hand grabbing her breast and causing the butterfly to gasp slightly in her sleep. While the three girls were getting more worked up by the second another co-mate of theirs was dreaming with soft mews above them. Their bed had a few sheets draped around the sides towards the back, with one of them having been folded and hung across everyone like a hammock that the jinx in the group had fashioned for her sleeping area. Star slept soundly on her back with one leg and arm hanging over the sheet while her tails were curled up on her other leg. Her ear twitched a few times before she rolled onto her side and murmured softly in her dream, the girl’s smile being that of a mischievous one that a quiet purr escaped from which only raised questions as to what she was dreaming of.


  Below the sleeping cat two others were enjoying their dreams, both while holding onto their man on either side of him. Triska and Alyssa held onto an arm each of their beloved mate while dreaming with peaceful smiles on their faces. The cambion’s leg gently hooked around Daniel’s while Alyssa nuzzled her head close to him atop his shoulder, the two girls keeping as close to him as they could while they slept soundly holding onto his arms. As it was with the other girls in Daniel’s harem they had no trouble sleeping next to him despite the incredibly loud and constant snoring that he was once again doing while asleep. The sounds echoed throughout the room yet none of his sleeping mates seemed to notice. Even with Clover and Star’s acute hearing or with Triska and Alyssa lying directly next to him none of the girls appeared to show any signs that they could hear Daniel snoring away as he usually did.


  However two other girls in the room were fully aware of Daniel’s noisy sleeping habit and were wide awake.


  “Pip,” Kroanette gasped as she started trembling. In her chest Pip was bobbing up and down quickly with giggles as she was dreaming about the obvious while her motions were beginning to excite the centaur to the point her dream was breaking apart.


  “Stop… it,” Clover grunted before clenching her teeth, the elf clutching the sheets with sharp gasps as Falla’s toes constantly flicked across her erect nipples.


  “Squeak,” Falla giggled as the two’s antennae twitched and touched now and again.


  “Feels good,” Luna whined as her hips started shaking, the girl’s hand quickly reaching down on reflex to grab Specca’s tail which showed no signs of slowing down from pleasuring the butterfly girl.


  “Oh god,” Specca breathed out as she started shaking more, her excitement from Doku’s nibbling causing her to grip Luna’s breast more firmly while her tail began sliding back and forth at a quickened pace.


  “Fuck me,” Doku purred with more lust than one would have imagined her having as she started humping against Specca while nibbling and pecking at the nixie’s ear.


  Star meowed softly as she rolled over to the side of her sheet, the jinx stopping just short of falling off while her arm and a tail dangled over the edge.


  “Daniel,” Triska breathed out as she nuzzled against his shoulder.


  “I love you,” Alyssa softly said in her dream while having a soft blush on her face.


  Daniel just kept snoring. Of course.


  After two more loud wheezes from him a few girls in the room reached their breaking point during their dreams. With a loud cry Kroanette started rolling about while flailing her arms around, just at the same time Clover screamed and shot up while knocking Falla’s feet away, which prompted the butterfly to jump in surprise from the hit and bash her head against Squeak’s. As the four girls snapped out of their dreams and Pip flew out of Kroanette’s bosom as she was ejected from her slumber by being suffocated by the very pillows she adored, on the other side of the bed Luna and Specca jumped up moaning loudly as they climaxed together. Doku was knocked away with a yelp by Specca while she and Luna quickly looked around in a daze before hitting their heads together and promptly dropping back onto the bed. A mere second later Star dropped down onto the bed above Daniel with a loud meow as she had been awoken by all the noise and promptly fell out of her sleeping spot. Triska and Alyssa jumped and quickly looked around to seeing all their mates groaning, panting, slowing getting up, and wearily looking around at one another.


  “What the hell is going on?” Triska asked rubbing her eyes.


  “Why are you all screaming like that?” Alyssa asked as she did the same.


  “Who the fuck was doing that to me?” Clover yelled while holding her arms around herself. “I get that we’re co-mates and all, but I don’t like my chest being touched like that! Ever!”


  “What just happened?” Falla groaned while holding her head. She glanced over to see Squeak doing the same while watching her with a dazed expression. “Damn, Squeak. Your skull is hard as steel.”


  “What in Eden?” Kroanette panted while sitting up and regaining her senses. “Pip, what… what were you doing to me?”


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered as she dived down into the centaur’s bosom once again.


  “My head hurts and my pussy is wet,” Luna whined holding her head. “What happened to me?”


  “I know why your head hurts,” Specca groaned as she held her own. “Same reason as mine. The other is a mystery to me.”


  “Am I awake?” Doku wearily asked as she sat up and shook her head. “Or am I still dreaming? Can someone please tell me?”


  Star mewed as she sat up before she glanced around at everyone with an annoyed look on her face and meowed something that was essentially being muttered by the cat.


  Triska and Alyssa looked around at everyone in confusion before all the girls noticed the same thing, their eyes slowly turning to see two others who were awake in the room. Not Daniel though, as he was still sleeping soundly and snoring as loudly as ever. Instead it was the two girls who were sitting on him that had drawn the attention of everyone else.


  “Wow,” Cindy breathed out with eyes of wonder, the girl sitting on Daniel’s lap while she watched Daniel’s mouth open and close with loud snorts. She was dressed as she always was, if you could count clothing that was manifested from her body the same as being dressed, and was paying the other girls no mind as Daniel’s sleeping habit had her full attention.


  The same was for little Snapper who was sitting on Daniel’s chest with Cindy gently holding the youngling by the hips. The baby swarm was watching Daniel with marvel while her antennae twitched now and again, making quiet clicking sounds with her mouth while she tilted her head one way then another.


  The other girls stared with wide eyes at seeing Cindy and Snapper sitting atop Daniel and then watched in stunned silence as Snapper slowly crawled forward and leaned closer to Daniel’s face. The swarm gurgled and gently rested her claw on Daniel’s cheek, with the other girls turning pale in fright as the youngling snapped her teeth before she looked around at seeing everyone staring at her. She again snapped her teeth a few times, the sharp clacks causing tension to rise with everyone before the swarm turned her eyes and wide smile back down to Daniel.


  “Daniel,” Falla squeaked out while gripping Squeak’s hand tightly.


  “Nobody make any sudden movements,” Clover slowly warned.


  “Oh dear,” Doku softly spoke. “Please don’t bite his face.”


  “No, Snapper,” Luna quietly begged. “Don’t snap him.”


  “Snapper,” Triska slowly said while carefully reaching out for the swarm. Snapper turned her eyes to the girl and watched as her hand got closer. “Easy, girl. It’s not nice to bite us, okay?”


  She got an inch away from the swarm before Cindy quickly grabbed her hand.


  “Don’t touch Snapper!” Cindy yelled before hurling Triska off the bed and behind her, sending the cambion flying through the air before crashing down onto the floor with a heavy thud.


  Daniel finally awoke with a snort, eyes gradually focusing to reveal Snapper looking behind her at something then back down to him with a wide smile.


  “Wha… Snapper?” Daniel wearily asked.


  Snapper screeched with quickly buzzing wings then lunged down to chomp on his nose, getting almost close enough to do so before she was grabbed and pulled back by Cindy. The wraith coddled the youngling close to her chest, with Snapper snarling and biting into her sandy arm with tiny growls, as she glared back at Triska who was slowly getting onto her feet with a similar look aimed at the new girl.


  “Don’t touch Snapper!” Cindy ordered while holding the thrashing swarm close to her. “You’re not allowed to because you’re mean and stupid!”


  “What the hell are you two doing on top of Daniel?” Triska demanded. “Get off him this instant!”


  “Go away, meanie!”


  “Wait a moment!” Daniel called out. All the girls, including Snapper, stopped and turned to him as he slowly looked around at everyone while finally coming to his senses. “What’s going on here?”


  “I’m not sure,” Doku confessed with a shrug. “Everyone started screaming this morning for some odd reason.”


  “Wait,” Specca said holding a hand to her ear, feeling some drool still on it before turning to Doku questionably. “Doku, were you nibbling on my ear?”


  “Your ear?”


  “Specca?” Luna asked pointing to the nixie’s tail. “Your tail is all wet. Were you playing with me while I was sleeping again?”


  “What?” Specca asked with a jump. “My tail? Playing with you? Again?”


  “Which one of you was fondling me?” Clover asked glancing around at the girls while keeping an arm over her chest. “Falla? That was your foot I knocked away this morning, wasn’t it?”


  “My foot?” Falla asked looking to her foot, the girl wiggling her toes a few times before glancing to Clover then to Squeak as the ant girl was watching her curiously.


  “Pip,” Kroanette mentioned glancing to her chest. “Need I ask?”


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered while sandwiched between the mounds.


  Star rolled her eyes with a few short meows then started meowing at all the girls while pointing around at them. Everyone just watched the jinx saying something in a mocking manner before she stopped and noticed the blank stares she was getting.


  “What is wrong with all of you?” Alyssa loudly demanded. “Who cares if you were all fooling around this morning-”


  “We weren’t doing that!” Clover yelled at her.


  “We should be a bit more concerned about them being on Daniel!” Alyssa continued pointing to Snapper and Cindy.


  “What do you mean?” Cindy curiously asked.


  “Get off him!” Alyssa yelled waving her hand around. She blinked then looked down before gasping and holding a hand over her chest. “My focuser! Where is it?”


  She quickly looked around in a panic before Snapper lurched a few times with a gurgle. The group watched as the swarm hacked then coughed out the witch’s focuser necklace onto Daniel’s chest, himself and everyone else looking at the trinket with disturbed faces as it was covered in slimy green goo.


  “There it is,” Luna said pointing to it.


  “Snapper ate my focuser?” Alyssa asked with a stunned face. “Right off my chest while I was asleep?”


  “What is that?” Cindy asked tilting her head. “Is that food?”


  “No it isn’t!” Alyssa yelled as she grabbed the trinket and tried wiping the slime off it.


  “Good heavens,” Specca gasped as she started feeling around her pillow. “Is it alright, Alyssa? It isn’t… wait, where are my glasses?”


  The nixie looked around with squinted eyes as she patted down the bed for her spectacles before turning to see Snapper lurching again. The swarm coughed a few times then threw up more green bile along with Specca’s glasses onto Daniel’s chest.


  “There they are,” Luna said pointing to them.


  “She ate my glasses too?” Specca exclaimed.


  “They… look alright still,” Doku hesitantly said with a shrug. “Except for being covered in vomit of course.”


  Star reached out and picked up the spectacles, shaking some green goo off them before slowly handing them to Specca with a meow. The nixie whined as she took them with a disgusted grimace, using her hand to shakily wipe off the slop from the lenses while questioning whether she wanted to wear them again or not.


  “That is simply… horrid,” she groaned.


  Daniel kept staring at the gunk that was on his chest with a disturbed frown since it just kept being dumped on him then looked up to see Cindy and Snapper watching him with curiosity.


  “Cindy? What were you doing this morning?”


  “Besides feeding our things to Snapper?” Specca huffed in aggravation.


  “You were making loud noises with your mouth,” Cindy explained. “You made them all night. I was worried something was wrong with you.”


  “You were worried about me?” Daniel asked as he started wiping the goo off his chest.


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a big nod. “I was scared something was wrong with you. Well, I was after the first few hours, but after that it seemed like nothing else was happening to you, so I just watched you until you woke up.”


  “You were watching me? All night?”


  “All night,” Cindy agreed with another big nod. “I still don’t understand why you were making those loud noises. What were you doing? How come you were making those sounds with your mouth? Me and Snapper couldn’t figure it out.”


  Daniel looked at them puzzled as Cindy coddled Snapper close again, the young swarm clicking her teeth and pawing at her arm while lightly kicking her feet.


  “When Snapper woke up she crawled over here to join me, we were both curious what you were doing,” Cindy said before looking at him confusedly. “Why were you making those noises? Is that something humans do?”


  “Well, some of us do,” Daniel admitted with a weak smile. He then looked at the wraith questionably. “Wait, what do you mean you were watching me all night? Didn’t you sleep at all?”


  “No. I don’t sleep.”


  “You don’t sleep?” Doku wondered. “At all?”


  “Nope. I’ve never slept before. My mom said that’s something other monsters and humans do, but we don’t do that.”


  “So you don’t have any dreams during the night?” Luna worried.


  “What’s a dream?” Cindy asked.


  “Hold on,” Clover said holding out a hand. “So you mean to tell us that you’ve been awake all night while watching Dan?”


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a nod. “At first I was scared he was sick or something. Then after he didn’t get worse I figured making those horrible and ear-destroying noises was normal for him. So I just watched him all night to see what else he would do.”


  “Horrible and ear-destroying?” Daniel repeated in dismay.


  “You’ve been sitting on his lap all night?” Alyssa growled in anger.


  “Uh huh.”


  “GET OFF HIM!” Triska yelled as she grabbed her sword and pulled out, the screeching metal and flash of flames getting everyone’s attention as the girl stood before the bed with a furious expression on her face and a blade that had fire rising off it.


  “Fire!” Cindy wailed before she lunged forward and held onto Daniel, smothering Snapper between them while the wraith clung to him for protection. “Fire bad! Make her go away, Daniel! I don’t like her!”


  “Let Daniel go this instant!” Specca demanded with squinted eyes set in a glare.


  “Stop it, Triska,” Doku implored. “You’re scaring her.”


  “Cindy, let go of him right now!” Alyssa ordered as she put on her necklace, her eyes giving off a bloom of light as a pulse of magic rippled away from the witch.


  “Wait, where’s Snapper?” Kroanette exclaimed.


  Daniel and Cindy blinked then looked down between them, the girls around them seeing the swarm’s wings and arms flailing about between the two.


  “There she is,” Luna said pointing to the swarm that had her tiny hand flailing about to the side.


  “She’s going to bite him!” Clover yelled as she grabbed Daniel’s arm and tried pulling him away. “Get away from her, Dan!”


  “Get off him right now!” Falla shouted as she and Squeak grabbed Cindy’s head and attempted to wrestle her away. The girls flipped Daniel and Cindy around, with the wraith holding onto Daniel tightly around his shoulders while he was struggling to push himself off the girl. He could feel Snapper squirming around between them, knowing her razor-sharp teeth were being pressed close to his stomach, and growing all the more nervous that she would either use her claws or teeth to start mauling him at any moment.


  “Cindy, let go!” he pleaded as he felt the swarm purring loudly into his gut. “We’re crushing Snapper!”


  Cindy gasped then quickly let go, allowing Daniel to push back with his arms and sit up on the bed. He then froze as did all the girls, everyone staring with wide eyes and open mouths except for Cindy who only had a curious expression on her face and Triska who was standing behind Daniel and growing more concerned by the looks in everyone’s eyes.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked before quickly sheathing her blade and hopping onto the bed next to Daniel. Looking down over his shoulder she held in her terrified gasp while she froze in place.


  Daniel had sat up on the bed with Cindy’s legs going past him on either side, her panties resting against his crotch where his morning erection was standing at attention and above her skirt. However it wasn’t the fact that Cindy’s body was erotically resting against Daniel’s that everyone was paying attention to; rather it was Snapper who was lying on Cindy’s stomach facing Daniel and his manhood that the youngling was an inch away from and staring at with eyes of wonder. The swarm tilted her head one way then another while looking at it with a gurgle before she reached out with both hands and grabbed it, causing everyone but Cindy to gasp and turn pale with heightened alarm.


  “Oh god no,” Kroanette breathed out in horror.


  “Snapper,” Alyssa squeaked while clutching her hands close to her chest.


  “Don’t move a muscle, Dan,” Clover urgently warned.


  “Snapper, let go. Please,” Luna begged with fright.


  “Daniel,” Triska quietly whined.


  Daniel gulped and remained as still as he could, watching as Snapper had her hands on his erection while staring at it with curiosity. Luckily her claws hadn’t dug into him yet as her grip on his privates wasn’t too strong, however her mouth filled with sharp teeth was clicking now and again as the youngling seemed to be deciding on what to do with the thing she was holding onto.


  “Snapper,” he slowly and ever so carefully said. The swarm glanced up to him with a gurgle while her wings buzzed behind her. “Can you please let me go? That’s not something you should be grabbing.”


  Snapper blinked then looked back to what she was holding before bringing it closer and opening her mouth, the girls around on the bed covering theirs with hushed gasps of fright as they saw what the youngling was thinking of doing.


  “Snapper,” Daniel quickly said again, halting the swarm that looked back up to him. He slowly shook his head, with the youngling watching him curiously before looking back to what was in her grip. Moving his hands very slowly he gently took hold of Snapper’s head, the swarm glancing up to him as he carefully moved her back. As he did her grip on his erection tightened, causing him to stop with a flinch as he felt the youngling refusing to let go of what she caught.


  “What’s she doing?” Cindy asked moving her head around. “I can’t see.”


  “Daniel, do something,” Triska urged while watching as the swarm leaned closer and opened her mouth again while holding the tip of Daniel’s erection in it. Daniel’s eyes widened while some of the girls opted to close theirs in fear of seeing something horrible in the next few seconds.


  “Snapper,” Daniel gently said again. The swarm looked up to him while her teeth were poised to chomp down, her antennae twitching slightly while her grip on him remained firm. He carefully brushed her hair, being mindful of her antennae and not to bump them, then lightly caressed her cheeks.


  “Don’t bite,” he kindly said. “Please, Snapper. Let go.”


  Snapper purred softly then let go of Daniel’s erection, the girls around them breathing out in relief as the swarm watched Daniel curiously while holding onto his hands. Daniel smiled then carefully lifted the youngling up, cradling her in his arms with her feet bobbing over the side and her wings buzzing beneath her. The girls watched in wonder as he chuckled and gently held the youngling’s hand. Snapper purred and snapped her teeth while holding onto his hand, her eyes fluttering slightly as she appeared to become docile in his arms.


  “That’s a good girl,” he gently praised. “You’re not a mean monster, are you?”


  “Daniel, how do you do that?” Triska asked in awe.


  “Only you could stop a swarm with just words,” Alyssa complimented.


  Daniel shrugged with an amused smile to that then noticed Cindy staring at something beneath Snapper with puzzlement. She tilted her head in question then sat up and grabbed hold of Daniel’s genitals with both hands.


  “What is this thing?” she asked before she did something that made Daniel squeal with a flushed face that he promptly dropped to the side with a thump from feeling.


  “Don’t crush it!” Falla cried out as she and Squeak rushed to pry Cindy’s firm grip on Daniel’s erection and balls off, something they couldn’t do while she merely stared at what she was holding with a curious expression.


  “Cindy, let him go!” Kroanette screamed. “Don’t grab him there!”


  “Daniel? Are you okay?” Luna worried as she and Specca rushed over to Daniel’s side. He had his eyes shut tight while straining not to scream, his arms trembling while Snapper was watching him with a curious gurgle from against his chest.


  “Cindy!” Triska yelled as she unsheathed her sword.


  “Fire!” Cindy screamed.


  “AHHH!” Daniel squealed.


  “Dan!” Clover cried out.


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered while hopping about in Kroanette’s bosom.


  “Pip!” Kroanette scolded her.


  “Let him go! You’re hurting him!” Falla ordered.


  Squeak squeaked loudly while struggling to pull Cindy’s hands away.


  “Cindy, please stop holding him like that!” Doku pleaded hopping about with fluttering wings.


  “You’re being a bad girl!” Specca scolded.


  Cindy blinked then jumped with a gasp before she held her hands up, knocking Squeak and Falla back in the process while she looked down to see Daniel having a few tears leaking from his eyes.


  “I’m being a bad girl?” she feared. “I’m sorry. What did I do wrong?”


  “It’s okay,” Daniel squeaked out as he rolled onto his back. The girls around him held onto him worriedly while Snapper sat up on his chest and watched him curiously with her wings buzzing a few times.


  “Don’t grab him like that ever again!” Clover yelled as she got in Cindy’s face, the wraith falling back with a nervous whine as the elf was glaring with fury at her. “You nearly crushed his dick and balls with your stupid hands!”


  “Dick and balls?” Cindy repeated. “What are those?”


  “How fucking stupid are you anyway?” Clover shouted in disbelief.


  Cindy glared at her with a growl before they saw Squeak rushing over and quickly licking Daniel’s genitals with squeaks. Daniel gasped and held in his voice as the ant girl started orally servicing him while rubbing her saliva all over his crotch.


  “What’s she doing?” Cindy asked.


  “She’s using her saliva to heal Daniel’s pain that you gave him from grabbing him down there!” Falla yelled at the wraith.


  “I don’t understand,” Cindy said shaking her head. “She’s healing him with her spit?”


  “Daniel, are you alright?” Kroanette worried.


  “I’ll be alright,” Daniel squeaked with a shaky smile and a high-pitched voice. “Really, I’m okay.”


  “Daniel,” Doku whimpered as she gently cradled his head in her lap.


  “You’re going to be alright,” Triska promised as she sheathed her blade. “Just breathe, Daniel.”


  “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Specca grieved.


  “Daniel,” Pip whined as she flew over and hugged his head. “Speak to me, Daniel. Speak to me.”


  “I’m okay, Pip,” Daniel weakly said with a few heavy breaths. “I’m… okay… oh… Squeak…”


  The girls turned to see Squeak sucking him off gently while using her hands to spread her saliva around his crotch, the ant girl glancing up to them with a few soft squeaks before closing her eyes as she focused on tending her injured mate.


  “Is she eating him?” Cindy wondered holding a finger to her lips. “Was that food I was holding before?”


  “No it wasn’t!” Alyssa yelled at her. “Keep your hands and mouth off our mate or else I’ll burn you to ash!”


  “She’s making Daniel feel better after what you just did to him!” Falla shouted at the wraith.


  Snapper watched as Daniel was breathing heavily while looking up at the ceiling with a glazed look in his eye, her attention then going around at seeing the other girls gathering near him as they watched their mate recovering from Cindy’s vicelike squeeze of his privates with concerned faces. She then looked behind her and saw Squeak bobbing her head up and down while slurping on his erect member, the ant girl’s eyes then locking onto the swarm’s as the two watched each other with Squeak continuing her movements in steady rhythm. Snapper looked at her curiously then back to Daniel as he started shaking a little.


  “Squeak… Squeak!” Daniel called out before gripping the bedsheets and freezing up. Squeak jerked back a little then lowered her head onto his lap while gently holding his hips that were bucking a few times.


  “I think that made him feel a little better,” Triska mused with a small smile.


  “Poor Daniel,” Luna worried as she held his hand.


  “Are you alright now, dear?” Doku asked.


  “Yeah,” Daniel breathed out while reeling from the euphoric sensation that was spreading across his waist. “Thank… you… Squeak.”


  Squeak gulped softly a few times then choked a bit and struggled to keep her head down, the girl’s hands shaking slightly before she slowly drew back off him. As she did Clover’s eyes widened, the sight of Squeak’s lips hugging his member while trailing saliva along it causing her to gulp while a blush formed on her face. The other girls then noticed Clover twitching a little, her lips flinching slightly while her mouth was watering before she quickly shook her head and shut her eyes.


  “Clover?” Alyssa asked.


  “I wasn’t staring!” Clover screamed before she turned to face away from everyone and held a hand over her mouth. She glanced back to see the girls watching her curiously before they turned to Squeak as she sat up while giving one last gulp. The ant girl gently rubbed her saliva on Daniel’s genitals while watching him with a warm smile, her eyes glancing to Clover curiously for a moment before returning to her man.


  Daniel breathed out slowly then looked around at the girls as his vision came back into focus. They were watching him with relief as he appeared okay now before his gaze rested on Snapper. The swarm snapped her teeth a few times before turning around, crawling over to his crotch, and then once again grabbing onto his erection.


  “Snapper, no!” Triska cried out.


  “Don’t bite that!” Luna pleaded.


  “Why did nobody grab her?” Alyssa demanded.


  Snapper buzzed her wings a few times before she started lurching, the group watching her with growing tension as she hacked a few times before she coughed out green slime onto Daniel’s genitals. Everyone stared with wide eyes as the youngling snapped her teeth a few times before she let go of Daniel and crawled off him. The group watched as Snapper sat on the bed and coughed a few times while buzzing her wings then turned to Daniel’s crotch which had swarm bile covering it.


  “What the fuck?” Clover slowly asked.


  “Why did Snapper do that?” Falla questioned with a disgusted face.


  “She just threw up on Daniel’s lap,” Alyssa said with a cringe.


  “That looks icky,” Pip commented.


  “Daniel, are you okay?” Doku worried.


  “Um… sure?” Daniel unsurely answered as he felt as lost as everyone else.


  “Was she making Daniel feel better too?” Cindy spoke up. The group looked to her as she crawled closer and looked at Daniel’s lap curiously.


  “Making me feel better?” Daniel repeated.


  “Wasn’t that what Squeak did to you to make you feel good?” Cindy asked him.


  Daniel blinked then looked at Squeak, the ant girl staring at his lap with a bewildered expression still before she noticed him watching her. Sitting up Daniel looked down to the swarm bile on him then over to Snapper as she was just gazing around at the room with curious eyes. When her sights rested on him she stopped and just stared at him, the other girls then looking between them in silence as Daniel questioned what had just happened.


  “She was trying to make me feel better,” he softly realized.


  “Why would you think that?” Clover asked. “She just threw up on your penis.”


  “Squeak was using her saliva on me to take away the pain,” Daniel said turning to the ant girl. “I think Snapper tried to imitate her.”


  The girls looked over to Snapper as she started crawling towards Daniel again. She sat next to his leg and looked down at his lap before up at him while cawing a few times. Daniel paused for a moment then gently brushed the swarm’s hair, the youngling snapping her teeth a few times while her wings buzzed behind her.


  “Were you trying to make me feel better, Snapper?”


  Snapper looked down to his lap then started lurching again, with the group showing disgusted faces as they knew what was going to happen next. Sure enough Snapper threw up again on Daniel’s lap, his genitals being completely covered now while the green goo was dropping onto the sheets. The swarm coughed a few times then crawled up Daniel’s side and held onto his shoulder, snapping her teeth at him with a wide smile and some vomit dripping from her chin. Daniel glanced to the youngling then down to his lap while feeling both disgusted and intrigued by the swarm’s behavior.


  “Thank you… Snapper,” he said with a faint smile. “That… feels much better now.”


  “That’s revolting,” Specca commented with a hand held over her mouth.


  “That can’t be making Daniel feel any better,” Alyssa reasoned shaking her head. “I know it’s making me feel worse just looking at it.”


  “I’m going to need to clean those sheets right away this morning,” Doku mentioned with a frown. “I hope that doesn’t stain them.”


  “Are you sure that was her trying to make you feel better?” Triska asked. “She may have just been copying Squeak without knowing you were in pain.”


  “Maybe,” Daniel pondered as he watched Snapper clinging to his shoulder and smiling at him. “But that at least shows she is capable of learning the behavior of those around her. And if that’s true maybe she can learn to be a good girl in life as well.”


  “Am I still a good girl?” Cindy worried with her head lowered. “I’m sorry if I hurt you, Daniel. I didn’t mean to.”


  “I know you didn’t,” Daniel assured her. “It’s alright, Cindy. I’m fine now, really. Just be careful with your strength, you’re a lot stronger than most of us. Especially me.”


  “Okay, Daniel,” Cindy said nodding. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”


  “No, I’m not,” Daniel promised before gently petting Snapper’s head. “You weren’t doing anything wrong this morning. If anything I’m glad to know you were worried about me, that shows you do care about others. That’s a good thing.”


  Snapper clacked her teeth and buzzed her wings, shaking a bit with a purr while holding onto his shoulder with her claws. The girls noticed that although she was scratching him in doing so with her toes and fingers he didn’t appear to be minding it.


  “Daniel, she’s not hurting you, is she?” Luna worried.


  “Not really,” Daniel said shaking his head. “It’s a little uncomfortable with her nails but I’m alright. I’m just amazed with how she’s behaving with us.”


  Snapper chomped her teeth a few times then blinked and saw some blood coming from Daniel’s shoulder. The others noticed this as well before Daniel flinched a bit and smiled weakly at the swarm.


  “Okay, that’s enough clinging to my flesh for now,” he said with a small laugh. “My, your claws really are sharp aren’t they?”


  “She is hurting you,” Falla said with annoyance at the little swarm.


  “Her claws are very sharp,” Alyssa pointed out. “Daniel was lucky she didn’t slice apart his penis with them earlier.”


  Snapper stared at where she had drawn blood from his shoulder then tilted her head curiously, her antennae twitching slightly while her wings buzzed a few times behind her. After a pause she started lurching with a gagging sound, the gesture making everyone cringe as they knew what she was going to do next. Snapper hacked a bit then threw up more green bile onto Daniel’s shoulder, causing him to freeze with a stunned smile as he felt the warm goo sliding down his front and back.


  “Aw,” Cindy cooed. “She’s spitting on you to make you feel better. She likes you, Daniel.”


  Snapper burped and coughed before she hopped down onto the bed and crawled over to Cindy. The wraith slowly picked up the swarm and coddled her while watching Daniel curiously as he was shuddering slightly with the other girls watching him with concerned looks.


  “Daniel?” she asked while holding the swarm that was kicking and snapping her teeth again. “Is something wrong?”


  “Are you alright?” Kroanette said.


  “I’m fine,” Daniel replied while keeping still. “I think we can guess that she was trying to help me feel better after all. Such a thoughtful girl.”


  “At least she didn’t bite you this time,” Falla slowly reasoned with a shrug.


  “I am thankful for that, Falla. I think this is the lesser of two evils here.”


  “What should we do now, Daniel?” Pip asked.


  “Well,” Daniel said as he looked down to see all the swarm vomit on him. “How about we take a bath? I know I could use one right now.”


  “That sounds like a good idea to me,” Specca agreed with a weak smile.


  “You all go on ahead,” Doku offered while waving them on. “I need to clean this up before I can make the bed. Though I suppose we should be thankful it wasn’t a big mess she made.”


  “Uh oh,” Cindy said aloud. The group turned to her as she held Snapper up in the air while looking down at something with a curious expression, the young swarm still kicking her legs and snapping her teeth while paying no mind to what she just now did.


  “She just shit on the bed, didn’t she?” Clover flatly said as everyone saw fresh droppings from the swarm resting on the sheets in front of Cindy.


  “Oh, Snapper,” Kroanette sighed while holding a hand over her face.


  “How much excrement does she have in her anyway?” Specca asked in disbelief.


  “I just had to tempt fate by saying that, didn’t I?” Doku lamented with a frown.


  Daniel sighed and closed his eyes, smelling vomit and feces in the air while feeling rather dirty all over at the moment. He shook his head then smiled weakly at Triska, the girl glancing to him with a disturbed grimace as he shrugged slightly with a small laugh.


  “I’m sure there are those in the world who are having a worse morning than us.”


  *****


  Daylight stretched across a forest near a small mountain, crossing over the lush pines and foggy woodland floor before coming upon a city that was built next to a gently flowing stream at the base of the highland. The town of Nibelvale was known to be a safe haven for travelers, a beautiful home for families, a promising settlement with jobs aplenty, and one of the preferred traders with the kingdom of Rockhelm. The finely crafted wood and stone buildings stood tall in the city that was spread out between the river and forest, the expansive settlement being one of the larger ones in the area that served as a home to lumberjacks, blacksmiths, and some of the finest tailors in the region. There was a church built atop a small hilltop that had a beautiful silver bell adorning its steeple, a library that housed large halls of tomes from all over the world, a shopping district with merchants and bakeries of various professions, and a keep that was built to hold a garrison of well-trained and well-equipped fighters to protect their home. This was a place where a human could live in peace and feel at ease even with the harsh world looming around it.


  “What the fuck?” Mika breathed in out horror.


  At least it was before it came under attack.


  “This can’t be Nibelvale,” Mae feared shaking her head.


  Now the locale had changed drastically.


  “According to the map… this is it,” Milly said in dismay.


  The three sisters were at the outskirts of the town while atop their horses, all having come to a sudden stop as they saw the city before them was anything but what it was supposed to be like. The girls saw the buildings having lost their proud décor and reduced to charred ruins that some had collapsed into. The roads were strewn with female soldiers that were decimated and torn apart while bodies of trolls and arachne were seen among them. A few fires were still going in the dwellings while goblins and other monstrous fiends that had been struck down by the human fighters lay among the plentiful corpses that were giving the air in the city a foul stench. The amount of blood that soaked the stones below as well as having been splattered onto the walls and doors of the buildings was unnerving, showing that a large-scale assault had taken place and ended with many lives being lost. It was difficult to tell if it was lingering mist from the morning or smoke from the fires that was drifting about, the haze doing very little to conceal the sight of death and decay that flourished throughout the town.


  “What happened?” Mae cried out. “Nibelvale is one of the strongest settlements we have in the region!”


  “A monster attack,” Milly said as the three sisters headed along the road into the town. “Their bodies are everywhere. Look at how many there are.”


  “This isn’t possible,” Mika scorned as she quickly pulled out the letter they had received. “The monster attack we were hired to look into was at the farming village of Rees. That place is east of here. It said nothing about Nibelvale being in danger.”


  “Nibelvale should have been able to send fighters to Rees to help them in the first place,” Mae pointed out. “The fact that they couldn’t shows they had to have been facing trouble of their own. But… this? How could a monster attack have hit them this severely?”


  “And why weren’t we told about it?” Milly added. “Seriously, how could this not have been mentioned by those knights when they came to see us?”


  “Nibelvale would have been a higher priority for saving than Rees,” Mika speculated. “If we weren’t told to assist them when Rockhelm knew we would be coming through here anyway, that means they didn’t know about Nibelvale’s situation.”


  “The letter from the queen was in response to a courier from Rees,” Mae remembered. “But it seems Nibelvale never made a call for help.”


  “They never got the chance,” Milly realized as the sisters gazed around at seeing the fallen human soldiers.


  “We need to find out what the hell happened here,” Mika ordered. “And also keep a lookout for whatever caused this mess. First thing’s first, we need to sweep the city for any survivors. Let’s get going.”


  The three sisters took off with their horses galloping across the bloody road, all searching for anybody who may still be alive, friend or foe. Every building they passed was battered and torn apart, the bodies of the fallen soldiers lying about in pools of their own blood, the echoing sound of the horses running across the cobblestone drawing nobody towards them, and their calls for any survivors being met with only silence from the fallen city.


  “Is anyone still alive?” Milly called out.


  “Hello? Anyone?” Mae shouted.


  “Is anyone out there? We’re here to help!” Mika declared.


  The sisters ran throughout the city, coming across nobody they could rescue or question. Only dead fighters and monsters greeted them around every corner. Aside from a few buildings crumbling apart nothing was making a sound, the entire city having been silenced by the monster attack.


  “This can’t be happening,” Mae nervously said. “Nibelvale couldn’t have fallen like this. It had a garrison of at least one hundred fighters and even had sorcerers living here. How in Eden could something like this have happened?”


  “That’s what we need to find out,” Mika answered. “Something big hit this place, and we need to know what that was.”


  “Nobody’s here now,” Milly worried. “What happened to the villagers? Did they get out in time, or…”


  Rounding another street corner the three girls quickly came to halt, their horses whinnying as they bucked back while the sisters stared at something with horror.


  “Dear god no,” Mae breathed out.


  “The… townsfolk,” Mika said with a pained expression.


  “They didn’t get out in time,” Milly softly mourned.


  The courtyard before them was a nightmarish scene, something even the three monster hunters hadn’t come across during their time of slaying dark creatures. Blood was soaking the stone floor in large puddles, tatters of clothing were strewn here and there, various items like steel pokers, chains, frayed rope, and serrated knives had been left lying about.


  However what stunned the sisters the most was the sight of women of all ages, young and old, having been killed in all manner of torturous ways. Hanging overhead from webbing many were strung upside-down, some having had their limbs ripped off while others were skinned. Others were bound to benches and tables where their lifeless bodies now rested after having been hacked apart. And most of them were piled up off to the side against a brick wall, the bloodied corpses being cut up and having flies buzzing around them in a large swarm.


  “What the hell is this?” Mika exclaimed in disbelief.


  “They murdered them!” Mae cried out. “All the women of the city! They killed them all!”


  “And the children too,” Milly gasped as she saw a young girl’s body lying not even three feet from her.


  “They slaughtered them like animals,” Mika raged. “Those accursed, vile, wretched…”


  Mae leaned over to the side and threw up out of disgust while Milly covered her mouth as she started to cry, the sight of so many children having been slain striking at her heart.


  “They brought all the women here and tortured them. Those poor girls.”


  “This is so barbaric,” Mae coughed before wiping her mouth. “How can these damn things be so cruel? They don’t need women for breeding, and certainly have no just reason for killing children. Goddamn them!”


  Mika yelled out in anger as she got off her horse, the hunter walking out into the courtyard while looking around at the fallen humans with sorrow and rage. The sight of women and children having been slaughtered infuriated her, the horrid display of entrails on the walls and piles of gore didn’t nauseate her as it much as it made her see red in sheer rage, and the fact that the entire courtyard floor was covered in blood so that it reflected the image of cadavers hanging above drew a single tear out from her glaring eyes. Looking down to the body of a teenager at her feet she saw all the lacerations that covered the body, a frozen expression of terror seen on the young girl’s face that had both eyes gouged out by her oppressors.


  “Those despicable creatures killed all the women just for fun. As unbearable as this may be, I fear what fate the men of this city have been sentenced to.”


  “A fate that awaits all men in the world,” a female voice called out from the side. The sisters quickly looked to seeing a figure approaching them from an alleyway, her footsteps in the blood clacking slightly while a hissing sound was heard from her.


  “Who goes there?” Mika demanded as she grabbed her sword and drew it out. Milly’s grip on her axe tightened while Mae quickly pulled out her crossbow and primed it, the three hunters glaring at the approaching figure from the shadows that slowly came into view.


  “My name is Rio, for those who wish to know,” the woman spoke calmly. Or rather monster, which was apparent by her inhuman form. Her feet and legs were covered in sleek carapace segments, almost like dark colored armor plating that went up to her thighs. The short ragged white skirt worn around her hips covered the front of her yet did not the back with her long scorpion tail coming out from behind and arching forward. The stinger glistened in the sunlight while appearing extremely deadly upon first glance while the tail gently swayed behind the woman with each step she took. A ripped white shawl was worn by the monster, the tears revealing her breasts underneath that were cradled by rounded carapace segments underneath. The monster had no hands, rather she had pincers large enough to crack open a human’s skull with ease. Her messy brunette hair came down to her shoulders, the locks being unevenly cut as if she did the styling with her own claws, while her golden colored eyes were watching the three hunters with no visible interest. The monster’s expression was stoic, although the sisters knew this particular monster was as cold-hearted as they came in the world.


  “A scorpia,” Mika growled.


  “What’s a scorpia doing here?” Mae asked while keeping her aim on the monster. “They’re only found way out east in the wastelands. They never come near human settlements like this.”


  “We were invited for the party,” Rio replied without any interest in her voice.


  “Party? This sick mess is a party to you?” Mika angrily demanded.


  “This? Oh, no. This wasn’t anything special,” Rio answered with a shrug. “Although it was fun. I rather enjoyed making these humans scream for me as they did. Such wondrous music they made before they died.”


  “You scorpias really are sadistic monsters,” Milly scorned.


  “Guilty as charged,” Rio agreed, her blank expression remaining constant while her voice hinted at some excitement to that accusation. “Torturing others is almost as pleasant to us as sex is. Almost.”


  “This is the end for you,” Mae cursed as she took aim at the monster.


  “No it isn’t. I still have to attend the party. We won’t be late for it.”


  “We?” Mika repeated.


  Laughing was heard around the courtyard, the three sisters carefully observing other monsters creeping near in the street and above on the buildings. An arachne skittered about overhead on a ledge while two trolls were approaching the courtyard with heavy axes held in hand. Behind them a few goblins were hopping about with cackles while brandishing rusty swords, the monsters coming up from behind the hunters while on the other side of the courtyard a few mites were buzzing about over the road with three gremlins walking underneath them. The gremlins held their alchemic pouches in hand while the mites jerked about in the air as the restless monsters twitched and buzzed about near their comrades.


  “Look what we have here,” an arachne chuckled as it began crawling down the side of another building.


  “So these are the lively ones who were making all that racket,” the other mused as she skittered down the ledge and onto the webbing that was strung across the courtyard.


  “Not very smart,” a troll laughed as she and her sister came to a stop with the goblins behind them snickering and jumping about. “Wasn’t hard to find you girls with all the shouting you were doing.”


  “More to make screem,” a goblin sneered. “Wanna make ‘em screem.”


  “More flesh,” a mite droned. “Still hungry.”


  “If you wish to eat then you may feast on the meat here,” Rio mentioned while pointing to the pile of corpses with her claw. “I only wished to kill them, although I did help myself to a small snack afterwards. You may do what you wish with the remains.”


  “It’s more fun when they’re still alive,” another mite countered with annoyance. “You killed them all before we got here.”


  “You took too long getting here, that wasn’t my fault.”


  “So who gets to eat these three then?” an arachne innocently questioned as she hung upside down against the building.


  “I’m still hungry,” the other said with a cold smile. “And they do look very fresh to me.”


  Mika kept her glare focused on Rio, watching the scorpia closely while being fully aware that they were surrounded on all fronts by other hostiles. From behind she heard two light splashes, the sounds being Mae and Milly hopping down from their horses onto the bloody ground. The two sisters led all the horses off to the side into a dilapidated store with its front broken apart, the animals grunting and slowly walking into the shop floor before Mae and Milly turned to face the monsters on opposite ends of them.


  “Calling out for survivors served two purposes,” Mae explained as she adjusted her glasses, making sure they were set securely before she readied her repeater with a click. “One was of course to see if there were any survivors left in this town.”


  “The second was to draw those that made this mess towards us,” Milly continued as she gripped her axe with both hands. “Saves us the trouble of searching every crack and hole that you may have crawled into for safety.”


  “You wanted to draw us to you?” a troll laughed. “Oh my, are you hunting us?”


  “Hunting monsters is what we do for a living,” Milly called out, with those around them showing confused looks to that.


  “One scorpia,” Mae spoke up. “Four mites, three gremlins, two trolls, three goblins, and two arachne.”


  Mika held down her hand as it flashed with a crimson light, the woman quickly focusing her magic as a yellow casting ring formed around her wrist with flickering emblems spinning around it. A fiery glow lit up in her palm before she held her hand up, launching out a bolt of fire that soared through the air and exploded against the arachne that was hanging upside down. The monster was blasted into a fiery smear against the wall, a few of her legs dropping to the ground while bits of burning flesh slowly slid down the side of the building.


  “One arachne,” Mae corrected as she took aim at the gremlins in the street. “You may have numbers on your side but not the odds. Slaying you fiends is what we’re trained to do, it’s why we came out here to begin with.”


  “We’re the Harollson sisters,” Milly declared boldly. “And we’re going to send every last one of you bitches straight to hell.”


  “They’re monster hunters?” a troll cautioned.


  “The Harollson Hunters,” a gremlin scorned. “I’ve heard of them. They’ve slain quite a few of my sisters.”


  “They burned our nest in Ravenculd,” a mite droned as her kin started hissing in anger. “Killed our queen. They must die.”


  “How dare you,” the arachne overhead cursed as she watched her sister’s remains burning while slowly dropping to the ground. “You shall suffer for that.”


  “My my,” Rio plainly spoke. She let out two dry laughs, perhaps even being forced, and then stepped forward while her tail pointed its stinger towards Mika. “This is a nice surprise. And here I thought my fun in this lowly patch of Eden was over. It’s not often I get to torture monster hunters. I’m going to enjoy this.”


  “No, you won’t,” Mika hissed as she got ready to attack. Her sisters tensed up as did all the other monsters, everyone poised to lunge into a fight right then and there with mercy being the last thing considered for anyone.


  Rio tilted her head slightly, the monster’s emotionless expression and cold eyes remaining fixated on Mika. She then held up a claw and snapped it twice before pointing to the monster hunter.


  “I’m going to make you suffer in every way imaginable. It will be my greatest pleasure.”


   


  


  Chapter 2


  The Harollson Sisters


  In the world of Eden there existed a profession that was largely dominated by human women; monster hunting. These fighters weren’t just trained to kill the lustful creatures that came near the men of humanity, they were the ones who ventured out in search for the monsters and took the fight to them. While there were some men that took upon this dangerous job and were skilled at it, it was mostly the women of Eden that held this revered title. They knew how these creatures worked, how to beat them, how to defend against them, and how to kill them. They were the best at what they did, a service to their race that was both valued and risky to take on.


  After all, not every monster hunter lives to hunt another day.


  *****


  “Holy shoot,” Max breathed out in wonder.


  Sitting up from his blanket he could make out the storeroom he had slept in during the night with some light coming in from the kitchen next to it, the morning rays shining through the window and illuminating the room along with some light coming through the sales floor of the cottage and its windows.


  “She’s… she’s…” he softly spoke to himself.


  Lying beside him Lelu was still sound asleep, the centaur’s lower body sticking out from under her blanket that was draped over her waist. Her large breasts slowly lifted and lowered with each breath she made, a few strands of hair were draped over her face while the rest was laid out behind her like shimmering gold in the sunlight, and her tail swished now and again during her slumber.


  “She’s really…”


  But it wasn’t the fact that he had slept next to a monster that Max was so surprised by. It wasn’t because he had spent the night in the storeroom with her so she wouldn’t have to sleep alone, and it wasn’t that he was perfectly fine with his clothes still intact as the monster had made no effort during the night to violate him in any way.


  “She’s… she’s…” Max said with a perplexed stare.


  It was the fact that the young centaur apparently had another quirk about her, aside from her strange and unhealthy obsession with being eaten alive by others.


  “She’s a horrendously loud sleeper,” Max realized as he watched the girl snoring heavily beside him. Her mouth was opened wide and a faint trail of drool was seen coming down her cheek as the centaur proved to be very noisy during her dreaming. It was as if her throat was grinding stones into a fine powder or tearing apart a mighty timber with jagged saws, the sound surprising Max completely as he stared at the girl in disbelief.


  “Wow. I actually slept next to that last night?”


  With a snort Lelu awoke from her slumber, her eyes fluttering open before wearily taking notice of where she was. She slowly sat up and rubbed her eyes then started wiping away her drool, right about when her eyes rested on Max before she froze up completely. The two stared at each other in stunned silence for a while, with the faint sounds of birds chirping outside being the only thing that could be heard, before Lelu shakily looked down to her hand that had her saliva on it with a fearful expression.


  “Um…” she quietly said before looking back to Max while failing to say another word above her breath.


  “Good morning,” Max finally spoke up with.


  “Good morning,” she slowly replied. “Did… did you hear me... doing that?”


  “Loud and clear.”


  Lelu whined with a deep blush then dropped back onto her pillow face first, holding it tightly while her rear left leg kicked about in the air.


  “I’m so sorry!” she pleaded. “I didn’t mean to bother you with that!”


  “It’s okay,” Max insisted with a weak smile. “It’s nothing to be ashamed about. I just never expected you to do that at night.”


  “I really am a freak!” Lelu sobbed. “What in Eden is wrong with me anyway?”


  “It’s not a big deal,” Max assured, resting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Some people snore at night, that’s nothing-”


  “What?” Lelu exclaimed at him with shock. “Humans make that sound at night too? Are you sure?”


  “Yeah,” Max confusedly replied. “I mean I don’t and my sisters don’t, but there are people out there that snore when they’re asleep.”


  “Snore?” Lelu slowly repeated, as if speaking the word for the first time. “Snore? Is that what my condition is called? I’m a Snore for making that horrible noise when I’m asleep?”


  “What are you talking about? Snoring is what you were doing, that sound you were making with your mouth is called snoring.”


  “And humans also suffer from this condition?” Lelu anxiously asked. “I’m not the only one?”


  “The only one?” Max repeated shaking his head. “No, lots of people do it I’m sure. There’s nothing strange about it.”


  “There must be something strange about it, I was the only one in Ruhelia to ever do it.” Max stared at Lelu bewilderedly as the centaur sat up and wiped her tears away. “The doctors could never figure out what was wrong with my throat. No other centaur has ever done that before and I thought-”


  “Wait,” Max interrupted holding out a hand. “You’re saying you were the only centaur in all of Ruhelia that snored at night?”


  “Yes. Nobody understood what was plaguing me during my dreams, they all just assumed it was because I was… broken.” Lelu lowered her head in shame as Max questioned what he was hearing. “We all thought it was because I’m limquar del medsian.”


  “You’re not messed up in the head,” Max reassured her. “Snoring is something lots of people do. I’m just surprised no other centaur in all of your homeland ever did it. That’s what’s weird about your story.”


  “I do appreciate your kind words, but I really am messed up in the head,” Lelu sighed. “There’s so much wrong with me.”


  “No there’s not,” Max firmly argued. Lelu looked to him in wonder as the boy waved off her statement. “There’s nothing wrong with you, Lelu. I mean, you do have some unhealthy desires, but you can overcome that. And who cares if you snore? I didn’t even notice it until I woke up, and I was sleeping right next to you.”


  “Max…”


  “Stop calling yourself limca-… whatever it is you were calling yourself. There’s nothing messed up about you at all.”


  “How can you say that?” Lelu genuinely wondered. “I’m a monster. That alone should be enough of a reason for you to resent me.”


  “I don’t resent you,” Max replied. He then noticed the centaur blushing and watching him with her head lowered, her tail slowly swaying side to side behind her as she appeared speechless. “I mean, you’re different, that’s a given. But I don’t… you’re not… look, I’m just saying there’s nothing wrong with who you are, Lelu. Even… even if you are a monster.”


  “You really mean that?” Lelu breathed out.


  Max remained silent for a while then sighed and rubbed his hands down his face tiredly as he questioned his own words at this point. Thinking about it for a moment he rubbed the back of his neck then looked away as the centaur kept a close eye on him.


  “I don’t even know what I’m saying now. I hate monsters, I always have. Me and my sisters have always despised them for what they do to humans and what they took from us. I was never really taught by my sisters how to kill like they do, but I was going to learn someday. To be a monster hunter. To get rid of evil monsters in the world. To hunt down and kill every monster I could."


  "That would mean me as well, wouldn’t it?” Lelu sadly reasoned.


  “It would have, had I not met you as I did,” Max reasoned with a shrug. Looking back to the centaur he saw the girl watching him curiously now. “My sisters will kill you on sight, Lelu. They won’t listen to your story or try to see things from your point of view. They’re trained to kill monsters, and that’s something they do very well. But… I don’t want to kill you. I don’t want you to die, Lelu. You’re not a bad monster. At least you’re not to me.”


  “Max?”


  “You’re my friend,” Max admitted, with Lelu smiling a bit in response. “I like you. I like talking to you and hearing what you have to say, and it’s really nice having someone around here my age for a change. Maybe it’s just because I’ve been alone so much in my life, I can’t tell, but I like having you around.”


  “You do?” Lelu eagerly asked with a wagging tail.


  “Yeah. I mean you didn’t do anything bad with me during the night. A real monster would have taken the opportunity, but you didn’t. I feel like I can trust you.”


  Lelu froze with a quiet whine, the stunned look on her face suggesting something about what Max said caused some anxiety. Max watched her curiously for a moment before showing a cautious expression.


  “Lelu? You didn’t do anything funny with me last night, right?”


  “…um…”


  Max jumped a bit then quickly tossed off his blanket, seeing his clothing still on from the night before. He patted himself down, feeling nothing out of the ordinary or out of place, then turned to Lelu questionably as she was holding her hands over her face now.


  “What did you do last night?” Max demanded.


  “I… couldn’t… help myself,” Lelu mourned with a sorrowful look at him. Max stared at her in shock, his mind envisioning Lelu pulling down his pants while he was sleeping before she quickly started groping him with a lecherous smile spread across her face.


  “You didn’t,” Max breathed out in horror.


  “I’m sorry!” Lelu cried out. “I lost control during the night, I didn’t mean to! I awoke and you were doing it in your sleep! I tried to go back to sleep but I couldn’t, you were right there next to me and you were… you were…”


  “I was doing what?” Max feared holding his hand down over his crotch.


  “You were chewing on your pillow!” Lelu whined before breaking down into tears. Max stared at her in bewilderment as the centaur cried and shook her head. “I couldn’t take my eyes off you, I couldn’t look away, I couldn’t ignore you at all! I’m so sorry, Max!”


  “Wait… what?” Max confusedly replied. “I was chewing on my pillow?”


  “Like a hungry animal,” Lelu heavily purred before shaking her head with an embarrassed whine.


  Max stared at her for a while, looked down to his pillow, then back to the centaur while struggling to understand what she was so upset over.


  “Hold on, if all I was doing was chewing on my pillow, what were you doing?”


  Lelu hid behind her hands with a squeal then peeked between them at Max, seeing him watching her in confusion through her tears.


  *****


  During the midnight hours Lelu and Max were sleeping with only a faint glow from the moonlight making it into the room from the kitchen. Lelu was lying sprawled on her back with her hands resting near her head and her mouth opened wide as she snored like a growling lion, the noise doing nothing to disturb Max who was clutching his pillow close and softly chewing on it with quiet murmurs.


  With a snort then a cough Lelu sat up and started hacking as she was ejected from her dream by something getting caught in her throat. After a few heavy coughs she spat out some of her long hair that had fallen into her mouth during the night.


  “Darn it,” she sputtered before wiping her mouth. “Not again. I really need to start tying my hair back before I go to sleep.”


  She coughed a few times then wearily looked around, her senses not quite back just yet as she was still half-asleep. Once her eyes landed on Max however she stopped and blinked, taking a moment to see what he was doing before she jumped with a surprised gasp that she held in with a hand covering her mouth. She stared at Max with wide eyes, seeing him lying on his side while biting down on his pillow with a hungry murmur.


  “Max?” Lelu wondered.


  Max growled a little while chewing his pillow, happily dreaming he was eating a giant mountain of chocolate while he was climbing the peak like an explorer.


  ‘I shall eat all that I discover!’ he declared boldly in his dream before taking bite after bite of the dessert flavored crag he was scaling.


  Lelu watched Max weakly moving his arms and legs about while munching on the pillow, murmuring and chuckling to himself as he enjoyed his tasty dream. The centaur gulped then slowly leaned closer, admiring Max’s teeth that sunk into and pulled out of the cushion again and again, all while her tail was excitedly swinging side to side behind her.


  “Max…” she purred as he started pulling on the fabric with his teeth. Lelu took a shaky breath before a lustful smile started to form on her face. Her eyes glazed over as she became enthralled by what she was seeing, her hands trembling while her face took on a deep blush.


  “Max, are you… hungry?” she panted while scooting closer. Licking her lips she watched Max snacking on his pillow, her mind racing from the sight while she started to become overly excited and wet between her legs.


  “Hungry boy,” Lelu growled with a lustful leer. She shakily pulled her shirt up, her breasts instantly bouncing out with great force, before she slowly reached out for the dreaming boy.


  “If you’re hungry then please… eat… me,” Lelu purred. She gently took hold of Max as she laid next to him then pulled him into her bosom, the boy then latching onto her arms as he started biting down on her breast. Lelu held in her squeal of excitement as she arched back, her hands clutching his hair while she felt him biting and sucking on her.


  “Ohhhhh, Max,” she moaned softly before gasping with a dazed smile, her eyes not focusing on anything as she seemed to lose touch with reality around her.


  “Yes, yes,” Lelu panted, her tongue hanging out of her mouth as her lower body twitched and kicked on reflex. “Don’t I taste good? Don’t I? You can’t beat the taste of a centaur, Max. You can’t. Oh! Yes, eat me! Eat all of me, Max! OH! Yes! Yes! Ye-”


  With a sudden stop Lelu froze with a stunned expression, her eye twitching a few times while her rear left leg kicked behind her. She started to turn red from holding in her scream then clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle the painful cry that tried to escape her throat. Looking down she saw that Max had chomped down her breast, right on the very spot that would be the most sensitive for any girl.


  After a moment with both of them being motionless Lelu shrieked in pain, quickly pulled Max’s head off her, then swung him back down onto the floor with a thump. The centaur screamed and quickly ran out of the room, hooves clacking along the floor as she raced outside to shout as loud as she could. Max however didn’t hear her, mostly since he had been thrown further into his dream by being knocked out cold by the eccentric centaur. He lay there on the floor face first, his leg twitching slightly, while the wails of Lelu were heard echoing outside.


  *****


  Max stared at Lelu in disbelief while the girl had her head hung low in shame. He slowly raised a hand to his head, felt around the hair and found a lump hiding there, then jumped a bit before looking back down to his sleeping area where he had apparently been mauling Lelu during his dream.


  “I was chewing on you while I was asleep?” he cried out at her. “Are you serious?”


  “…yes,” Lelu hesitantly replied. She slowly pulled the collar of her shirt down, revealing bite marks on top of her left breast that Max fell speechless from seeing.


  “I’m sorry,” Lelu whimpered. “I couldn’t control myself. When I saw you trying to eat your own pillow I lost all control. I… couldn’t stop myself.”


  “I can’t believe I really did that,” Max quietly said, feeling conflicted if he should be more angry at what had happened or amazed that he had actually been doing that to the girl’s large bosom.


  “It felt really good,” Lelu sighed with a hand held to her cheek. She blinked then looked down with a frown. “Well, it did at first. But then… I wasn’t ready for the pain of being bitten there just yet, and… I sort of lost my resolve. I’m sorry, both for doing that to you when you sleeping and also hurting you afterwards. I deserved the pain I felt then, though I fear it wasn’t enough to cure my shameful desires.”


  She broke down crying into her hands while Max tried to think of what to say to her. The girl shook her head about in despair, in doing so also shaking her breasts side to side that Max watched in wonder from the thought of him having been roughly fondling them earlier.


  “I’m just a stupid, broken centaur!” Lelu cried out. “I’m sorry, Max! I’m sorry for everything!”


  She quickly got to her feet and started running off in distress while flailing her hands to get the hair out of her face, making it only a few feet before banging into the doorframe and promptly dropping onto her side with a thump. Max cringed a bit from the sight then slowly held out a hand towards the girl while she lay there whining in pain.


  “Lelu?” he carefully asked.


  “I hate my damn hair!” Lelu sobbed.


  *****


  “Okay, we need to have a little talk,” Max said as he was putting some ointment on Lelu’s forehead where a large bump was. The two were in the kitchen with Max sitting on a stool while Lelu was sitting on the floor before him.


  “First, please try to calm down. You get worked up very easily and it makes you act without thinking.”


  “Sorry,” she moped before cringing from the sting of the salve.


  “Secondly, about what happened last night, let’s just forget about it. Alright?”


  “Forget about it?”


  “Like you said you got carried away by your… desires. You weren’t thinking clearly. That’s just something you’re going to have to work on,” Max reasoned with a shrug. He started putting a bandage around the centaur’s head while the girl was watching him curiously now. “I know you’re not a bad monster, Lelu. Like I was saying I trust you. At least I trust you not to try and rape me, now I’m more worried that you’re going to try serving yourself to me on a platter without warning.”


  “Do you have one that could hold me?” Lelu wondered glancing around the room. She looked back to Max and saw him watching her with a blank expression before she sighed and closed her eyes. “That shouldn’t have been the first thought that came to mind for me, should it?”


  “You need to get a handle on that little quirk of yours,” Max worried. “Lelu, I’m not mad because of what you did with me while I was asleep, I wasn’t going to get hurt by it. Well, I did, but never mind that. You weren’t doing anything malicious to me, you never had that intention, so I’m not concerned about that. What concerns me is your own safety.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re going to get hurt if you don’t stop thinking about being eaten,” Max warned her. “You’re going to get really hurt someday, or maybe worse. You’re going to be blinded by what you think is exciting and end up in serious danger because of it.”


  “I’m really broken, aren’t I?” Lelu frowned. “I’m just a horrible mess in this world.”


  “Stop saying that all the time,” Max ordered before giving her forehead a flick. The girl whined and quickly grabbed it before seeing him watching her in discontent. “Stop saying you’re broken or that you’re stupid. You’re a wonderful girl, Lelu, you just need to get in control of your feelings more. You can overcome this, I know you can, so stop resigning yourself to being like this when you don’t have to.”


  Lelu looked at him in wonder for a moment, seeming to be taken aback by his confidence in her, and then slowly scooted forward a little while tilting her head curiously.


  “You really see me as… a wonderful girl?”


  “Well, uh…” Max hesitantly replied. He leaned back a bit as the girl was inching closer to him while deeply gazing into his eyes. “Yeah, sure. I mean you’re not bad, even if you are a monster. You’re not like other monsters in the world. You’re… well, you’re…”


  “I’m what?”


  “You’re… special. But not in a bad way, more… like a special way. A good way.”


  “I’m special to you?” Lelu asked with a growing smile.


  “Yeah, I guess you are,” Max admitted rubbing the back of his neck with a nervous smile. Before he could speak another word the centaur quickly lunged forward and tackled him to the ground.


  “Max!” Lelu squealed excitedly, holding the thrashing boy down on the floor with her bosom smothering his face. “You really do like me, don’t you? You’re too good to be true! I never thought a human could be so kind as you, I’m so lucky to have found you! Max, thank you for caring about me!”


  She stopped then finally took notice of Max struggling to push aside her breasts so he could breathe, the boy’s eyes peeking over them at the centaur who merely watched him curiously with a wagging tail. Letting go she quickly leaned back with a nervous smile as Max gasped for air.


  “Sorry about that,” she hastily apologized. “I guess you were right. I do get carried away now and again, don’t I? Heh heh.”


  “Now and again?” Max coughed out. He regained himself and sat up, watching as the centaur was looking at him with a timid smile while sitting down on her legs.


  “Thank you, Max,” she dearly said. “I really would be alone and lost in this world if I hadn’t met you. I don’t know what compels you to be so kind towards a monster such as myself, but I am grateful.”


  “Yeah, not sure what’s gotten into me either,” Max admitted as he looked down in thought. “I have no idea how I’m going to explain any of this to my sisters when they get back.”


  “I’m not going to get you in trouble with them, am I?” Lelu worried. “I don’t want to be more of a nuisance for you than I already am.”


  “You’re not a nuisance,” Max reassured her as he stood up. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure if they do decide to kill me in fear that I’ve gone mad they would make it quick and painless. I am their little brother after all.”


  “You’re joking, right?”


  “We’ll see,” Max answered with a shrug. He walked past the centaur into the kitchen while she showed a nervous expression to that. She quickly followed after and kept close behind him as he made his way over to the pantry to fix them up something to eat.


  “Are they mean to you, Max?” she asked trotting over to his side. “Your sisters, is it hard living with them?”


  “Nah, they’re not mean. At least not on purpose. It’s not so bad living with them.”


  “What are they like?” Lelu wondered. “What’s it like for you to have sisters?”


  “I don’t know, they’re okay I guess. I suppose it’s just like it is for anyone. Do you have-… I mean, did you have any sisters?”


  “No, I was an only child. I had some friends who had sisters, but I’m curious what it’s like for a human boy to have them.”


  “I would imagine the same as it was for your friends,” Max reasoned as he looked over the food in the pantry.


  “But,” Lelu hesitantly replied, pausing for a moment to choose her words before she quickly trotted over to his other side. “It’s not the same with your sisters and theirs, I’m sure. I mean, they’re female and you’re… male.”


  Max blinked then looked to her questionably as the centaur was watching him closely while eyeing him over.


  “So?”


  “So… have you and them… mated before?”


  “WHAT?” Max exclaimed as he jumped back. “Of course not! Why would we ever do something like that?”


  “To make babies,” Lelu answered with a shrug. “You can give them your seed to breed with, so I was curious if they ever-”


  “No! We’ve never mated before, and we’ve certainly never wanted to make babies together either!”


  “Really?” Lelu curiously asked. “That’s odd, I thought you would have since it would be so easy. I mean, they have a brother who could impregnate them at any time, it just makes sense for them to take advantage of the easy ticket to getting pregnant.”


  “We’re family!” Max cried out. “Blood related! They’re my sisters!”


  “Does that mean it’s not allowed because they’re related to you?”


  “It’s not allowed because it’s wrong! That’s not something humans do, it’s not right at all!”


  “Why? I don’t understand.”


  “Because it’s just not right, that’s why! Humans don’t mate with their own family members!”


  “I see,” Lelu said tilting her head in question. “So does that mean you’ve never-”


  “I’ve never done anything like that with them before, no!”


  “Have you never thought about it?” Lelu wondered. “Even once?”


  Max opened his mouth to speak then paused, silence filling the room while Lelu watched him curiously and waited for his answer.


  *****


  “Mae?” Max asked walking into the storeroom. “Mika needs your help hanging up a shield in the sales floor.”


  “One second,” Mae replied as she was tinkering with her crossbow at her workbench. The repeater clicked then fired a bolt right into the wall with a whack, startling the two for a moment before Mae sighed in aggravation.


  “Why does it keep doing that? I’ve reworked the spring-lock and the trigger for it three times now.”


  “Why do you always keep it loaded?” Max questioned with genuine concern.


  “Maybe the wire is too taught,” Mae pondered as she picked up the repeater and started walking to the shelves. After two steps she tripped and stumbled forward into them and some containers with a yelp, all while Max sighed and covered his eyes as he heard a few boxes drop onto her.


  “Just forget about it for now, Mika wants you to help her on the sales floor.”


  Looking back to his sister he jumped with wide eyes. Mae was shaking off a box and some scrap metal that had spilled onto the floor around her while she was bent forward on her hands and knees. The girl grumbled something to herself then started jerking back a few times with frustrated grunts. Her hands were bound by bowstrings and tangled wire that had spilled out from another container. The girl’s crossbow was covered in the wire and stuck along with it by metal plates and rods that had fallen out of other boxes above her.


  “Dammit, this is such a mess,” she complained as she tried yanking her hands free. Each time she did the boxes and toppled contents budged about with a clatter yet she was unable to pull herself out.


  “Mae? You alright?” Max asked as he saw his sister lurching back and forth in front of him, his eyes trying to remain on her head and not her rear which was bouncing about in the air.


  “I’m fine,” Mae grunted as she moved back and forth. “I’ve got this, don’t worry.”


  Max’s eye twitched a bit as his sister jerked forward and back with frustrated grunts, her rear swaying about and perked up just right as if to draw all his focus to it on purpose. Mae groaned as she thrashed about in her binds then gave three quick tugs back in a row, the motion of her behind following that causing Max to slap a hand over his eyes in fear of watching anything further.


  “Wow, that’s so tight,” Mae panted as she felt the strings tightening around her wrists.


  Max shook his head and tried to think about anything else.


  “I can handle this,” Mae grunted before giving a hard pull and a long groan. “Ahh… I can handle this!”


  “Mae, do you… need some help?” Max slowly asked.


  “No, I do not. I don’t need Mika or Milly to laugh at me about this. Just… give me a second!” Mae groaned as she thrashed her shoulders and arms about. Max peeked through his fingers then jumped with wide eyes as he saw his sister shaking her rear about while growling in frustration. The way she was jerking back and forth while panting only caused one thing to try and etch its way into the young boy’s mind, something he was struggling with fending off with all his willpower.


  “Mae, just let me help-”


  “Ugh! Ngh! Grh!” Mae grunted with each tug, the clutter holding her down shaking and budging while Max stared at his sister with a faint blush and eyes that kept being drawn to her waving rear. After one more hard yank another box dropped from the shelf and landed on the girl, knocking her down with her butt remaining perked up in the air behind her.


  “Mae!” Max shouted as he ran over to her. Without thinking he grabbed her hips and tried pulling her out, struggling with the effort for a moment before freezing in place as he saw the provocative position he was in while holding his sister.


  “M-Mae?” he stuttered while turning red, his mind desperately trying to block out the feeling of her hips being held against his while his hands were unable to move in his stunned state to let go of the girl.


  “That’s… a big one,” Mae softly said from under the box. Max gulped and shut his eyes, her words doing nothing to help him avoid unnatural thoughts about his sister.


  “Mae?” he weakly said again. After a while Mae sighed and relaxed her body, seeming to give up with her attempts to escape while Max remained frozen in place behind her.


  “Okay… call for help.”


  *****


  “Milly, just forget about it,” Max called up. He was standing under a big tree near their home with the sun shining down from above, the day being one of the more peaceful and relaxing ones for them lately, and as such his sister had tried to enjoy the nice weather with a new activity.


  “Never!” Milly boldly declared, hugging a tree branch that she was carefully crawling across. Ahead of her a pink and blue kite was caught in the tree, something the girl was determined to retrieve as she had climbed the timber in her nice dress and was inching towards it while her brother watched from below.


  “I worked hard on that thing! It took four hours to make!” Milly whined.


  “That’s because you kept recoloring it since you could never make up your mind what color you wanted it to be!”


  “And I finally got it colored just right! It’s my baby and I’m not leaving it here for the tree to eat!”


  “This isn’t going to end well,” Max sighed as he watched his sister crawling on the branch above him.


  Milly reached out her hand and carefully drew closer to the kite, her eyes focused solely on it while a big smile was on her face. She then paused as she heard a cracking sound along with feeling the branch shaking a little.


  “Milly, it’s not going to hold!” Max called out.


  “I can do this!” Milly proudly said as she continued towards the kite. “I can do this! I’ve got it! I’ve got it!”


  With a sudden lunge she darted forward and snatched the kite from the branches, an excited cheer coming from the girl as she held it up in triumph.


  “I’ve got it!”


  Upon uttering those words the branch snapped in half, dropping downward with a crackling sound while Milly screamed as she fell with it. Max jumped then scrambled around in a panic, then without thinking held out his arms to catch his big sister while looking away with closed eyes as he knew deep down inside exactly how this would end. Sure enough Milly crashed down onto him, taking them both to the ground with a thud while the rustling of leaves was heard above.


  Max groaned as he slowly regained his senses, blinking a few times to clear his vision before he noticed something that made him stare with wide eyes and a deep blush.


  “Wow, that was a big fall,” Milly said looking up, the girl straddling her brother’s chest while having only her socks and shoes on now. Up above her dress was seen caught on the branch that was hanging down while still attached to the tree, the clothing fluttering in the wind while having a few rips and tears on it. Milly blinked then looked down to Max as he was shaking a little while watching her with a twitching eye. Not only had his sister landed right on his chest while being naked but her breasts had taken a few more moments to finally stop jiggling, something he couldn’t look away from as much as he tried.


  “You okay, little brother?” Milly gently asked. All she got was a quiet stutter of nonsense from the boy. “You look red, are you feeling alright?”


  Max focused with all his might to look into her eyes and not her giant breasts that were swaying slightly before him, the girl watching him curiously before looking to the kite she still had in her hand.


  “Oh man, I got the kite but now I gotta go back up there for my dress. This stinks.” She sighed then placed the kite in Max’s hand before she stood up and looked to her clothing that was fluttering overhead. She tried jumping for it, not being able to reach it of course, while Max stared at her in stunned silence. The sight of her hopping up and down, her hair gracefully waving behind her, her breasts bouncing with great force, and her crotch which was shaved clean of any hair and in full view as the oblivious girl was jumping up and down over her little brother was impossible to ignore as his body refused to move or even shut his eyes.


  “Darn it,” Milly pouted. “I’ll be right back, Max. I gotta go climb the dumb tree. Again.”


  She made her way over to the timber and started scaling it again while muttering to herself, leaving Max on the ground with a dazed look in his eyes while he lay there. Slowly he came back to his senses, sat up, and looked to the kite that he was now holding.


  “She really needs to have a little more shame.”


  A cracking sound was soon heard overhead, with Max looking up before jumping with a startle as Milly screamed while falling from the branch once again. A tearing sound was heard along with the snapping of twigs before Milly dropped down in front of Max yet did not touch the ground. The girl was strung up a foot off the ground with her tattered dress now wrapped around her arms and wrists while still being caught on the hanging tree branch. She slowly spun around while bound in place as Max stared at her in stunned silence.


  “Darn it,” Milly whined as she looked up at her torn clothes. “I really liked that outfit too. This day stinks so much.”


  She blinked then noticed Max just watching her with wide eyes and a deep blush on his face. The girl glanced around to her binds and where a few leaves were gently fluttering down beside her before looking back to the boy with a raised eyebrow.


  “Well? A little help?”


  *****


  “Mika?” Max asked as he came through the curtain to the sales floor. “Have you seen my- wha! What are you doing?”


  “I’m organizing the shelves, what does it look like?” Mika simply replied. Standing atop a stool the eldest sister was rearranging armor plating on a shelf while dressed in only a tightfitting brown shirt and black panties, something she often wore casually when at home. It was also something Max always became startled by and tried to avert his eyes away from, something he was doing now and failing at.


  “Why are you dressed like that out there?” Max demanded while seeing his sister’s rear clear as day with the sunlight coming through the windows of the cottage. “What if a customer comes in and sees you?”


  “Then I’ll do my job and try and offer something here that looks good to them,” Mika answered with a shrug. She smirked then glanced back to see Max staring at her in bewilderment. “How much do you think I would go for?”


  “Mika!”


  “Haha, I’m only joking,” Mika laughed as she returned to her work. “Relax, Max. It’s still early, we’re not going to have anyone stopping by just yet. That’s why I’m out here now rearranging our wares so the good stuff is more noticeable.”


  “The only thing noticeable is you,” Max retorted looking down with a flustered grunt. “Geez, you and Milly are always waltzing around here half-naked all the time. Mae’s the only one with any decency.”


  “Mika?” Mae asked as she came out through the curtain, with Max turning to her before jumping in surprise at seeing her wearing a light blue bra and panties while having nothing else on. “Have you seen my black sweater? I can’t find it anywhere.”


  “Haven’t seen it out here,” Mika replied with a shrug.


  “Where did I leave that thing?” Mae wondered looking around. She then noticed Max staring at her with a troubled frown and a light blush. “Max, have you seen it anywhere?”


  “No, I haven’t,” he managed to get out while struggling to keep his eyes on her face.


  “Maybe Milly’s seen it somewhere,” Mae pondered as she left the room. Max closed his eyes and slowly counted to ten before walking over to the counter and resting his head down on it with a thud.


  “Easy, Max,” he told himself. “You can do this. You’re not going to go crazy. They’re just your sisters. That’s it. Just your sisters. Your sisters who have no shame whatso-freaking-ever.”


  “Max,” Mika called out, with him then jumping to attention. “When you’re done mumbling to yourself could you give me a hand?”


  Max headed over to where the girl was handling a set of chest armor on a high shelf while standing on her toes, the girl wobbling a little on the stool while trying to move the steel plate to the side.


  “Can you hold the stool for me?” Mika requested. “This thing’s stuck on something.”


  “Um, sure,” Max said before holding onto it, his eyes then quickly looking down to avoid seeing his sister’s legs or what was just above them.


  “Dammit,” Mika grunted while trying to pull the armor aside. “Why won’t you move?”


  Max closed his eyes and tried not to hear his sister grunting with each jerk her body made, knowing that her ass was likely waving about right above him and was something he shouldn’t look at right now.


  Mika shook the armor about a few times before yanking it out, a snap being heard as it became loose while she lurched back in surprise. She wavered about on the stool while flailing her arms about before she quickly grabbed the shelf and stopped herself from falling over. Breathing out in relief she smiled a bit before blinking and showing a blank expression. Slowly her mouth opened a little in surprise as something poked into her mind before she glanced down behind her. Max was looking up at her with wide eyes and a deep blush, his hands now holding onto her rear as he had quickly grabbed her in an effort to keep her from falling off.


  “I just- and you- I was only- and you were going to- uh…” he stammered nervously.


  “Max,” Mika plainly said. “I appreciate you trying to catch me. That was the right thing to do for a gentleman. Having said that, could you please move your thumbs?”


  Max blinked then finally noticed that his thumbs were gripping the girl exactly on the thin strip of fabric that was covering her womanhood. With a scream he quickly pulled his hands back and shook his head with closed eyes.


  “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to! I was just trying to help! And for the record you’re the one who didn’t want to put on pants today!”


  Mika shook her head a little then started moving the armor off the shelf again.


  “It’s alright, Max. And I got the chest plate freed, looks like a strap was caught on-” she said before she lost her balance again, the girl pulling the armor off the shelf and wavering on the stool before she fell back off it with a crash. She held the steel plate above her head while lying on her back with a groan, the girl then sitting up and looking to the shelf with a sigh.


  “Okay, maybe this piece shouldn’t be up there. It would have looked good there too. You okay, Max? Max?”


  Looking down she noticed she only saw Max’s lower body and legs before her, with her gaze then going down further before she jumped in surprise. Max’s arms were flailing around while his sister was now sitting on his face after having landed on him. Mika watched her little brother squirming around under her while mumbling something into her panties then shivered with a blush, the girl looking forward while clenching her fists with a strained expression.


  “Max, please stop trying to apologize right now.”


  *****


  “No,” Max finally replied before turning away from Lelu. “Definitely not. My sisters are just that to me; sisters. Never had any dirty thoughts about them even once.”


  “I see,” Lelu said with a small smile. “So you don’t find them attractive at all?”


  “They’re okay looking, I guess,” Max hesitantly answered. “I just don’t see them as anything other than family to me. We’re close, we’re family after all. But we don’t do anything in bed together. That’s how humans are.”


  “I’m learning something new every day with you,” Lelu giggled. She then trotted around to his other side, with Max looking one way then the other to see the centaur sitting down beside him with a curious smile on her face. “Please tell me more about them. I know they’re monster hunters, but… they don’t strike me as savage killers. At least I didn’t get that impression when I saw your sister in person the other day. She seemed very nice. What are they really like?”


  Max looked up in thought to that question then smiled a little. Taking out some bread from the pantry he chuckled and glanced to the centaur who was watching him with a wagging tail.


  “I guess they’re not really that bad, if you’re not a monster of course. They’ve always been watching out for me since I was little, they’ve raised me themselves after we lost mom and dad. We may fight from time to time, I suppose all siblings do, but they’re always there for me when I’m sad or in trouble.”


  “Sounds like they care about you deeply,” Lelu pointed out.


  “It’s not just me,” Max reasoned with a shrug. “They care about people, a lot. Sometimes they discount the prices of our wares here or the price of a hunt to accommodate those who are greatly in need but are low on money. They just want to help people, that’s all they really want to do. They really are generous girls.”


  *****


  Silence filled the alleyway in Nibelvale where a standoff was occurring. A trio of monster hunters remained poised to fight while surrounded by enemies. The smell of blood and ash filled the air. A warm breeze came through the streets, carrying the stench of death and decay with it.


  Mika kept her glare focused ahead at Rio, the scorpia merely watching her with a cold emotionless look while her stinger gently swayed behind her. The hunter’s grip on her blade remained firm while her free hand had wisps of red light rolling off it. Mae kept her repeater aimed at the gremlins and mites that were facing them, her keen sight set through her glasses on the buzzing enemies while her finger rested on the trigger of her crossbow. Milly held her battle-axe in both hands while watching the trolls and goblins that were on the other side of the courtyard, her long blonde hair swaying gently in the wind while her glare remained focused on the monsters.


  From above an arachne skittered about on the webbing that was strung across the court, the monster keeping on guard while focusing its eyes on Mika. With a hiss it then lunged down towards the hunter, aiming to pierce the girl with her legs while quickly dropping from overhead. Mika kept her eyes on Rio as she darted forward to dodge the attack, her sword then being brought back around in a swift motion as she turned and slashed at the monster. She hacked off the arachne’s head and spun around to quickly block Rio’s claw from striking at her face with a loud clang, the scorpia having closed the gap between them in the blink of an eye.


  “Fast, but not fast enough,” Rio plainly said before her stinger whipped over her shoulder. Mika dodged the attack and held her hand to the monster’s side, a bright red light flaring up from it along with a casting ring that formed around her wrist.


  “Die!” Mika yelled as she fired a blast of flame out from her hand, missing Rio as the scorpia quickly dashed behind the hunter in a blur. The magical attack blasted the side of a building while Mika spun around with her sword, the strike being parried by the monster’s claw instantly. Mika swung her sword around repeatedly, each attack being blocked as the scorpia darted about with unbelievable speed.


  “Mika, you got that one?” Mae casually called out.


  “Or do you need a hand?” Milly asked with a shrug.


  “I’ve got this one,” Mika barked back at them before ducking down to avoid the scorpia’s tail. “But if I need to come over there and help either of you with those weaklings I’m going to be pissed.”


  “Understood,” Mae said then dashed towards the monsters ahead of her while Milly charged those in the other direction. The mites and gremlins raced towards Mae, with the buzzing monsters flying through the air while the gremlins hurled their alchemic pouches at the hunter.


  “So what kind of monster hunters are they?” Lelu asked. “They must be very brave and strong to go around killing the more vicious ones out there.”


  “They are,” Max agreed. “Don’t be fooled by their gentle hearts or good nature. When it comes to hunting monsters they excel greatly, so much that the queen herself offered them a job recently. They’re well known in these parts to be the best.”


  “Really? How so?”


  “Well, first there’s Mae, who uses an automatic crossbow to fight with.”


  “So she stays away from the danger and fights from afar?”


  “Not always,” Max chuckled. “She is an expert archer, but if attacking from afar isn’t an option then she’s perfectly fine fighting up close.”


  Mae dashed towards the monsters while keeping her repeater aimed at the mites, the girl then firing one bolt before switching to target another that she fired at again. As the arrows streaked through the air and struck down the airborne monsters in the faces Mae darted to the side to avoid an alchemic pouch thrown at her before she then slid forward on her knees under another one. The two bags exploded behind her into noxious clouds of acid while Mae reached up and caught the third flying bag, the girl then throwing it over and hitting a mite with it. The stunned monster spiraled off to the side and crashed against a wall while the fourth mite raced at Mae with outstretched arms and wide mandibles. The hunter slid across the blood-soaked ground before hopping up onto her feet, the girl’s keen eye seeing the three gremlins and mite closing in on her.


  With a flick of her arm she extended out a switchblade that ripped forth from under her sleeve and angled up alongside her hand, the girl slicing the mite into two with it before lunging forward and impaling a gremlin in the chest. She aimed her repeater at another gremlin and fired an arrow pointblank into her head before kicking off of the one she stabbed, dodging a swipe from the third gremlin to which she then sliced the monster across the throat with her wrist blade. Spinning around she aimed her repeater with one hand and fired a bolt into the bag the other mite was holding, detonating the explosive pouch into a fiery blast. The gurgling gremlin with blood pouring from her throat dropped to her knees choking before Mae spun around struck her blade into the monster’s head. She sharply flicked her crossbow, ejecting the empty steel wire clip before yanking her blade out of the gremlin’s skull, whipping her blade back into place alongside her arm under her torn shirt, then quickly grabbed another wire clip of arrows from her satchel that she clicked into place. Looking down the alley she saw more shadows of approaching monsters in the street further ahead while the cackles of the incoming reinforcements could be heard growing.


  “As much as she’s a capable fighter up close,” Max continued. “Milly’s got raw strength in spades. For her she’s a melee fighter through and through, and absolutely loves using big weapons or even her own fists to kill monsters.”


  “Her own fists?” Lelu wondered. “Surely she wouldn’t try fighting barehanded against a monster, would she?”


  Milly ran towards the goblins and trolls on her side of the courtyard, the girl moving incredibly fast despite carrying a very large axe and having very large breasts that swayed with heavy force. The goblins rushed at her with rusty swords, all striking at the hunter who then jumped over them while having her axe wound back behind her. A troll watched in surprise as the girl leapt over the monsters in front of her before soaring down and striking her axe right through the troll with a heavy strike. So heavy in fact that the ground below shattered and knocked the other troll back into a stumble. Blood splattered down across the ruined cobblestone bricks as the two halves of the dead troll split apart, with Milly then using one foot to propel herself back towards the goblins. She spun around and slashed a skull from one of the fiends into a bloody mess that flew through the air before following around and slamming the axe down into another goblin that was smeared onto the ground. Reaching back she grabbed the other goblin, her grip crushing the throat of the choking monster, then sent three fierce punches to the fiend’s face. After the third hit and hearing the cracking of its skull from the force Milly dropped the dead monster before yanking her axe up with one hand. She held it up and blocked a downward swing of the remaining troll’s axe, halting the attack with a clang and sparks while she merely glared at the monster.


  Milly scoffed then swung her axe down to the side onto the ground, throwing the troll’s out of her hands, then swung her fist and knocked a tusk out of the troll’s mouth. She then followed with another swing, breaking the troll’s nose, then another which nearly snapped off the monster’s jaw, and then one more which did break the jaw clean off. The monster choked and dropped to her knees, staring up at the hunter with wide eyes before Milly grabbed the monster’s hair and started punching its face repeatedly. Each hit splattered blood, teeth, bone fragments, an eye, and gore onto the ground as Milly destroyed the head of the monster with one hand. Kicking the dead fiend back she then grabbed her axe and lifted it up, looking around at the downed monsters near her before hearing shouting and footsteps of many more approaching from down the street.


  “Don’t ever try to arm-wrestle with her,” Max laughed. “You’ll lose your arm.”


  “Wow, she sounds… very strong,” Lelu nervously agreed. “And… your other sister?”


  “Mika,” Max continued. “The eldest and certainly the most skilled at their job. She learned to use magic when she was younger, trained herself to wield it in battle to give her an edge over the monsters. She’s equally skilled with a blade as she is with sorcery, two talents that she uses with amazing ability.”


  “She can use magic?”


  “Yeah, she can. She actually knows some very dangerous and destructive spells, but she never uses them. She chooses to only use smaller spells even when in battle.”


  “Why doesn’t she use the more powerful ones?”


  “She doesn’t want to endanger our sisters when they’re with her. In order for her to fight with her all she would need to be alone, and that never happens during their hunts. But even holding herself back like that she’s more than enough of a fighter for any monster that tries to come at her. She doesn’t know how to lose a fight; she’s one of the best monster hunters in all of Eden.”


  While Mae and Milly ran towards their own fights in the crowded courtyard Mika was occupied in a battle with just one monster, one that was proving to be a very dangerous adversary compared to the others. Rio’s movements were incredibly fast, her attacks and blocks being made almost instantly with quick and firm motions, while her tail was able to snap at a moment’s notice from over her shoulder and was failing to strike Mika just barely each time.


  “I was expecting more from a monster hunter,” Rio plainly spoke while sidestepping Mika’s attack with quickly moving feet. Mika swung around with her claymore, blocking Rio’s tail that snapped at her again, then slashed at the monster with a fierce downward swipe. The scorpia again dodged back almost instantly, her high agility being on par with what was expected by the skilled hunter. Mika stood ready with her sword held up and hand off to the side where a sparkly blue and yellow light was wavering around her fingers.


  ‘Was not expecting to come across a scorpia here of all places. Something’s not right here.’


  “What are you doing here anyway?” Mika demanded. “You’re far off from the wasteland that is your home.”


  “I told we were invited for the party,” Rio answered before suddenly appearing before the hunter with her claws snapping at her face. Mika dodged back and parried one of the pincers while she held up her backhand to the other where it clashed against a circular barrier of yellow light. The magical shield had spinning glyphs around its edge while it held the scorpia’s claw back with a crackling light. Rio struck forward with her pincer, the stinger jabbing again and again at Mika who moved her head around to avoid being pierced before she tried kicking the monster back. In a flash Rio moved aside and snapped her claw at the leg, with Mika quickly pulling back then kicking aside the pincer, leaving the monster wide open in the front to which she lunged forward with her blade to impale the fiend. Rio countered with her stinger whipping over her shoulder and striking aside the sword, a dry laugh being made by the scorpia before Mika bashed her head with her magical shield. The hunter held out the barrier towards the monster where it dissolved with a bright light forming in her hand. From her palm a flash of energy shot out, striking the scorpia in the chest and pushing her back with a forceful blast. She skidded on her feet for a while before coming to a stop, her shawl being burned slightly while she showed no signs of pain or emotion still.


  “Was that it?” she plainly asked.


  Mika yelled and struck her hand down onto the ground, creating a large casting ring of purple and red light that spun around her. From the spell base five lines of glowing red energy shot forward along the ground in erratic lines, all closing in on the scorpia before they exploded into two bolts of energy each that flew up towards the monster. Rio darted about while keeping her eyes on Mika, the monster hopping up onto a small wall then darting and skipping off the side of a building before jumping up to an overhanging archway above the alley. The scorpia kicked off the stone wall towards the hunter while the blasts of energy exploded all over the alley behind her, the attacks having been avoided completely with the monster now lunging towards Mika with a blank expression still on her face.


  With a smirk Mika then snapped her fingers, the casting base below her exploding into a flurry of purple energy bolts that swirled up around her like a current. Rio swung her tail to change her momentum and throw herself aside, avoiding the torrent of magical light as she landed down on the ground near the hunter. The lights swirled up into the air then flew back down towards Mika, the girl lunging forward with a swipe of her blade at Rio. As she did the magical lights followed the swing like a wave, all of them being channeled into a current that struck at the scorpia who blocked Mika’s sword with her claw. The magical energy slammed into the monster and pushed her back along with Mika charging forward, the scorpia watching with a blank expression as the hunter yelled with a fierce glare while throwing her attack against the monster. Mika pushed the monster all the way back against a building, slamming Rio into the wall before her blade flashed with a bright crimson light.


  “No, this is it!” Mika shouted before swiping forward in a fierce slash, the magical stream of energy flowing against them flashing brightly before a large explosion of purple light and fire blew forward and annihilated the building. Mika followed through with her attack before holding her sword down to the side, watching as Rio was thrown into the light before fire and smoke erupted around her. The tall building that took the brunt of the attack collapsed into itself while the one behind it was seen falling into rubble from the powerful wave of magic slicing through them.


  Mika slowly stepped back while keeping on guard, watching as the building finished falling into ruin while smoke and lingering wisps of crimson light wavered through the air.


  “Did you get her?” Milly laughed from behind. Mika turned to see her sisters smiling amusedly at her, both of them having their weapons held aside while admiring the damage caused by their elder sister.


  “Not too often you have to resort to a powerful attack like that to finish a monster off,” Mae pointed out with a raised eyebrow.


  “Not too often we come across a scorpia,” Mika reasoned with a shrug. “You know as well as I do how dangerous they are.”


  “Is that why you chose to fight her and leave the weaklings to us?” Mae pouted playfully. “It sounds like you don’t believe in us, Mika.”


  “Yeah,” Milly sneered. “I could have handled that bitch along with all those goblins and trolls no problem.”


  “I believe I would have had a better chance against her,” Mika quipped with a smirk. “Besides, I was being generous giving you girls more playmates than myself. Don’t be so ungrateful.”


  “Be that as it may,” Mae said glancing around. “More are coming. It sounds like this town is still infested with these things.”


  “I haven’t even gotten warmed up yet,” Milly boasted holding her axe up high. “Bring them on. I’m still itching to pay them back for all the pain they caused these poor people.”


  “Then let’s put an end to their party here,” Mika ordered as they started walking back out into court.


  “You still do not understand,” Rio said from behind. The girls spun around to see the scorpia becoming visible in the vanishing haze, the monster lowering her claws which were scorched slightly to show she was unharmed and still had a blank expression on her face.


  “She’s still alive?” Mae questioned as she quickly took aim at the monster.


  “This is not the party. I told you before,” Rio continued taking a few steps closer.


  “She took that attack head-on and didn’t get blown to pieces?” Milly asked in disbelief.


  “What do you mean?” Mika demanded with a glare at the scorpia. “This hell that you’ve brought to the city of Nibelvale isn’t your little party?”


  “No, no,” Rio said shaking her head. “We were just stretching our legs and slaking our hunger here. That’s all. The real party has yet to begin, and we intend to be there for its wondrous merriment.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Mika shouted. “Just what are you after, monster?”


  “Why, the party to end all parties of course.”


  “And just where is that going to be?” Mae cautiously asked.


  “The kingdom of Rockhelm,” Rio answered, with the hunters staring at her in surprise.


  “Rockhelm?” Milly repeated. “You’re crazy, you monsters are planning on attacking Rockhelm? Haha, you’re out of your minds! You’ll be smeared across the fields long before you ever set foot in that place!”


  “What manner of joke is this?” Mae scoffed. “Do you have any idea the strength Rockhelm has? Not even opposing human kingdoms would rush into a conflict against Rockhelm, yet you monsters think you stand a chance in hell of bringing down the kingdom all on your own?”


  “I’m not joking,” Rio dryly said. “And yes, we know very well how strongly fortified your kingdom is. There’s no misunderstanding about that.”


  “And you think you can beat that?” Mika sharply asked.


  “We know we can,” Rio answered. “We will kill you all. We will not lose.”


  “Who is this ‘we’ you keep referring to?” Mae asked.


  Slowly the three hunters looked around the area, seeing more monsters filling the streets nearby and creeping closer while laughter was heard all around. Goblins, trolls, gremlins, and mites were literally flooding the alleys and streets leading to the courtyard. Behind Rio arachne were skittering along the walls, dozens of them filling the narrow corridor while spilling out onto the sides of the buildings around the court while hissing down at the hunters. From the rooftops more were seen gathering near, with the gremlins holding their alchemic pouches while the trolls were set to throw their sharpened axes. In the air mites buzzed about while some landed down on webbing near the arachne who were cackling at the humans. Among the crowd of fiends a few more scorpias could be seen, the monsters sharing the similar blank expression Rio held while also giving off an aura of death as their kind usually did. And from the store where the sisters had set aside their horses a loud roar was heard before the building crashed down violently, crushing the animals who only had time to let out short whinnies while dust billowed out into the court. The sisters looked back to seeing a very large monster lumbering through the toppled building, having apparently made its way through another behind it which was also in ruin.


  “Is that…” Mae breathed out in disbelief.


  It was certainly larger in size, towering over all those in the courtyard while standing on two muscular legs, although didn’t have an alluring figure to it as most other monsters tended to. This one had a gray complexion while wearing a tattered skirt that was barely holding onto her wide waist, her breasts hanging freely while draped over her chest was a necklace with two skulls on it. The monster wore leather bracers on her wrists that seemed stained with blood while in her hand was a large club that also had gore smeared on it from a recent killing. Her head had a mohawk of black hair while from her large jaw she had two blunt tusks coming up out of it. The bloodthirsty look in her dark eyes was the norm for her race, the massive monster being known as one of the more vicious and dangerous creatures that were normally only found deep in the wastelands of the region.


  “An ogre,” Milly softly said in shock. “Here?”


  The ogre snarled then picked up a horse that was under it, eyeing the dead animal for a moment before taking a big bite out of it. The monster chewed the flesh and bones while blood poured onto the ground, its eyes then focusing on the three hunters that were staring at it with frustration.


  “How the hell is one here?” Mika demanded.


  “We have more than one with us,” Rio mentioned, with the hunters turning to her in surprise as she nodded with a blank expression. “We’ve brought many of their kind along with us for this special party.”


  “You… what?”


  “You heard me. As for who we are,” Rio said stepping forward, the monster then stopping and glancing around to her companions before giving a mocking bow to the hunters. “We are The Sisterhood.”


  The monsters around the area cheered and shouted while raising their weapons up, with the ogre holding up the half-eaten horse it was eating while giving a loud groan in agreement. Rio glanced around at the monsters who were laughing and sneering at the humans then turned her sights back onto Mika.


  “We’ve been on the march for some time now. We’ve already razed the centaur kingdom of Ruhelia to the ground for daring to refuse us-”


  “Wait, what?” Mae asked startled.


  “The elves of Green Haven should be joining our cause soon, if they know what’s good for them-”


  “What the hell is this?” Milly asked looking around at the enormous horde of monsters that surrounded them.


  “And soon your precious kingdom of Rockhelm will be bought down into rubble and ash,” Rio continued carelessly. “We’ve brought many sisters with us for this party, the party to end all parties in Rockhelm. It shall be the last dance you humans ever have in this land.”


  Mika slowly glanced around at the monsters while she and her sisters kept on guard near one another, seeing firsthand how the queen’s warning of them coming against an opposition that was greater than what they’ve faced before was accurate after all. The three hunters saw monsters that shouldn’t even be this far out from the wastelands invading a human city with great numbers, they saw mites and arachne actually working side by side rather than fighting one another as they typically would, they saw with disbelief that these monsters were united rather than merely fending for themselves in the world. They had somehow come together under a common goal and were working together, something that was unheard of among these monster classes.


  “Since when do these monsters work together like this?” Mae cautioned. “And was what they said true? They really wiped out the centaur kingdom?”


  “If they’ve really got the numbers maybe they did,” Milly carefully reasoned. “It sounds like they’re about to take out all the elves too. And then…”


  “They’re going to attack Rockhelm,” Mika growled. “Whether they have the power they boast of or not, we need to warn the queen. She needs to know something very wrong is happening out here.”


  “Oh?” Rio plainly asked. “Do you wish to leave now? But we’re not finished yet. I’m not done with you.”


  Mika and her sisters tensed up while the crowd of monsters laughed and began moving forward, with Rio then snapping her claw in the air a few times to halt them. Everyone turned to the scorpia as she slowly shook her head while watching the hunters.


  “Please wait your turn,” Rio announced. “I’ve already started my dance with them and would like to continue with it. You, monster hunter, I will be the one to make you suffer just as I promised. It will bring me great pleasure in doing so.”


  “You think you can beat me?” Mika dared while holding her hand aside, a flash of red light swirling around it while she gripped her blade tightly.


  “Yes,” Rio plainly said, then tilted her head in question. “Though for you resisting me as you have I should make you suffer more. Yes, I do think I want to make you scream in agony all the more now after you dared to draw your blade towards me with such arrogance. And for that little scratch you gave me earlier. I didn’t quite like that.”


  “Then you’re going to hate this!” Mika yelled as she dashed towards the scorpia. Rio took one step then shot forward in a blur, racing towards the hunter before quickly passing her. Mika started to step down with her foot to stop her charge while her eyes tried to follow the monster’s movements, seeing Rio quickly dashing past her before skidding to a halt while her tail wound back to attack.


  Only it wasn’t aimed at her.


  With a fierce strike the stinger was plunged through Rio’s real target, with Mika and Milly watching in horror as the tail struck into Mae’s neck with a thick crunch. The monster hunter was lifted off the ground from the force then held up the air, blood spraying out the back where the stinger was pierced through, glasses falling off her face, hands shaking while her crossbow flew out of her grip and over onto the blood-soaked court.


  “NO!” Mika and Milly screamed at seeing their sister fatally struck by the scorpia’s tail. Mae’s gurgled cry with blood coming from her mouth was the only sound she could make, her eyes staring in shock at Rio as the scorpia watched her with a blank expression on her face. Her legs weakly kicked about while she was held above the courtyard floor with blood flowing down her shirt and pants from her neck.


  Rio tilted her head slightly while watching Mae choking and twitching on her tail then looked back to Mika, the hunter staring in horror at the sight before returning the monster’s gaze.


  “Tell me,” Rio plainly said, then whipped her tail through the side of Mae’s neck. The girl dropped to the ground with blood splattering onto the ground, her body twitching a few times before she remained motionless. Milly screamed while holding her hair, seeing the lifeless gaze in her fallen sister’s eyes as they lost focus.


  “Are you in agony now?” Rio asked before she showed a devilishly cold smile. Her eyes displayed a frightening amount of malice behind them as the monster’s true nature slipped past her emotionless mask. “Are you? Do you feel pain? Do you feel like crying? Please, scream for me. Scream loudly. Do it for me now. I want to hear it, I want to feel that pleasure, it’s what makes this all worthwhile for me you see. Do it for me, monster hunter. I want to hear your despair.”


  Mika shakily looked down to Mae, seeing the frozen look of shock on her face while her head had been nearly sliced off. The world around the eldest Harollson sister started to grow cold and dark, the sight of losing another one of her family striking into the woman’s heart with more pain than she could bear. Try as she might she couldn’t hold it in any longer and finally let loose an agonizing scream that made Rio chuckle in delight.


  “MAE!”


   


  


  Chapter 3


  Making Up


  In the world of Eden some people would become friends very quickly with one another while others had a more difficult time in doing so. Maybe it was because of a disagreement they had or there was something about them that was seen as troublesome. Whatever the reason may have been they would end up pushed away from each other, maybe even becoming enemies one day if the resentment grew too strong. However there was something to be said for those that started off as enemies, overcame their differences, and became friends in the end.


  The bond they would share would be as strong as steel.


  *****


  Inside the bathing room of their magically enhanced living space Daniel and his girls were washing up together as they prepared for another day. Steam gently lingered in the air while the waterfall that remained constant in the center of the rounded bathing pool continued to fall just as it always did without ever ceasing or overfilling the bath. This was a place that the travelers of Eden could come to cleanse themselves, relax, and enjoy the tranquility with one another.


  “Oh fuck yeah,” Clover purred while she was eagerly scrubbing Daniel who was sitting in the bath while a group of girls were practically swarming him, something that wasn’t out the ordinary for him at this point. While the elf who was also naked with her hair hanging freely behind her focused heavily on washing Daniel’s front and waist, her eyes remaining fixated on something just beneath the surface of the soapy water that surrounded him, Star was hanging onto his left arm while scrubbing his sides with fevered meows. The jinx used her breasts which had soap on them to wash his arm as they rubbed up and down against it while she kept her sly smile focused on his face with her tails wagging anxiously behind her.


  “Uh, girls?” Daniel nervously asked before looking back to see Doku hopping about in the water behind him, the harpy having a washcloth held in foot while she cleaned his lower back with it. His upper back was of course being scrubbed clean by the harpy’s breasts as she too had them covered in soapy suds.


  “Don’t worry, Daniel,” Doku eagerly promised while watching him with unseen eyes from behind her bangs. “We’ll get you all clean in no time.”


  “We’ll make sure to wash every inch of you,” Clover coyly added while paying more attention to what she was able to occasionally catch a glimpse of under the water rather than what she was actually washing.


  Star meowed while washing his front and back while she kept using her breasts to hug Daniel’s arm as she moved up and down against him repeatedly.


  “Hey!” Triska yelled out. The three girls stopped and looked over to see the cambion standing in the bath glaring at them while the other girls were beside her with similar looks of annoyance. All except for Cindy who was again sitting on a stool near the bath’s edge while holding Snapper close to her chest. The sand wraith was pouting with a dirty look towards the three girls while Snapper was just snapping her teeth and flailing her arms about as she always did.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Alyssa demanded.


  “What do you mean?” Doku innocently replied. “We’re cleaning our mate of course.”


  “What’s the problem?” Clover asked glancing to them while her hands kept close to Daniel’s waist.


  Star meowed with a curious smile at the girls as she continued to rub up and down along Daniel’s arm.


  “You’re getting way too close to him,” Specca argued. “For crying out loud, you’re all rubbing your breasts against him in such a lecherous way.”


  “Clover isn’t,” Pip pointed out while fluttering over Kroanette’s shoulder. “Her boobies are too small to rub against Daniel like that.”


  “Fuck you!” Clover shouted at the fairy with a deep blush.


  “Get off our man so we can wash him!” Falla demanded waving her arms around in a fit. “And you’re copying what my sister and I do with him, that’s our thing we do with Daniel!”


  “There’s nothing wrong with us washing him like this,” Doku defended hiding behind Daniel’s back. “We’re allowed to do this much for the man we love, are we not?”


  “You’re crowding him,” Kroanette shot back. “Not to mention you’re all obviously trying to- Star! Quit doing that while we’re lecturing you!”


  Star merely meowed in a cocky tone with a glance to the centaur while she kept rubbing her soapy breasts along Daniel’s arm.


  “I’m his mate now,” Clover firmly argued while taking hold of Daniel with both hands. “He chose me to be his so I’m allowed to take care of him too.”


  “Are you grabbing his penis under the water?” Alyssa angrily demanded. All the girls looked to Clover as she was glancing down to where her hands were underwater in Daniel’s lap, with him just looking up with a tired expression as he felt the elf clearly grabbing onto his genitals.


  “I’m just cleaning him,” Clover innocently replied with a timid smile at him. “Dirty boy.”


  Daniel closed his eyes and sighed before he heard the other girls screaming and rushing forward in the bath, something he was expecting them to do and knew by this point he wouldn’t have been able to stop them anyway. Squeak plowed through the water and literally tackled Clover off to the side with a big splash, Kroanette charged through the water towards Doku who hastily retreated with a yelp and quickly fluttering wings, and Star warped away while Alyssa chased after her holding up a spiked dildo that she just seemed to pull out of nowhere. Luna and Falla quickly raced over and grabbed onto Daniel’s arms, Pip zipped over and clung to his chest with a wide hug, Specca rushed over and held onto him from behind while her tail quickly wrapped around his waist, and Triska remained in place as she watched the other girls fending their newest harem members off from their man.


  “Good thing you’re not out right now,” she mentioned with a glance to the ethereal image of her counterpart she saw standing next to her.


  “Yep, the bath would be running red with their blood right now,” Kitten casually agreed with a nod.


  “Knock it off!” Clover shouted while Squeak kept her held back against the bath’s edge with a firm grip. “I was just washing him! Let me go!”


  “Please, Kroanette,” Doku pleaded as she tried fluttering in the bath one way then another, the harpy always being cut off as the centaur kept rushing to get between her and Daniel. “I haven’t finished washing his back. I need to clean my husband properly, it’s my duty.”


  “Get back here and bend over!” Alyssa yelled as she kept running in the bath after the jinx with Star fearfully warping around quickly to get away from the witch and her punishment tool.


  “The nerve they have,” Falla scoffed as she and her sister clung to Daniel more closely, their breasts enveloping his arms while their wings lay limp behind them in the water. “Hanging all over you when they just got accepted into the harem, how dare they. Not to mention rubbing their bodies all over you like that, they don’t have that right yet.”


  “This feels better when we do it, right?” Luna hopefully asked as she and her sister bobbed up and down to rub their breasts along his arms. “You like us washing you more, don’t you, Daniel? Especially like this. We’re naughty sisters, aren’t we?”


  “I believe I’m the most qualified to wash our mate,” Specca asserted while holding onto him closely. “The water is my domain after all.”


  “You’re so slippery,” Pip giggled as she slid down Daniel’s chest. She quickly crawled back up only to start sliding down again. “Weeee! This is fun!”


  “Everyone stop!” Daniel called out. All the girls halted where they were and turned to him as he listened to the sudden silence in the bathing room. “Before you girls kill our newest family members, may I ask if anyone actually set forth any rules in here regarding washing me?”


  “Well… not specifically…” Specca sheepishly admitted.


  “So technically they didn’t do anything wrong,” Daniel reasoned looking around at them. “Yes, they were a little… anxious to wash me, but they didn’t overstep any boundaries.”


  “They were rubbing their breasts all over you!” Alyssa whined hopping up and down. “And Clover was grabbing your penis!”


  “You mean like what these three are doing?” Daniel questioned looking around at Falla, Luna, and Specca. The butterfly sisters noticed their breasts hugging his arms then smiled weakly at him while Specca huffed and held onto his back more closely.


  “I’m not doing anything lecherous with you, Daniel,” Specca claimed. “I know how to control my inner nature.”


  “Tell that to your tail,” Daniel mentioned looking down. Luna and Falla peered closely at the water and saw the nixie’s tail stroking his erection, the two then turning to her with dull expressions while Specca looked away with a nervous smile.


  “Sorry, that thing has a mind of its own sometimes,” she quickly said pulling her tail aside and holding it.


  “But that’s different,” Kroanette asserted with a splash of the water. “Those three are your close mates, they’re allowed to get intimate with you. Doku, Star, and Clover are not allowed to do that yet.”


  “You accepted them as part of the family,” Daniel reminded her. “Not to mention you girls even invited them to bathe with us rather than have them do so afterwards.”


  “We were trying to be nice,” Alyssa complained hopping up and down. “And look what came of it, they swarmed you like swarm. I mean they literally stripped you down and threw you into the bath before rushing after to rub their damned boobs all over you!”


  “Clover wasn’t rubbing her boobies all over him though,” Pip mentioned while sliding down Daniel’s chest. “Her boobies are too small like yours, Alyssa.”


  “Fuck you!” Clover and Alyssa shouted out, the two then looking to each other curiously. The elf shook her head then looked to Squeak with annoyance while the ant girl kept her held down.


  “Besides, we’re his mates too. You can’t get mad at us for being close to the one who wanted to be with us.”


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked something while shaking a finger at the elf, with Clover trying to wrestle the ant girl’s hold off her with frustrated grunts.


  “For crying out loud, nobody understands you! Why can’t you learn that?”


  “The point is you girls were getting too close to Daniel,” Specca argued crossing her arms. “You’re not allowed to get so… physical with him like that. You three girls haven’t earned that right yet.”


  “We weren’t having sex with him!” Clover shot back. “We were washing him! If we’re allowed to kiss and hug him then surely us rubbing soap on his body and cleaning up swarm vomit is okay too!”


  “I wanna clean him too!” Cindy whined. She thrashed around in an angry fit while holding Snapper close, the young swarm gnawing on her sandy arm while failing to get the wraith’s attention. “I wanna wash Daniel! It’s not fair you all get to have fun with him and I don’t! I want to do that with him too! Stop being so mean and keeping him all to yourselves!”


  “Then why didn’t you jump in and join them earlier?” Luna asked.


  “Because I don’t wanna go in there!” Cindy complained. “I don’t like water! I wanna take care of him out here, not in there!”


  “What’s wrong with the water?” Specca wondered. She then looked closely at Cindy, seeing the wraith watching the rippling pool with nervous eyes. “Wait a moment. Do you not like water, Cindy?”


  Everyone stopped and looked to the sand wraith as she pouted and turned away from them.


  “Cindy?” Daniel said. The girl glanced to him with a low murmur then looked down while holding Snapper closer. The swarm watched her with a curious gurgle, appearing to notice the wraith’s troubled behavior now as she stopped biting the girl’s arm.


  “Can sand wraiths actually go in water?” Kroanette asked aloud. “I never stopped to think about that.”


  “They’re made of sand,” Clover pointed out. “Wouldn’t she dissolve or fall apart if she did?”


  “Oh my, is that true, Cindy?” Doku worried. “Are you not able to bathe like we are?”


  “That must be true,” Specca theorized. “I’ve never heard of such an instance happening before, but it makes sense. I don’t believe Cindy can come in here without harming herself. Sand wraiths might be just as vulnerable to water as they are to fire.”


  Cindy merely mumbled something to herself while avoiding eye contact with the group. Everyone exchanged curious glances with one another before watching the wraith becoming flustered about the topic. Daniel started to move towards the troubled girl, with those around him letting him go as he went to comfort Cindy. Before he could get far Triska quickly hopped out of the bath and approached Cindy, holding a hand out to Daniel to halt him while watching the wraith with a sympathetic expression.


  “Cindy?” she gently asked. Cindy glanced to her with a scowl as the teen came over and kneeled down beside her. “Are you okay?”


  “Go away,” Cindy muttered looking back down.


  “Hey,” Triska softly said, carefully reaching a hand out and bringing the wraith’s gaze back to her. “Please talk to us. Does water hurt you? We don’t want to cause you discomfort while you’re with us.”


  “Meanie,” Cindy grumbled.


  “Please, Cindy. We’re worried about you,” Triska kindly said. Cindy looked at her with worried eyes then to the water while she set Snapper down on the floor. The swarm snapped her teeth a few times as she hopped about then stopped and faced Cindy while watching her with a flutter of her wings.


  “Cindy, please tell us the truth,” Triska implored. “If water is harmful to you sand wraiths we need to know about it. Just like we don’t want to let fire get near you because it hurts you, we don’t want to put you next to something else that’s dangerous for you. Does water hurt your kind?”


  “It doesn’t hurt us,” Cindy mumbled looking down.


  “Then what’s wrong? Why don’t you join us in the bath? You’re allowed to, it’s okay.”


  “I can’t,” Cindy moped. She looked away for a moment then glanced to the teen. “We can’t move in water.”


  “You can’t move in water?” Triska repeated with a curious look at the others. “You mean you don’t know how to swim?”


  “That’s alright, Cindy,” Daniel reassured her. “It’s not that deep in here, you can come in and stand up just fine if you want to.”


  “No, I can’t,” Cindy whimpered shaking her head.


  “Why not?” Triska softly said, gently taking hold of the wraith’s cheek and bringing her gaze back to her. “What do you mean you can’t? What’s wrong, Cindy?”


  “I can’t move in water,” Cindy pouted. “If I get wet I get heavy and I can’t move.”


  “You get heavy and you can’t move?” Triska repeated curiously.


  “What does she mean?” Pip asked fluttering over the water.


  “I believe she means she absorbs too much water, like a sponge,” Specca guessed. “It sounds like they don’t dissolve in the water, rather they absorb it which then becomes a burden to them.”


  “So if she comes in here she’ll soak up the water then drop to the floor like a stone?” Kroanette worried.


  “Isn’t that drowning then?” Alyssa pointed out with a raised eyebrow.


  “No, I can’t drown,” Cindy said shaking her head. “I don’t need to breathe like you do, I can’t drown like you can. I would just sink and…”


  “And?” Luna worried.


  “I’ll be stuck there,” Cindy pouted. “I don’t want to stay down there, I want to be up here where I can move.”


  “Cindy?” Triska softly said. She smiled a little then hugged the sand wraith, with Cindy jumping a bit before whimpering with closed eyes. “It’s okay. Thank you for telling us, we needed to know. Don’t worry. You’re safe. You’re not sinking today.”


  “Triska’s being very nice to her now,” Kroanette mentioned with a curious smile.


  “Indeed,” Specca commented with a raised eyebrow. “I suppose she truly does wish to form a friendship with Cindy.”


  “She’s truly a caring girl,” Doku praised.


  “She’s lying,” Falla flatly said, with Daniel and the girls looking to her confusedly then to Triska as she was tenderly holding the sand wraith. The cambion smirked then quickly flung Cindy over the edge, causing Cindy to scream while flailing her arms around before falling into the pool with a large splash. The group jumped and watched as the wraith vanished under the rolling waves, the water eventually settling down while bubbles continued to come up from the place that Cindy had yet to surface from.


  “Oh no! Cindy?” Luna called out.


  “Triska!” Daniel shouted out.


  Triska started laughing while holding her sides, herself along with Kitten who was laughing wildly next to her in her mind as they both watched Cindy remaining underwater. Snapper crawled over to the edge of the bath and looked around, seeming to be searching for Cindy before she cawed at the group with buzzing wings.


  “Why did you throw her in like that?” Kroanette demanded.


  “Um, she’s not coming back up, is she?” Alyssa asked pointing to the bubbling water.


  “Cindy?” Specca gasped. She quickly dove down under the water and raced over to where Cindy was lying on her back at the bottom of the pool, the wraith having her arms and legs spread out while her hair remained flat on the floor. The wraith was screaming with only muffled cries and bubbles coming up from her mouth, her body not moving in the least as she appeared firmly anchored in place. Specca covered her mouth in concern for the poor girl then raced up to the surface with a splash.


  “She can’t move!” she called out, with everyone quickly heading over to where the bubbles from the wraith were still coming up.


  “Cindy?” Doku feared.


  “Why did you do that?” Pip asked Triska with a grimace. “That was mean.”


  “No,” Triska laughed shaking her head. “What was mean was the way she’s been treating me all this time. She had that coming for a while now.”


  “She can’t get back up!” Specca shouted at her. “She’s stuck down there now!”


  “Relax, she’s not going to drown down there. She’ll be just fine. And don’t worry, I’ll bring her out myself. Eventually.”


  “Triska Raylight,” Daniel scolded.


  “Hey, I’ve been nice to her all this time,” Triska defended holding up her hands. “She’s been a bitch to me and needed to be taught a lesson.”


  Looking around she saw Doku lowering her head in regret, Luna and Specca nervously watching Cindy below them, Daniel and the other girls giving the cambion dull stares, and Snapper who was actually showing a mean smile at her now as she appeared to be upset that Cindy was thrown in like that. Triska smiled weakly and giggled then noticed Kitten smiling amusedly at her.


  “Don’t get me wrong, I thought it was hilarious. But, you’re so fucked now.”


  Triska gulped then cringed a little at seeing nobody showing any amusement towards her actions.


  “Triska,” Daniel lectured in a knowing tone.


  “Um… sorry?” Triska quietly said.


  “Oh, quiz time,” Clover dryly said holding up a hand. “What happens to bad girls in our home, Triska?”


  Triska blinked then looked to Alyssa nervously as the witch was slowly shaking her head while lightly tapping her spiked dildo against her palm.


  “Wait, it’s not like I hurt her or anything,” Triska reasoned defensively.


  “She was starting to bond with you, we saw it,” Specca snapped at her. “You were actually winning her over with kindness, and then you ruined it by destroying her trust in you with throwing her into the water like that. Never mind that she can’t be hurt physically by this, you hurt her emotionally.”


  “But… she… and I… and…” Triska stammered.


  “For crying out loud, she’s just a kid,” Clover scoffed waving to the bubbles that were still coming up. She glanced down to the water with a raised eyebrow then muttered to herself. “Who has big boobs that she doesn’t fucking deserve.”


  “I know that, but still…”


  “Triska,” Alyssa spoke up, with the cambion biting her lip nervously and shaking her head. The witch motioned her down with one finger while her eyes gave off a small glow.


  “Bend over.”


  *****


  Cindy’s muffled screams couldn’t be heard by anyone, the wraith seeing only bubbles coming up from her towards the rippling surface while she saw everyone standing around her. She then watched as someone reached down and grabbed hold of her, the strong pair of arms cradling the wraith under her thighs and back as she was carefully lifted up. Slowly Cindy was brought back up above the surface, the girl coughing and spitting out water while she felt her body weighing far more than she could move herself. Fortunately someone else was able to handle the weight.


  “Thank you, Squeak,” Daniel said as the group watched Squeak lifting Cindy up into her arms. The ant girl was showing a focused expression while her muscles were taught, the weight of a waterlogged sand wraith obviously being a great deal yet still possible for the strong monster to carry.


  “Cindy, are you okay?” Luna worried as she tried lifting the sand wraith’s hand, something she struggled to do as just the girl’s arm was incredibly heavy now.


  “My boobies,” Pip lamented as she flew down and nestled in the wraith’s bosom. “Please be okay, my boobies. And Cindy, too.”


  “I don’t like this,” Cindy coughed while looking up at the ceiling. “I don’t like water. I don’t.”


  “I’m so sorry, Cindy,” Daniel apologized, gently caressing the girl’s head while her eyes turned to look at him. She whimpered and whined while having a saddened face but her tears were masked with the bathwater running off her.


  “I don’t want to be in the bath, Daniel. I don’t like it. Please help me get out.”


  “You’re going to be fine,” Doku assured as Squeak slowly took one steady step after another to bring the wraith over to the bath’s edge. After finally getting there the ant girl set Cindy down on the floor then leaned against the edge while catching her breath, taking a moment to regain herself while Pip zipped out of Cindy’s bosom and into hers as she saw Snapper crawling closer.


  “You okay?” Falla worried holding onto her co-mate. Squeak nodded and squeaked something before stretching out her arm, with Falla eyeing over the girl’s muscle with a timid smile before she started rubbing the ant girl’s shoulders.


  “I think you need a body massage after that,” she mentioned, with Squeak glancing to her with a smirk before they watched Cindy coughing and whimpering in front of the group.


  “You’re okay now, Cindy,” Daniel promised holding her hand. “I’m sorry that happened. I really am.”


  “The poor thing,” Doku empathized. “She can’t even move now.”


  Snapper crawled over and cawed a few times before she started chewing on Cindy’s face. The wraith sniffled and smiled a little while Snapper clawed and chomped on her head with tiny growls.


  “Snapper,” Cindy cooed. “I’m okay, Snapper. Thank you for caring about me.”


  “She’s eating her face,” Kroanette spoke up with genuine concern while Daniel and the girls watched the sight with disturbed expressions.


  “It’s okay,” Luna reasoned with a nervous smile. “Cindy likes that, I guess. Snapper’s just being friendly with her in her own way.”


  “I hope she doesn’t imitate that with us later,” Specca worried.


  Cindy smiled softly while Snapper chewed off half of her face then looked at Daniel with a pout.


  “I hate Triska. She’s mean.”


  “Yes, that was rather mean of her,” Daniel agreed with a sigh.


  “Don’t worry, Cindy,” Kroanette said, with Daniel and the girls looking off to the side in annoyance. “She’s learning her lesson right now.”


  “OH GOD!” Triska screamed out with a flushed face. The cambion was on her hands and knees near the bath, her head lowered while her mouth was opened wide with a hoarse gasp, and had a very large wooden phallus being shoved straight into her ass by the group’s unofficial disciplinary officer.


  “Shut up and take your punishment, Triska!” Alyssa yelled as she gave the wood another hard shove.


  “What the fuck were you thinking?” Clover demanded while she and Star were standing over the cambion with crossed arms and scowls. “You scared the shit out of her. I’m pretty sure she hates your guts way worse now than she did before!”


  “It was worth it! AHHHH!” Triska screamed as her hips shook on reflex from Alyssa pushing the object in further.


  “We’re supposed to be good girls, remember?” Alyssa scolded with a hard push and a scream from Triska. “You’re not supposed to be like Kitten! You’re supposed to be the good half of you two!”


  “I have to agree with her on that one,” Kitten giggled inside Triska’s mind. “I would have at least waited to do that to Cindy when nobody else was around, certainly not when my master would be watching right in front of us.”


  “She- HNNNGGH! She had it coming!” Triska wailed before dropping forward onto the floor while Alyssa held her hips up and continued to push the object in more. Alyssa grunted and jerked with each thrust she made before finally stopping, having pushed the wood nearly all the way into the girl’s rear. Triska whined and shook a little before Alyssa slapped her rear, electing a sharp yell from the teen.


  “I don’t want to hear it! You did that on purpose to torment her! You know the rules here, Triska!” Alyssa scolded. She stood up and scoffed at the crying girl then looked to Clover and Star with a glare, the two jumping a bit from seeing her showing them anger.


  “The next time you girls hang all over our man like that or dare to touch his penis before you’re given permission by us to do so, that’s going to be you!” she yelled pointing down to Triska. Clover and Star backed up nodding with nervous expressions and waved their hands in front of them.


  “Okay, you got it,” Clover hastily agreed. “Line has been established, we won’t cross it again. Really.”


  Star meowed and nodded eagerly to that.


  Alyssa nodded slowly then looked over to the others, with Daniel having his eyes closed and head lowered as he shook it with exasperation for his troublesome mate. The other girls watched Triska whimpering and twitching with her rear sticking up in the air then looked to Cindy as she was scowling at Triska with a disfigured face from Snapper having chewed it apart.


  “She’s such a meanie.”


  “Yeah, she can be,” Specca sighed.


  “How long is that going to be in her butt?” Pip asked.


  “A while,” Alyssa sternly said before she grabbed Triska’s hair and lifted the girl’s head up. “Let’s go, Triska. Bedroom. Now. And I don’t want to hear a single complaint out of you or so help me you’re going to really get it. Now move it.”


  “O… okay,” Triska breathed out weakly. She crawled along on her hands and knees while Alyssa led her by the hair, the two leaving the bathing room while Clover and Star walked over to Cindy and the others.


  “Betchya she didn’t learn a damn thing from this,” Clover dryly mentioned.


  “Probably not,” Doku sadly agreed.


  “Cindy,” Daniel gently said, holding the wraith’s hand while brushing her hair. It felt rougher than usual yet had a moist touch to it, showing that the cursed sand that made up her being had absorbed the water rather well and retained its hardened form.


  “Is there anything we can do to make you feel better?” Luna asked worriedly. “Can we help get that water out of you?”


  “No, I just have to wait,” Cindy sighed. “My mom said that if I ever get wet I should just wait until the water comes out of me.”


  “How long does that take?” Falla asked.


  “I don’t know,” Cindy whimpered. “I’ve never gotten wet before. I wanna move again but I can’t. This stinks.”


  Daniel sat up on the edge of the bath and smiled kindly down at the wraith, the girl watching him with teary eyes while Snapper was once again hacking up all the sand she ate off to the side.


  “You girls enjoy your bath time,” he said to the others. “I’m going to wait here with Cindy until she can move again.”


  “You’re just going to sit there and wait?” Specca worried.


  “I’m all clean now,” he said before looking around at the three girls who washed him earlier. “You girls did a great job. A little sudden with throwing me into the bath the way you did, but you certainly washed me up good in the end. Thank you for helping me get ready for the day.”


  “Well, you know,” Clover bashfully said turning away. “Just… doing my part. I mean I am your mate, so I kind of have to. Not that I’m complaining!”


  Star meowed and winked at him while shaking her breasts a little, the jinx eyeing over Daniel before turning to the side to obviously flaunt her figure to him.


  “I’m glad you liked it, Daniel,” Doku said softly. “I wouldn’t mind washing you every day if you wanted.”


  “I appreciate the offer, Doku,” Daniel replied with a weak smile and holding up a hand to her. “But I can wash myself just fine. Thank you though. You girls should take this time to finish up for the morning. The bath’s all yours.”


  He smiled at Specca and took hold of her hand with a wink, the girl smiling softly as she stood at the edge of the pool before looking down with some of her hair dropping over her face. The other girls hopped back into the bath and started washing themselves again, with Clover focusing on cleaning her long hair, Star rubbing her soapy hands along her two tails, Luna laughing wildly and just dropping down into the water as she lost touch with reality again, Squeak washing her breasts while watching as Falla was tenderly scrubbing her abdomen, and Pip who was now lodged in Kroanette’s bosom while hopping about merrily with soap all around her. The centaur scrubbed down her pelt while watching the fairy with an amused smile before she shivered with a giggle as the fairy continued to squirm about between her breasts. Doku flapped her wings around in the water then nipped at them, the harpy taking great care to make sure each of her feathers were clean and looked as healthy as could be.


  Daniel enjoyed seeing his mates relaxing in the water, all the girls of course glancing to him with timid smiles as they saw him watching them, and then turned to Specca as she was noticing he kept holding onto her hand to keep her near.


  “Daniel?” she asked wiping her hair aside.


  “I remember you two didn’t get along too well at first either,” he said looking to Cindy, the wraith watching him curiously while her head had reformed again. “So imagine my surprise when I saw Specca being the first to race after you, Cindy. I haven’t seen her move that fast in the water for a long while.”


  “She did?” Cindy asked turning her head to the nixie.


  “Well… I just… she was…” Specca quietly reasoned looking down.


  “She was in trouble, and you were scared for her,” Daniel continued. “Not only that but you stood up for her after Triska acted out, you were so defensive of her. I was impressed by how much you cared for her, Specca.”


  “You were worried about me?” Cindy wondered.


  “Yes, I was,” Specca admitted with a shrug. Looking back to the wraith she saw Cindy watching her curiously while Snapper was crawling onto her chest with a gurgle. “Truth be told, I wasn’t in the mood to be friends with you after you tried to eat me, Cindy. You were going to kill me, and you didn’t even care.”


  “I’m sorry,” Cindy whimpered. “I didn’t mean to be bad.”


  “I know you didn’t,” Specca empathized with a small smile. “You’ve been very nice to us after you learned what you were doing. Honestly, I can’t hold a grudge against such a young child in life, you really didn’t know any better with your misguided ways and it would be unfair of me to judge you so callously because of it.”


  “I don’t know what some of those words mean,” Cindy said with a confused look.


  “Well, let me be clear about this then,” Specca replied, gently holding out a hand to the wraith’s cheek. “I’m glad I got to meet this kind girl during our travels. You may be a sand wraith but you’re not a bad person at all. Quite the opposite, as I think you’re one of the sweetest girls I’ve ever met.”


  “You think I’m sweet?” Cindy asked with an adorable smile.


  “Yes, I do,” Specca giggled. “Sweet like chocolate pudding.”


  Cindy cheered to that while Daniel smiled at seeing the two bonding with one another. He then noticed Snapper crawling across Cindy towards Specca’s hand that was touching the wraith, the swarm buzzing her wings before she lunged forward to snap at the girl. Specca quickly yanked her hand away just in time, herself and Daniel watching as the swarm snapped her teeth at the nixie with a small screech before she started mauling the wraith’s shoulder with her mouth and claws.


  “Aw, Snapper thinks I’m sweet like chocolate pudding too,” Cindy cooed before giggling. Daniel and Specca watched with puzzlement as the swarm chewed on the wraith’s shoulder before moving over onto her face again, her chomping teeth and slashing claws tearing apart the girl’s head while she continued to laugh happily.


  “I honestly can’t tell,” Specca finally spoke up. “Does she like Cindy or does she want to eat her?”


  “It could be both,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug, the two glancing to each other then back down to Snapper as she mauled Cindy’s face with what could be either love or hunger for the naïve sand wraith.


  *****


  “Seriously, Triska,” Alyssa sighed, the witch finishing putting on her shoulder covers and then her tie. “What were you thinking? You had to have known this would happen to you if you did that to Cindy right in front of all of us.”


  “Worth… it…” Triska breathed out. She was lying forward on the bed with her rear lifted up behind her, the girl having roped tied around her hips and thighs to keep her in position while hanging from it was a small sign that read ‘Bad Girl. Do Not Touch’.


  “Was it?” Alyssa asked with a glance to her. “I rarely have to do this to you, Triska. You usually have more common sense than to cross that line. Was this pain and humiliation really worth being mean to Cindy like that?”


  “Totally…”


  “You really hate her, don’t you?” Alyssa guessed shaking her head.


  “I don’t want to,” Triska replied, the girl turning her head to show the witch her weary expression. “I try to be nice to her, I try to explain myself to her, and she doesn’t listen. She just treats me like crap and pushes me aside.”


  “Yeah, we’ve noticed,” Alyssa tiredly agreed. She put her boots on and laced them up before walking over to sit on the bed next to Triska. “Remember how we were when we first met?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “I hated you and you hated me. We definitely gave each other bruises and bumps fighting all the time. I drew your blood and you drew mine. And all the while Daniel kept begging us to stop and to try getting along.”


  “What’s your point?”


  “You and I are lovers now, Triska,” Alyssa told her. “We’re as close as can be, even after we tried to kill each other when we first met. We met under tense circumstances, just like you and Cindy have. Yes, she hates your guts, probably more so now after that little stunt you pulled with her. But she’s not your enemy. At least she doesn’t have to be, you can still get closer to her like you did with me.”


  “Making out with her is the last thing on my mind right now, Alyssa,” Triska sighed before turning her head away. “I just don’t see myself getting closer to that brat.”


  “Just say the word,” Alyssa said, getting no response from Triska. “All you have to do is say you don’t want her to join our family and she’s gone. You know that, right? If we don’t approve unanimously for those girls to join us then they can’t, Daniel even agrees with that. We were his mates first, we have the final say who can become his lovers with us. If you really hate Cindy so much and want her gone just say the word.”


  Triska remained silent, with Alyssa waiting for a while before smirking a little.


  “You don’t want her to go, do you?”


  “She’s too stupid to survive out there alone,” Triska muttered.


  “Maybe,” Alyssa agreed with a slow nod. “I guess it’s fortunate that she found a home here with us, isn’t it?”


  She started to get up and walk out while summoning her staff into her hand before Triska turned her head towards the witch with a puzzled expression.


  “Why don’t you want her to leave?” she asked, with Alyssa stopping while still facing away. “You’ve always been the first to object to other girls joining Daniel’s harem. You’ve always been the most possessive and protective of him. With all the girls you voiced very loud protests to them joining us, all except for Cindy. Why is it you don’t care if she becomes closer to Daniel?”


  “I do care if she gets closer to Daniel,” Alyssa explained. “Part of me is still possessive like that. I’m not just going to let any girl mate with my man after all. But what’s different now than it was then is that I’m not afraid of losing him, Triska. I’m not afraid of losing any of you. I know for a fact I’ll still have Daniel and all of you girls when the sun sets, that won’t change. Knowing that, I don’t mind giving these girls a chance at being our final co-mates.”


  “You’re really okay with those girls joining us?”


  “I’m okay with giving them a chance,” Alyssa said looking back to her. “Daniel wishes to take care of them, you know how kindhearted our man is. If he can satisfy all of us, lead our world into a peaceful future, and even have the heart to bless us all with children that he wishes to raise with us, then he can take a few more mates as long as it won’t kill him. I don’t see a problem with that. Do you?”


  Triska stared at her in wonder while trying to steady her breathing, seeing the calm gaze in the witch’s eyes that showed she was really at peace with her decision.


  “I guess not…”


  “But it’s only okay as long as we all share that bond,” Alyssa pointed out. “We have to care for one another, so much that we couldn’t bear to send anyone away because we love them that much. Daniel isn’t the only one that needs to love us, we need to love each other too. So if you really don’t like Cindy being here and there’s no hope for her sharing that bond with you then just say so. I’ll tell them she needs to go for you if that’s your final answer.”


  Triska lowered her head onto the bed and remained quiet, silence filling the room while Alyssa waited for the girl’s answer. After hesitating and really considering her words carefully Triska sighed and shook her head.


  “No then?” Alyssa assumed.


  “No, I’m not making that call yet,” Triska muttered before glancing over to her. “I’ll give her a chance to grow on me, for Daniel.”


  “For Daniel?” Alyssa repeated with a raised eyebrow. “Triska, it’s not enough for him to want her as his mate should he make that choice. We have to want her to join us too. That includes you.”


  “I’ll give her a chance,” Triska said again as she turned her head away. “That’s my choice. Besides, I can’t hate her too much for how she’s been acting. She’s just a stupid kid after all.”


  Alyssa smirked then walked out of the room while Triska remained hunched over on the bed, bound and incapacitated while thinking of what to do about the tension between her and the sand wraith of the group.


  “Why don’t you get up?” Kitten asked as she appeared next to her on the bed. “You’re not tied down with anything that can actually hold you.”


  ‘For one I couldn’t get this thing out of me even if I wanted to, only Alyssa can remove it with her magic. That and this is what I need to endure for my actions. I deserve it.’


  “So you’re going to willingly sit there with that stick up your ass?”


  ‘I deserve it.’


  Kitten watched the girl curiously as she groaned weakly then looked up in thought as she tried to understand Triska’s reasoning.


  Outside the bedroom Alyssa walked across the hall, her eyes glancing around at the large home they now lived in before she stopped in the middle of the court. Thinking about something she looked back and forth between the bathing area and the bedroom. After a pause she clacked her staff a few times down on the floor then quickly trotted back into the bedroom. She hurried over to the bound teen then waved her hand aside, causing the punishment tool to suddenly eject out of Triska who yelped in surprise.


  “Get up,” Alyssa ordered.


  “Alyssa?” Triska whined while rubbing her sore rear. “What are you doing? Is my punishment over already?”


  “I said get up!”


  Triska removed the rope around her with no effort then looked to the witch confusedly as the little monster was tapping her foot expectedly. Alyssa huffed then pointed to her with a stern expression.


  “If I have to say it again you’re going to be sorry.”


  “What’s this about?” Triska asked as she hurried over to the wardrobe. She started dressing in her choice of clothing while seeing Alyssa watching her and impatiently tapping her staff on the floor.


  “Just get dressed and follow me.”


  “Um, alright,” Triska unsurely replied. She put her pants and shirt on then started to fasten her sword to her hip before noticing Alyssa just staring at her. “Can I ask what this is about?”


  “Do not make me repeat myself, Triska.”


  Triska nodded and finished getting changed before Alyssa led her out of the room towards the doors. When she got there she looked over to see Luna and Clover standing under the bathing room archway drying themselves off with towels, the two girls watching Triska questionably before Alyssa grabbed the teen’s hand and pulled her closer.


  “We’ll be back soon. Tell the others we’ll join them for breakfast.”


  “Why isn’t she being punished right now?” Clover asked pointing to Triska.


  “Where are you taking her?” Luna wondered.


  “She’s learning a different lesson today,” Alyssa answered before leading Triska out with her, the teen watching her worriedly as now she feared what other form of punishment the witch had in store for her. As they left Clover and Luna looked to each other curiously then to the doors as they closed again.


  “A different lesson?” Luna repeated.


  “It’s going to involve Triska’s ass in some way, isn’t it?” Clover flatly assumed.


  Outside Triska followed Alyssa over to Lucky, the witch gently waking her horse with a calm smile. Lucky awoke with a snort and opened his eyes, his tail wagging slightly while his legs moved a bit on the bedding of grass and flowers that Alyssa had made for him.


  “What lesson am I learning today, Alyssa?” Triska carefully asked.


  “You already learned it,” Alyssa answered with a shrug. “You know you were acting like a bitch in there and were being mean to Cindy. You accepted your punishment for it too, you knew you deserved it and why.”


  “So why let me off the hook so easily?”


  “Remember when you used your sword to cut my cheek when I angered you?” Alyssa asked holding a hand to her cheek fondly. “I deserved it. I pushed you too far and I got a nice sting for it. I was just asking for it then. Remember that?”


  “I remember,” Triska regretted looking down.


  “And then you lost your sword because of it. Daniel took it away to punish you because you let your temper get the better of you.” Standing up Alyssa brushed the grass of her skirt then glanced back to Triska with a smile. “Still, I wanted to give it back to you, because you didn’t deserve to have it taken away. You weren’t the only one in the wrong that day.”


  She turned to face Triska while the teen looked at her curiously, watching her for a moment before glancing over to the carriage.


  “You did something mean to Cindy, and I punished you for it because you were out of line. But I do see why you did what you did. Cindy’s been pushing you too, and then got pushed back because of it.”


  “Alyssa?” Triska wondered. The witch looked to her with a dull grimace for a moment then rolled her eyes with a sigh.


  “This is me giving you your sword back again, Triska, because I know Cindy’s been pushing you so hard and you were bound to push back eventually. She did deserve a little payback for treating you so harshly yesterday. That being the case, can you please consider yourself even with her now? Don’t let you two refrain from becoming friends for as long as we put off our friendship at first. We acted stupid when we first met, and we learned from it. Don’t repeat your mistake of letting your anger get the better of you with her.”


  “Alyssa…” Triska softly said. She smiled a little and looked down, the wind blowing by and ruffling her hair along with the witch’s skirt while Lucky got up onto his feet.


  “I’m going to feed Lucky and walk him around for a bit,” Alyssa said turning to her horse. “We have a lot of ground to cover, especially after that little detour we took yesterday. He needs to stretch out a bit before we get moving again.”


  She walked over to her horse and gently pet his nose, taking a moment to admire and praise her faithful companion before glancing over to Triska with a calm smile.


  “Do whatever you want in the meantime, Triska.”


  “Thank you, Alyssa,” Triska kindly said to her co-mate.


  “This is the only time I’m going to let you off so easily,” Alyssa playfully warned. “Mess up again and your ass is mine.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Triska agreed with a nod.


  Alyssa winked at her then led her horse off to graze nearby. Triska watched them head off with a gentle smile then lowered her head with a blank expression coming across her face. After taking a slow breath she walked back to the carriage and went inside. Looking ahead she saw Daniel and the other girls coming out of the bathing area, with him and his mates wearing their towels while still being wet. At the front Daniel and Squeak were helping Cindy walk, the sand wraith taking very slow and heavy steps while her hair was still wet and hanging down sharply behind her. In her arms she was cradling Snapper while Daniel and Squeak were holding onto her sides, helping the girl keep her balance with each step she took while Snapper was snapping her teeth and smiling up at the wraith.


  “Easy, Cindy,” Daniel carefully said. “One step at a time.”


  “At least she’s able to move now,” Kroanette mentioned from behind them, the centaur drying off her hair with a towel while Pip was nestled in her breasts.


  “Although very slowly,” Doku worried as she was keeping close to Daniel’s side. “Are you doing alright, Cindy?”


  “Can’t move too well,” Cindy pouted with another slow step. “I don’t like this.”


  “I’m going to have to update our entry about the sand wraiths to include this condition of theirs,” Specca said, her body still wet while her towel was merely set around her shoulders as she made no attempt to dry off.


  Cindy took one heavy step and then another before she started leaning to the left, the girl whining and slowly shaking her head as she began to fall over. Squeak quickly grabbed the girl and stopped the wraith from toppling, her muscles becoming noticeably tense as she used a great deal of strength to hold the waterlogged girl up.


  “Oh my,” Specca commented in awe. “Just how heavy is Cindy when she gets wet?”


  “I’d say a lot since Squeak is struggling to hold her up,” Daniel answered as he tried to pull Cindy back upright, something he was failing at as the girl was extremely difficult to budge.


  Squeak slowly pushed Cindy back onto her feet and breathed out in relief. Cindy sniffled with a teary-eyed frown then smiled a little at the ant girl while Snapper was squirming about in her arms.


  “Thank you, Squeak. I like you.”


  Squeak smiled a little and nodded then jumped with a quick squeak, her eyes looking back to seeing Falla smirking at her while she had a finger held just above the ant girl’s abdomen from where she scratched her.


  “You just love showing off, don’t you? Are you trying to be a tease?”


  Squeak gave a sneering smile to that while the other girls giggled in amusement. Daniel smiled at his flirtatious mates then noticed Cindy was now scowling at something. Everyone then saw Triska slowly walking up towards them, a remorseful expression on her face as she came near the sand wraith who appeared to become more angered by her approach.


  “Triska?” Daniel wondered.


  “You’re done with your punishment from Alyssa already?” Specca asked.


  “Or is it still in there and you’re just that good at not showing it?” Kroanette added with a puzzled look.


  Triska walked up to the group and stood before Cindy, the upset girl glaring at her while Snapper was chewing on the sand wraith’s chest with tiny growls.


  “I hate you,” Cindy blurted out.


  “I know you do,” Triska softly replied. “What I did was mean, I know that. I really am sorry, Cindy. I shouldn’t have thrown you in the bath like that.”


  “Go away, I don’t like you,” Cindy snapped before slowly turning her head to look away.


  “I can tell, you’ve been mean to me nonstop since we met,” Triska said. Cindy glanced back to her as the teen showed a worried expression. “Is it because of my sword? I only used it to stop you from killing Specca. Is it because I’m loud? I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be. Please, what is it about me that you don’t like so much?”


  “Go away!”


  “Not until you give me an answer as to why you hate me.”


  “I don’t like you!” Cindy yelled turning her head back to the teen. “I hate you! I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!”


  Triska watched the wraith growling at her, her eyes then glancing over to the others as they were watching her with unease as this little makeup attempt of hers wasn’t going too well, then looked up with a careless shrug.


  “I hate you more.”


  “No, I hate you more!”


  “Nope. I hate you more.”


  “No you don’t! I hate you the most of all!”


  “Still hate you more,” Triska replied with a smirk at the girl.


  “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! I hate you more! I hate you so much!”


  “I hate you more though.”


  Cindy yelled and tried thrashing around, her body barely moving much while Daniel and the other girls were watching Triska with confusion. Snapper was looking up at Cindy with a curious gurgle, her antennae twitching slightly as she saw the wraith becoming angrier.


  “Triska, why are you encouraging this with her?” Specca demanded. “You’re just making her more upset.”


  “I hate you, Triska! I hate you!” Cindy cried out.


  “I hate you more though,” Triska calmly replied.


  “No no no no no no! I hate you more than you hate me! I do!”


  “I hate you more still,” Triska casually said looking to her fingernails. “So much in fact that I apologized for being mean first so you couldn’t.”


  “That’s not fair, you big meanie!” Cindy yelled while budging about in her fit. “I hate you more! I’m sorry first, not you! I’m sorry for being so mean to you! There!”


  “No you’re not,” Triska laughed waving her off. “You’re not sorry at all, you big liar.”


  “I am sorry! I’m sorry for hitting you and calling you a meanie and spanking your butt real hard! I mean it! I do!”


  “Nah, you’re just saying that,” Triska said looking away while rubbing the back of her neck. “I hate you the most. In fact I hate you so much that I’m going to hug you first so you can’t do that to me.”


  “Wait, what?” Cindy exclaimed as Triska walked closer and hugged her. The wraith stared over her shoulder in surprise while between them Snapper was growling as she was pushed further into the sandy bosom of the girl.


  “What is happening here?” Kroanette asked, with the others merely shrugging as they had no idea.


  “See? I hate you more,” Triska gently said into Cindy’s ear before stepping back.


  “That’s not fair! I wanna hug you first!” Cindy whined shaking a little. She slowly started walking towards the teen with a stern look of determination, the girl then pausing and glancing down to Snapper as the swarm pulled her head out of her chest and coughed out some sand.


  “Somebody hold Snapper! I’m gonna hug Triska!”


  “Um… alright,” Daniel unsurely said. He gently took the swarm over into his arms, the youngling snapping a few times at him before he started tickling her feet to make her giggle and buzz her wings below her.


  Cindy slowly marched towards Triska who watched her with an amused smile, the wraith gradually holding out her arms to the sides as she got closer to the teen with her short yet very long walk.


  “I’m! Gonna! Hug! You!” Cindy loudly declared.


  “Oh really?” Triska wondered.


  “Yeah really!” Cindy shot back. She eventually got close enough and slowly held her arms around Triska, the teen smirking over her shoulder as the wraith held her close with a stubborn grimace.


  “There! I’m hugging you first!”


  She then jumped in surprise as she felt Triska holding her back. Looking to the side she saw Triska smiling calmly while having her eyes closed, her hands gently caressing the wraith’s back and hair.


  “Triska?”


  “Do you know why I draw my sword, Cindy?” Triska asked, glancing to the girl with a peek. “It’s to protect those I love and care about. Do you know why I get loud sometimes? It’s because I get angry if someone causes trouble for me or my family. So do you know what that means for you?”


  “Um… what?”


  “It means if you’re going to be part of our family, then I’ll draw my sword to protect you, Cindy,” Triska explained as she leaned back, watching the wraith who was now showing a curious look. “It means if someone causes trouble for you, I’ll get angry at them. And if you’re sad or upset, I’ll hug you like this to make you feel better.”


  “But… I hate you,” Cindy quietly said.


  “I hate you more,” Triska replied with a small shrug. She then leaned in closer to Cindy’s ear and whispered. “And do you want to know a secret?”


  “A secret?” Cindy whispered back.


  “Yeah. Did you know Alyssa and I used to say we hated each other every day too?”


  “You and Alyssa hate each other?” Cindy wondered.


  “We don’t,” Triska said shaking her head. “We used to say it a lot, and we both thought it was true. But we really did care about each other, we just didn’t see it at first. Just because we said we hated each other didn’t mean we really did.”


  Cindy looked at her curiously from that as the teen stepped back while smiling at her.


  “I don’t hate you, Cindy. I was a little upset you were being mean to me, but I don’t hate you. I mean it.”


  Cindy remained silent as she watched Triska, the girl then slowly turning her head to see the others behind her watching them in wonder of what she would say next, then slowly turned her head back to face Triska.


  “But I’ll tell you what,” Triska mentioned leaning closer with a smirk. “I was mean to you too, and I’m sorry for that. To prove it, how about I show you where Alyssa hides the cookies?”


  “Cookies?” Cindy squeaked with a very tiny hop.


  “Cookies!” Triska laughed holding her hands up.


  “Cookies!” Cindy cheered as she very slowly raised her hands up in her cheer.


  “Cookies!”


  “COOKIES!” Luna screamed out. Triska turned just in time to see Luna flying towards her at high speed before she tackled the cambion down to the floor with a thud. The group watched in surprise as Luna sat on top of Triska while laughing manically, her wings fluttering wildly behind while her eyes were wide and twitching. She had her flora skirt on but her petal bra was loosely hanging on her shoulders still.


  “COOKIES! YAY COOKIES! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Luna laughed like a deranged psycho.


  Triska watched with a tired expression as the butterfly searched around the court for any sign of the treats while obviously having switched to her special persona. She glanced over and saw Daniel and the girls all staring at the familiar sight in silence, with even Snapper having halted in her movements as she was watching Luna with unblinking eyes. Cindy showed a curious look to seeing Luna laughing out of control atop Triska, the teen merely sighing then noticing Clover walking towards them from the bedroom. The girl was dressed in her elven garb again with her hair put up in her twintails, her eyes going from Luna to the others with a puzzled expression on her face.


  “What the hell happened to her?” she asked. “One second we’re getting dressed and the next she freezes in place with a strange look in her eye before bolting out of the bedroom faster than a centaur.”


  “My bad,” Triska said shaking her head. “I said the C word a little too loud.”


  Clover looked at Luna laughing with the butterfly’s eyes going crossed for a moment then shrugged at the group.


  “Cunt?”


  “Close but so far away,” Falla said shaking her head.


  “Let’s go! Yay!” Cindy cheered, then slowly turned and started taking very ridged steps towards the dining hall. Luna scrambled to her feet and raced ahead of her in a blur of laughter and fluttering wings, with Triska then getting back onto her feet and smiling amusedly at the two girls.


  “Cindy, wait up,” she said, quickly trotting over to take hold of the wraith’s hand. Cindy looked to her curiously as the teen winked at her. “There’s no rush. You don’t have to strain yourself.”


  “Okay,” Cindy agreed, then continued to take very slow steps with a happy smile on her face. After two very long paces she stopped and glanced to Triska.


  “Triska?”


  “Yes?”


  “I hate you more,” Cindy said before sticking her tongue out at her. She then laughed and started running forward, which was of course at the same speed she was going at already.


  “No, I don’t think you do,” Triska playfully replied with a look back to the others. Daniel and the girls smiled at seeing the two making their first, although slow, step to becoming friends. The sight of Cindy and Triska now holding hands without shouting at one another was proof of that progress.


  “Thank you, Triska,” Daniel kindly said.


  “Just giving her a fair chance,” Triska reasoned before walking the sluggish sand wraith into the dining hall. Clover watched them go and scratched her head then turned to the others with a confused look.


  “I’m still lost. What was the C word?”


  


  


  Chapter 4


  Don’t Hold Back


  In the world of Eden there would be those who were capable of great potential yet limited themselves for one reason or another. Maybe they were scared they would do something wrong, the fear of failure keeping them back from pushing forward with their goal. Perhaps they were overly cautious, afraid they would do more harm than good if they tried too hard and kept themselves in check to avoid causing any trouble. Of course there may be times when they would be faced with inevitable defeat, trapped in a losing scenario with all hope seeming lost. In these instances there may only be one way out for them.


  To hold nothing back and give it their all, no matter the odds.


  *****


  “Very good,” Doku kindly said. “Now cut them evenly just like I showed you.”


  “Like this?” Clover nervously asked, the two standing in the kitchen area of the dining hall while the elf was following the harpy’s advice with preparing breakfast for the group. Everyone had gotten dressed and came in to have their morning meal, except for Alyssa who was still out walking Lucky.


  “Yes, just like that,” Doku agreed as Clover chopped something with a knife on a cutting board with her gloved hands. “Once that’s done add that to the bowl and start stirring.”


  “O-Okay,” Clover hesitantly said as she finished cutting then scraped something into a bowl. She picked up a wooden spoon and started stirring while Doku hopped about over to her other side.


  “You’re doing fine, Clover. Just like that.”


  “I don’t think this is working, Doku,” Clover said shaking her head.


  “Relax, Clover. You’re worried about nothing.”


  “No, I’m pretty sure I should stop with this right now.”


  “Nonsense, you mustn’t give up so quickly. I’m certain you’ll be able to prepare a lovely meal for your family if you only try your hardest.”


  “I am trying, I’m doing everything you said, but I really don’t think I should feed this stuff to Dan or the others.”


  “Why in Eden not?” Doku asked.


  “Because the spoon is starting to melt,” Clover said lifting up what was left of the wooden spoon. Doku looked at the withered stick curiously then to the bowl while the elf groaned and lowered her head.


  “Odd,” Doku mentioned. “You were only making egg salad.”


  “Why is this so hard?” Clover groaned, setting the bowl down with a clatter and tossing the wooden stick away. “Zoey used to make wonderful meals for us in the morning, everything she made was perfect every time. I could never figure out how she did it. And I definitely could never figure out how to make a damned thing for her.”


  “This is just a minor setback, Clover,” Doku reassured her.


  “I turned egg salad into a deadly acidic poison,” Clover flatly said holding a hand over her face. “That’s more than a minor setback, Doku.”


  “How’s it coming over there?” Kroanette called out from the table.


  “No pressure, but we’re getting a little hungry over here,” Specca added.


  “Luna, stop trying to eat your own hand!” Falla snapped.


  “Food!” Luna whined. “Need food!”


  Squeak squeaked something from the table, followed by Star meowing after her.


  “I don’t understand what they’re saying,” Cindy complained.


  “Don’t worry, none of us do,” Triska dryly said.


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered.


  “Is everything okay over there?” Daniel asked. “Do you need some help?”


  “I need a fucking miracle,” Clover quietly muttered.


  “Everything is… fine,” Doku hesitantly called back. “We’re just going over a few details with this… lesson.”


  Clover tiredly rubbed a hand down her face, her eyes going over the newest mess she had created in the kitchen with nothing edible coming from the girl’s efforts.


  “I can’t do this,” she said in defeat. “I just can’t make Dan anything good.”


  “Don’t show any alarm,” Twilight said in her and Doku’s heads, the two girls jumping a bit before exchanging curious looks. “I can see you’re having a little trouble with cooking, Clover. I can help you salvage this situation, but you need to do exactly as I say.”


  “Twilight?” Clover softly said.


  “Doku, please fetch some new eggs from the pantry, a dozen or so should do. Clover, clear the stove top off and light the fire, we’re going to do some fast cooking here. Hurry, and act natural.”


  “Um… okay then,” Doku slowly agreed. She shrugged then hurried over to the pantry while Clover moved aside her mess and cleared the stove. The elf stoked the fire and got it going as fast as she could while the harpy gathered more eggs in a basket while glancing to the group.


  “I hope you’re all hungry,” Doku called over with a nervous smile.


  “You could say that,” Triska replied. “Is everything going alright over there?”


  “Yes, we’re fine!” Clover barked back before nervously looking at the stove.


  “Clover, in the fifth lower cabinet from your left is a special locker that has fresh pork in it. Hurry and grab a good amount, you need to slice the meat into manageable strips that we can fry. Doku, start cracking those eggs on the cooktop.”


  “Bacon and eggs?” Doku questioned as she hurried over to the counter. “But, Twilight, there’s not enough time to do this. Everyone’s hungry now and we need to give them something soon.”


  “Trust me.”


  Clover quickly rushed over to the cabinet and opened it, seeing a few plump pigs set inside what appeared to be a chilled dresser. Not wishing to question Twilight’s sudden advice or how nobody had noticed this particular cabinet before the elf quickly grabbed a pig and brought it over onto the counter.


  “Twilight, how are we going to cook them fast enough?” Doku whispered as she started cracking eggs on the stove with her foot and dropping the yolks onto the top. They didn’t start to sizzle just yet as the stove hadn’t heated up enough, something the harpy was fearful of as it would take a little more time for it to get to the right temperature.


  “We’re going to need a lot of meat and eggs here,” Clover worried before grabbing a butcher knife and carving up the pig. She sliced off pieces of meat from the animal and quickly set them aside while Doku finished putting all the eggs she had gathered on the stove.


  “This isn’t going to work,” Doku whimpered. “We just have enough room to do the eggs first and the bacon second if we wish to make enough for everyone, but both are going to take more time to cook than what we have.”


  “Relax, girls. Doku, you can start getting everyone’s drinks ready. Assure them that breakfast will be ready soon.”


  “What? But, Twilight,” Doku worried.


  “Trust me, Doku.”


  Doku hesitated as she looked over all the eggs that were on the stove but weren’t cooking yet then turned to Clover as the elf was busy reducing the pig to a skeleton as she rushed to cleave all the meat off it she could.


  “I trust you, Twilight,” Clover quietly spoke. “Haven’t given me a reason to doubt you yet.”


  “Well… alright then,” Doku slowly agreed. “If you say so, Twilight.”


  The harpy took a pitcher of orange juice over to the table with her foot while quickly fluttering about with her wings, with Clover glancing to the eggs then the pile of sliced pork she was setting aside with anxious eyes.


  “I’m counting on you, Twilight.”


  “What’s going on?” Kroanette asked as Doku began pouring everyone a glass of juice.


  “Nothing to worry about,” Doku quickly reassured as she moved from one member’s glass to the next. “One of the dishes we wished to make didn’t… make it. But don’t worry, we’ll be having a lovely meal of bacon and eggs this morning. Shouldn’t be much longer… I hope.”


  “Really?” Daniel asked with a curious smile. He then showed a puzzled look. “Wait, we had bacon?”


  “Yes. Fifth lower cabinet left from the stove. Who would have guessed?”


  Daniel and Specca looked to each other curiously then over to the kitchen area where they could see Clover still working on the meal while having a butchered pig now sitting on the counter next to her.


  “We had pork here all this time?” Specca wondered.


  “Do you think we should have looked through the kitchen a bit more during the days we’ve been living here?” Kroanette dryly asked while Pip popped her head up from her breasts.


  “Doku usually does the cooking so we never bothered,” Falla pointed out.


  “Belly empty,” Luna whined dropping her head onto the table.


  “Don’t worry, Luna,” Doku nervously reassured as she poured the butterfly some juice. “It won’t be but a moment longer… I’m sure.”


  The harpy continued going around pouring everyone a glass before she stopped at Triska’s seat, with the cambion watching her with a small smirk while sitting on her lap was Cindy. And in the sand wraith’s arms was Snapper, the swarm snapping her teeth repeatedly while looking around at everyone with her wide smile.


  “Cindy?” Doku asked. “Wouldn’t you like to sit in your own seat now?”


  “This is my seat! Haha!” Cindy laughed while hopping about.


  “I see. She appears to be rather fond of you now, Triska,” Doku pointed out as she poured the cambion some juice.


  “Yeah,” Triska agreed with a tired smile. “And all it took was for me to feed her all of Alyssa’s cookies.”


  “They were so yummy!” Cindy cheered happily. “When can I have more?”


  “Alyssa has to make more,” Triska answered before looking down and away with a nervous frown. “After she likely punishes me first for giving you all the cookies. I’m so going to get it this time.”


  “She’s going to destroy your ass for giving all her cookies to Cindy,” Falla agreed before taking a drink of her juice.


  “You’re going to be in big trouble,” Luna weakly said glancing over to Triska.


  “I know,” Triska sighed. “But at least Cindy’s behaving around me now because of it. I just hope it was worth it.”


  “I’m glad to see you two are finally getting along,” Daniel said as he saw Cindy hopping about happily in Triska’s lap. “It was nice of you to try and make friends with her, Triska.”


  “Oh yeah,” Triska grunted as the wraith kept bouncing on her. “We’re really getting close now.”


  “She’s not so bad,” Cindy giggled before patting Triska’s head roughly, the teen flinching and forcing a smile while also leaning back as Snapper was crawling around the wraith towards her with snapping teeth. “She even gave me lots of yummy treats! I like her now! Actually, I don’t even remember why I was angry at her before.”


  “Because when you two first met she threatened you with her sword of fi-” Luna started to say before Falla quickly covered her mouth.


  “Don’t remind her,” Falla stressed through a forced smile at the wraith.


  “I’m glad you think so, Cindy,” Triska said smiling nervously at Snapper. The swarm scrambled out of Cindy’s arm and screeched, racing towards Triska’s face before the cambion reached up and grabbed her with one hand.


  “Easy, Snapper! We’re all good now! We’re friends!”


  “Snapper likes you too!” Cindy cheered clapping her hands. “She wants to give you a kiss!”


  “I really don’t think she wants to do that,” Triska urgently insisted while holding the swarm back by her shoulder, the youngling constantly snapping at her with a wild look in her eye.


  “Yay! Kiss her! Kiss her!” Cindy urged as she got off the cambion’s lap, handing Snapper off to Triska who quickly held the young monster away with both hands as the swarm chomped at her relentlessly.


  “I really don’t want to,” Triska begged. “And I really don’t think she wants to kiss me either.”


  She watched Snapper lunge at her face again and again, her claws swiping and scratching her arms while her wings buzzed behind her. Looking around she saw everyone watching to see what she would do, except for Clover who seemed to be more focused on making breakfast for the group.


  “Easy there, Snapper,” Triska pleaded. “Don’t bite, okay? We’ve been over this. Biting’s bad.”


  Snapper thrashed about then jumped out of the teen’s grip, the little monster quickly crawling up her chest and grabbing her head before she screeched with a wide open mouth. Daniel and the girls watched in surprise while Triska screamed, all while Cindy laughed and clapped her hands as she apparently didn’t see anything wrong or dangerous with what the youngling was doing.


  “Wait!” Triska cried out as she grabbed the swarm and tried to pry her off.


  “Snapper, don’t!” Daniel shouted.


  “Don’t eat her face!” Luna whined holding her hands over her eyes.


  Snapper screeched loudly then suddenly halted with a curious gurgle, the youngling sniffing the air a few times while her antennae twitched before she quickly looked over to the side.


  “Yo,” Clover said standing next to them, the elf holding two plates with fried eggs and bacon simmering on them. She was holding the plates in her bare hands now, the girl watching Snapper with a blank expression before looking to the food she had prepared. “If you’re hungry how about having something other than Triska’s face?”


  “Clover?” Triska asked glancing to the elf.


  “Wait, how did you…” Doku softly said as the elf set the plates on the table. Snapper quickly lunged off Triska and landed on one, the little monster quickly snapping up the bacon from it before slashing apart the dish with her claws.


  “Probably should have put hers on the floor,” Clover commented with a raised eyebrow.


  “Ohhhh, is this food?” Cindy asked holding up the other plate. “It smells really good!”


  Snapper screeched then hopped onto the wraith before quickly crawling up arm and trying to snap her teeth at the bacon she smelled.


  “No, Snapper!” Cindy whined holding the plate higher, with the swarm then crawling up onto the girl’s head. “I wanna eat it! You had yours already!”


  Cindy started running around the table holding her plate up while Snapper kept snapping her teeth and trying to reach for it on the wraith’s head. The group watched her run around in circles then turned to Clover as she was picking up the broken plate and spilled eggs on the table with annoyance.


  “For the record, I’m not taking the blame for this,” she said to the others.


  “Clover?” Doku wondered hopping over to her. “Is… is the food all ready?”


  “All set,” Clover told her with a thumbs up. She then waved Star over. “Hey, you’re quick on your feet. Help me get everyone a plate.”


  Star quickly warped over to her and meowed with a hungry smile before they and Doku headed over into the kitchen. Doku halted with a jump and stared in awe at seeing all the eggs on the stove being fried while on a few large platters next to them were sizzling strips of bacon that had a very enticing aroma.


  “How in Eden?” Doku breathed out then looked to Clover in bewilderment as the elf threw the broken dish and slashed eggs in the trash.


  Star grabbed a platter of bacon with a cheer, the girl leaning forward to start eating as much as she could before Clover grabbed her tail and yanked on it. The jinx let out a sharp meow and looked to see the elf scowling at her and shaking her head.


  “Three strips of bacon. Two eggs. Give everyone that first before you start stuffing your face. And if you try to run off with this like you did with Specca’s fish we’ll see how many arrows I can shove up your ass before you pass out. Got it?”


  Star nodded with nervous smile and a weak meow then set the platter down with a frown and lowered ears. Clover let the jinx go and watched her start to prepare smaller plates of the amount of food she was told to, the cat then warping over to the table and placing them before the hungry members of the group with a weak smile. As she did Doku slowly approached Clover while keeping her hidden eyes set on the breakfast that had been prepared in record time.


  “Clover, how did you do this?” she whispered.


  “Twilight helped,” Clover answered with a smirk as she guided the harpy over to the drawers. She brought out a bunch of silverware then handed a clump of napkins to the harpy. “C’mon, let’s get these handed out so we can eat.”


  “But how did she do it?” Doku anxiously asked hopping about. “There wasn’t enough time to cook this, yet now everything somehow has been. What did she have you do?”


  Clover glanced to the group who were watching in marvel as Star warped over to them with plates of freshly fried bacon and eggs then looked to the stove with a small smirk.


  “What do I do now, Twilight?” Clover desperately asked while trying to keep her voice down, the elf frantically slicing strips of pork and piling them up on a few platters. “They were expecting this a while ago, how can I fry these things fast enough?”


  “Alright, have you prepared all the meat?”


  “Got piles of raw pork right here.”


  “And the eggs are ready too?”


  “Whole bunch of cold yolks right there.”


  “Good. Now, open the middle drawer right in front of you. Inside should be some colored bags.”


  “I don’t know if we need to worry about spices for this stuff just yet,” Clover mentioned opening the drawer. Inside there were various colored small pouches tied with golden string.


  “Take the one that has a bright red color to it out, and be very careful with it.”


  “Alright, I’m trusting you here, Twilight,” Clover nervously agreed as she grabbed the pouch.


  “I’m happy to see you trust me as I do with you, Clover. Next you need to take a very, and I do mean very, small amount of the powder out. You’d do best not to get it in your eyes. Or your mouth. Or your skin. Coincidentally it’s a good thing you’re wearing gloves right now.”


  Clover blinked then looked to her gloves carefully before eyeing the pouch.


  “Why? What’s in this thing?”


  “Spice would be putting it mildly,” Twilight giggled. “Anyway, a pinch of that powder will do nicely. Sprinkle it on the pork and eggs. Hurry now.”


  Clover untied the pouch and carefully opened it, seeing a fine gray powder inside that appeared odorless. Being very cautious she slowly grabbed some of the dust with her fingers then held it out far away from her before sprinkling it on the meat. As she did the strange spices glittered a little before seeming to burn away from touching the pork. A wave of heated air blew from the platter while the meat began sizzling almost instantly. Clover jumped in surprise as she saw the bacon simmering with crackling bubbles then looked at the pouch in wonder.


  “The fuck is this stuff?”


  “You may wish to hurry, Clover,” Twilight replied. “It appears that young swarm you all have taken with you is trying to eat Triska Raylight’s face.”


  Clover glanced back to see Cindy laughing and Triska trying to push Snapper away from her with a nervous smile. She quickly sprinkled more of the dust around on the eggs, watching in awe as the powder burned away from the touch while instantly frying the eggs.


  “Okay, we need to put a warning label on this,” Clover reasoned before tying the pouch shut and putting it back. She looked at her hands for a moment then quickly pulled her gloves off and threw them away, not wishing to find out if any residual powder that may be on them still would be enough to burn her face away should she scratch her nose.


  “Don’t worry, Clover,” Twilight laughed. “That special powder becomes inactive after a few seconds of being taken out of that bag and only works when near sources of heat such as the stove. The food is all perfectly safe to eat and your gloves are not in danger of setting you on fire.”


  “Don’t you think you should have warned us about stuff like that in here?” Clover snapped as she started preparing two plates with bacon and eggs. “What if someone killed themselves opening that bag?”


  “Didn’t my helpers explain what all was in the kitchen? I thought you knew of all the special amenities you had in your home.”


  “No, they didn’t. We had no idea we had pigs in a drawer or bags of instant burning in here.”


  “Oh dear,” Twilight sadly said. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I’ll have to have a word with them regarding their mistake. I assure you they’ll know not to make that one again.”


  “Whatever, just let us know if there’s anything else in here that can kill us,” Clover insisted before quickly rushing the food over to the group just as she heard Triska suddenly screaming louder.


  Doku was staring at Clover in silence after hearing how breakfast was made that morning, with the elf waiting a moment before brushing aside the harpy’s bangs to show her eyes were wide in surprise.


  “Ah, you’re surprised,” Clover realized. “I couldn’t tell with all this hair in the way.”


  “There are enchanted spices sitting in that drawer?” Doku asked nervously. “With one that would have roasted me on the spot should I have opened it by accident?”


  “Yep,” Clover said glancing to the drawer. “We really should put a warning label on that after breakfast.”


  “Oh dear,” Doku softly said shaking a little.


  “Anyway it’s all fine now. Let’s go eat with our family,” Clover reasoned as she guided the trembling harpy over to the table. After passing out the napkins and silverware they sat down across from Daniel and Specca then saw everyone was watching them while they had plates of bacon and eggs that were untouched still. Everyone except for Cindy who was now sitting on the floor behind Triska and eating her eggs with both hands, the sand wraith murmuring passionately with each bite and a look of bliss on her face. Snapper however appeared to be missing now, something the group hadn’t noticed yet as they were looking at Doku and Clover with curious smiles.


  “Is something wrong?” Clover asked looking at the food carefully. “Does… it taste bad or something?”


  “Does anyone need more juice to drink?” Doku nervously asked. “Or perhaps lots of ice water?”


  “We were waiting for you to join us,” Daniel said raising his glass to the harpy and elf. “This looks amazing and we wanted to properly thank you for making it for us.”


  “Thank you for the food,” the other girls said together, with Star and Squeak of course speaking in their own tongues.


  “Oh,” Clover said with a blush. She looked around at the group then lowered her head and nodded. “You’re welcome. It was nothing really.”


  “I wouldn’t go that far,” Doku whispered lowering her head.


  Daniel and the girls started eating with happy murmurs and hungry eyes, everyone enjoying the warm and tasty meal they had that morning. Pip merely watched Kroanette eat while nestled in her breasts with a giddy smile, eagerly awaiting her own breakfast which would be coming after the group had theirs.


  “It’s so good!” Luna cheered as she ate her eggs.


  “This is really tasty,” Kroanette agreed chewing her meal.


  “I had no idea we had pork here all this time,” Specca marveled as she ate hers.


  “There’s a lot in here you don’t know about,” Clover mentioned before eating her breakfast. Doku nodded as she started with hers, using her foot to hold the silverware with ease as she expressed caution of taking that first bite. After tasting it and seeing it wasn’t going to burn her mouth off she continued to eat with a calm smile.


  “So… was this okay for my second attempt at making you breakfast?” Clover asked Daniel.


  “This is better than okay, Clover,” Daniel assured her. “It’s very delicious. It’s been a while since we had this to eat, and you making it for us with such care only adds to the pleasure of having it again.”


  Clover blushed brightly with a stunned expression before quickly lowering her head and hiding her face.


  “You just had to say if it was okay or not,” she stammered out. “You didn’t have to try and embarrass me. Geez.”


  “Haha, I’m sorry,” Daniel chuckled with an amused smile. “It’s really good, Clover. And I think your family approves of it as well.”


  “GET IN MY BELLY!” Luna laughed wildly before viciously devouring her bacon with a deranged smile.


  “No complaints over here,” Falla said raising her hand.


  Squeak nodded and squeaked with a happy smile before resuming with her eggs.


  “I love it!” Cindy called out. “It tastes so good and warm! I wanna eat this forever!”


  “It’s really good,” Triska agreed. “So I have to ask, which one of you two made this for us?”


  Doku and Clover jumped and glanced to one another then smiled weakly at the teen.


  “I… had a little help,” Clover admitted before taking a bite of her bacon.


  “Yes, she did,” Doku agreed with a shrug. “But she did try very hard to make this for her man and her family. And I say she succeeded very well.”


  “She did indeed,” Daniel said with a wink at Clover. The elf smiled timidly to that before shaking her head and trying to force a blank expression as she ate her meal, something she was failing at with her deep blush and her light smile that was very hard to remove from her face.


  “Good morning, everyone,” Twilight greeted in their heads.


  “Good morning, Twilight,” Daniel replied looking up.


  “Good morning,” the girls said doing the same.


  “AHHHH!” Cindy screamed as she started smacking her fist into her head, knocking puffs of sand out wildly as she yelled and thrashed around. “There’s a strange voice in my head! Get out of my head!”


  “Cindy, stop!” Daniel called out. The wraith halted and looked to him with a disfigured head that was starting to slowly heal. “It’s okay. That’s Twilight, she’s a friend of ours. This is her home we’re in. She speaks to us through our minds, that’s how she talks to us.”


  “Ohhhh,” Cindy said slowly. After her head reformed again she looked around in confusion. “But where is she? I don’t see anyone else here.”


  “It’s alright, child,” Twilight kindly spoke. “I’m not there right now, I’m… someplace far away at the moment. I’m speaking to you with my magic. I didn’t mean to alarm you, I’m sorry about that.”


  Cindy looked around with a curious expression for a while then scratched her head in puzzlement.


  “Where are you? How are you doing that?”


  “Such a sweet sand wraith,” Twilight giggled. “When my helpers informed me that you had befriended one of these monsters in the world I couldn’t help but be curious, Daniel Sorres. And it even seems you have a swarm in your company now that you’ve taken a liking to. That I was not expecting to see.”


  “Yeah,” Daniel answered with a weak smile. “We just sort of ran into them. But I’m glad we did, they’re very nice girls despite what they are. Cindy’s a kind soul through and through, and Snapper… well, she’s the nicest swarm we’ve ever met, that’s for sure.”


  “Snapper?” Cindy asked then looked around quickly.


  “I’m back,” Alyssa announced as she walked into the dining hall. She came up to the table and smiled curiously at seeing the meal everyone was having. “Wow, that looks really good. Wait, is that bacon? We had pork here?”


  “There’s a drawer over there with pigs in it,” Clover said pointing to the kitchen.


  “What? Really?” Alyssa wondered as she skipped over to see. She hopped next to the open drawer that had some chilled air coming out of it and looked inside, the witch blinking and just staring at something in silence.


  “Snapper?” Cindy called out as she stood up. “Where did you go? Snapper?”


  Daniel and the girls froze from hearing that then quickly looked around under the table, fearing whose foot the young swarm may be preparing to chomp down on at any moment.


  “Where is she?” Daniel asked.


  “Snapper?” Triska called out.


  “I don’t see her,” Luna nervously said while holding her legs up close on her chair.


  “And that scares me,” Falla added as she did the same.


  “Oh no, where did she go?” Specca worried.


  “Snapper?” Cindy shouted as looked around anxiously. “Where did you go, Snapper? Snapper!”


  “It’s quite alright, Cindy,” Twilight spoke up. “Your little swarm friend is perfectly fine. I believe Alyssa has found her.”


  The group turned to see the witch nodding her head slowly while still looking in the drawer. Cindy rushed over and looked inside as well, a relieved smile coming across her face while Clover sighed with a dull expression.


  “Let me guess,” the elf dryly spoke up. “She found the pigs.”


  “All that’s in here are a few bones and a swarm that’s just smiling at me,” Alyssa answered.


  “Clover?” Doku mentioned. “Did you leave that drawer open?”


  “Fuck,” Clover muttered.


  “Snapper!” Cindy cheered as she picked up the youngling from the drawer. “Don’t run away like that again, I was so scared. Promise me you won’t do that ever again.”


  Snapper screeched then began chewing on her chest with tiny growls, the youngling slashing her claws into the wraith’s sandy bosom while Cindy held her close with a loving smile.


  “I love you too, Snapper.”


  Alyssa just watched the swarm mauling Cindy with a blank expression then looked over to the group as Triska held up a plate of their food with a smirk.


  “Got yours right here,” Triska said setting it down. “Enjoy it, because apparently it’s the last we have.”


  “A shame,” Kroanette mentioned wiping her mouth with a napkin. “It was really delicious too.”


  “We’ll have to stock up on more pork at the next town we visit,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug.


  “Aww,” Luna pouted. “No more bacon and no more cookies. That makes me sad.”


  “No more cookies?” Alyssa repeated with confusion. “What do you mean?”


  “Triska gave me all the yummy cookies,” Cindy told her with a big smile, with Alyssa looking to her with a startled jump. “Now they’re all gone. When are you going to make more? She said you had to make more before I can have more. I want to eat more of them now, please.”


  Alyssa turned to Triska in disbelief, the cambion smiling nervously while everyone watched her slumping back in her seat.


  “You gave Cindy all my cookies?” Alyssa exclaimed grabbing her hat in distress.


  “I was just bonding with her,” Triska sheepishly reasoned with a shrug. “I had to say I was sorry and try to be friendly with her. And it worked. We’re friends now.”


  Alyssa glared at her with rage and glowing eyes, the group noticing the witch’s rising anger and almost swearing they could feel it radiating around her before watching Triska shaking a little with a fearful expression.


  “Triska,” Alyssa growled heavily while gripping her staff tightly.


  “I’m not going to get another break, am I?” Triska worriedly asked, although she already knew the answer.


  Alyssa growled with bared teeth, her skirt and hair fluttering slightly from a magical current that was flowing around the enraged witch. Lowering her head she took a few slow breaths, with everyone fearing the worst as they remained still and quiet while Cindy was merely watching Alyssa curiously with Snapper still mauling her chest. After a pause Alyssa looked up to show a happy smile and started merrily skipping over to the table.


  “Alright then,” she said, with the group growing even more concerned about her sudden mood shift. Taking her seat next to Triska she looked to the breakfast on her plate with a cheerful expression. She started eating while avoiding eye contact with the group, chewing her food and murmuring in delight from each bite.


  “Alyssa?” Triska nervously asked. “You’re… okay now?”


  “I’m fine,” Alyssa assured with a nod. “And this bacon is really good, who made this?”


  “A little afraid to answer her,” Clover mentioned.


  “Alyssa?” Daniel carefully asked. The witch looked over to him with a happy smile on her face. “Are you alright?”


  “I’m fine, Daniel,” Alyssa replied with a wave of the hand. “I’m just taking this moment to enjoy a special breakfast with my family. Don’t worry about me.”


  “You’re not angry with Triska for feeding all of your cookies to Cindy?” Kroanette wondered.


  “I’m furious beyond all belief,” Alyssa replied with her smile still standing.


  “Oh dear,” Doku nervously said before hiding behind her wing.


  Triska shook a little as the witch slowly turned her eyes onto her, the witch’s smile and cheerful expression seeming incredibly hollow as a glimmer of rage was seen behind it.


  “I’m really sorry,” Triska whimpered.


  “You’re going to be just as soon as I finish eating,” Alyssa said before taking a bite of her bacon, her eyes still locked onto Triska as the teen was turning pale with fear.


  “Should… I check back later with you all?” Twilight hesitantly asked.


  “That would be wonderful, Twilight,” Alyssa answered while keeping her empty smile aimed at Triska. “Though for your own peace of mind I don’t recommend peering into the bedroom after we’re done eating. I don’t want you to see what happens next.”


  “C’mon, haven’t I suffered enough already?” Triska pleaded.


  Alyssa chewed her food then swallowed, her lips flinching as she repressed her scowl.


  “Triska, you don’t know what suffering is. But I promise you you’re going to know it better than anyone else in all of Eden very shortly.”


  *****


  “NOOOOO!” Mika screamed as she dashed forward with her sword drawn back, eyes filled with both rage and tears as she charged Rio with murderous intent. She swung her blade at the chuckling monster, each blow being parried by the scorpia’s claws as Rio moved with incredible speed. Not only was she able to fend off the enraged monster hunter with ease but also her equally furious sister. Milly screamed as she struck at the scorpia with her axe, the agile monster dodging the attacks effortlessly while her tail snapped at the human repeatedly. Surrounding monsters in the alleys and court watched with rising laughter as Rio held the two hunters off while watching them throwing all their anger towards her.


  “That’s it,” Rio encouraged with her blank expression returning. “Scream for me. Cry. Let me hear the agony your souls are going through. It’s making me so wet right now.”


  “YOU MONSTER!” Milly roared as she swung down with her axe, the attack being evaded once again and striking the ground with shattering force.


  “I’LL KILL YOU!” Mika swore as she tried relentlessly to strike down the scorpia.


  “You both dance horribly,” Rio commented before she dashed around Mika and struck with her tail. The hunter spun around with her blade and parried the strike before holding her hand out towards the monster, a large golden casting ring of spinning glyphs and intertwined lines etching around her palm into it as they crackled with magical energy.


  “DIE!” Mika yelled as a four large orbs of crimson light flared up around the circle. Milly jumped away while Mika screamed as a surge of magical energy lit up before her, the crackling magical base glowing with black and red light while Rio stepped back as she kept on guard. Mika made a sharp thrust forward with her hand, the spell she erected blooming with a heavy snap before it suddenly shattered into the air. Milly and Mika stared in surprise at seeing the spell having been negated while Rio merely raised an eyebrow at the hunters.


  “From… boredom?” she dryly quipped.


  “What happened?” Milly asked. “Why did your spell stop?”


  “I don’t understand,” Mika cursed as she looked at her hand. She blinked then looked down with a startle. Milly did the same as they both realized there was a different glow still blooming in the court. It was a large triangular casting base of dark green light illuminating from the bloody courtyard, the spell having distorted glyphs lining the edges while inside was a circle with strange letters wavering along its rim.


  “A counter spell?” Mika exclaimed.


  “Who’s doing that?” Milly demanded.


  “I am,” a voice said from the crowd. The hunters spotted a few witches within the laughing monsters, all of them wearing dark cloaks while having purple skirts underneath. Their feet were clad in dark boots while the hats they wore were black with skeletal hands adorning them. Amidst the giggling monsters one was holding her staff down on the cobblestone where one of the pointed ends of the counter spell was touching, the relic having a raven’s skull on the end with a few blue and yellow crystals hanging from it with colorful ribbons. Her short black hair came down around her ears while her blue eyes were set on the surprised hunters, the magical radiance they were giving off evident by her spellcasting as well as the glowing green diamond focuser she wore on a small steel mantle on her chest.


  “Witches?” Mika growled. “I suppose that should come as no surprise. You filthy rats would of course be involved in the likes of this.”


  “Allow me to answer both of your questions properly,” the witch retorted with a bitter smile. “My name is Alice, and we are not like the little witches you have hunted before. We are the Blackwell Witches of Zuyuan. A pleasure to meet the infamous Harollson Sisters… or at least the two that are still alive. Haha!”


  “Zuyuan?” Mika repeated. “You’re not even from this region. Zuyuan is located to the far east beyond the Opelega Sea. What the hell are you doing here in Nibelvale?”


  “We have some sisters in the area,” Alice mocked with a gesture to her kin, the witches giving small curtseys with winks at the hunter. “And we heard of this delightful party happening in the area, so we decided to join in for the fun. You know how much we witches enjoy parties, don’t you?”


  “You’re the one that stopped my sister’s spell?” Milly questioned.


  “How stupid are you?” Alice dryly replied with a dull expression. “You can clearly see I’m holding the counter spell up right now. Is what little brains you have stored in those huge tits of yours?”


  “No, just wanted to make sure I knew who to kill first,” Milly growled. She quickly dashed towards the smirking witch and lifted her axe up high, the girl lunging forward into a downward slash at the little monster with a furious yell.


  “Stupid human,” Alice laughed holding her hand out towards the hunter. Milly got within a foot of the monster before freezing in midair, the girl halting instantly with a gasp as she was bound by a magical force.


  “What?” she exclaimed as she felt her body held perfectly still. “But how, there’s a counter spell up!”


  “You think I can’t cast magic still?” Alice scoffed shaking her head. “You foolish human, it’s my counter spell. I can still use magic in the area without it being blocked by my own incantation.”


  “You can’t do that, that’s not possible!” Milly argued.


  “Maybe for the weak little spellcasters that reside in this pocket of the world, but not for us Blackwell Witches,” Alice smirked. “We can negate other magical spells while also channeling our own without any restraint. See?”


  Alice waved her hand down sharply, throwing Milly to the ground with a scream. She hit the bloody court with a hard thump before being lifted up into the air again, her axe dropping to the ground with a clang while the girl grunted in pain.


  “Just how weak are the witches in this region?” Alice curiously asked before smacking Milly against the ground again, the hunter screaming then weakly glaring at the witch as she was held up in the air again.


  “Do none of them know how to deal with pesky monster hunters such as yourself?” Alice asked before slamming Milly down onto her back with a hard throw then lifting her up again.


  “Or do you honestly believe we witches are inferior monsters that you can attack with such arrogance?” Alice demanded as she threw Milly down onto the ground again, the hard hit causing the girl to scream just as Mika did.


  “NO!” Mika yelled as she dashed towards the witch. Alice lifted Milly up into the air before her, the hunter’s hands twitching slightly while she had blood coming down from her head, and then glanced to Mika with an amused smile.


  “LET HER GO!” Mika roared as she closed in, only for Rio to suddenly dash in front of her then strike with her stinger. The hunter blocked the tail with her blade and followed around with two more swipes, each being parried by one of Rio’s claws before the monster rushed to the human’s side and whipped her tail across the girl’s chest, throwing Mika back into a roll along the bloody cobblestones.


  “I said I wanted to dance with them,” Rio plainly told Alice. “They were my prey first.”


  “Aww,” Alice pouted with a gentle kick of her foot. “But I put up this counter spell to stop her from hurting you. I deserve a little reward for doing a good deed.”


  Rio slowly shook her head then looked to Milly, the hunter wearily glaring at them while blood dripped from her mouth.


  “You’re all… going to die,” Milly cursed.


  Alice scoffed then slammed the girl down on the ground again and again, each loud hit and crack from the girl’s body drawing more laughter from the crowd while Mika screamed in anger.


  “Stop it!” Mika roared as she ran forward again. “Your fight’s with me! Let her go!”


  Rio dashed forward and struck with her stinger, the hunter dodging it and parrying the monster’s claws with her blade. Mika pushed against the scorpia while darting around her, evading the monster’s stinger again before she raced towards Alice.


  “Let her go!” Mika yelled as she lifted her blade to strike. Almost instantly she halted and was dropped to the ground with a scream, the crowd laughing in amusement while Mika yelled out in pain. Looking back she saw Rio’s stinger piercing her leg from behind, the appendage having struck deep into her muscle with blood dripping from the wound.


  “And your fight is with me,” Rio plainly replied. She yanked her stinger out and started to walk around the hunter, the girl screaming while holding her wound with one hand. Mika clutched her leg as she not only felt pain but a strange sense of euphoria spreading throughout her body. Taking a blind swing with her sword at the scorpia was met with failure as the monster snatched the blade in her claw before breaking it with a loud snap.


  “Tell me,” Rio questioned as she stood next to Mika. “Do you feel more pain or pleasure right now? Our stingers use a powerful venom that drives men into a lustful frenzy, it’s quite a potent aphrodisiac. I do wonder if you’re feeling more pleasure from my sting than pain. Could you please tell me, I’ve never really used it on women before.”


  “You… monster!” Mika yelled as she slowly got up on her feet, her leg wobbling a bit before she then dropped to her knees. Her face was flushed while her body was trembling, the girl feeling her panties having become drenched in excitement that was being forced upon her.


  “Having trouble standing now?” Rio asked. “Are you weak because of your wound or are you so horny now you can’t stand it? Please tell me, I’m genuinely curious.”


  Mika gasped as she rocked her head back, eyes struggling to focus as she felt her burning loins becoming unbearable. She couldn’t even feel her wound anymore, couldn’t feel the rest of her body that well either. Her mind struggled to hold onto her thoughts of killing the monsters that struck down Mae and were tormenting Milly, her breathing becoming ragged as she tried to keep in control of her own body. Looking around her vision was becoming hazy, the sight of all the monsters that were laughing and sneering at her becoming blurred while the sounds were fading in and out. After a moment Rio walked in front of her and held the girl’s chin with her claw, the hunter’s glazed eyes wearily focusing on her as the monster raised an eyebrow in question.


  “Answer me. Do you feel good or bad now? Do you feel pain or pleasure? Can you even hear me?”


  “Y… you… y…” Mika panted while slowly lifting her hands up towards the monster.


  “Bet you wish you were her right now, huh?” Alice taunted as she turned Milly around to see her sister. “She’s feeling so good right now she can’t stand it.”


  Milly gasped and coughed as she saw Mika incapacitated by the scorpia’s venom.


  “Mi… Mika.”


  Rio watched Mika slowly grabbing her claw and weakly trying to pull it away, the girl’s mouth drooling a little now while her body was lurching from the hips a bit as she started to feel too aroused to control. After a moment Rio brought her stinger around her shoulder to aim at the hunter. Mika watched as the blurry image of the scorpia wavered in front of her before seeing something coming closer, and then her vision went black while a muffled scream was heard from Milly.


  “No!” Milly cried out as she saw Rio puncturing Mika’s right eye with her stinger, blood pouring down her face while the human appeared to not even realize she was being mutilated.


  “Well, maybe you don’t want to be her,” Alice giggled before she and the witches started laughing.


  Mika’s vision gradually came back, a strange numbing sensation rolling through her head while she could only see out of her left eye now. She opened her mouth but neither a scream nor moan came out, only a hoarse gasp and exhale were made as the girl seemed out of her senses entirely.


  “Did you even feel that?” Rio flatly asked. “Hello? Are you listening to me? Say something.”


  Mika trembled while struggling to keep her focus, not feeling any pain but rather a blindingly amount of pleasure burning throughout her body. Her thoughts were swimming in a hazy blur, her balance was barely being kept as she wavered on her knees, and her hearing was only picking up muffled laughter from the fiends around her.


  “She looks broken,” Alice giggled. “Is it okay if I break this one now? Pretty please?”


  Rio sighed and glanced to Milly, the girl coughing out blood while wearily watching her sister as her body was limp in the witch’s magical hold.


  “Fine. Looks like that one is about finished anyway. You’ve already deprived me of my fun with her. Go ahead and end it.”


  “Yay! Thank you!” Alice cheered happily. She then started slamming Milly face first into the ground again and again, the surrounding monsters laughing and cheering as the hunter was struck against the bloody cobblestone repeatedly. Milly screamed once then merely grunted from each hard slam against the ground.


  Mika slowly rolled her head around, her senses being clouded by a powerful euphoria that didn’t let her concentrate on anything. Eventually her gaze stopped on Milly as the hunter was lifted up into the air once more. Although her vision was blurry she slowly started to notice her sister, her face being bloodied and bruised while her dress was covered in blood.


  “M… Milly?” Mika weakly asked.


  Milly sputtered out some blood then slowly looked down to her sister, with Mika’s eye locked onto her while her body was trembling.


  “Don’t… hold back,” Milly said before coughing. “Don’t hold… anything back, Mika.”


  Rio walked around behind Mika and watched Milly as she shakily showed a smile at her sister.


  “Pr… protect… Max,” Milly managed to get out before coughing out blood. “Do it… for us.”


  Alice giggled and smirked at Mika before swinging her arm down, throwing Milly to the ground one last time with a hard crack along with a small splatter. Monsters around the court cheered while Rio merely watched with a blank expression, everyone but the dazed hunter having watched as the blonde girl was struck down with lethal force. Slowly Mika’s gaze looked down to see her sister lying on the cobblestone face first, the girl’s body now remaining motionless while in a pool of blood.


  “M… Milly?” Mika breathed out. “Si… sister?”


  “She’s not getting back up,” Alice sneered at her. “Sorry, but it looks like you’re fresh out of sisters. Hahaha!”


  “You don’t even realize it, do you?” Rio plainly asked. “Has any of this gotten through to you?”


  “You killed her sister and she doesn’t even know it!” a witch laughed while holding her sides.


  “I don’t think she even knows who she is anymore!” another called out.


  Mika just stared at Milly’s body, her thoughts still being clouded by the venom. The hunter knew what she was seeing was wrong, yet the image wasn’t connecting fully in her mind. Her loins were still burning heavily, her body having become sensitive to the touch and yearning for pleasure, and the pain that she would normally be feeling from her leg and eye were masked completely.


  “Put her out of her misery,” a troll called out.


  “It’s the decent thing to do,” an arachne chuckled.


  Rio wound back with her tail to strike, a blank expression on her face as she watched Mika trembling on her knees while quietly gasping.


  “A shame,” the scorpia said. “You’re not even going to feel the final blow. Sort of takes the fun out of this for me.”


  From behind on the courtyard floor Mae’s crossbow clicked then fired an arrow, the bolt streaking through the air before whizzing past Mika’s head and quickly striking into Alice’s focuser. The hit sparked a large flash while the witch stumbled back with a scream, her casting base in the court crackling before dissolving while everyone watched the witch staring in shock at seeing the arrow lodged into her mantle.


  “What the hell was that?” Alice whined as her focuser crystal dropped to the ground in pieces. “My focuser! Who just shot my focuser?”


  The witch’s loud screaming echoed in Mika’s ears, the sound jolting her to her senses as she suddenly realized what she was looking at. It was Milly, having been killed by the noisy witch right before her. The sight of her sister lying in a pool of her own blood and having her head cracked open finally clicked in Mika’s mind, the heartbreaking image causing the woman to feel as though a knife had been plunged into her chest.


  “Milly…” Mika breathed out, her hands slowly clenching into fists as she lowered her head.


  “Don’t hold back,” Milly’s words echoed in her head. “Protect Max. Do it for us.”


  “Who the hell shot that?” Alice demanded looking around. The crowd was snickering at the witch’s misfortune while Rio was looking over at the crossbow with a curious eye. The scorpia blinked then noticed Mika no longer moving, the hunter having her hands held on the bloody ground while she was quietly growling.


  “Are you finally awake now?” Rio plainly asked.


  “Do you… know what I’m feeling… now?” Mika slowly replied.


  “Agony? Ecstasy? Sorrow? Lust?”


  “It’s something… I haven’t felt… in a long time.”


  Mika trembled as a wave of emotion struck her. Her pleasure from the scorpia’s venom was gone. Her wounds were masked from her thoughts. She only felt anger. Rage. Fury. Unbridled wrath that she hadn’t felt since the day her parents were killed. The images of her two slain sisters burned into her mind along with their killers. The scorpia, Rio. The witch, Alice. And all the monsters that brought this hell to her people. The Sisterhood, which she vowed to wipe off the face of Eden before she breathed her last breath in the world.


  “I won’t hold back anymore,” Mika quietly said.


  “What was that?” Rio asked tilting her head.


  “Not after… you’ve taken… MY FAMILY FROM ME!” Mika roared, her voice startling the surrounding monsters as it echoed into the air. From the ground below the hunter a flash of crimson and neon black light erupted, spreading out into a tangled mess of a casting diagram that covered the entire courtyard floor while also etching onto the walls of the surrounding buildings. Mika shut her eye tightly as she screamed with all her might, her anger and desire to slay the monsters around her rapidly building as she dropped all restraint with her power. Her hands gripped the ground tightly as she focused on channeling her magic into a very specific spell, one that she never would have dared to use had her sisters been remotely near her. However with them no longer among the living she knew there was no reason to hold anything back, and if she was going to avenge her fallen family then she might as well do so with all the power she possessed.


  “What is-” Rio asked before a spike of crimson light shot up in front of her, the scorpia quickly dodging back as the beam of magical energy ripped through the webbing and cadaver hanging above them while striking high into the sky. All around Mika multiple spikes of bright red light shot up before fizzling away, the casting base on the ground slowly shifting about while another spell base formed below the hunter. Its black and golden light gave off a powerful bloom under the woman, its emblems and crackling ring of energy wavered while letting off a dreadful aura all around it.


  “What is that?” a gremlin asked backing up.


  “Maelstrom,” a witch shakily said pointing to the hunter.


  “What?” another witch exclaimed with a jump.


  “She couldn’t have!”


  “Stop it!” Alice yelled waving her staff at Mika. “Counter it, now!”


  “It’s too late!” a witch cried out as red beams of light started firing up all around Mika, the cobblestone ground being ripped apart while the woman slowly looked up to glare at Alice with sheer hatred. Rio lunged towards Mika with her stinger, only to then quickly dart back and farther away as a black barrier flashed up from the casting base below the hunter to ward away the attacker.


  “Stop her!” a witch yelled aiming her wand at Mika. She fired out a powerful burst of energy, the magical blast rupturing the ground below it all the way to Mika before it collided with the hunter’s magical shield and vanished. A few trolls threw their axes while gremlins tossed their alchemic bags, the spinning hatches being blasted away with sharp flashes while the explosions of fire and noxious gas billowed away from the hunter that remained untouched.


  “What is this?” a gremlin demanded.


  “She cast Maelstrom,” a witch nervously said. “How? She casted it in just a few seconds!”


  “She can’t,” Alice breathed out. “No human can cast that spell. It’s impossible. Only an alpha witch can do that.”


  “What is that she’s doing?” a troll asked.


  “A big… bad… spell…” a witch shakily answered.


  “Run,” Alice said. She shook her head then quickly started dashing away through the crowd with her sisters. “Run for it!”


  “This is gonna be bad,” a goblin nervously said before running as well.


  The other monsters in the court started to flee but only managed to move a few feet at best before Mika held her hands out to either side with a furious scream. The tangled mess of glowing lines around the court flashed brightly, a sudden surge of energy erupting from the hunter before a nightmarish array of glowing beams made of crimson and black magic shot up all around Mika. The energy spikes swarmed outward in erratic yet blindingly fast patterns, tearing apart the court, alleys, buildings, and every monster they sliced through while reaching high up into the air. Arachne were cleaved into pieces while a few mites exploded from all the raw energy spiking into them, trolls and gremlins were mowed down, goblins attempted to sidestep and dodge the beams to no avail. The ogre was quickly decimated into bloody pieces as multiple beams of energy carved through it. Even the scorpias in the crowd failed in avoiding the deadly attacks, their high agility and speed being outmatched no question by the wildly moving energy beams.


  Rio quickly dashed off into the alley behind her, watching from over her shoulder as the array of magical lights sliced through the corridor while ravaging the buildings at her sides. She hopped about up the walls to attempt to get over the barrage of death racing after her, only to see that the energy spikes reached up further into the sky above even the tallest buildings in the city.


  “This is quite unexpected,” she plainly said before the building next to her toppled over. The scorpia dodged under the rubble before it all came crashing down, with the magical onslaught of crimson and black energy cleaving through the debris afterwards.


  Alice screamed while running with the other witches, the frightened monsters looking back to seeing the swarm of magical lights slicing through the buildings and monsters behind them. The little witch tripped over a rock and dropped to the ground, the girl curling up in a ball and shrieking in fright as she heard footsteps, screaming, and magical slashes racing past her.


  “Don’t hurt me!” she cried out before her voice was lost in the chaos.


  The city of Nibelvale erupted with an ominous crimson glow as red and black beams of light shot out from within and wreaked havoc throughout the entire town. Monsters were struck down mercilessly and swiftly, entire blocks of the city were decimated in moments, the screams of the horrendous fiends were barely overpowered by a single furious cry that came from the epicenter of the destruction.


  And from a hilltop overlooking the city further away the magical onslaught was being observed by seven others who took an interest in the sight.


  *****


  The dust finally began to settle, sunlight was able to pierce through the large cloud of haze that loomed over the ruins that were once the city of Nibelvale. The entire town along with a good amount of the land surrounding it was razed to the ground, ripped to pieces and cleaved to rubble while lingering trails of crimson and black light could faintly be seen in the air at the farthest reaches of the spell’s wake. A lone breeze blew through the area, a haunting whistle coming from the air as silence remained after the destruction had ended.


  Sitting on her knees amidst a field of charred rubble Mika had her head lowered, her remaining eye aimed at the ground yet wasn’t focusing on anything. Her body ached, her head was sore, her leg was stiff, and her heart felt heavy. The remains of her sisters were nowhere to be seen, not a single body being noticeable anywhere around the hunter as her ferocious attack had wiped out everything without hesitation. There were no bodies of her fallen family to mourn over, only the memories of her sisters kept Mika company as she sat there alone in The Outerlands.


  “Mae… Milly…” she breathed out quietly. “I’m so sorry… I’m sorry.”


  Slowly she stood up, her balance wavering for a moment while she ignored the pain her body was in. She started walking forward, aimlessly making her way through the field of ravaged debris and lingering veils of smoke while stumbling every now and then with her wounded leg.


  “The… Sisterhood…” she softly said to herself. “They all… must die. Every… last one… of them.”


  “You can do it, Mika,” Mae voiced from beside her, the hunter walking alongside Mika with her repeater in hand.


  “Don’t hold back anymore,” Milly agreed from beside Mika, the hunter carrying her large battle-axe over her shoulder with a bold smile.


  Mika slowly walked along with the images of her sisters keeping pace, the eldest sister feeling her heart aching from knowing they weren’t really there but were just a hallucination from her despair.


  “I won’t… fail you… again…” Mika whimpered.


  “You never failed us,” Mae assured her.


  “Yeah, we knew the risks,” Milly agreed.


  “I couldn’t save you…”


  “Our lives weren’t your responsibility,” Mae countered shaking her head.


  “Sorry we couldn’t help you take them down this time,” Milly added with a worried smile.


  “Don’t say sorry,” Mika wept shutting her eye. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “And neither did you,” Mae promised her. “You fought exceptionally just as we did. We did all we could, there’s no fault in that.”


  “So buck up,” Milly urged. “You’re tougher than this. I mean you are missing an eye and your leg is hurting pretty bad, but still. Buck up.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mika breathed out, her steps becoming slow and uneven. “I’m so sorry, girls.”


  “Stop saying you’re sorry,” Mae sighed. “We all knew the risks of our job, we’ve known that for many years.”


  “What happened to us was expected to happen eventually,” Milly sadly reasoned. “But it’s worth the cost for the people we can help save.”


  “But still, it hurts so much knowing you’re gone,” Mika softly said. “I’m so sorry for not being able to save you. I wish I could have another chance, I wish I could have done more for you.”


  “Mika…” her sisters gently said.


  “I wish I could make all this right again,” Mika mourned. “I wish I could make it up to both of you.”


  “Then avenge us,” Mae said as the two sisters stopped. Mika slowly came to a halt and looked back, seeing her kin smiling at her while the surrounding area was blurred in a soft light.


  “If you really want to make it up to us, then kick their asses,” Milly ordered with a hop.


  “Avenge you…” Mika breathed out.


  “Protect Max,” Mae pleaded. “Don’t let any of those monsters get close to him.”


  “Destroy The Sisterhood,” Milly urged. “Find the ones leading that band of monsters and send them to hell.”


  “The Sisterhood…” Mika cursed, looking down to her hand that she slowly clenched into a fist. “They must… be stopped.”


  “Take them down, for us,” Mae said with a gentle smile. “I’ll be rooting for you, Mika.”


  “Make sure those demons never lay a finger on Max,” Milly added with a warm smile. “If you do that, I can rest easy.”


  “They’ll never touch him,” Mika swore to them. “They’ll never touch our brother, I won’t allow it. And I’ll make sure every last one of those wretched monsters dies before I join you two again, I’ll do whatever it takes to bring them all down.”


  “Don’t hold back anymore, Mika,” Mae said as the two started to fade into the light.


  “Give them all you’ve got,” Milly agreed before they vanished into the haze.


  Mika closed her eye as she tried to keep her thoughts focused. The pain of losing her sisters was driving into her heart, the words of her kin echoing in her ears as she struggled to keep her composure and remain set on her mission.


  “I’m done… holding back,” Mika softly vowed to herself. “I won’t let anything come close to the only family I have left in this world. I’ll raze everything to the ground if it’s the only way of keeping him safe. I’ll do whatever it takes to give him a future.”


  “What are you blabbering about?” Alice snapped.


  Mika slowly looked ahead with a glare as she saw the witch stumbling forward through the haze, the little monster growling at the human while holding her bloodied shoulder. In her other hand was a wand with a green focuser crystal adorning the end, and a severed hand that was still gripping the magical relic.


  “You killed my sisters,” Alice scorned with a twisted smile. “I suppose… that’s fair… isn’t it? I killed your stupid sister and you killed mine. Hee hee. Hee hee! You slaughtered them all like pigs! You… insolent little bug!”


  She ripped the gemstone from the wand and placed it into her mantle, the focuser glowing softly while the witch tossed the old relic and remains of her kin away.


  “Well… I don’t like to play fair,” she scoffed holding her hand back. From the haze her staff flew over into her grip, the relic giving off a dark glow briefly as the witch clenched her fist in anger. “You nearly killed me. You hurt me. Nobody hurts me and gets away with it!”


  “I could say the same,” Rio added as she walked through the haze behind the witch. The scorpia was now showing obvious rage towards Mika, her glaring eyes and vicious scowl being instantly noticeable along with the scorch marks on her chest and arms. Her tail twitched slightly as the appendage seemed wounded in the middle, the stinger shaking a little while she cringed in discomfort.


  “That was quite a nasty little trick you pulled,” the scorpia said glancing around. “Seems all our comrades are very dead right now. As much as I don’t care for them, I still feel a little… upset that you slayed them like that. I suppose it’s just the principle of the matter that irritates me.”


  “I’m going to slay you all,” Mika growled as she stumbled back a bit. “You, that wretched witch, all of The Sisterhood, and whoever is responsible for this nightmare coming to be!”


  “Really now?” Alice bitterly retorted. “Such mighty words from a human who can barely stand up.”


  Mika shook a little as she lost her balance before dropping to her knee, the woman struggling to remain conscious as her world was spinning slightly. She saw Rio and Alice walking towards her, the scorpia hissing with her stinger shaking while the witch’s eyes and focuser were glowing softly.


  “Who… who is your leader?” Mika demanded while focusing on all the magic she could. Before she could erect a spell base Alice struck her staff down on the ground, creating a dark green triangular casting diagram below them.


  “Not this time,” Alice hissed.


  “Our leaders are none of your concern,” Rio said plainly. “You shall not live long enough to see them.”


  “I’ll find them,” Mika swore while glaring at the scorpia. “I know where you monsters are going, I know what you’re planning to do, I know where to find them myself. And when I do I’ll rip them apart, them and all of your ‘sisters’! I’ll kill every last one of you despicable demons even if it costs me my life!”


  “You will have no life to spend for that desire,” Rio quipped narrowing her eyes.


  “This is your end, human,” Alice scorned holding her hand out towards the hunter. From around her arm and wrist a swirling array of small shadowy black skulls softly wailed while swirling forth from her shoulder. The four skulls howled while spinning around her hand that erected a dark purple and green casting ring that circled her wrist.


  Mika wearily watched the two monsters preparing to finish her off, her vision starting to blur as the fatigue of the battle took a steep toll on her. Rio and Alice approached the hunter before suddenly stopping, the two noticing something behind Mika that caught their attention. They looked around at what was behind the hunter then glanced to each other, the two slowly taking a step back while Alice recalled her magic.


  “I’m in no mood to deal with more pests on this day,” Rio plainly said.


  “You’re lucky I’m hurt right now,” Alice hissed. “Otherwise I’d show you what we Blackwell Witches are capable of.”


  The two scoffed at Mika before Rio quickly dashed away while Alice mounted her staff and rode after the scorpia in the air. Mika watched the two fleeing with confusion, the woman then dropping onto her hands and knees as her body suddenly felt heavier with the wave of fatigue becoming even stronger.


  “Should we chase after them?” a female voice questioned with a tone of annoyance. “We shouldn’t let any of those wretches live after all they’ve done.”


  “It’s not worth chasing down just two of them,” a casual woman’s voice replied. “Besides, all the others we ‘interrogated’ on the way here didn’t give us any useful info, they probably wouldn’t either.”


  “That’s because you and your crazy friend killed them too quickly,” another snapped with a sharp tone.


  “Stab,” a deranged woman grunted.


  “So what the hell happened here anyway?” another spoke with an oink.


  “I believe this human may be able to shed some light on that for us,” another mentioned with a firm tone.


  Mika breathed deeply as her world began fading to black, her balance being lost as she dropped to the side and rolled onto her back. Standing near her she saw several silhouettes gathered, her eye being unable to focus on any of them properly while she questioned if she was dreaming all of this to begin with. One of the figures began walking closer, a glimpse of a sword carried in a black sheath at the hip with a hand resting on it being noticed by Mika before she started to lose consciousness.


  “Who… are you?” she breathed out as her eye closed. Before she passed out she heard a man’s voice speak to her in a calm tone.


  “Looks like you’ve seen better days.”


   


  


  Chapter 5


  An Expected Fall


  In the world of Eden things were not always how they seemed. Someone’s true nature could be hidden by their outer appearance, a sensible solution to a problem may end up being gravely incorrect, and the true purpose of something known to many could be the last thing anyone expected. Only the most cunning and collected individuals would be able to see through these veils of trickery and deceit so easily. And for them it wasn’t just a matter of being able to see things for how they really were.


  They would also be able to remove obstacles that had yet to appear.


  *****


  The leaves of the tall timbers rustled in the breeze, the quiet whistling of the wind being heard among the tranquility of the lush forest it was traveling through. A few deer hopped about between the trees in the canopy while above a flock of birds were flying over the green landscape, obscured only by a fleeting glimpse of the sun as they passed overhead before soaring even higher out of sight. All seemed peaceful at first glance within the woodland of this particular haven.


  “FUCK!”


  Even with a young girl shouting at the top of her lungs.


  “Son of a- fucking- stupid- shit-spewing- goddammit!”


  At the edge of a small clearing within the forest two elves were standing guard near a tall tree, both clad in their green and gold elven garbs while having quivers and bows holstered over their shoulders. They were watching the same thing with weak expressions on their faces, the familiar sight being something they had witnessed time and again yet could never speak up about.


  “And yet,” one of them spoke as if to break the silence between them. “Even with that fucking mess happening back home, young Grace acts the same as always.”


  “YOU STUPID ASS-MUNCHING, HORSEFUCKING, BLITHERING- ARRRGHH!”


  “Yes,” the other elf dryly agreed. “So good to see the poor girl keeping her… resolve.”


  They watched as one of their own was standing in the middle of the clearing while practicing her archery, something she was both determined to excel at and growing more furious from doing at the same time.


  “WHY?” Grace yelled as she continued with her tantrum. The young elf wore knee-high leather boots that she stomped on the dirt repeatedly in anger. Her green tunic and skirt were woven with golden embroidery that matched her gloves. The girl’s short green hair was tied up in pigtails, revealing her long pointed ears that all elves possessed. Her pink eyes were glaring with rage as well as a few tears that were forming from the growing frustration she was enduring. Strapped to her back was a quiver of arrows, the brown leather container being three times the size of an ordinary one and packed full of finely crafted bolts. And the bow she clutched in her trembling hand was sturdy and short, just like the child that was wielding it.


  The girl grabbed a handful of arrows, literally, and drew them back in her bow. The two elves nearby opened their mouths to speak, wishing to suggest that the girl try firing only one arrow at a time like any normal elf would, then bit their tongues as they didn’t wish to have the young girl direct her anger towards them.


  “FUCKING WORK!” Grace yelled as she let loose the volley of arrows, all of which shot out in every direction except straight ahead where there was a circular target bolted to a tree that had yet to be hit. The elf stomped about in her rage while the nearby women facepalmed as the same thing happened that had been happening for hours now. This was evident by the sheer number of arrows that were scattered all over the clearing and even in some of the trees off to the side.


  “Why won’t this work?” Grace shouted before holding a hand to her face.


  “Grace,” one of the elves nearby finally spoke up with. “Perhaps… you should try practicing with just one-”


  “SHUT UP!” Grace shouted at them. The two elves jumped as the young girl glared at them with teary eyes. “Clover can shoot three fucking arrows at once and always hit her mark! Clover can fire off more arrows faster than any of you can! Clover wouldn’t accept firing just one goddamned arrow if she didn’t have to!”


  “Grace,” the other elf tiredly said. “I’m certain even Clover learned by starting off slowly just like all elves do. Please, you must learn to properly-”


  “SHUT UP!” Grace yelled waving them off. “I can do this! If Clover can do it then so can I!”


  The young girl grabbed more arrows from her quiver and took aim, which wasn’t really aiming so much for her as it was just priming them all in her bow. She let them loose, watched as they flew in every odd direction, then continued her tirade of swears and kicking dirt while the elves nearby sighed together.


  “This is all Clover’s fault,” one of them grumbled. “Ever since young Grace saw her firing her arrows in bulk she’s insisted on doing the same. She wants to do everything just like that elf does, she’s even tying her hair up the same way as that damned girl.”


  “There’s nothing we can do about that now,” the other reasoned. “Grace is determined to be as good as that elf. And you know how the priestess’ daughter gets when she becomes determined about something. There is literally nothing in Eden that will stop her.”


  Grace continued firing out flurry after flurry of arrows, all of which missed her target by a wide margin. After she was out of arrows the elf screamed, threw her quiver to the ground, and then stomped on it with vicious snarls.


  “I’m going to do this!” she yelled arching back. “If she can do it so can I!”


  “Do you think she can learn to properly fire more than one arrow at once?” one of the elves whispered.


  “I’m praying she learns to fire just one arrow at least once,” the other flatly replied.


  Grace grabbed her head and held in a strained scream, the girl’s face becoming red as she stepped back and slowly knelt down on the ground. The two elves glanced to each other then watched as the young girl trembled while holding her boiling temper in.


  “Three,” one elf started.


  “Two,” the other said.


  “One,” they both finished just before Grace let loose a powerful and long cry, the girl letting all her frustrations out in a loud roar before she hung her head low and whimpered. The two elves glanced to each other with nods then walked out into the clearing, making their way through the field of arrows that were lodged nearly everywhere before coming up next to the young girl.


  “Grace?” one asked resting her hand on the elf’s shoulder.


  “Perhaps a break would be best,” the other mentioned with a weak smile. “It will help you think and aim more clearly.”


  “And what am I supposed to do instead?” Grace snapped at them with teary eyes. “I can’t go home now, you’re keeping me prisoner out here!”


  “We’re not keeping you prisoner,” an elf said kneeling down next to the girl. “We’re keeping you safe out here by order of your mother.”


  “It’s not a good time to be running about in the village,” the other warned. “You know this. Your mother is dealing with a lot right now with those intruders. She doesn’t want you anywhere near them until this mess is resolved.”


  “I don’t want to go running about in the village like some dumb kid,” Grace retorted. “I want to fucking kill those intruders! Why isn’t mom issuing that order? Why are we not killing those that threatened us? Why are you two hiding out here instead of staying by mom’s side and shooting those fucking assholes dead?”


  “Because they outnumber us with far more brutes than we have arrows,” her guardian firmly replied shaking her shoulder. “If we try to kill them they will kill all of us. We cannot start a war with them that we have no chance of winning.”


  “Your mother knows this,” the other assured. “That’s why we’re not attacking them for invading our home. That’s why she’s trying to negotiate with them right now. That’s why she wants you far away from the temple in case something goes wrong.”


  “We can beat them!” Grace argued as she stumbled away from the two. “We have to try! We shouldn’t have to listen to those assholes just because they have so many, we shouldn’t-”


  “We shouldn’t, but we must if we want to live,” her guardian sternly said. “Do you think we approve of just letting them into our home like this? We hate them too, Grace.”


  “Please try to understand,” the other insisted. “We cannot fight them. Not here. Not like this. For now we have to do what’s best for our people.”


  “What’s best for our people is to kill those fuckers,” Grace scowled, her teary eyes looking down at the ground while she clenched her hand around her bow. “They just march in here and take over, and we let them? That’s bullshit.”


  “I’m sorry, Grace,” her guardian softly spoke.


  “We don’t have a choice right now,” the other sadly agreed.


  Grace whimpered and turned away, her anger towards their oppressors greatly overshadowing her frustration at not being able to fire multiple arrows like her idol could.


  “Clover wouldn’t have let them come in here like this,” she muttered. “She would have shot them all dead. Every last one of them.”


  “She may have tried, yes,” her guardian had to agree with. “But she’s not here now, Grace. She never returned from her mission.”


  “Where is she?” Grace cried out.


  “We don’t know,” the other elf replied with a shrug. “She was chasing that thief who stole from your mother. We haven’t heard word from her since.”


  “She’s going to come back,” Grace whimpered. “She is, and she’s going to kill all these assholes.”


  She slowly plucked an arrow from the dirt, eyeing the tip with a scowl while trying to stop her tears. Her guardians remained quiet behind her, both watching as the child was struggling to keep her anger controlled which was something she often had trouble doing. After a while Grace slowly breathed out and started walking off.


  “I’m… going to go for a little walk around here,” she said before glancing back to the elves. “Can you collect my arrows for me? I want to practice again when I come back.”


  “Of course,” her guardian replied with a nod.


  “If I may make a suggestion, Grace,” the other hesitantly replied. “Perhaps… next time you should try firing just one arrow. Just to start with of course. I’m positive even Clover just started with one.”


  Grace looked to the arrow in her hand for a moment then nodded as she started walking away.


  “Sure. I’ll give it a shot.”


  The young elf walked off into the woods while her guardians began collecting the many arrows that were scattered about. As Grace rounded a tree she stopped and looked back, watching the two women gathering the bolts and placing them in her quiver. She glanced to the arrow she held with her bow then showed a determined expression. Without pause she dashed off into the woods, vanishing into the canopy in haste.


  “Hopefully that little suggestion will help her,” one of the elves spoke with a weak smile. She picked up a cluster of arrows and set them in the quiver then scratched her head. “Now to somehow convince her not to carry such an excessive amount of arrows with her. Honestly, she’s way too headstrong for her own good.”


  “She really is,” the other mentioned. Her companion took notice of the elf staring off into the woods with a focused look.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Grace went for a walk that way, didn’t she?” the guardian questioned pointing ahead.


  The two looked over to where the young elf had vanished then to each other with a jump.


  “Dammit, she wouldn’t-”


  “I’m thinking she would,” the other quickly replied as they ran off after the girl.


  *****


  The elven village of Green Haven lay nestled within a large, lush forest that stretched out near the rocky bluffs that rested to the far east. The tall trees served as homes to the many monsters who built their dwellings on the sides of the timbers high above the ground. On the forest floor they had dirt roads scattered throughout the village, stables for their horses, clearings that served as archery ranges, and fire pits that could be used to light their village at night or have cookouts with their sisters. Their homes which could be accessed by rope ladders, ramps leading up to the walkways that were strung between the large timbers, and stairwells in some of the trees that were hollowed out, were finely constructed and had a peaceful forest flair to them with their moss-covered shingles to the rounded wooden beams that lined the walls.


  And towards the center of the expansive settlement was a unique sight. An elegantly crafted temple of smooth sandstone and ancient timber was built into the top of a towering tree. Its slanted roof was shadowed by the branches over it while water was constantly running down it on either side, water that was coming from a wide open gateway made of golden and ebony steel which was held above the temple by thick harnesses strapped to the larger branches. It was of course magic, as water didn’t naturally fall from nowhere. It was also the secret to Green Haven’s healthy forest despite being so close to the wastelands nearby. The shimmering water fell from the circular gateway in a constant waterfall, splashing down and splitting across the roof before falling down the tree on both sides in twin falls that glittered in the sunlight. The water fell into small pools at the base of the timber, with a few streams leading off into the village in all directions while providing the forest and its inhabitants with plenty of fresh water. It also helped with growing healthy food in their home which the elves were quite skilled at, along with providing lots of vegetation to attract animals of which to hunt.


  Overlooking the western side of the village the temple had large glass windows adoring its front, offering a beautiful view of the elven home and the forest ahead of it from within. If one were to stand against it and look around they would have seen a vibrant home and elves living their lives in comfort below them. Now however the sight was quite different, at least as it was being seen through the masks of two newcomers to the forest.


  “I wasn’t expecting this,” Jovian mused as she and her sister stood by the window together. “I’m not sure if I’m happy or disappointed about this turn of events.”


  “I’m a little disappointed actually,” Jacqueline pouted.


  “Yeah, I think I am too,” Jovian sighed. “This wasn’t what I had hoped for.”


  The two looked behind them at the gathering of monsters in the temple chamber. While having all the elegant touches such as flora woven quilts hanging from the walls to delicate vases with colorful flowers adorning small tables there was also a large oak table that had a fine red cloth covering and a few elves seated around it. Those at the sides wore typical elven clothing along with silver shoulder covers and white cowls that were draped behind them. At the head of the table was an elf dressed not in a tunic but rather a green and white dress, the long flowing robes complimenting the white heels she wore, the green and golden arm sleeves she had on, the necklace of gold and silver draped over her bust, and her long blonde hair that had flowers woven into the locks. Of course despite her graceful and beautiful appearance she was an elf, something that was evident by her long pointed ears, her scowling expression, and her glaring hazel eyes. Standing around the elves were gremlins, trolls, and a sand wraith who was nervously watching Jovian and Jacqueline.


  Felucia glanced back to the doorway of the meeting hall, seeing two other monsters standing guard there that she dared not get closer to. They resembled reptile girls however there were a few noticeable differences. For one their scales were slick and smooth, the colors shifting from black to a deep crimson while covering their legs, arms and chests. They were barefoot, with their white talons being seen scratching the floor while worn around their waists were dark leather skirts that were cut into slits, just barely covering their naked flesh underneath that seemed to radiate with heat just as they did. Their long tails had a rugged line of brown scales protruding up along them, the same that went up their backs to between their shoulders. They wore no shirts or shawls, rather they left their scaly breasts exposed with only necklaces and burnt pendants adorning their chests. Dark leather bracers were worn on each arm while their nails were seen to be clearly sharp, the mere flick of their fingers invoking cinders and sparks to come forth from the monsters. Long black hair, with one having it tied in a ponytail while the other let it loose down around her shoulders, and bright orange eyes that gave a small hint of the fiery power they had within. That and the smoke that occasionally came from simply exhaling, something that drew more fear from Felucia the more she saw these two monsters keeping their eyes locked onto her. One even showed a cold smile at the wraith, revealing her sharpened teeth along with a fleeting wisp of fire that slipped between them.


  “Salamander women,” Felucia breathed out. “I can’t tell which is worse. Them, or… those two.”


  Turning back she saw Jovian and Jacqueline walking over to the table and standing before it, both of them watching the elven leader scoffing at them before she finally lost her patience.


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” she snapped waving her hand at them. “We have been nothing but accommodating to you since you barged into our home uninvited. We let you drag your filthy friends into our forest and haven’t raised a single arrow against you. You ungrateful cows have been helping yourselves to our food and horses, both of which do not belong to you but apparently we’re being forced into becoming gracious hosts and giving them to you anyway. What more do you fucking bitches expect from us?”


  “You know,” Jovian mentioned with a raised eyebrow. “For a priestess of nature and life and all that shit, you sure do have a foul mouth.”


  “Seems right on par for an elf though,” Jacqueline giggled.


  “What do you want from us?” the priestess demanded. “Why are you here?”


  “I thought that was made clear,” Jovian mused with a finger held to her chin. “That’s so odd. I thought our friend over there explained everything to you.”


  The monsters looked over to see another elf leaning back against the wall out of the sunlight. With a brief smirk she stood up and came closer to the priestess’ side, something that only seemed to anger the woman even more.


  “I thought I was clear as well,” Sivil reasoned with a shrug. “Celine-”


  “That’s High Priestess to you,” Celine snapped. “Especially when we’re being forced into bargaining for our lives with the invaders you led here.”


  “They’re not invaders,” Sivil assured holding a hand up. “High Priestess, I believe it’s obvious what they are. They are our saviors.”


  “Saviors?” Celine shouted back. “How can you say such a thing? They’ve threatened our people!”


  “You still don’t see,” Sivil scoffed. “High Priestess, I’ve been your trusted advisor for many years. I’ve always helped you guide our people towards a better future. I’ve placed the lives of every elf and child in this forest before my own. These new friends of ours can give us a better life, protection, even men without having to pretend to be weak little bitches to bait them in. I would think you would trust me a bit more with this after all I’ve done for you.”


  “Trust you?” Celine bitterly replied as she stood up to glare at the elf. “Your contributions towards the forest have not been as grand as you would like to think. You have never used your own arrows to protect our kind. You have always focused on your own benefit first when considering which path to guide us in. And just to be clear I do not trust you, Sivil. No more now than when I last saw you.”


  “Um…” Felucia slowly said, the monsters turning to her as she watched Sivil with a puzzled look. “I’m sorry, but… how are you the priestess’ advisor if she hates your guts?”


  “I was going to ask that myself,” Jovian added as the gemini turned to the elf in question.


  “Sivil?” Jacqueline wondered. “Is this true? Were you lying to us?”


  “I am your advisor,” Sivil argued with a stern look. “I was your advisor before that outcast came here and blinded your judgment.”


  “And yet that ‘outcast’ is more revered than you’ll ever be,” Celine quipped.


  “She is not!” Sivil yelled slamming her fist onto the table. “That reject never belonged here to begin with! I’m the one who kept our forest safe, I’m the one who trained our finest archers, and I’m the one who has been by your side doing everything you wanted for our people even though you had no fucking clue how to rule in the first place!”


  “Who exactly are you talking about?” Jovian asked.


  “Clover,” Celine answered with a sly grin at Sivil. “You always were jealous of her, weren’t you? Yes, it’s true you were my advisor before she came along, though as you learned very quickly she is far more capable of protecting our people and doing what is right than you were. That’s why you were replaced. Or have you forgotten?”


  “I was not replaced!” Sivil shouted in anger. “She never belonged here! She hated talking to anyone! The only reason you wanted her around was because she was a good shot, that’s it!”


  “You mean a perfect shot,” Celine retorted. “She’s far better with a bow than even I.”


  “Okay,” Jovian sighed stepping over to them. “I’m getting bored now. Honestly I don’t care who is in charge, I really don’t. All we want is for your archers to come with us for a little party. That’s all. We don’t give a damn about your forest or who rules it.”


  “I am in charge here,” Celine sternly told her. “Although my ex-advisor and soon to be outcast herself claimed otherwise, she has no say in what our people do.”


  “Yes I do,” Sivil coldly told her. “Like I said, I trained all our finest archers. I am their superior, this you know very well. The fighters of Green Haven will do as I say, especially when my word is the only one that won’t get them slaughtered just as the centaurs were for defying our new friends.”


  “You are not in charge of them,” another elf argued.


  “Clover was given command of our guard,” another sneered at Sivil.


  “You may have trained them but they do not belong to you,” the third added.


  “Clover didn’t give a fuck about them!” Sivil yelled out. “She didn’t care about anyone here! She even refused that position you foolishly tried to give her, she wanted nothing to do with any of us! I was the one who helped our archers become the finest ones in Eden. I was the one who trained them to not be weak little bitches but strong warriors. Whether you want to admit it or not they are mine and will do as I say. They know I will not lead them astray, they believe in what I say and do, unlike the High Priestess here.”


  “Where is this Clover you keep talking about?” Jovian asked looking around.


  “Yeah,” Jacqueline said walking around the other elves. “If she’s such a good shot like you say we should have her join us for the party.”


  “She’s not here,” Celine scoffed at them. “She left Green Haven on a special mission for me. She has not returned since.”


  “Special mission?” Jovian repeated.


  “So… when’s she coming back?” Jacqueline asked with a shrug.


  “She’s never coming back,” Sivil snapped with a glare at the priestess. “She’s long dead by now.”


  “No she isn’t!” Grace shouted out. Everyone turned to see the young elf standing behind the salamander women. The girl ran past them over to Sivil while the other monsters watched her curiously. “She’s not dead! She’s coming back soon and when she does she’s going to kick your fucking ass!”


  “Grace,” Celine gasped. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with your guardians outside of the village.”


  “Grace?” Jovian asked as she walked up to the child. Grace forced a stern expression while clutching her bow and arrow close to her chest, watching as the woman slowly knelt down before the girl with a curious smile.


  “Grace,” Jovian repeated with a nod. “Yes, I remember that name now. That’s your mother over there, isn’t it? That’s right. You’re her darling little daughter.”


  “Grace, what are you doing here?” Celine demanded.


  Jovian grabbed the girl by the hand and pulled her closer as she stood up, the young elf thrashing around in her grip while the gemini looked to the priestess with a smirk.


  “I was curious where your daughter was. After all I knew she had to be here somewhere, Sivil told me so. And she’s not a liar, right?”


  Celine glared at Sivil with fury while Jovian chuckled and led Grace over to the window along with her sister.


  “Alright,” Jovian said before tapping on the glass. She looked over her shoulder to see everyone watching her, with Celine and her maidens showing nervous expressions from seeing Grace in the grip of the gemini. “Now, we’re still bored. Very much so. Can you guess why?”


  “Why?” Celine carefully asked.


  “Because you elves let us down,” Jovian softly said, turning to face the woman with a frown while keeping Grace at her side. “See, we know the truth about your kind. You’re not some dainty race of women who are helpless and love to have sex with trees or whatever it is you sluts do out here. You elves are actually fierce fighters, deadly with your arrows that you wield with more skill than anyone else in the world. Your archers are the best in the world, no question, something we had taken an interest in. But now…”


  “This is just sad,” Jacqueline whined. “You elves are so weak and pathetic. It’s disgusting.”


  “What are you talking about?” Celine asked. “I don’t understand, we’ve done everything you said. We let you into our home, we’ve given you our food, if we had men here we would have given them to you as well. What have we done wrong?”


  “For one we were told you would defy us from the start,” Jovian remarked. “Sivil told us that you would stand against us coming here, yet you did the opposite. You took one look at us and then gave up, made your subjects allow us entry without so much as a complaint, and then invited us in here to talk. It was very disappointing.”


  “Sivil said that?” Celine questioned glancing to the elf.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to give in to their demands so easily,” Sivil admitted with a shrug.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to bring back an army to overthrow me,” Celine shot back.


  Jovian sighed then shoved Grace’s head back against the window, cracking the glass slightly while Celine and her maidens gasped at the sight. Grace cried out and tried to pull the gemini’s hand off her head while Jovian slowly shook her head at the elves.


  “Back to the point, we were expecting more of a fight coming in here than this,” Jovian explained before banging Grace against the window again, cracking the glass more while the child screamed in pain. “I mean we were expecting to have arrows drawn on us, threats made, for someone to call Sivil a traitor in broad daylight.”


  “You bitches just rolled over and gave up,” Jacqueline pouted. “You let us in and then you invited us into your little treehouse to talk. It was… too easy. And boring. Very boring.”


  “I agree,” Jovian said smacking Grace against the window, a few shards now dropping out the other side while Grace whimpered and struggled to keep standing.


  “Stop!” Celine begged while holding her hand out. “Please don’t hurt my daughter!”


  “You see?” Jovian complained waving to her. “You’re still doing nothing. For crying out loud, I’m banging your stupid daughter’s head against this window and you’re doing nothing to stop me. This is pathetic.”


  “What good are scared, weak little elves to us?” Jacqueline demanded. “We were expecting tough monsters, ones that didn’t take shit from anyone and knew when to throw a punch. But instead we find the elves here to be nothing but tree-humping wimps.”


  “Well said,” Jovian agreed banging Grace’s head again, the young child dropping her bow and arrow while crying now. “I mean the only elf here who showed any spirit is this young girl in my hand. She’s the only one I’ve seen actually look like she wanted to kill someone.”


  Jovian was about to knock Grace back into the window again then stopped, her unseen gaze slowly turning down to the child who was glaring at her with tears and clenched teeth.


  “You fucking whore,” Grace whimpered. “You’re so dead for this.”


  “I love that,” Jovian remarked in awe. “Even when she’s helpless she’s still got that fire in her. This is what we expected from the elves.”


  “She’s got more spirit than any of you,” Jacqueline sneered at the elves. “You should all be ashamed of yourselves.”


  Jovian turned Grace’s head up towards her, the elf breathing sharply through her teeth as her neck was being bent at a painful angle. The gemini watched her for a moment then turned to Sivil.


  “You know what, now curiosity has gotten the best of me,” she admitted with a shrug. “I just have to know otherwise I’m not going to get any sleep tonight. That elf you were all talking about, Clover. The one this young girl seems to fancy. What happened to her?”


  “I got rid of her,” Sivil coldly replied.


  Jovian let go of Grace and smirked at the child, the little girl glaring at her before doing so to Sivil with what appeared to be just as much anger.


  “What do you mean by that?” Grace demanded. “You didn’t get rid of her. She left the forest to kill a thief that stole mom’s treasure.”


  “Of course she did,” Sivil replied with a dark smile. “Because that thief was one of my archers, who I ordered to take that stupid relic away knowing your mom would send Clover after her.”


  “What?” Celine asked. “You had my divine treasure stolen?”


  “I did,” Sivil answered with a careless shrug, her cold eyes remaining fixed on Grace. “I knew Clover would be the only one your mom trusted in sending after her. I had my archer take the relic far, far away from here, to a little town called Rackleholm. Ever heard of it?”


  Grace shook her head while wiping her tears away, with Sivil chuckling a bit as the others listened to her story with interest.


  “It used to be a human settlement. Until swarm took over.”


  “Swarm?” Grace softly repeated in concern.


  “Yeah, swarm. The entire town was infested with those things. One of my scouts reported it a while back, but I guess I was just too busy with other matters here in the forest to bother updating our maps. It must have slipped my mind at the time.”


  “No,” Grace whimpered.


  “My archer led Clover right into that town. And it seems neither has yet to come back. I do wonder if she was eaten alive the moment she set foot in that accursed place.”


  “No!” Grace shouted out. She tried to rush Sivil but was quickly grabbed by Jovian, the woman holding the screaming girl back by her tunic. “You killed her! You killed her, you fucking asshole!”


  “That was the plan,” Sivil remarked with a smirk.


  “Haha!” Jovian laughed. “That was some dirty trick you pulled, Sivil. Very well done.”


  “Yeah,” Jacqueline giggled. “Feeding someone you don’t like to the swarm, that’s adorable.”


  “Thank you,” Sivil replied with a mocking bow.


  “You wretched demon,” Celine growled while fuming with rage. “Your jealousy of Clover was really so great that you saw fit to betray your own kind? How low can you possibly slink, you filthy snake.”


  “The bitch had to go,” Sivil scoffed at her. “She was not welcome in our forest.”


  “YOU FUCKING WHORE!” Grace cried out as she kept trying to rush the elf. “You killed Clover! I hate you! I hate you!”


  “I love her screams,” Jovian purred. “And that fire she has, it’s really delicious to behold.”


  The gemini sisters glanced to Felucia and motioned with their heads towards Sivil. The wraith hesitated at first from being their focus then slowly walked up behind the elf and grabbed her by the shoulders with a firm hold.


  “What are you doing?” Sivil snapped while struggling to get free.


  “Whatever they say,” Felucia muttered glancing away.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Sivil demanded before looking over to the gemini. “Tell your pawn to let go of me this instant.”


  “I have a better idea,” Jovian mused pulling Grace back. The young elf looked to her in confusion as the woman picked up the child’s bow and arrow and held them out to her. “Take them.”


  Grace looked at the bow and arrow for a moment then to Jovian with a teary-eyed scowl.


  “You want to kill her, don’t you?” Jovian asked.


  “What?” Sivil exclaimed.


  “She killed your friend,” Jacqueline sympathized. “She betrayed your mom. She sold out your race. You must hate her so much.”


  “Take them,” Jovian gently urged. “It’s alright, child. Pick up your bow.”


  Grace slowly took her bow and arrow, looking at them for a moment then to Jovian as she and her sister stepped aside and motioned her towards Sivil.


  “Show me that fire again,” Jovian requested. “Show me what an elf from Green Haven is really capable of. I want to see that anger in you put to good use, I want to see at least one elf here do something in credit of their race. Draw your arrow and strike her down.”


  “Jovian!” Sivil yelled as she tried breaking free from the wraith’s vicelike grip.


  “You know you want to,” Jacqueline urged. “It’s okay. Really. In fact, if you do this we’ll be much nicer to all of you elves. We’ll know you’re not such weak meatbags in the world after all.”


  Grace looked to the arrow in her hand, her teary eyes then slowly turning to Sivil as the elf was watching her in shock. Everyone watched as Grace slowly drew her arrow back in her bow, aiming with a scowl on her face right at Sivil’s head.


  “Grace…” Celine quietly said, holding a hand over her mouth.


  “Kid, don’t do it,” one of the elves urged. “You’re too young to take a life.”


  “Sivil belongs in the stocks,” another insisted. “She’s not worth you tainting your hands with blood.”


  “She deserves worse than a quick death,” the third mentioned with a glare at Sivil. “Don’t give her that easy ticket out of her punishment.”


  Grace growled while narrowing her eyes, her aim keeping steady on Sivil as the elf was unable to move out of her line of fire. The gemini and their followers laughed and cheered on Grace as the elf grit her teeth while cursing Sivil’s name in her head. She then slowly turned her eyes to the arrow, seeing the tip glinting in the sunlight.


  ‘What would Clover do?’


  Closing her eyes Grace paused as she held her arrow in place. The crowd slowly quieted down while watching the child standing there not doing anything. After a moment Grace opened her eyes with a mean glare at Sivil, getting some laughter again from the surrounding monsters.


  “If Clover were still here she’d beat the shit out of you,” Grace scorned. “She knock out all your teeth and break your legs, she’s rip your tits off and shove them up your cunt.”


  “I love this girl,” Jovian laughed.


  “She’s so cute,” Jacqueline agreed holding her hands to her cheeks.


  “But she wouldn’t kill you,” Grace continued, getting curious looks from everyone. “You’re not worth a single arrow. You’re nothing but dirt. And even though I hate you with all my being, I’m not going to become like you. I’m not going to hurt my own kind out of stupid jealousy or do anything these heartless demons demand for their sick entertainment. I’m not their bitch like you are.”


  She paused for a second then quickly turned and fired her arrow, the bolt streaking right into Jovian’s head through her mask with a swift whack. The elves jumped in surprise while Jacqueline watched with a curious eye as Jovian stumbled a bit with her head rocked back and an arrow sticking out of it. The mask cracked then split into two, falling off the girl’s face while Jovian remained standing.


  “I hate you two so much,” Grace scorned. “So much more than I hate her. On behalf of my people, fuck you!”


  Celine and the elves smiled a bit at seeing Jovian pierced by young Grace’s arrow, only to then stare in shock as the gemini reached up and pulled the bolt out of her head. Jovian slowly looked down to Grace while the hole in her head sealed up, the monster’s multicolored eyes staring at the stunned child while a slight smile came across her face.


  “Nice shot.”


  “She didn’t die,” Celine said with a shaky breath. “And those eyes… what the fuck are you?”


  “That would be telling,” Jovian and Jacqueline said together, both holding a finger over their lips while winking at the woman.


  “Our leaders are immortal,” a gremlin sneered.


  “Much better leaders than the likes of you,” a troll laughed.


  “Now do you see how fucked you all are?” Felucia plainly said to the elves.


  “That’s impossible,” Celine breathed out. “They can’t be… they can’t be immortal. The gods would never be as cruel as they.”


  Jovian laughed then started walking towards Grace, the young girl quickly stumbling back onto her rear and scooting away in fear. Before the gemini could reach her Celine quickly ran over and stood between them with arms held out at her sides.


  “Stop!” she ordered. “Please don’t touch her! Please!”


  “Again with being so weak and pathetic,” Jovian tiredly said. She grabbed the priestess by the collar and dragged the woman over to the window. The other elves quickly stood up before the surrounding monsters got closer and held their weapons out, halting them from moving any further. Grace watched in fright while clutching her bow as Jovian pulled Celine over and slammed her face first into the window, cracking it severely while the elf weakly grabbed hold of the glass.


  “What do you see down there?” Jovian quizzed her. After getting only a painful groan from the elf she banged her head against the window again, a few more shards dropping out as the glass started cracking more.


  “I see our friends eating your food, sleeping in your beds, riding your horses, doing as they please. And what are your people doing? Just laying back and taking it. Don’t get me wrong, we did expect you to join us if you knew what was good for you. But I’m not seeing much energy in those elves down there. They were so quick to give up, so easily pushed down onto their knees, so weak and afraid of us. It makes me wonder how good they would even be on the battlefield.”


  “We cannot stand against your army,” Celine weakly protested while her face was pressed against the glass. “I knew this from the start. Your numbers vastly overshadow our own; we couldn’t have fought against you and won. Isn’t this what you wanted? For us to surrender to you?”


  “What we want are ferocious and deadly elven archers,” Jovian coldly told her. “Not tree-humping pussies that can’t even lift a finger against those that push them around. I mean, come on. Even the centaurs tried to fight back, they weren’t so weak-willed to give up so quickly and they were stupid horses.”


  “What do you want from us?” Celine whimpered.


  “I want those elves to show a bit more spirit in joining our circle of friends, I want to see the fire your daughter displayed in all of them, I want to know that we’re not wasting our time with you people.” Jovian paused for a moment, glanced back to Grace as the child was trying to force a brave expression while crying, then turned to Celine with a slight smirk.


  “But I guess just waltzing in here and threatening you to join us isn’t enough to get you motivated. No, it seems that like your daughter over there your kind needs to be properly pushed in order to bring out that fire you elves are capable of having. Or rather, you need to be pushed.”


  With that she pulled Celine back before slamming her through the window, throwing the elf out into the air while her daughter and maidens screamed in terror. The priestess shrieked as she plummeted down towards the village with glass shards raining around her, her cry drawing the attention of the elves and their forceful guests down below.


  “The priestess!” an elf cried out.


  “Down she goes,” an arachne hissed with a sneer.


  Everyone watched the woman dropping down before slamming into the ground with a hard thump, with the elves around the area then crying out in horror while the other monsters laughed in excitement. Elves quickly raced over before screaming in shock at seeing their leader’s smeared corpse while the surrounding monsters just continued to laugh and point at their agony.


  Jovian laughed in unison with her sister, the two then slowly turning to smile coldly at the elves in the room while their followers were cackling and nudging one another in amusement. Grace stared with wide eyes at where her mother was thrown to her death then slowly looked to Jovian, the woman glancing to her with her multicolored eyes and a careless shrug.


  “So much for your gods coming to the rescue.”


  “You… you…” Grace whimpered with teary eyes.


  “Me,” Jovian replied. She and her sister walked over to the table and glanced around at the other elves, all of them staring at the gemini in shock with tears dropping from their cheeks.


  “Sivil,” Jovian said looking to the elf. She waved Felucia back, the sand wraith then letting go of Sivil and stepping away while the elf glared at Jovian as she rubbed her shoulder. “As you can see I don’t like those that are useless to me. Unless you really can persuade those elves down there to show a bit more spirit when joining our noble cause, you’re going to share the same fate as our dear departed Celine.”


  “They will be ready for combat,” Sivil grunted. “I assure you of that.”


  “Good,” Jacqueline said brushing her hair casually. “Well then get to it. Hopefully there are a few riots breaking out down there. That would be a good sign that your sisters aren’t such pushovers after all.”


  Sivil nodded then glanced to the other elves in the room.


  “I think a few other public executions will help break your new archers into line,” she mentioned with the maidens turning pale in fright.


  “That works for us,” Jovian agreed waving them off. “The rest of you, take these weaklings outside and assist Sivil with her public lecture. Make sure the elves of this forest know that they belong to us now, and that’s for their own good.”


  “They’re much better off in our hands than they were in Celine’s,” Jacqueline laughed.


  “You mean my hands,” Sivil corrected them. “With the priestess dead Green Haven is now under my rule.”


  “Yeah, sure, whatever,” Jovian dryly remarked. “Just make sure we have all the archers this forest has to offer ready to fight for us or else you’re going to be buried next to your beloved priestess.”


  “Wait, you can’t do this!” an elf cried out as a troll started dragging her out. The others screamed and were taken out of the room with Sivil and the dark followers, all except for Felucia who remained in the room and the salamander women who stood by the door.


  “So… what should I do now?” Felucia nervously asked while watching the fiery monsters that were smiling at her.


  “All this talking and negotiating has us a little stressed out,” Jovian told her with a smirk. Felucia gulped and looked to them as the sisters giggled with cold smiles. “Let’s go check out the master bedroom and you can relieve us of that stress. One way or another.”


  “One way… or another?” Felucia slowly repeated.


  Jovian patted her sword with a stern look, the motion causing Felucia to quickly shake her head and smile fearfully at them.


  “I’ll make you both feel great, fantastic even! Just… no burning, please!”


  “We’ll see,” Jovian said as Jacqueline took Felucia’s hand and started walking her towards the hall. The sand wraith whimpered and tried to keep a smile on her face, the woman quickly clinging to Jacqueline as they went past the salamander women who hissed at her with mean grins.


  “Should we ask them to join us?” Jaqueline wondered as she stopped and smiled curiously at the fiery monsters. They both nodded with hisses while Felucia frantically shook her head to that.


  “No! Please, just us three! I… I… I’ve been dying to have some alone time with my mistresses! Really!”


  “Aww,” Jacqueline cooed while holding the wraith’s cheek. “Well, since you put it that way, alright then.”


  Felucia nodded with a whimper as the gemini walked her off. The two salamander women laughed with cackling hisses then turned to Jovian who was watching Grace sitting on the floor. The young elf was staring at the open window with teary eyes, seeming to be lost in the memory of having watched her mother murdered right before her.


  “You two,” Jovian spoke to the salamander women. “Keep our dear little friend here safe. After I spend some quality time with my sister I’d like to do so with her as well.”


  The two monsters nodded with hisses as Jovian walked over to the doorway, the gemini then stopping and looking back to Grace with a cold smile.


  “And don’t touch a hair on her head. She’s all mine.”


  She walked off while the salamander women nodded with cruel smiles, the two monsters then turning their eyes to the elf that continued to stare at the open window with quiet whimpers. Slowly Grace stood up, the young girl taking one shaky step after another towards the window before stopping at the edge. Looking down she saw a crowd gathered at the base of the tree, knowing that her mother was at the center of its attention.


  After a while of silence Grace started choking back a strained scream, her face turning red as she held in all her emotions while stumbling back a bit. She dropped to her knees and held her head, the girl struggling with keeping her anger in check as she always did. But this was far worse than her dire archery skills or the fact that her idol may have been devoured by swarm. It was worse than the fact that her people were being enslaved to fight for their sadistic captors. Her inner fury this time was because she had witnessed her own mother’s murder, and although she lasted the same three seconds she always did when trying to repress her scream the furious cry she then let out was certainly more powerful than any other she had done before.


  “MOM!” her voice echoed out into the air, traveling far and wide across Green Haven as the young girl felt her world falling apart around her. Something all the elves shared with the unfortunate child as it was clear to them there was no fighting against these intruders, there was no bargaining with them, and there would be no mercy from them either.


  Grace cried her heart out over her fallen mother, the young elf’s sobs only entertaining her guards stationed at the door of the chamber and being heard by nobody else. She rubbed her eyes and tried to catch her breath, her tears clouding her vision before she wiped them away and looked out at the horizon past the forest. The sunny weather did nothing to soothe the young child’s sorrow or make her mother’s passing any less painful, however one thought managed to keep hope for the future alive in her heart.


  “Clover,” she quietly wept. “Please, come back. We need you.”


  *****


  “That poor dear,” Flarah spoke to herself. The kitsune stood atop the hilltop just as she had been all morning, her eyes gazing at the lush forest further ahead while appearing to see what lay beyond it. Her nine tails gently swayed behind her letting off cinders and waves of heated air while her eyes focused on something with a hint of regret in them.


  “Hard to believe you care about anyone,” the voice said again in her mind.


  “I care about you.”


  “I am well aware of the extent your ‘care’ would be towards me, Flarah. Tell me, are you planning on just staying there until tomorrow?”


  “I have nothing better to do, so why not?”


  “Why are you doing this? All of your efforts here with your goal seem to be convoluted at best and futile at least. There are many paths that would be much more direct for you, so why this elaborate game with diminishing odds in your favor?”


  “I thought you knew everything about me, my dear,” Flarah cryptically said before looking down with a sly grin. “Surely you know the answer to your own question, don’t you? You can see my path just as easily your own hand, right?”


  “Your path is cloudy,” the voice reluctantly answered. “It’s a rather disgusting blemish in my sight if I do say so.”


  “So you don’t know what I’m going to do, do you?” Flarah questioned.


  “Nobody in this world knows what you’re going to do, Flarah. Not even me.”


  “And that’s saying something,” Flarah giggled.


  “I do however see the ripples you throw into effect. I wish to remind you yet again I hate this uncertainty you’re weaving into the world before my eyes. All this… irritating and infuriating… ugh! I feel as though you’re doing all this simply in an attempt to drive me mad.”


  “I can’t lie and say the lovely sound of you grinding your teeth in frustration isn’t pleasing to me,” Flarah replied with a smirk.


  “I don’t know why I humor your little ploys such as this,” the voice sighed. “I already know your friendship to me is as hollow as an eggshell.”


  “You’re curious,” Flarah giggled. “That or you like me more than you let on. Mmm, is that the case? Oh… my. Are you undressing me with your eyes right now? You dirty queen, you.”


  “I really hate you,” the voice tiredly replied. “Enough of your endless games, Flarah. I’ve been generous and told you more of what shouldn’t have been known to you at all, you owe me at least this much. What the hell are you trying to achieve?”


  “I suppose you’ll have to wait and see,” Flarah answered looking back towards the elven forest. She crossed her arms and tapped a finger a few times, something she was seeing causing some annoyance with the woman.


  “Though, if you would like a hint…”


  “You’re not going to ask me to do what I think you’re going to ask me to do, are you?”


  “That depends,” Flarah mused as she started thinking about something. “Do I have to, or do you already know what I’m going to ask you?”


  *****


  Grace wept while holding her hands over her face, the young elf sitting on the floor near the broken window while the sounds of screams were heard outside in the village. The child choked back a sob and looked down to the glass shards that were on the floor, the girl then slowly glancing behind to see the salamander women standing in the doorway just staring at her. Grace hesitated for a moment then started to reach down for a shard of glass near her leg.


  “Don’t bother,” a woman’s voice said in her head. Grace jumped and quickly looked around, the girl breathing quickly before looking back to the salamander women. “They’re not speaking to you, I am. Don’t be alarmed, and stop acting so suspicious. Turn away from them so I can talk to you.”


  Grace slowly turned to face the open window while trying not to shake in fear. Glancing around she saw nobody else in the room and she was certain there wasn’t anyone outside talking to her either.


  “Listen to me, child. You’re going to die soon. The monster that killed your mother is going to come back and she is going to do very bad things to you on that table behind you. It will not be pleasant and it will not end quickly, I assure you.”


  “Who are you?” Grace whispered.


  “You have to escape now or else you’ll be joining your mother in the underworld. And don’t bother with that poorly constructed plan of trying to stab the two guards standing at the door with the glass. You will die even quicker if you try something as stupid as that.”


  “How… did you know…”


  “Don’t ask questions that are of no use to you. Now, if you want to live you will need to do exactly as I say when I say it. Do you want to live?”


  “Who are you?”


  “What did I just say to you? Do you want to live or not?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Now, there is only one way you are going to escape alive. You’re not going to like it, but it’s the only possible way for you. You’re going to have to trust me.”


  “Are you my imagination?”


  “I’m not going to dignify that with a response. Now do you want to leave or do you want that monster to come back and show you what real rape is like?”


  “I want to leave,” Grace quietly whimpered. “Tell me what to do.”


  “Stand up.”


  Grace slowly got onto her feet, her breathing soft and quick as she tried her best to keep focused on doing whatever the mysterious woman’s voice told her.


  “Take three steps to your right.”


  The elf carefully moved three steps to the right.


  “Now turn to face the opening in the window.”


  Grace did so while the salamander women were watching her closely.


  “Now when I say so, run forward and jump out the window.”


  Grace stared at the broken window with a nervous frown while the wind quietly whistled through it.


  “My imagination is trying to kill me,” she whimpered.


  “Child, I am not your imagination, and if you want to live to see another day you must do as I say.”


  Grace gulped then looked to see the two salamander women carefully approaching her, the two monsters hissing while slowly reaching out to the elf with their claws.


  “If you stay with them you’re going to die,” the woman’s voice warned. “They will keep you trapped here, your mother’s killer will return, and then you will experience the absolute worst of nightmares before you are killed. If you want to live then you must trust me.”


  Grace looked back and forth between the broken window and the two monsters that were getting closer, a nervous whine coming from her mouth as she felt she was doomed no matter what she did.


  “Get ready. When I say go you need to jump out that window as far as you can. It’s the only way to survive, trust me.”


  “Who are you? Tell me,” Grace sniveled.


  “I’m the only one who can save you, child. Get ready.”


  “Easy there, little girl,” the salamander woman hissed.


  “Don’t do anything foolish,” the other hissed as they came closer.


  Grace looked at them with worried eyes then to the open window, the breeze coming in from it ruffling her pigtails while she questioned what to do. She closed her eyes and took a slow breath, knowing she might regret what was about to happen yet it was the only slim chance she had to live.


  “Go.”


  Without pause Grace dashed towards the window, pushing all her fears behind her as she trusted the unknown voice with all her might. The salamander women chased after her as the elf ran forward and jumped out the window, the monsters reaching out for her only to miss her foot by an inch. Grace watched as she soared high over her village, wondering if she was indeed going crazy and her imagination really did make her commit suicide.


  As she started to fall from her leap a powerful wind came across the grove, rustling the trees and blowing steadily against the tall timbers. It also hit Grace with a forceful gust, throwing the elf further to the left of the temple she had jumped out of and towards a large branch of its tree. To Grace’s surprise she didn’t fall to her death just as her mother had done, instead she was thrown by the wind right into a cluster of twigs and leaves that caught her like a net. She looked around at the tree’s arm that had somehow caught her then back to the temple where the salamander women were screaming at her from the broken window.


  “Wha… how… did you know that was going to happen?” she asked in amazement.


  “You must hurry and climb. They’re going to try to kill you now.”


  “What?” Grace exclaimed. She watched the salamander women yell at her before they shot flaming balls of bile out of their mouths, hurling the fiery projectiles towards Grace and hitting the branch she was on. The girl screamed as fire quickly spread along the branches and leaves, burning brightly and swiftly while also melting through the wood like acid.


  “Hurry and climb now, child.”


  “Okay! Okay!” Grace screamed as she leapt across the branch over the burning wood. She quickly ran towards the tree while hearing the branch behind her snapping and breaking off with a loud rumble.


  “Stop.”


  Grace halted from the woman’s order, right before a flaming ball shot past in front of her and missed by a few inches. The elf trembled nervously then felt the limb she was on shaking again while a crash was heard below along with more screams.


  “Go.”


  “How are you doing that?” Grace cried out as she ran over and grabbed hold of the tree. She quickly moved around the timber by grabbing vines growing on it, just avoiding another fiery blast that struck behind her. The young girl moved away along the side of the tree as another ball of fire crashed into the wood nearby, the elf making her way under the waterfall that dropped a few feet behind her and hiding under it in the shade.


  “Climb up.”


  “Up?” Grace repeated. “But shouldn’t I be climbing down? Why would I want to go up?”


  “To live. Now get going. Actually… wait a moment.”


  Grace remained still with a puzzled expression before a blast of fire pierced through the wood above her at an angle, throwing flames and splinters off into the waterfall behind her while the girl screamed in fright.


  “Okay, now go.”


  “How are you doing that?” Grace yelled out again as she began climbing up the tree. She frantically scaled the timber while hearing screaming down below, the girl taking a quick moment to look down to see a larger crowd gathering at the base of the tree near a branch that had crashed onto the ground on fire.


  “You knew that was going to happen, didn’t you?” she asked climbing up again. “How do you know all this? Who are you?”


  “Stop.”


  Grace halted and gripped the tree tightly, fearing what was about to happen next.


  “I meant stop talking. Keep climbing.”


  The elf blinked then quickly resumed making her way up the tree. She climbed up the vines that grew along the stone walls of the temple, scaling higher up the side of her home while the waterfall behind her continued falling at a steady pace with rainbows seen in the air next to it.


  “Where am I going to go? I’ll be trapped up here.”


  “Get into the tree above your home. Hurry, they’re coming for you.”


  Deciding not to question the mysterious voice who had somehow predicted everything that was going to happen Grace ventured up further alongside her home, quickly climbing the vines and stone ledges while having no idea what was waiting for her at the top. She made her way up the vines before coming to the roof of the temple that had water rushing off it constantly from above. Climbing along the building she made her way to the back of the temple, peeking around the corner and seeing more vines growing against her home as well as a few that were hanging down further away from the tree’s branches above.


  “Almost there.”


  She reached out to grab a vine before it snapped taught, the girl then looking down and gasping as she saw goblins scaling the building from a balcony below.


  “Get back here,” one cackled.


  “You no leave yet,” another taunted while slipping on the stone wall.


  “Get going,” the voice ordered Grace.


  Grace quickly grabbed the plant and started climbing as fast as she could. She looked down and screamed as she saw the two salamander women quickly scaling the wall, the monsters using the stone ledges and their sharp claws to race up the building towards her with loud hisses.


  “Help me!” Grace cried out as she slipped and flailed about briefly. She scrambled up the wall as fast as she could but the salamander women were quickly gaining on her.


  “Don’t move.”


  Grace halted and held onto the vine in fright, the clacking of the monster’s talons drawing closer causing her to whine in fright. The salamander women raced up and got on either side of the elf, the monsters grabbing hold of the plants with one hand while reaching out for the child with the other.


  “You’re coming with us,” one hissed.


  “Don’t move.”


  “You’re going to be in big trouble,” the other hissed.


  “Don’t move.”


  Grace trembled as she fearfully watched the monsters, seeing them about to grab her before the plants they were holding onto ripped off the wall with loud snaps. The salamander women frantically tried grabbing more but they too tore off the stone building, leaving the monsters to scream as they fell and knocked some goblins off the wall with them. Grace watched the monsters tumbling about, with some smacking into the balcony before falling off towards the hard ground below with loud screams.


  “Okay, you can move.”


  “How do you know all this?” Grace softly asked before she started climbing up again. She quickly scaled the vine, moving as fast as she could while she heard goblins shouting below her. The young elf raced to the top of the building, coming up to the roof that was slanted on both sides with water rushing down along both from the circular gateway suspended above. The constant flowing water that dropped down like a waterfall from the magical opening made Grace stare in awe at it for a moment before she felt the vine she was holding onto shaking. She looked down and screamed as she saw a goblin rushing up towards her with a wicked smile. The elf quickly scrambled up onto the roof and looked around, seeing the water flowing down the slanted sides while in the air were low hanging branches from the tree.


  “Do not try to cross the water. You will slip and fall, and then die. Look to your left.”


  Grace turned to see a few branches hanging low from the tree, all of them of course not being next to the temple’s roof but rather suspended further out in the air.


  “I have to jump, don’t I?” she nervously asked.


  “You catch on quick. I suggest you hurry. In fifteen seconds a goblin is going to do very nasty things to you.”


  “Fifteen seconds… how can you know that exactly?” Grace questioned.


  “Thirteen seconds.”


  Grace jumped then looked down, seeing more goblins climbing up the building and getting closer. She quickly yet carefully made her way down the slanted roof, being mindful not to get too close to the fast moving water that would certainly sweep her away, and then came to the edge while seeing that the branches she had to jump to weren’t exactly close still.


  “I won’t make it,” she whimpered shaking her head.


  “Look on the bright side. If you fall the impact will kill you much faster and painlessly than what the goblin behind is about to do to you.”


  Grace turned and yelped as she saw two goblins having climbed up onto the roof, one of them brandishing a rusty dagger while inching towards her.


  “Oh fuck,” Grace breathed out.


  “Jump. It’s your only chance.”


  Grace trembled then looked back to the branches hanging down from the tree, their leaves rustling in the wind while the sound of water rushing by was heard along with the cackling of the goblins. Choosing the less painful way of dying should she fail the elf quickly lunged off the building towards the tree’s limbs, arms outstretched as she desperately tried to grab anything while soaring high above the village once more that day. To her relief she managed to grab one of the ends just barely, the elf hanging on for dear life as she swung around in the air with leaves falling near her.


  “Climb up and then head towards the water’s gateway above your home. Get going.”


  This time Grace obeyed the voice without question, knowing that whatever crazy idea the unknown woman had just might work after seeing everything else she had said come true. The elf climbed up the branch then ran across it into the tree above her home, the girl watching as more goblins got onto the roof, shouted at her, tried to follow her, and then were quickly swept away by the rushing water before being thrown off into the air.


  “They really aren’t that bright, are they?”


  A small giggle escaped Grace’s lips, the girl finding some comfort in the woman’s words for a moment before confusion and fear returned to her. She made her way through the tree’s foliage before coming to a stop over the circular gateway. From the top all that could be seen was a soft green light coming from the portal, something Grace had never witnessed before as she was always told never to come near this enchanted ring as it could be very dangerous.


  “Do you know what that is?”


  “Mom told me it’s a magical portal,” Grace replied. “It brings in water from someplace else for our forest.”


  “That’s correct. It’s a gateway that leads away from your homeland, and it’s your way out of here.”


  “Do I just… jump in?”


  “Not yet. Right now the gateway is set to bring water in from a deep sea far away from here. If you jump in now you’ll appear far below that sea’s surface and drown. First you need to change the portal’s location.”


  “How do I do that?”


  “Get her!” a troll yelled out. Grace looked around to seeing trolls and gremlins climbing up onto the roof while more salamander women were clawing their way up the walls.


  “Tell me what to do, lady!” Grace cried out.


  “Jump down onto that branch closer to the gateway.”


  Grace quickly leapt down onto the wood, the limb bending down towards the steel ring where an unsettling aura was coming from.


  “Unfortunately there’s no time to teach you magic and nobody else can change the portal’s spell near you, so we’ll have to improvise.”


  “What do I do?” Grace frantically asked as the monsters below were looking around for any low hanging vines or branches to climb onto. A few salamander women were scaling the tree with hisses, the monsters moving through the foliage as the dark fiends closed in on Grace from all sides.


  “Kick it.”


  “What?” Grace asked looking up in confusion.


  “Kick it. Hard. Right now.”


  Grace failed to form any words to that blunt request then quickly kicked the metal ring with a clang. The gateway hardly budged from its suspension while the water pouring out below remained constant.


  “Try harder. You need to disrupt the spell that’s in place. Damaging the containment ring will alter the portal’s destination, although it will do so randomly in a rather unstable manner. Still, it’s your only chance of surviving this so no sense in worrying about that little detail.”


  Grace desperately kicked the steel ring again and again with loud shouts, the girl keeping her eyes on the green glow of the gateway and not the monsters that were climbing up and crawling towards her. The elf shut her eyes and kicked the gateway as hard as she could over and over, fearing this was where she would meet her end after all.


  “This isn’t working!”


  “It needs to be damaged more.”


  Upon uttering those words a hatchet struck into the ring right next to Grace, the elf screaming and looking down to see a troll winding back with another throw. Grace quickly jumped off the branch and grabbed the ring as the troll threw her axe, the blade flying through the air before whacking into the tree’s limb above the elf. The young girl screamed while holding onto the portal’s outer edge, the water pouring down hitting her feet and nearly yanking her off with it.


  “Grab that axe, quickly.”


  Grace looked to the hatchet struck into the ring near her before frantically trying to reach for it. Another axe missed her by a hair before it splashed into the waterfall, the elf screaming and making a big lunge out of desperation that helped her grab the nearby hatchet.


  “Break that ring, child. Your life depends on it.”


  Grace screamed as she started whacking the axe on the steel gateway, each hit causing sparks and an echoing clang that resonated with the portal. She struck harder and harder, desperate to live through this however she could while the monsters below watched in confusion as to what she was doing. With one more heavy swing she struck the blade into the ring’s edge, her grip on the gateway almost giving out before she grabbed it with both hands. The gateway sparked and flashed brightly before the portal’s window flickered while blue flames blew off the cracks against the axe struck into it. Grace looked around below her, seeing more of the fiends gathering closer as the water had stopped falling, then noticed the gateway’s blue and green light was shifting to purple and black while the image seen through the ring changed as well. It melded from the sight of the tree above her to a wooden ceiling as if from inside a house then back again.


  “I think that did it. Hurry and jump through the top. I suggest you move quickly, that gateway appears to be growing quite unstable-”


  A loud bang sounded off as part of the ring cracked severely, the light around it bending and warping while a bolt of lightning shot down from it and instantly fried a goblin with a bright flash.


  “Yes, quite unstable. Do hurry, child. I believe you have about seven seconds before you will be blown to pieces.”


  Grace pulled herself up onto the ring and turned to look down into it before the steel below cracked and bent suddenly. With a loud bang another flash of energy erupted off to the side right below her, throwing the screaming girl forward into the gateway.


  “Where did she go?” a gremlin asked as they didn’t see the elf fall through the other side. The gateway cracked and sparked before exploding violently, blasting many of the monsters off the vines and roof to fall to their deaths with screams.


  Down below the elves of the village were watching as a bright flash erupted along with a thunderous bang from atop the temple, that and also the waterfalls had stopped for the first time ever which raised more concern with the residents. Even the monsters of The Sisterhood watched curiously as a wavering green and blue light flared up above the temple before vanishing, right before several bodies of goblins and trolls slammed down into the ground after their fatal fall.


  “What the fuck is going on up there?” an elf asked.


  “Get up there, now!” an arachne ordered before she and more of her sisters quickly started scaling the tree.


  “Are the gods doing this?” an elf wondered as she saw the dead bodies of the fiends.


  “The gods aren’t here now,” another elf muttered looking down with closed eyes. “Only demons reside beside us.”


  Standing near the crowd of elves Grace’s two guardians were looking up at the temple with worried eyes, both having watched the priestess fall to her death along with what appeared to be the temple’s gateway being destroyed.


  “This… is a nightmare,” one of them mourned.


  “We need to find Grace,” the other spoke while trying to keep her voice steady. “She cannot be lost as well.”


  They quickly ran off away from the crowd, they and everyone else in the forest unware that the daughter of the late priestess was no longer there. She wasn’t even close to Green Haven anymore.


  *****


  Grace slowly opened her eyes, a weak groan coming from her mouth as she had landed on something that was soft and moving underneath her. Actually it was flailing around under her in understandable alarm.


  “What the heck?” Max cried out as the young elf lay atop him in a daze.


  “Where did she come from?” Lelu exclaimed looking up. They were inside the kitchen area of the cottage and had been washing the dishes after eating their breakfast, something that was quickly interrupted by a bright flash of light and an elven girl falling from the ceiling right onto Max.


  “Hey, what’s going on? Who are you?” Max demanded as he struggled to sit up. As he did Grace slumped against his chest with a whimper, the boy and centaur then watching curiously as the elf trembled a little while her hands weakly held onto Max’s arms.


  “Did… I make it?” she breathed out before fainting. Max held the girl on his lap with a confused expression then turned to Lelu, the centaur stepping closer with a curious eye on the girl.


  “An elf,” she realized. “Where did she come from?”


  “I have no idea,” Max said looking to the sleeping elf in his arms. “But based on what happened the last time a monster crashed into me, I have a feeling something bad has happened.”


  *****


  “Thank you,” Flarah kindly spoke. “That was very nice of you to do that for me.”


  “I’m still curious why you wanted that young girl saved,” the woman’s voice said carefully. “But that is a question for another day. Now, I’ve done what you asked, I guided that girl out of harm’s way. I expect you will honor your end of the bargain.”


  “Of course,” Flarah giggled. “I always keep promises made to my dear friends.”


  “So then answer my previous question. What are you up to, Flarah? Why were you so eager to be there when you already knew what was going to happen regardless of your presence?”


  “You’re so silly,” Flarah playfully remarked. “You’re looking at the game board all wrong again. All I’m doing is making sure the right pieces are set in the right places. For someone who can see the future so clearly you seem to be having trouble seeing the simplest of things properly.”


  “And what do you mean by that? Was that young elf’s life somehow important to your grand plan?”


  “Her life?” Flarah innocently asked. “No, not at all. I just don’t like seeing children crying or about to be eaten alive. I’m not heartless you know.”


  “Then what… wait a moment.”


  “There was only one way you could have gotten her out of there,” Flarah slyly said. “You and I both knew of this.”


  “The Aquarius Gateway.”


  “Not only was that unique enchantment responsible for this haven’s flourishing wildlife and lovely green trees,” Flarah started before chuckling. “But it was also a powerful relic that would prove to be… bothersome to high-level fire magic coming near the forest. In fact I wouldn’t have been able to step foot in Green Haven had someone not accidentally broken it in her dramatic escape.”


  “That’s why you wanted that child saved? So that her escape from the forest would remove The Aquarius Gateway and allow you entry?”


  “Haha!” Flarah laughed shaking her head. “Oh my, you still aren’t seeing the board clearly. I honestly have no need to enter that forest myself. I’m merely setting the pieces where they need to be and preparing to enjoy one hell of a show.”


  She smirked and gazed ahead at the forest that was no longer protected by a divine relic, its barrier that would hinder high-level magical sources of fire and flame from entering having been removed just as the kitsune had wanted all along. Not for herself of course, but for another piece of the game she was playing.


  “And now the Hellfire’s Edge will be able to properly participate.”


   


  


  Chapter 6


  Underestimated


  In the world of Eden it was common to judge others by appearance alone. After all even the most beautiful of monsters were usually just as lustful and dangerous as others. Despite the truth about things not always being what they seem it was normal for many to make assumptions based on what they could see for themselves. If someone appeared dangerous or threatening that was how they would be treated. Should they look plain and weak nobody would assume they could in fact be strong. When enemies suddenly appear it would make sense to view strangers more cautiously or even harshly. However it wasn’t always wise to judge others so quickly when first meeting them.


  They may end up being something else entirely if looked at more closely.


  *****


  Inside their spacious library Daniel and most of his harem were gathered around a table as Specca was tracing her finger on the map she had laid out. Triska and Alyssa weren’t present, as the cambion was currently screaming apologies in a desperate and futile attempt while the witch was preparing to punish her in a way that the group had not dared witness after their breakfast. Clover and Doku were still in the dining hall cleaning the dishes and examining what all was in the kitchen as it was apparent they had missed a few things while living there so far. The rest of the group had moved to the library to plan their trip that day, and also to see how far they were in reaching Kroanette’s home. And as luck would have for them, which was the complete opposite of Triska’s that morning, they were very close indeed.


  “We’re almost there!” Specca exclaimed with a bright smile.


  “Are you serious?” Kroanette anxiously asked. “Even after running off-course through that underground mess we’re even closer than we were before?”


  “Yes, look,” Specca marveled as she traced her finger from the valley they were in, around the mountain next to them and then east towards the marker for Ruhelia. “Because of that detour we’ve essentially taken a shortcut to your home, Kroanette. We’ll be there by tonight!”


  “Tonight?” Daniel wondered with a hopeful smile.


  “Yes, tonight,” Specca agreed while Kroanette hopped on her hooves with joy. “And I’m happy to announce that we’ll be there even if we take a short break next to this lake over here near the mountain. We can take a nice dip in the water, go fishing, read a nice book on the beach, and-”


  “Specca?” Daniel asked with a weak smile. “You do know that getting to Kroanette’s home is our priority, right?”


  “We have time,” Specca nervously insisted. “With the new route we’re on we’re very close to her home. Besides we need to stock up on more fish, Star ate them all. It’s all her fault we need to stop again.”


  Star meowed and shook her head arguing with her while Specca scoffed and looked away with a stubborn frown.


  “You ate all my fish, it most certainly is all your fault.”


  “We can get fish from Ruhelia,” Kroanette interjected. “I promise you, Specca. I could even get you a discount since I’m royalty there. We’re not making any more stops when we’re so close to finally reaching my home.”


  “Ruhelia?” Cindy wondered. She looked up with a curious expression while holding Snapper in her bosom, the young swarm again mauling the sandy breasts of the wraith with tiny growls that the group was paying no mind to.


  “Kroanette’s right,” Falla agreed. “We’ve been trying to reach the centaur homeland for a long while now, we shouldn’t put it off any longer when we’re so close.”


  “Centaur homeland,” Cindy repeated while seeming to be thinking about something really hard.


  “Besides, Daniel needs to meet with my mother and help put a stop to any more of my kin from dragging our nobility through the mud,” Kroanette added crossing her arms. “Every day they go on without knowing what they’re truly doing is another day they give centaurs across Eden a bad name. That needs to be stopped today.”


  Cindy went cross-eyed for a moment then looked at the map with a puzzled expression, the girl leaning closer while eyeing over the markers the group had on it while Snapper started coughing out sand once again.


  “Fine,” Specca sighed. “I suppose we can wait until we reach the city to purchase some fish. Though I still blame Star for that inconvenience.”


  “That’s just one step backwards for her with joining us and Daniel in bed then,” Falla quipped with a smirk at the jinx. Star jumped with a yelp then frantically meowed something at the group and Specca while waving her arms around, seeming to be pleading for understanding of her actions that nobody could understand.


  “Then it’s settled,” Kroanette stated proudly. “We’ll head straight for Ruhelia and Daniel shall have his audience with my mother on this very night.”


  “I better get my speech ready for her,” Daniel chuckled while rubbing the back of his neck. “After coming this far to meet her I certainly don’t want to blow this.”


  “You’ll do fine, Daniel,” Kroanette assured him. “I never had any doubt you couldn’t convince my mother to see the truth just as you showed me.”


  “That’s not how I remember you thinking when we first met you,” Specca mentioned with a raised eyebrow.


  “Do you want your fish or not?” Kroanette demanded with a flustered stomp of her front left hoof.


  Daniel and the other girls laughed a bit while Specca smiled nervously at the centaur and nodded then noticed Cindy showing a confused expression while examining the map.


  “Cindy? Is something wrong?” Daniel asked.


  “I don’t understand,” she complained shaking her head. “Where are we going?”


  “My homeland, Ruhelia,” Kroanette answered.


  “But why are we going there? Nothing’s there anymore.”


  “What are you talking about?” Kroanette asked with a confused smile.


  “I was at Ruhelia a few days ago,” Cindy said looking back to the map. “It’s all burned down. Why are we going back there?”


  “What?” Daniel wondered. “What do you mean you were there?”


  “Cindy, do you even know where Ruhelia is?” Specca plainly asked.


  “I assure you my home is not burned to the ground,” Kroanette lightly laughed. “That’s simply absurd. You must be thinking of something else you’ve seen while wandering The Outerlands.”


  “But I’m sure it was,” Cindy whined. “I even saw another centaur from that place. And she was really mean. She lied to me and got away before I could eat her. The dirty liar. Grr.”


  “You met another centaur?” Luna asked. “Are you sure?”


  “She looked just like her,” Cindy said pointing to a confused Kroanette. “Her name was Hollia.”


  “Hollia?” Kroanette repeated with a jump. “That… that’s my sister’s name. You saw my sister?”


  “I don’t know, was she your sister?” Cindy asked with a shrug. “She kept saying she had a sister named Maria. You’re not Maria, are you?”


  “Maria?” Kroanette gasped. “My… little sister?”


  “Ohhhhh,” Cindy said with a slow nod. “So you have two sisters, I see. So then Hollia is your sister too?”


  “Yes! Yes she is!” Kroanette exclaimed before rushing over to Cindy. “Are you telling me you’ve met both of them?”


  “No, I only saw Hollia. Maria is dead.”


  Kroanette froze with a shocked expression on her face, the others also sharing similar reactions as Cindy looked up curiously in thought.


  “Hollia was moping on the beach for days, talking about her dead mom and sister. She didn’t mention your name though, I wonder-”


  “WHAT?” Kroanette screamed. Cindy jumped with a yelp while Snapper quickly turned to the centaur with a gurgle, the swarm squirming and slinking back into the wraith’s arms while Kroanette stared at Cindy in fright. “M… mother? She said… mother is… dead?”


  “Cindy, are you sure about this?” Daniel cautiously asked. “You have to think real hard about what you’re saying. Are you sure you’re thinking about Kroanette’s home and family?”


  “Tell me what she looked like!” Kroanette demanded loudly. “My sister, Hollia. What did she look like? Was that really her you were talking to or just your own imagination?”


  “I don’t think I imagined her,” Cindy replied scratching her head. “She seemed real. She had brown fur while her legs had white fur, her tail was dark with a long white stripe going through it, she had long brown hair with a green ribbon tied in it, freckles on her face, and her front leg was broken.”


  “Hollia,” Kroanette breathed out in horror. “That’s her… that’s my sister…”


  “You saw her sister?” Luna wondered. “Wait, does that mean Ruhelia really is destroyed?”


  “The centaur empress is… dead?” Falla feared as the group looked to Kroanette, the centaur breathing shakily while she was grabbing her hair in distress.


  “It can’t be true,” Kroanette whimpered shaking her head. “You’re lying. You have to be. You couldn’t have seen such a thing.”


  “Hey, I’m not a liar,” Cindy pouted. “Hollia was the dirty liar. She said she was pregnant even though she wasn’t, she lied to me so I wouldn’t eat her up. She’s the meanie, not me.”


  “Ruhelia is gone?” Specca exclaimed. “But- but- but that can’t be possible! How could the entire centaur kingdom be wiped out?”


  “What kind of sick joke is this?” Kroanette yelled out. “You never mentioned this before, you never once said anything about Ruhelia being attacked or my family being… it’s not true! None of it is, you filthy liar!”


  “I’m not a liar!” Cindy shouted back. “And I didn’t know where your home was. I didn’t know where we were going. Nobody ever said Ruhelia to me once since I came here.”


  Kroanette stepped back while trying to steady her breathing, her fearful eyes going from Cindy to Daniel then around at the others as everyone was looking at her with growing concern.


  “You couldn’t have seen such a thing,” she nervously defended. “Ruhelia couldn’t be… my mother… she’s not…”


  “Cindy, please tell us everything you can about what you saw,” Daniel implored. “You may have seen Kroanette’s sister, that we can understand. But her home being burned down like that… it’s just so hard to believe.”


  “Where did you see Hollia?” Specca asked. “What happened to her?”


  “I saw her there,” Cindy answered pointing directly to the Ruhelia marker on the map. “She washed up on the shore of a river. I was going to eat her but then she lied and said she was poisoned, and eating poisoned food is very bad for you. And then she said she was pregnant so I wouldn’t kill her. I couldn’t kill her then, I would have killed the baby too. So I let her live. I didn’t know she was a dirty, dirty liar.”


  “What happened to Ruhelia?” Falla asked. “How could it have been burned down?”


  “There were lots of monsters there,” Cindy told her. She looked to Kroanette who was staring at her in horror. “They were knocking down buildings and burning things all day and night. I remember seeing these big centaur statues standing on a hill too, a few of them were knocked down with loud noises.”


  “The statues of our ancestors,” Kroanette breathed out. “No… it can’t be true…”


  “Hold on, where is Hollia?” Daniel quickly asked. “We should hear from her what was going on, maybe what you thought you saw wasn’t what really happened. Where is Kroanette’s sister?”


  “You didn’t eat her, did you?” Pip worried as she fluttered over Daniel’s shoulder.


  “No, I didn’t,” Cindy pouted. “She lied to me and got away. Some mean guy with fire chased me away from her. He’s such a meanie.”


  “A mean guy with fire?” Specca questioned. “So some human took Hollia away?”


  “I don’t know, I ran away before he could burn me,” Cindy moped.


  “What is going on out there?” Specca wondered turning to Daniel. “Could what she said be true? Ruhelia… is it really-”


  “No!” Kroanette shouted shaking her head. “I refuse to believe such lies! That couldn’t have been my home she saw, such a horrible thing could never happen to my people!”


  “But… she saw your sister,” Luna worried.


  “And the statues of centaurs,” Falla added.


  Squeak and Star turned to each other with troubled frowns then to Daniel as he was eyeing over the map very carefully now, trying to think of any other explanation for what Cindy might have seen that didn’t involve the destruction of Kroanette’s home.


  “Is Ruhelia really gone?” Pip asked softly.


  “No, it isn’t!” Kroanette shouted while glaring at Cindy. “I will not accept such an outlandish tale from you! You’re nothing but a filthy liar! My home is not gone, my mother is not dead, and that couldn’t have been my sister you saw, it couldn’t have been!”


  “But, Kroanette,” Specca said before the centaur screamed and shook her head with hands held over her ears.


  “I don’t care what she says or claims to have seen, it’s not true! None of it!”


  The centaur quickly raced out of the library with hooves clacking along the floor, the girl swiftly rushing to the doors before opening them with a loud slam and dashing outside.


  “Kroanette!” Daniel called out as he and the girls ran after. They got outside and looked around, seeing only Lucky standing nearby grazing while their centaur was nowhere to be seen.


  “Kroanette! Please come back!” Specca shouted.


  “Where did she go?” Luna asked looking around.


  Daniel searched the area for any sight of his mate then turned to Cindy as did the others.


  “Cindy… what you saw... Ruhelia, is it really…”


  “It’s gone, Daniel,” Cindy sadly said shaking her head. “I know what I saw. I know Hollia was real. Ruhelia is gone.”


  “Oh dear god, no,” Specca breathed out.


  “How… how could the entire kingdom be wiped out?” Falla nervously asked while she and Luna held hands.


  “That’s awful,” Luna whimpered. “Her mother… her little sister… are they really dead?”


  Daniel took a moment to think of their next move then turned to Pip while pointing towards the nearby woods.


  “Pip, go after Kroanette. She’s likely going to be sprinting to Ruhelia as fast as she can to see for herself. Go after her and make sure she’s okay. We’ll be right behind you.”


  “I’ll find her,” Pip promised with a nod then shot off in a blue blur. The group watched the fairy streaking high over the forest before vanishing out of sight then turned to Daniel as he had a firm look of determination now.


  “I’m going to get Lucky hitched to the carriage. Go tell the others what’s happened, we need to get to Ruhelia at once.”


  All the girls raced into the carriage while Cindy remained behind, the wraith watching as Daniel rushed to get Lucky hooked up to their ride. Cindy looked around the area worriedly then quickly trotted over to Daniel while Snapper was again gnawing on her arm with tiny growls.


  “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. Daniel glanced to her as the wraith had a saddened frown on her face. “I didn’t mean to upset Kroanette. I didn’t know that was her sister or home I saw.”


  “I know, and you didn’t do anything wrong, Cindy,” Daniel assured her. “I’m glad you told us. We need to find out what happened there, and what happened to Kroanette’s family.”


  “Her sister is with that mean man,” Cindy worried. “Him and other monsters too.”


  “Other monsters? Who did you see with him?”


  “There was a girl with green scales and a tail, a stinky pig monster, and a doggy woman,” Cindy answered thinking about it. Daniel froze then slowly turned to the wraith as she scratched her head. “I don’t know why they were with him. He seemed scary, who would want to be with him?”


  “A reptile girl, an orc, and a lycan?” Daniel carefully repeated. Cindy looked to him curiously as he remembered that particular group of monsters from Eston, along with the swordsman they were with.


  “Do you know them?” Cindy asked.


  Daniel looked off into the distance as he realized who Hollia had been found by, however whether that was a good thing for her or not he wasn’t certain.


  “I think I do.”


  *****


  The gentle rustling of leaves above and grass below could be heard as Mika started to regain consciousness. A weak groan escaped her lips as she gradually came to realize she was sitting against a tree. Her body felt weak, her leg was stiff and she could feel something tight wrapped around her wound, and her hands felt sore. Slowly opening her eye the world was blurry at first then began to focus, a slight glare coming from the sunlight that was shining down on the field of grass causing her to flinch slightly before someone was seen sitting close to her side. Turning her head her vision became clear and the sight of the centaur who was watching her with a curious expression caused Mika to freeze in place.


  “You’re finally awake,” Hollia said before eyeing over the human. “You’re lucky we found you when we did.”


  Mika stared at the centaur with caution then slowly held a hand up and felt an eyepatch now resting on her face with its strap going around her head. Hollia glanced to the girl then nodded slowly with a solemn face.


  “Perhaps lucky is too strong of a word,” she reasoned. “Still, you are alive. That’s something to be thankful for.”


  “Where am I?” Mika asked looking around quickly. As she did she pressed back against the tree from seeing more monsters gathered around her.


  “I know this girl,” Tabitha said while sitting on a fallen log, the neko keeping her hands held on the handles of her swords. “I’ve seen her picture in Stonegate. Mika Harollson, right? You’re a monster hunter.”


  “She is?” Scay gasped as she popped her head up behind the log before rising more to reveal her snake body. “She’s a monster hunter? Really?”


  “Is that so?” Forrus asked, leaning back against the tree and keeping an eye on the hunter sitting near her. “Even if that’s true she’s unarmed and I don’t think she’s able to fight too well right now. I believe we’re safe.”


  “A monster hunter, huh?” Rulo snorted while sitting near Hollia. “She seems pretty weak to me. Looks like she had her ass handed to her in that town by those freaks.”


  “That display of magical power we saw, was that you?” Sasha questioned, her broadsword kept firmly held in her grip as she watched the hunter carefully. “Are you a sorceress? That scorpia and witch seemed rather angry at you before they fled. Were you the cause of their troubles?”


  Mika merely glanced around at all the monsters while glaring at them, all eyes watching as she remained silent while keeping pressed back against the tree.


  “Cat got your tongue?” Tabitha sneered.


  “Go fuck yourself,” Mika snapped. “We have nothing to talk about.”


  “That’s very rude,” Hollia mentioned raising her eyebrow. “And after my knight was so gracious to save your life.”


  Mika turned to her with confusion as the centaur slowly shook her head.


  “Have you not yet noticed you’re not bleeding out? Your injuries have been healed, except for your missing eye of course. The scorpia’s venom has been removed from your body. And those two monsters who were going to kill you were scared off. A simple thank you isn’t asking too much, is it?”


  “You want me to thank you?” Mika scorned.


  “Not me. Him,” Hollia said looking over to the side. All the girls turned to see Daemon standing nearby, the swordsman having his hand on his sheathed blade while he gazed around at The Outerlands under the sunny weather. He glanced back to see them watching him before turning and walking closer, his cold blue eyes resting on Mika who showed a bewildered expression at seeing him among a group of monsters.


  “Wait, you saved me?” Mika asked. “That voice I heard before I fainted, that was you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why did you?” Mika cautiously asked.


  “Would you have rather we left you to the company of that scorpia and witch instead?”


  “Who are you? What do you want?” Mika demanded.


  “Silence!” Sasha shouted at her. “How dare you speak to my master that way after he kept you from dying. You should be thanking him for all he’s done for you!”


  “Sasha,” Daemon said raising a hand. The reptile girl growled and lowered her head as Daemon stepped closer and knelt down before Mika, the hunter moving her feet closer with a cringe before watching the swordsman with rising tension.


  “I saved you from dying because you may be able to help us with something,” Daemon explained. “We’re looking for some troublemakers in this land. They’ve been quite a bother to us and we would like to be rid of them, as I’m sure you would too. You know the ones I’m speaking of, don’t you?”


  “The Sisterhood?” Mika slowly asked.


  “What a stupid name they’re using,” Rulo scoffed.


  “They are but the grunts,” Hollia clarified. “Yes, they are demons at heart and need to be removed from this land, but they are not the ones we are hunting. Their leaders, the monsters who have brought all those despicable wretches together, they are the ones we wish to kill.”


  “We’re trying to find out where they are,” Forrus continued. “So far every one of their lackeys we’ve ‘talked’ to haven’t told us anything useful. As much fun as it is killing those degenerates it isn’t solving the problem at hand.”


  “They’re fun to stab though,” Stay grunted with a twisted smile. “Stab.”


  “You… wish to destroy The Sisterhood?” Mika questioned. “How?”


  “The Sisterhood is made up of lowly monsters and rejects,” Tabitha summed up. “Monsters that don’t normally play nice with each other. They’ve all been rallied into a frenzy by two in particular that are leading the bunch. We take them out, The Sisterhood falls into disarray and crumbles with nobody to lead them.”


  “We need to cut the head off this snake or it’s going to keep slithering about to draw more blood,” Hollia agreed. She blinked then looked to Scay who was staring at her with a pale expression of horror. “I don’t mean you of course. It’s a figure of speech.”


  “We heard you earlier,” Sasha explained kneeling down near Mika. “You said you knew what those monsters were doing, what they were going to do and where they were going. Tell us everything you know. That’s all we want from you.”


  “Why should I help monsters?” Mika growled at her. “It’s because of you abominations that this hell came to the people of Eden in the first place!”


  She glared around at all the girls then turned to Daemon while he didn’t show any reaction to her words.


  “Why are you traveling with them?”


  “They’re rather insistent on aiding me with something,” Daemon answered with a shrug. “That is of no concern to you however. Just tell us where we can find The Sisterhood and their leaders and then we’ll be on our way.”


  “They’re monsters!” Mika shouted out waving around at the girls.


  “What defines a monster for you?”


  “Them!” Mika cried out while pointing around at all the girls. “What is wrong with you? Don’t you know what they do to men like you?”


  “I’m not in any danger, you can relax,” Daemon calmly said. “Just tell us what we need to know so we can put an end to The Sisterhood. They’re becoming quite the thorn in our side and I cannot allow that to continue.”


  “A thorn in your side?” Mika shouted while getting closer to his face. “They killed both my sisters, they raped and slaughtered an entire city of people, and one of them took my fucking eye! What makes you think they’re a thorn in your side?”


  “They killed my entire pack,” Forrus snapped, with Mika turning to her cautiously.


  “They destroyed Ruhelia, my homeland,” Hollia asserted, with Mika turning to her in surprise.


  “They tried to kill us,” Rulo grunted.


  “They’re getting in the way of my master’s quest,” Sasha hissed.


  Mika looked at them in wonder then to Tabitha and Scay, the two glancing to each other then shrugging at the human.


  “I’m just being paid to help him,” Tabitha admitted. “It’s nothing personal on my part.”


  “Same here,” Scay giggled. “We just want to get lots of gold.”


  Mika looked at Daemon in confusion then back to Hollia with a careful eye.


  “Did you say they destroyed Ruhelia? The centaur kingdom?”


  “Yes, they did,” Hollia cursed in anger. “My mother was the empress, and they slaughtered her in the throne room right before my eyes. My little sister, Maria, slain at the age of eleven. My people were chased out of our land, killed and eaten by those vile demons, and now nothing remains in what was once my home.”


  “If you think you’re the only one that’s lost so much to those monsters, think again,” Forrus sternly told Mika.


  “I heard The Sisterhood saying such in Nibelvale,” Mika recalled while keeping a careful eye on Hollia. “I can’t say I’m sorry for your loss though. You monsters deserve to die for everything you’ve done to us humans.”


  “I wouldn’t expect pity nor ask of it from a monster hunter like yourself,” Hollia scoffed. “I was feeling some for you however seeing the horrible condition you’re in, but I suppose that concern was without merit.”


  “I don’t need pity from a fucking monster,” Mika snapped as she slowly stood up against the tree, taking a slow breath before looking down to her bandaged leg. She turned to Daemon with a sharp glare while he and Sasha stood up in front of her.


  “We get it,” Rulo retorted as she and Hollia stood up as well. “You don’t like us, and frankly we don’t give a shit about you either. My master just saved your life so you could answer our questions, not because he cared about you or anything.”


  “My hero,” Mika dryly mocked at Daemon. “For the record I didn’t need your help, I can handle myself just fine.”


  “Your appearance would suggest otherwise,” Hollia mentioned with a raised eyebrow.


  “Just tell us where The Sisterhood is going next,” Sasha demanded. “We already know they’re going to be traveling to Rockhelm soon, your beloved kingdom. Would you rather we wait until your people are raped and killed before we put an end to this horde’s existence?”


  “They’ll never take down Rockhelm,” Mika shot back. “They’ll all die trying. Not that it matters, I’m going to kill all of them myself before they even come close to that kingdom. I’m not letting them take another human life.”


  “Really? All by yourself?” Forrus questioned. “Seems you have a head injury on top of all your other wounds.”


  “Just tell us where they’re going next,” Tabitha groaned. “Leave the killing to those who know how to do it for a living.”


  “I’m a monster hunter, neko!” Mika shouted at her.


  “One that was about to be killed before we showed up,” Hollia reminded her. “Before my knight healed your wounds and allowed you to continue living. Enough with this waste of time, tell us where those demons are going to be so I can kill their leaders myself.”


  Mika growled at her before scoffing and pointing off to the side.


  “Head east then,” she dared. “That scorpia said they were going to recruit the elves of Green Haven to join them next. Go ahead, throw yourself into the horde and end your own lives. You can at least rest easy knowing I’ll get the job done when I get there.”


  “The elves of Green Haven,” Hollia repeated looking around at the others.


  “They’re getting archers to join their army,” Rulo realized.


  “Very skilled archers,” Sasha commented.


  “That could be problematic for us,” Forrus mentioned. “If they have ranged fighters of that skill on their side it will be very difficult for us to get closer to those two hellspawns that lead them.”


  “Let’s hope the elves say no and just end up getting slaughtered like the centaurs then,” Tabitha suggested with a shrug. “If they do that’s less for us to deal with.”


  “Need I remind you I’m your ride out here?” Hollia snapped at her.


  “Are we going to Green Haven then?” Scay wondered.


  “We are,” Daemon agreed while watching Mika. She glared at him then lowered her head, a tear coming out of her eye that she then quickly wiped away. “You should go home, monster hunter. You’ve had a long day.”


  “I need to kill those that took my sisters from me,” Mika growled. “I need to make sure those things never come near my little brother or the kingdom of Rockhelm. My fight is not over yet.”


  “They won’t,” Sasha replied. “We’ll be putting an end to those that have crossed us very soon.”


  “What makes you think you can beat them?” Mika snapped at her. “I could kill all of you easily enough, what chance do you have against a horde of those monsters?”


  “Could you now?” Tabitha flatly asked patting her handles.


  “Yes, I could,” Mika hissed at her, the hunter’s hand flexing while black and red streaks of light swirled around it. The monsters tensed up as Mika glared at all of them before she noticed Daemon not showing any further reaction to her still.


  “You’re crazy enough as it is placing your trust in monsters like them,” Mika scorned. “But I don’t believe for a second that you’re capable of defeating The Sisterhood at all, much less those that are behind them.”


  “You shouldn’t underestimate those you’ve just met,” Daemon plainly told her. “I have heard of you, Mika Harollson, how you’re one of three sisters who have made quite a name for yourselves hunting monsters in the region. I don’t think of you as an amateur fighter or doubt that you know how to slay monsters as you’ve been trained to. But this is not something you’re prepared for, I assure you.”


  “You’re the one who shouldn’t underestimate me,” Mika scowled while her hand flexed slightly. “You take just one step and I’ll show you what I’m capable of.”


  Daemon then stepped closer to the hunter, something that pushed her anxiety to the limit and prompted a quick response of holding her magical attack out towards him. In the blink of an eye he reached out and grabbed her hand with his, the woman’s magic then firing out with black and red flames searing across his arm while the others watched in surprise. Mika stared in shock at seeing Daemon watching her with his cold blue eyes and no signs of pain, his arm having been seared by the magical blast to reveal not scorched flesh or bone but rather dark scales that remained in the flames wake. The hunter slowly eyed over the monstrous arm of the swordsman then turned to him with an open mouth as he pushed her back against the tree and held her hand up above her.


  “Wh… what the hell… are you?” she breathed out fearfully.


  “How dare you hurt him!” Sasha yelled furiously while clutching her sword. Rulo grabbed her hammer and lifted it up while Hollia quickly snatched her spear from the ground and held it towards Mika’s head. Forrus growled heavily at the hunter while Tabitha and Scay remained on guard, all of them cautious of the newcomer’s magic now.


  “Nobody harms my knight!” Hollia roared before lunging forward with her spear. Mika watched in surprise as Daemon merely caught the lance’s end with his gloved hand and held it in place. The tip was poised to strike into Mika’s face while being kept still by the swordsman, something that shocked her even more from seeing.


  “Hollia,” Daemon calmly said. “Harming the wounded should be something below that of a centaur’s nobility, shouldn’t it?”


  Hollia growled furiously then slowly stepped back with her spear, glaring deeply at Mika who stared at her in surprise before turning back to Daemon as he slowly shook his head.


  “You are a skilled hunter, but foolish,” Daemon reasoned, with Mika trembling nervously as she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “You may be capable of powerful magic and have a reputation that speaks highly of you, however that means nothing if you don’t think before you act. Do not underestimate those you meet, otherwise losing your family and eye is only the beginning of your losses.”


  Mika looked at him in speechless wonder as he let go and watched his arm slowly shifting back to its human form. He flexed his hand a few times, not showing any signs of pain or discomfort, then turned to Mika while waving his gloved hand back. The other girls slowly stepped back while lowering their weapons and stances, with Mika watching in awe as they obeyed his order without hesitation before she looked at him in disbelief.


  “Who… what… are you?”


  Daemon looked at her for a moment then started walking off, the monsters around Mika giving her dull glances briefly as they followed after him. Taking a few steps more he then stopped and looked back to Mika as she stared at them in confusion while leaning against the tree.


  “You said you have a brother that still lives, didn’t you?” Daemon asked.


  “Yes,” Mika softly answered. “I do.”


  “Then return home and protect him. Leave the dangers of Eden to those who are ready to face them.”


  “I am ready to face them,” Mika asserted. “Anything that threatens my little brother’s life, the lives of my people, I’ll take them on without hesitation. I’m a fighter! It’s what I do!”


  “There are some fights you’re not ready for,” Daemon warned. “There are some monsters in this world you’re not ready to face.”


  Mika slowly started walking towards him, the swordsman keeping an eye on the hunter while the monsters turned to glare at her for approaching them.


  “Who the hell are you?” Mika slowly questioned.


  She took one more step then stopped as she felt the ground shake a little. Everyone noticed the land rumbling while birds took off from the nearby trees, the sudden disturbance occurring as quickly as it then ended.


  “What was that?” Hollia carefully asked.


  “Probably just a little groundquake,” Rulo reasoned with a shrug. “Nothing to-”


  Almost instantly the area shook about violently, a loud rumble erupting below the group as they quickly tried catching their balance. Mika looked around in surprise then noticed Daemon was the only one not showing a startled expression, rather he was observing the ground shaking wildly with the same calm expression he had since she first saw him. He looked around at the rumbling ground then glanced to her as she was staring at him in wonder.


  “Don’t look at me, I don’t know what’s doing this,” he plainly said.


  “That’s not why I’m looking at you,” Mika answered shaking her head.


  The ground ruptured then collapsed with a loud roar, the entire landscape around them dropping down into Eden with a thunderous crash while all the girls screamed from falling into the darkness. From high above the sight of a giant crevice appearing across The Outerlands could be seen, one that was struck through the land to divide the eastern front from the western just as it was created to do.


  *****


  Mika slowly opened her eye, her head throbbing in pain while she felt a sharp sting from her right wrist. As her senses came back to her she then realized she was being carried by Daemon, the swordsman holding her in his arms while eyeing the surrounding corridor they were in. Piles of rubble and stone debris were everywhere, the ceiling of the tunnel they were in cracking and dropping streams of dirt as it appeared ready to collapse, and the only source of light was coming from Daemon’s gloved hand that held a small ball of blue magic above it that illuminated the corridor for them.


  “What happened?” Mika coughed.


  “Good question,” Daemon answered as he made his way through the small corridor.


  “You can put me down,” Mika mentioned with a blush. “I can walk you know.”


  “I would hope so now that you’re awake,” Daemon replied setting the girl down on her feet. She cringed as she held her wrist, feeling it sore yet luckily not broken, and then looked around in frustration as more loose stones and dirt fell around them.


  “What are we doing down here?”


  “We fell down here,” Daemon replied with a shrug. “Blame gravity.”


  Mika glared at him as he kept walking forward then quickly followed after, the two making their way further into the underground tunnel while loud explosions and crashes were heard echoing around them.


  “Alright, you have some serious explaining to do,” Mika demanded. “First… what the hell are you? Are you even a man? Secondly why are you traveling with monsters? Are you messed up in the head? Third-”


  “We’re stuck underground and could be crushed at any moment by the ceiling giving away, and that’s all you can worry about right now?” Daemon flatly asked while walking forward still.


  “Answer me!” Mika demanded as she grabbed his shoulder and turned him to face her. “Just who are you and… what are you?”


  Daemon looked at her for a moment before they heard a loud explosion nearby, the walls cracking severely while more stones started to drop from above. Without pause he grabbed Mika around her waist with one arm, something that made her jump in shock, before he quickly moved her aside as the ceiling crashed down behind them with a loud roar. Mika stared at the sight of rocks and debris filling the tunnel behind them then turned to Daemon in silence as he was glancing up at the tunnel walls that were rumbling still.


  “This is not the time or place to be asking such questions.”


  “How the hell can you be so calm right now?” Mika demanded with a bigger blush. “And stop picking me up whenever you feel like it!”


  “Then start moving on your own,” Daemon advised as the rumbling grew louder. The two looked around then quickly dashed off down the tunnel as it began collapsing, the wave of dust and rock billowing behind them as they ran ahead into the unknown with Daemon’s magic lighting their way.


  “I am not ready for this!” Mika complained as she felt her bandaged leg growing sorer with each step she took.


  “You’re a fighter, aren’t you?” Daemon quipped while keeping his eyes forward. “Fight through the pain.”


  “I don’t need you lecturing me!” Mika snapped as they ran around a corner then another, the two making their way through the winding tunnels while hearing the collapsing walls behind them staying near. Mika looked back to seeing slabs of rock and stone dropping down behind them then to Daemon who was still keeping a poised expression about him as he merely glanced around at the tunnel as if mildly interested by it.


  “Okay, seriously, what the fuck is your deal?” she cried out.


  “Deal?” he repeated with a questioning glance to her.


  “Why aren’t you a little more concerned about what’s happening to us?”


  “There are bigger ‘deals’ to be concerned about than this,” he simply replied before looking forward again.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” Mika shouted in disbelief as they kept running ahead of the collapsing tunnel. They made their way through the twisting corridors before coming out into a larger cavern, the two stopping quickly at the edge of a cliff that dropped down into total darkness below. Around the cavern rocks and boulders were dropping from above, the ceiling to the cave cracking apart while more explosions echoed throughout the chamber. Looking around the two also saw several steel tracks suspended by rope that went in all directions through various tunnels, with one track leading up to the cliffside next to them where a mine cart was stationed on the trembling rails.


  “Where the hell are we?” Mika wondered. “I wasn’t aware of any mining being done near Nibelvale.”


  The ground below rumbled while parts of the cliff dropped into the abyss. Mika stumbled with her footing then found herself falling forward over the chasm, the woman waving her arms around with a scream before Daemon grabbed her shoulder and threw her back onto the ground.


  “Dammit, don’t throw me around!” she yelled rubbing her rear. “Don’t you know how to treat a lady?”


  “Get in the cart,” Daemon ordered pointing to the cart that was starting to roll forward.


  “Are you crazy? We have no idea where-” Mika protested before Daemon lifted her up and tossed her over into the cart with a thud. “You fucking asshole! Stop throwing me around!”


  “Stop complaining about living,” Daemon replied as he grabbed the steel cart and pushed forward. Mika crawled back onto her knees then watched as Daemon shoved the cart forward just as the ground below gave away.


  “Hey, watch out!” Mika shouted as the cart then dropped down along the rails with clacking wheels. Mika shook about in the ride then watched in surprise as the cavern wall and cliff collapsed behind her with more debris crashing down from above.


  “Why… why did he do that for me?” Mika wondered as the cart swerved on its rails over the dark pit below. She looked around at all the collapsing tracks and tunnels while the ceiling above started to fall in with a loud roar. She then noticed Daemon down below on another set of tracks, the swordsman recovering from his fall on the rails before watching as Mika rode ahead in her ride.


  “He jumped,” she breathed out. “And survived. Just who is that guy?”


  Daemon started running along the tracks while rocks and boulders dropped behind, crashing through the rails and causing them to sway and creek in their suspensions. Mika gasped as she saw Daemon running ahead of the cave-in, the swordsman keeping his eyes on the girl and her ride as it swerved around a bend then came back while heading towards a tunnel ahead.


  “Run!” Mika cried out. “Run for your life!”


  Daemon took two more steps before a large slab of rock crashed down through the tracks behind him. It was at that moment he jumped forward into the air, so much so that Mika stared with a wide eye and an open mouth as she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The swordsman leapt through the air high above the steel tracks that collapsed below him, his gaze locked onto Mika who watched in disbelief as he literally jumped over the pit towards her moving ride.


  “What is that guy?” Mika cried out before Daemon landed against the back of the cart with a clang. He held onto the rear while Mika screamed and dropped back into it, the woman pressing against the front while staring at Daemon in shock. The swordsman hopped into the ride and looked around at seeing the cavern collapsing over them, the two riding the cart into the nearby tunnel just before everything behind them crashed down with a thunderous roar. The ride swerved to the left then the right on its rails, wheels clacking and riding the tracks further into the unknown while Mika stared at Daemon with an unblinking eye.


  “I wonder how the girls are doing,” Daemon spoke calmly.


  “What are you?” Mika shakily asked. He turned to see her pointing at him with a stunned expression. “How… how did you jump that far like that? How are you doing any of this? Just who are you?”


  “My name is Daemon Warrick.”


  The tunnel became pitch black as there were no more torches or sources of light. That was until Daemon casted another blue ball of glowing light from his gloved hand, the magical bloom slowly lifting up and hovering over them while Mika continued to stare at the swordsman in disbelief.


  “Your arm,” she breathed out. “Your stamina. You jumping across a chasm like that. You… you’re not human. You’re not human.”


  “I never said I was,” he replied with a shrug.


  “You’re… a monster,” Mika gasped. “It can’t be. You can’t… there aren’t… how…”


  “There is much in this world you do not know of, Mika,” he answered while taking out his sword. The blade gave off a soft white light while Mika pressed further back against the ride in fear. Daemon came closer and grabbed her hand that had the sprained wrist, the girl screaming and trying to yank away before he brought the blade over her injury and close to her face.


  “And it would be best for you not to know,” Daemon finished.


  “Wait, don’t kill me,” Mika pleaded. “I won’t tell anyone the truth about you, nobody would believe me anyway! Please! I can’t die here yet, I can’t!”


  “Calm yourself,” Daemon replied while he held his hand gently around her wrist. Mika watched in awe as the blade glowed softly while the pain she felt vanished. After a moment he held his blade over her bandaged leg while she slowly moved her hand around, feeling no stiffness or discomfort with it anymore. She then watched in wonder as he performed the same magic on her leg, the soreness she felt with it also vanishing the same way. After he finished Daemon sheathed his blade and watched as Mika stared at him in stunned silence.


  “You’re welcome,” he dryly said. “I trust you won’t fall behind again once this ride ends up wherever it’s going.”


  “You healed me,” she softly said. “But why?”


  “Would you have preferred I didn’t?”


  Mika opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out, the woman eyeing over Daemon while trying to think of what to say as words failed her completely. Daemon sat up and looked around at the passing tunnel walls, seeing only fleeting glimpses of adjacent corridors racing by while the cart continued rolling along the rails on the incline it was set at.


  “Thank you,” Mika gently said. Daemon noticed the girl watching him with a remorseful eye now, her hair ruffling in the wind while she lightly held the side of her head and her eye patch. “Thank you… for healing me, and treating my wounds. And for saving my life. I… would have been lost without you.”


  “Forget about it,” Daemon replied looking away. “You just got lucky with us passing through as we did.”


  “Yeah… I guess I did,” Mika softly said looking down. “Lucky me. My sisters were both killed and I survived. I would have gladly switched places with them if it would mean they would have made it back home again.”


  “You and your sisters are well-known monster hunters,” Daemon recalled. “Even Tabitha knew of you right away. It sounds like you’ve worked long and hard to build that reputation for yourselves. Did you never consider the possibility you might die doing your job?”


  “We always knew it could happen,” Mika distantly replied. “Every time we go out on a hunt, every time we accept a job to slay monsters, we knew we might not return to see our little brother.”


  “So then why did you do it?” Daemon asked, with Mika glancing up to him curiously. “What pushed you to keep fighting?”


  “I love my little brother,” Mika dearly said. “So much. All three of us do, he’s special to us. Our parents died from monsters who also tried to rape him. We vowed never to let another get near him again. We wanted to protect everyone we could from the monsters of Eden. We wanted to prevent another family losing their own just as we did. But mostly I wanted my brother to grow up, to live in this crazy world. That was enough for me to pick up my sword each and every time we got a job offer. Because each and every time we ventured out there to help other people, we were also removing more of those horrible fiends from the world, ones that would never lay their eyes on our brother.”


  “You fight for him,” Daemon concluded.


  “It’s what women do in this world,” Mika reasoned. “We protect our men, our families, our people. It gives us the strength to keep them safe.”


  “Then why not return to him and make sure he stays safe?” Daemon questioned. “You’re not ready to face what evil lurks within The Sisterhood. And your brother has no more sisters to spare. Should you fall he will be alone. Are you prepared for that outcome?”


  “I won’t fall,” Mika sternly retorted. “I will not. Those monsters wiped out that city, slaughtered all those innocent people, took my sisters from me, and they have made an enemy with a monster hunter that they will soon fear. Whatever it takes I will fight them, and I will kill every last one of them.”


  “Your fortitude is what I would expect of you,” Daemon mentioned. “However as I stated before you are rather foolish. As skilled of a hunter as you are, and I do know about your exploits as such, there are some monsters in this world you’re not ready to face.”


  “Like you?” Mika questioned.


  “I would be one of them, yes,” Daemon agreed with a nod. “Though I have no interest in fighting you for no reason. I suppose should you truly wish to make an enemy of me that would be your own doing.”


  “Then what monsters do you think I can’t handle?” Mika asked carefully. “I know about many in this world, I know which ones are extremely dangerous and which ones to be cautious of. I’m ready to face anything, even a Darker One should it rear its ugly head.”


  “And what about those greater than a Darker One?” Daemon replied, with Mika showing a confused expression to.


  “Greater than a Darker One?” she repeated. “What do you mean? Darker Ones are the ultimate evil in this world. They’re the worst of all monsters throughout Eden.”


  “Wrong,” Daemon said glancing to her.


  Mika remained silent while the cart swerved around a large bend as it continued to travel through the darkened tunnel, her focus resting entirely on Daemon while she started to get a bad feeling in her chest from his response.


  “What are you saying?” Mika finally asked. “What in Eden could be worse than a Darker One?”


  The cart rolled up an incline on its tracks then exited the tunnel into a large cavern, the ride screeching on the rails before coming to a stop against steel bumpers at the end of the line. Daemon and Mika looked around cautiously as the sounds of explosions echoed throughout the chamber and from a few adjoining tunnels, rocks and loose dirt dropping from the ceiling while the swordsman and hunter hopped out of the cart as they noticed they were far from being alone now.


  “Hold that thought,” Daemon answered while keeping his hand resting on the handle to his blade. Mika kept close to him while tensing up, the magic ball of light they had dissolving away while the area remained well lit. There were torches mounted on the walls, enough to show that within the large chamber that had a higher level to it were dozens upon dozens of red ant girls. Every single monster was eyeing the newcomers while showing discontent and anger towards them, the girls all having short red hair while dressed in their usual crimson tunics. Some were hanging from the walls, others were standing atop the raised level, and more were gathered all around the chamber floor with pickaxes, shovels, and satchels in hand.


  “Ant girls,” Mika realized. “Well… that explains the tunnels and cave-ins.”


  Daemon started walking forward, with Mika quickly following behind as they made their way towards the center of the chamber. The ant girls kept their glares locked onto them while remaining still and silent, not a squeak being made by any while most were keeping a firm grip on their digging tools that could easily be used as weapons. Upon reaching the center of the cave Daemon stopped and looked around to seeing the ant girls surrounding them while still keeping their distance, the echoing crashes and rumbles of their kin’s digging doing nothing to distract the monsters in the least.


  “Get out of our way,” Daemon said, with the ant girls standing in front of him near a tunnel not moving an inch from his request. “I won’t ask you again. Move aside, we need to be going now.”


  The ant girls remained still while keeping on guard, all their eyes locked onto the two newcomers from all sides while Mika kept close to Daemon’s side. She glanced around at the ant girls then noticed one of them having a familiar set of sheathed katanas strapped to her hip.


  “Daemon? Didn’t that neko you were with have swords like those?”


  Daemon turned his cold eyes over to the ant girl holding the two blades then slowly started walking towards her, the monsters tensing up while baring their teeth at him now.


  “Where is Tabitha?” he asked. “Those swords belong to her. I suggest you answer me, and for you to have a very good answer.”


  “Ant girls don’t talk, Daemon,” Mika pointed out. “They only squeak.”


  “They speak just as all do,” Daemon corrected. He got closer to the ant girl in question before two more jumped out in front of her and held their pickaxes at the ready to fight him. “Last chance. Where is Tabitha?”


  A squeak came from behind, with Daemon stopping and glancing back to see an ant girl hopping down from the upper level towards them. She landed on the ground with a hard impact yet treated it like nothing given her physical strength, the ant girl slowly standing up while her long hair flowed down her back near her abdomen. She had earmuffs around her neck and a satchel slung around her shoulder, the girl blowing her bangs away with a short puff while watching Daemon with a harsh glare. In her hand was a pickaxe, larger than most humans would use but just right for the strong monster to wield. She squeaked a few times then raised an eyebrow in question, herself and all the other girls watching Daemon as he faced the newcomer with a piercing stare of his own.


  “So… what did that one say?” Mika slowly asked.


  “You are mistaken,” Daemon corrected the ant girl. “That neko was not part of The Sisterhood. She and others were traveling with me. Where are they?”


  “You… understood her?” Mika asked in disbelief.


  The longhaired ant girl squeaked while waving her hand around, seeming to be arguing with Daemon before pointing to him with an accusing glare and a stern squeak.


  “Again, we are not part of-” Daemon replied before the ant girl dashed towards him and swung her pickaxe. He quickly darted back and away while Mika jumped to the side, the girl stumbling a bit before she was grabbed and held in place by two ant girls.


  “Let go!” she yelled while struggling to move in their firm grips. “We’re not part of The Sisterhood!”


  The longhaired ant girl swung her tool around fiercely, with Daemon avoiding another swipe of the pointed end before he reached out and caught the pickaxe with one hand. All the ant girls and Mika stared in surprise at seeing Daemon holding the weapon back while the longhaired ant girl struggled to push forward with gritted teeth.


  “Would you stop doing that?” he plainly asked.


  The ant girl growled then let go of her tool and darted forward, sending a punch towards his face with a loud squeak. Daemon whipped the pickaxe aside, striking it into the ground with a whack, while he grabbed the girl’s fist and spun her around, throwing her over his shoulder and into a wall with a heavy thud. The ant girl dropped to the ground coughing and squeaking while dirt and stones dropped around her, the others watching her slowly getting back onto her feet then turning to Daemon in awe as he merely kept his eyes on the fighter.


  The longhaired ant girl growled then squeaked at him with a furious expression, the other ant girls then showing deep glares at the swordsman while Mika kept watching him in wonder.


  “You’re the ones picking a fight with us,” Daemon countered.


  The ant girl squeaked with a scowl then reached into her satchel, pulling out a crystalline rod of red and orange minerals that was wrapped with a special brown strapping. The other ant girls backed up while dragging Mika with them, the hunter noticing the heightened alarm with all the monsters before watching the longhaired girl standing up and taking hold of a loose strap from her rod. With a flick of her gloved fingers and a quick snap she ignited the band, bright sparks and cinders burning off the belt while slowly moving towards the rod. Daemon remained still with a blank expression on his face, calmly watching the ant girl showing him a bitter smile before she flung the stick towards him. All the other ant girls ducked down on reflex, those on the walls quickly scattering while the ones atop the raised level backed away to avoid what was coming next. Mika was held down on the ground by her captors, watching as the monsters expressed even greater alarm from what their companion did.


  “What’s going on?” she asked shaking her head. “What is that thing?”


  The stick rolled in front of Daemon, the swordsman holding a hand out towards it before it exploded with a powerful blast. Dust and smoke blew out in all directions while the loud bang echoed throughout the corridors, flames and haze erupted from the center of the detonation, and the longhaired ant girl smirked while her bangs waved around in front of her eyes from the wind blowing by. The other ant girls smiled and started giggling while Mika stared at the sight with shock.


  “What… what the hell was that?” Mika shakily asked.


  The longhaired ant girl blew the hair out of her eyes then chuckled with a fist held up in triumph, the surrounding ant girls cheering and holding their fists up in similar salute. They then blinked before jumping in surprise at seeing the smoke clearing with a soft blue glow coming from within. Mika watched in amazement as the dust cleared to reveal Daemon still standing, unharmed and hand held out towards where there was now a small crater in the ground. Before him was a shimmering casting circle of blue and green light, the circular barrier angled to prevent the blast from hitting him as evidenced by the scorch marks from the explosion being curved around his feet.


  “He… blocked it,” Mika breathed out. “How did he react so fast?”


  The longhaired ant girl stared in shock at seeing her opponent standing without a scratch on him, the monster’s lip flinching before her furious scowl returned to her face.


  “You are testing my patience,” Daemon warned as he dropped his magical barrier. “I’m in no mood for your games.”


  The ant girl squeaked and brought out another explosive stick from her satchel, the monster narrowing her eyes at Daemon while he watched her with a small amount of annoyance. The longhaired ant girl squeaked then ignited the bomb with a snap of her fingers, the sparks burning brightly on the band while the surrounding ant girls tensed up again. The fighter then ran towards Daemon, winding back with a punch while holding the bomb in her other hand. Daemon again caught the girl’s fist with no trouble, however this was something the girl was counting on as she smiled slyly. She quickly tossed the bomb onto the ground behind him before grabbing his arm forcibly and locking them in place. Mika gasped as she saw the bomb’s fuse burning closer to the rod while the ant girl was now holding Daemon in place with his back facing it.


  “Watch out, Daemon!” Mika cried out.


  The longhaired ant girl squeaked with a smirk before Daemon quickly threw her over him onto the ground with a hard crash. The girl squeaked weakly as she sat up and shook her head then gasped as she saw the bomb sizzling right in front of her. She squeaked loudly in fright before the bomb exploded, sending out dirt and dust all around with a heavy blast. The other ant girls gasped in surprise while Mika was rendered speechless. Slowly the haze cleared to reveal the longhaired ant girl staring with wide eyes at where the bomb exploded, the monster being held down by Daemon while he again had his hand out with the same magical shield erected that spared the girl’s life. Everyone watched in wonder as the dust settled to show the explosion had been blocked by the glowing shield again, the magical wall then slowly vanishing as Daemon recalled his magic. The ant girl shakily looked back to him while he had her pressed against the ground with his hand on her back, her lips quivering while he watched her with the same piercing stare as before.


  “Try that again and you will die,” he coldly told her. “Now, make no mistake. My companions and I are not part of The Sisterhood. In fact we’ve slain many of those troublesome monsters and intend to kill more still. You are going to lead us to those you have taken prisoner, you are going to return what you stole from them, and you are going to let us pass so we may continue our hunt. If you refuse to do as such you will have made a new enemy, one that you will find to be worse than The Sisterhood. Am I clear?”


  The ant girl trembled while held in place by the swordsman, her eyes going over his body that didn’t appear to be as insanely strong as he truly was before she weakly squeaked at him.


  “Daemon Warrick,” he answered. Grabbing the girl by the collar he lifted her up onto her feet, the monster stumbling a bit before quickly brushing aside her long hair so she could stare at him in disbelief.


  “Release Mika, now,” he ordered.


  The ant girl glanced to Mika then waved her hand at the ant girls. They let the hunter go while all staring at Daemon in wonder, with Mika rubbing her shoulders from where they had held her forcibly before turning to Daemon with the same stunned expression.


  “Now take us to where you’re keeping them,” Daemon continued. “And if they are harmed in any way you will regret it. Understand?”


  The ant girl shakily nodded with a squeak, her sisters in the cave looking to each other in wonder then back to Daemon as he released the girl and stepped back. The ant girl opened her mouth to speak, paused and eyed over the swordsman, then squeaked at him with a bewildered expression.


  “Don’t underestimate those you just met,” Daemon replied.


  The ant girl glanced to Mika with a raised eyebrow, the human looking around at the monsters then to her with a shrug. After a pause the ant girl slowly nodded then squeaked at Daemon with a cautious expression.


  “Yes,” Daemon replied. “We do hold our blades towards The Sisterhood. They’ve become a rather bothersome group to many and the world would be better off without them. It sounds like you share that idea.”


  The ant girl nodded then glanced behind her. After a while to think she waved her hand around in the air sharply before turning to Daemon with a sharp eye. The ant girls in the cave stepped aside behind her to allow them to enter the tunnel while the longhaired one squeaked at Daemon again.


  “Your warnings are meaningless to me,” Daemon replied. “We have no intention of starting a fight with you unless you provoke us. You are not our enemy. We just want to leave.”


  The ant girl watched him carefully for a moment then glanced to Mika, the woman looking from her to Daemon while slowly shaking her head.


  “How are you able to understand them? I’m just hearing squeaking from them.”


  “I’m able to understand a great many monsters in this world, Mika. The words of the ant girls are among the simpler ones to hear.”


  “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by now,” Mika commented to herself.


  The ant girl squeaked and raised an eyebrow in question at Daemon.


  “No, she is not my mate,” Daemon flatly replied, with Mika jumping in surprise.


  “Hey, why would you think that?” she demanded with a deep blush. “I just met this guy today!”


  The longhaired ant girl slowly looked over Daemon before showing a curious smile, the girl’s antennae twitching slightly while she rested a hand on her hip. She squeaked at him with a sultry smile on her face, her words doing nothing to change the blank expression he had on his.


  “Just take us to my companions.”


  The ant girl huffed with a playful pout then smirked and waved them to follow her. Daemon and Mika walked after the monster while the other ant girls exchanged curious glances. When the longhaired one reached the tunnel entrance she stopped and squeaked loudly at her kin, the other monsters quickly jumping to attention before rushing off in all directions. Daemon and Mika watched the monsters racing into tunnels and off in mine carts before turning to the longhaired one that smirked at Daemon. She tilted her head and squeaked something with a twitch of her eyebrow then walked off down the corridor with her hair swaying behind her, the girl being accompanied by two others who looked at Daemon curiously before following after the one in charge.


  “What did she say?” Mika asked.


  “She told her sisters to get back to work,” Daemon answered as they followed their guide into the tunnel. “And that she’s got her eye on me.”


  “Her eye on you?” Mika dryly repeated with a raised eyebrow.


  Daemon nodded as the longhaired ant girl glanced back to him with a smile on her face, the girl winking at him before looking forward again and trying to contain her excitement. In their nest only the strongest men would do, either for the queen or her workers, and this swordsman who appeared before them was no doubt one of those men in the eyes of this ant girl.


  He was certainly one that Saffron was determined to have, however she could.


   


  


  Chapter 7


  Strangers Down Below


  In the world of Eden there was more than one would first imagine buried down below. Of course there were miners who dug out minerals and forgotten treasure as well as explorers who ventured into caves in search of what might be hidden within. But that was only scratching the surface, so to speak, as the deeper one would dig the stranger and more unique sights they may find. Even ant girls would occasionally stumble across things other than rocks when digging their nests. Sometimes they may find treasure, monsters, or even stones that blew up like bombs.


  And other times they may find something that shouldn’t be uncovered.


  *****


  “Wake up!” Forrus yelled, right before a painful smack was felt. Tabitha yowled while recoiling from the hit then opened her eyes to see the lycan snarling at her. “Get up, you bitch!”


  “What the fuck are- dammit, my arm!” Tabitha cried out as she suddenly felt her left arm aching. She also then noticed a steel shackle attached to her wrist with a short chain leading to the lycan’s right hand which she was bound to.


  “What the hell is this?” Tabitha yelled while struggling to pull her hand free.


  “Move!” Forrus shouted as she yanked the yowling cat off to the side. Tabitha landed on the hard ground with a thump then glared at the lycan, seeing the wolf growling at something else while backing up near her.


  “What is your problem?” Tabitha demanded. She then saw an ant-lioness charging them with a vicious howl, the monster clad in a ripped crimson tunic while her legs skittered along the rocky ground. Tabitha screamed and jumped back onto her feet before Forrus yanked them both off to the side to avoid the incoming monster.


  “What is going on?” Tabitha yelled before she saw two more ant-lionesses charging them with screeches.


  “Shut up and move!” Forrus barked back as she ran off to the side, dragging the stumbling neko with her while the three monsters behind gave chase. Tabitha looked to her with surprise then around to seeing themselves in a large underground cavern. Above them were steel beams set in a tangled and crudely fashioned cage over the lowered pit that had several large boulders scattered about within. From the overlook above dozens of ant girls dressed in red tunics were squeaking and banging their digging tools on the steel canopy, all of them appearing to be riled up while laughing at those down below.


  “Where are we?” Tabitha asked.


  “How should I know?” Forrus snapped while they ran around a boulder. “I just woke up with you shackled to my wrist and these things trying to eat us!”


  The two stopped as three more ant-lionesses skittered out in front of them from around the crag, the monsters screeching while swiping at their prey with sharpened claws. Tabitha reached for her sword only to find that they were both missing, the neko then screaming as she grabbed an ant-lioness that tried to hit her and struggled to push the monster away.


  “Where are my swords?” she demanded while the ant-lioness snapped at her with its mandibles. “And why the hell am I stuck with you like this?”


  “Stop sitting around and move!” Forrus yelled before an ant-lioness tackled her to the ground, bringing Tabitha down with her as the girls tried to keep the monsters from eating their faces.


  “Get off!” Tabitha yelled as the ant-lioness wildly scratched her with her claws.


  “Filthy creatures!” Forrus shouted before the ant-lioness chomped down on her arm. The lycan screamed while the ant girls above cheered and hopped about in excitement.


  Tabitha and Forrus struggled to fend off their attackers before seeing more of the monsters coming closer. Two of them lunged for the neko and lycan before being plowed into by a stampeding orc, the heavy moving monster slamming the ant-lionesses into the boulder while a reptile girl quickly whacked the fiend atop of Forrus off with her tail.


  “Forrus!” Sasha shouted while Rulo kept the two thrashing ant-lionesses pinned to the wall. The lycan roared and sent a punch to the one atop Tabitha, knocking it off the neko before she yanked the meowing cat back onto her feet with her.


  “Dammit, my arm!” Tabitha whined as her shoulder ached even more.


  “What are you complaining about, that monster just chewed on mine!” Forrus snapped.


  “Yeah well mine feels like someone was trying to rip it off!”


  “I was! I was going to try chewing it off next before those things attacked me!”


  “You?” Tabitha shouted at her. “You’re why my arm hurts so much?”


  “My stomach hurts so much from the very thought of being chained to you like this!” Forrus retorted as she held up their shackles.


  “Hey!” Rulo yelled. The girls looked to her as she was holding the ant-lionesses against the wall while having Sasha shackled to her wrist, the reptile girl stomping down on another one of the monsters and crushing its head before glaring at the neko and lycan.


  “If you two are done yet, we have a situation here,” Sasha hissed before she jammed her hand into the neck of one of the monsters held in place by her friend. Rulo grabbed the other ant-lioness’ head and smashed it repeatedly into the rock, splattering blood and brains onto the crag before she tossed the body aside. The four girls looked around to seeing more of the vicious creatures gathering nearby, their howls and screeches being heard along with the squeaking and clanging of the ant girls above.


  “Would someone mind explaining what the hell is going on here?” Tabitha demanded. “Why am I bound to this mutt and where are my weapons?”


  “They took all of our weapons,” Sasha corrected.


  “Even my bolas,” Forrus growled.


  “What happened to master?” Rulo asked looking around quickly. “He’s okay still, right?”


  “Is he okay?” Tabitha repeated in disbelief. “I think we’re the ones in danger here!”


  The ant-lionesses screeched and raced at the girls from all sides, skittering along the ground and against the large boulders as they swarmed the group of fighters. Sasha and Rulo darted to the side, both moving in sync with their steps as they avoided a few of the crazed monsters. Rulo grabbed one and swung it against the crag, stunning the monster before the orc finished it off with a heavy swing of her fist that smashed the beast’s skull in. Sasha grappled another ant-lioness while one grabbed onto her tail, the reptile girl hissing as she grabbed the monster’s mandible, ripped it out, and then jammed it into the fiend’s eye before striking it back into the second monster’s face.


  Tabitha and Forrus jumped the other way before trying to run, both then being yanked back to each other as they had tried to run in opposite directions.


  “Stop pulling me around!” Tabitha shouted.


  “Shut up, cat!” Forrus yelled while backhanding her. The ant girls above laughed and pointed to them while Tabitha yowled and tackled the lycan to the ground. She held the chain against Forrus’ face while the lycan was pushing back against hers with one hand, the two growling and hissing at each other while ant-lionesses closed in around them.


  “What the hell are you two doing?” Rulo shouted.


  “Watch out!” Sasha warned.


  One of the fiends grabbed Tabitha from behind and skittered back with her, the cat yowling and thrashing about while Forrus was dragged after her. Another ant-lioness grabbed the wolf by the legs and pulled her back, the two then snapping to a halt while being pulled in opposite directions. The ant girls cheered and clanged their digging tools against the steel beams as they watched the predators swarm the lycan and neko, both of them screaming as the monsters began biting down on them.


  “AHHH!” Tabitha yelled as she felt teeth sinking into her shoulder.


  “STOP!” Forrus shouted as two bit down on her back.


  “You idiots!” Rulo scolded as she and Sasha rushed over. They grabbed the monsters that were on top of Forrus and threw them aside before they yanked the lycan towards them, in doing so also pulling Tabitha out of the ant-lioness’ grip with a painful cry. The neko was dragged over while blood covered her shoulder, the girl unable to tell if the bite was hurting her more or the fact her arm felt like it was nearly pulled out of its socket now.


  “If you want to kill each other may I suggest doing so later?” Sasha dryly questioned as she pulled Tabitha up onto her feet. The neko growled then swung back with her foot, kicking aside an ant-lioness before she stumbled to the side holding her wounded shoulder.


  “Tell that to her!” she shouted at Forrus.


  “If those creatures don’t kill you, I sure as hell will,” the lycan growled at her before she swung aside with her claw and struck an ant-lioness across its face. Sasha kicked away the one Tabitha stunned while Rulo punched the other that had lycan claw marks across its face, the girls quickly backing up again while more of the fiends skittered towards them from all sides.


  “Forrus, stand down,” Sasha ordered. “We’re outnumbered here, we need the neko’s extra hands right now.”


  “Tabitha, back off,” Rulo threatened. “If you don’t I’m sitting on you. And you will not like it.”


  Forrus and Tabitha glared at each other then around at the approaching monsters while the ant girls continued to cheer on the fight from above.


  “Those ant girls placed us in this situation for their entertainment,” Sasha mentioned. “Don’t give them the satisfaction of a good show by tearing each other’s throats out.”


  “Fine,” Tabitha hissed. “Not like I want to be shackled to a lycan’s corpse anyway.”


  “If there were to be any dead body attached to these chains, it would be yours,” Forrus shot back.


  “Shut up both of you or I’m sitting on each of you!” Rulo shouted at them.


  “Those monsters must have taken master somewhere as well,” Sasha mused.


  “They’re going to try to rape him,” Tabitha assumed.


  “They will try,” Forrus scoffed. “But they will fail. My lord will not be taken so easily by any.”


  “They’re going to have a hell of a time trying to get his pants off,” Rulo chuckled. “Kinda wish I could see them try.”


  Sasha looked around then noticed something she pointed to.


  “The others are here too,” she said, with the girls then seeing Hollia dashing around a boulder further away with Scay slithering close to her side, the two bound together in the same manner while they ran away from a horde of ant-lionesses that were chasing them.


  “Hollia!” Forrus called out.


  “Scay, you okay?” Tabitha asked.


  “Hi, Tabitha!” Scay said waving to them with a cheery smile before the two vanished behind another large crag in the underground arena.


  “What the hell is going on here?” Hollia cried out before they both started screaming.


  “Goddammit,” Tabitha muttered before the four girls raced towards them. Rulo and Sasha bashed away two ant-lionesses while Forrus tackled another and brought Tabitha down with her.


  “Stop doing that!” Tabitha shouted as the lycan slashed the monster’s face apart. “I’m chained to you still, remember?”


  “Not my fault,” Forrus growled before she took off running, dragging the stumbling neko along with her as the girls ran towards the sounds of more screeching and shouting. They rounded the large boulder before coming to a quick halt, all watching in wonder as Hollia was swinging Scay around by her arm and knocking away all the surrounding fiends with the naga’s long tail.


  “Get back, you vile wretches!” Hollia yelled while sending more of the ant-lionesses flying off into rocks and each other by swinging her companion. She staggered a bit while catching her breath before Scay quickly slithered along the ground and wrapped around an ant-lioness, crushing the monster’s body with her own before she waved at Hollia.


  “Let’s do it again! Yay!” she cheered happily. Hollia quickly scampered around on her hooves before swinging the naga and her prey around like a heavy sledgehammer, the increased weight and size with the naga and the ant-lioness being swung around and smashing into more of the fiends that charged at them. They were all knocked away wildly while the centaur let loose a loud warcry as she apparently became blinded by rage and adrenaline once again.


  “Weeeeee!” Scay cheered as she was soaring around in a tight arc with the ant-lioness’ body in her tail being crushed and battered from hitting everything around them.


  “They appear to be fine,” Sasha commented before ducking with Rulo to avoid a flying ant-lioness that soared past and crashed into a rock headfirst.


  “Glad she’s having fun,” Tabitha dryly added before an ant-lioness latched onto Forrus from behind and started dragging her back, the neko then stumbling after before she yowled and struck her claws into the fiend’s face. Forrus slashed her claws down across the ant-lioness’ arms, severing the monster’s grip on her, then swung around and struck its neck. Tabitha and Forrus then quickly backed up as more of the ant-lionesses skittered around the crag and over it towards them.


  “We need to get out of here,” Sasha ordered as she swung a fist at an ant-lioness and knocked it back. Rulo followed through with a hard strike to its face, sending it flying back into another, before the two girls jumped back to avoid more of the monsters that lunged at them.


  “We need to get free,” Rulo snorted as she and Sasha tried yanking on their chain, both doing nothing to break the links as they held strong.


  “We need to find my lord,” Forrus insisted before an ant-lion grabbed onto her and bit into her shoulder. The lycan howled before Tabitha yanked the fiend’s head back and clawed out its eyes.


  “We need to kill all these bitches for putting us through this!” Tabitha argued while Forrus clawed out the ant-lioness’ throat. She then screamed as she was pulled down into the ground by a pair of hands, the neko struggling to kick free as she was yanked down into the dirt.


  “Don’t drag me down with you!” Forrus shouted as she grabbed Tabitha and tried pulling her back up.


  “I hate you!” Tabitha yelled out at Forrus and not the ant-lioness that was trying to pull her down to her death.


  “Tabitha!” Scay cried out as she saw her friend sinking into the dirt. Hollia looked over to them then quickly ran forward while Scay flung the battered corpse of the ant-lioness she was coiled around into a boulder where it struck against with a loud crack. The centaur and naga rushed over and grabbed Tabitha, both pulling her back up along with the ant-lioness that surfaced beneath her while Sasha and Rulo struggled to push off two ant-lionesses that had grabbed onto them with loud screeches.


  “Let her go!” Scay whined while slapping the monster. “Where’s my dagger? I wanna stab this thing!”


  “These whores aren’t getting the hint!” Rulo shouted before she bashed an ant-lioness’ head in with her own.


  “Nothing but wild animals,” Sasha hissed as she struck the fiend holding onto her with a punch before tearing its throat out and throwing the gore into its mouth.


  “Unhand her!” Hollia yelled before moving over and stomping down with her rear hooves, crushing the ant-lioness clawing at Tabitha into the dirt with a crunch. The girls pulled Tabitha over before she dropped to her knees, the girl screaming in anger while having blood matting the fur on her shoulder and leg.


  “Alright, I’ve had enough!” she yelled out with a furious glare. She looked back to her tail and jingled her silent bells, the neko then reaching forward with her claws and tearing into the air with them. A soft crackle of red light formed around her hands that she then slowly parted while growling in anger. She opened her magical treasure trove while the other girls fended off the ant-lionesses that continued to come after them, the neko then jingling her silent bells that caused the rift’s edge to shift to a blue hue and remain open as she quickly reached inside of it.


  “Sword!” she yelled as she tossed over a longsword to Sasha, the reptile girl catching it and staring at it in wonder as the elegant blade had a golden handle, crimson rubies engraved into its hilt, and blue diamonds that were set within the sword’s finely polished steel.


  “Hammer!” Tabitha called out as she tossed over a large mallet to Rulo, the orc catching the weapon with one hand and noticing it was made of gold with silver weaved around its handle and large red gemstones engraved in the sides. The weight of the hammer was pretty decent while the gems in it gave off a soft crimson glow.


  “Spear!” Tabitha yelled as she flung out a long golden lance that was decorated with silver feathers tied to the spearhead with crimson bands, the expensive looking weapon having red jewels encrusted in its sleek golden finish while its tip held a sharpened green runestone that allowed it to pierce an ant-lioness without any trouble. The monster stumbled back with the spear struck through its chest before Hollia grabbed and pulled it out with one hand.


  “Dagger!” Tabitha said as she tossed out a curved short blade that had dark purple runes engraved in its silver handle while the blade appeared to be made of solid gold. Scay grabbed it and laughed with a deranged face while she started wildly thrusting the blade around in a frenzied state.


  Tabitha glanced to Forrus and growled, the lycan now watching her curiously as she had seen the neko literally pulling weapons out of a tear in the air.


  “I don’t have anything like your crappy bolas to give you,” Tabitha scorned before pulling out a long katana, the elegant weapon’s polished steel complimenting the black and golden hilt that the neko held with ease. She yanked her arm down, causing Forrus to stumble to her knee, before lifting her blade up with a glare at the lycan. Forrus stared in surprise at the neko before Tabitha swiftly sliced through their chain with a sharp strike. The lycan looked to her freed hand then around to seeing Sasha using her sword to break the chain holding her to Rulo while Scay was furiously hacking at the links holding her and Hollia with a crazed laugh, eventually cutting through while the centaur was freaking out that she might lose her hand should the naga have been slightly off with her stabbing.


  “And frankly I hate the idea of giving you anything, mutt,” Tabitha scoffed. She spun around and sliced the head off an ant-lioness before turning back to Forrus and swinging her blade inversely behind her to slice through the chest of another beast that was fatally struck down. After a pause Tabitha growled then reached into her rift while stabbing back with her katana, piercing the head of another ant-lioness while she glanced to Forrus with a stern glare.


  “But I’m not going to let you sit there and do nothing while we do all the fighting,” she continued before pulling out a jewel encrusted axe, the hatchet’s golden and silver embroidered handle having blue and green gems set within it while the blade’s polished steel had three serrated crimson diamonds sticking out on either side. Tossing the weapon over to the surprised lycan Tabitha then jingled her silent bells, closing the rift to her storehouse while she glanced around at all her companions who were watching her questionably.


  “And I expect to get all those back in perfect condition, or else you’re paying for them,” Tabitha snapped before turning her eyes onto the surrounding ant-lionesses. The girls glanced to each other then noticed the fiends charging them from all sides.


  “Where did you get these things?” Sasha asked as she sliced an ant-lioness across its chest before swinging back and beheading another.


  “I’ve collected many valuable treasures in this world,” Tabitha replied as she nimbly darted around while swiping her katana through each ant-lioness she passed. “And I plan on living to add even more to my collection.”


  “Thank you, Tabitha!” Scay laughed as she was hacking apart an ant-lioness’ head and chest with her new dagger, the naga also having another bound in her tail that she was crushing to death with a deranged smile on her face.


  “I guess you’re not a complete waste to have around,” Rulo snorted as she bashed in the head of an ant-lioness before swinging back and blasting another’s skull apart with a loud crunch.


  “It’s not as light and well-made as our own spears,” Hollia pointed out as she struck her lance through a fiend’s skull, the centaur then tossing the monster aside before charging forward and skewering two more on the pole. “But it shall do for these unsightly creatures. Thank you, Tabitha.”


  Forrus swung her axe and split open the skull of an ant-lioness then chopped off another’s arm before she swiped her claws across its face. The lycan struck down the monster then swung back and hacked the blade right into another’s head with a heavy crunch, the beast wavering for a moment before dropping dead before her.


  “I don’t know if I can force out any sincere words of thanks to you, neko,” she grunted. Looking over to Tabitha she saw the cat slicing down another two ant-lionesses before turning to the lycan and jabbing her blade back to pierce the chest of another.


  “I don’t need your thanks,” Tabitha scoffed before whipping her katana to the side, slicing through the monster and dropping it with blood splattering across the ground. “Just make yourself useful and kill some of these things.”


  The ant girls above booed and hissed as they watched the six fighters gain their advantage against the wild ant-lionesses. Sasha made quick work of any that approached her, the sword in her hand being wielded easily enough as it was smaller and lighter than her original one. Rulo knocked away all that tried swiping at her, the orc’s heavy hammer and equally damaging fist allowing her to break any and all bones they came into contact with. Hollia charged around with a furious warcry, her words being impossible to understand while she trampled over the vicious monsters and impaled others as she passed by. Scay appeared to have boundless energy as she lunged from one foe to the next, mercilessly hacking apart the monsters with crazed laughter and strangling others in her tail. Forrus darted about with high agility, striking down one ant-lioness after another with her fancy axe that she swung around with ease. And Tabitha slayed all that she rested her cold glare on, the neko darting around ant-lionesses that weren’t facing her and slicing through their backs with her blade before striking down more who failed to see the deadly neko in time.


  The ant girls clanged their tools against the steel beams and squeaked in anger as they saw the fighters striking down the ant-lionesses that came after them. Even those that tried to grab them from underground were swiftly killed as the girls quickly took them out, either by striking down at the monsters with their sharpened weapons or in Rulo’s case merely yanking the ant-lioness up like a carrot before bashing her face in.


  “I thought ant girls were normally prey for these underground predators,” Sasha commented as she sliced her blade through another monster’s head before striking another away with her tail.


  “Looks like they made these bitches their bitches,” Rulo snorted while smashing her hammer into the face of another ant-lioness. Taking a step forward she was then grabbed and dragged downward by another of the underground beasts, the orc quickly bracing herself with one foot before lifting the ant-lioness up with the other. A hard blow to its head with her hammer was all it took to kill the monster with a large splatter of blood and bone.


  “This is fun!” Scay laughed while slashing her dagger into a monster’s face repeatedly. She cackled like a deranged psycho, or like normally for herself, while blood sprayed out from each vicious attack. After decimating her prey into a bloody mess and her tail crushed another with a loud crunch the naga quickly slithered off and repeated the process of stabbing and strangling two more of the screeching predators with extreme merriment.


  “Why are they doing this to us?” Hollia demanded, the centaur stampeding around the area while trampling a few of the vicious monsters and skewering others on her lance. “I thought ant girls were supposed to be friendly and shy creatures of the lower land.”


  “It would appear these ant girls are different,” Forrus commented while striking her axe into the skull of another foe. Looking up she saw the ant girls clanging their tools and squeaking loudly at them, appearing to be angry that the new girls were killing the predators instead of the other way around.


  “It doesn’t matter how they normally are,” Tabitha argued as she cleaved an ant-lioness across the stomach before spinning her blade and striking it down into the ground between two protruding mandibles of another underground fiend. “They trapped us down here with these things. It’s obvious they’re trying to kill us. That’s enough of a reason to kill them back!”


  The girls hacked, slashed, bashed, stabbed, trampled, and downright murdered all the ant-lionesses that came after them, the screeching predators popping up from the ground and hopping out of burrows in the pit’s walls while racing after the ones who were in their living space. Even with the building pile of corpses of their fallen kin they charged towards the ones who they intended to devour with reckless abandon, each of them failing miserably as now the six newcomers weren’t bound together and were armed with very expensive weaponry. It wasn’t long before they were the only six still standing while all around the area were decimated and decapitated corpses of the beasts along with plenty of blood to coat the dirt.


  “I don’t think they’re enjoying the show,” Hollia mocked as the girls looked up and around at the booing monsters.


  “I’m having fun,” Rulo smirked.


  “A little bored here,” Sasha mentioned with a flick of her blade.


  “Stab,” Scay grunted with a twitching smile.


  “Seems we’ve run out of wretches to slaughter down here,” Forrus mused.


  “Plenty up there though,” Tabitha said while holding her katana inversely behind her. She grunted with a cringe while wavering slightly, the neko taking a deep breath while slowly moving her wounded shoulder around.


  “Tabitha, you’re hurt,” Scay worried with a frown.


  “I’m fine,” Tabitha snapped, shaking her head to clear her vision. “Let’s just kill them and go find Daemon. I’ve had enough of being down here.”


  “Sounds like a plan to me,” Hollia agreed as the girls looked around, seeing steep cliff walls circling the pit on all sides. There were no stairs, ladders, or even doorways of any kind seen, the lowered arena appearing to be completely enclosed with only going up being the way out.


  “Looks like we’re climbing out,” Forrus muttered.


  “Excuse me?” Hollia argued. “Centaurs do not climb. At all. There must be another way out of this infernal coliseum.”


  The ant girls above squeaked and booed at the monsters before a few of them took out explosive rods from their satchels. They ignited the ends and tossed the sticks down around the six girls, all of them looking at the sparkling objects with puzzlement as their fuses slowly burned down.


  “What are those?” Scay wondered with bright eyes. “They’re so pretty.”


  “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Hollia cautioned.


  “Run!” Sasha ordered. The girls all quickly scattered before the bombs exploded with great force, throwing out dust and charred rubble while letting off loud bangs that echoed in the chamber.


  “What the hell was that?” Rulo exclaimed.


  More of the ant girls started dropping bombs from above, the six fighters then frantically running about while the sticks blew up violently behind them every step of the way.


  “What are those things?” Scay whined while slithering one way then another as the bombs blew up all around her. “I don’t like them anymore!”


  “What manner of magic is this?” Forrus shouted before being knocked forward onto the ground by an explosion behind her.


  “They’re using bombs!” Tabitha cried out. She stopped and blinked then looked to Scay who slithered over next to her. “Wait a moment, they’re using bombs!”


  “You just said that,” Sasha pointed out.


  “What’s a bomb?” Hollia whined while two more exploded behind her.


  “Those are apparently,” Rulo answered with a shrug.


  “Bombs are tools that blow up,” Tabitha clarified.


  “We noticed!” Hollia yelled out.


  “And they’re extremely rare and expensive to make,” Tabitha continued as another stick dropped in front of her. Scay quickly ran over and grabbed the bomb, throwing it aside before it exploded while the naga wrapped herself around Tabitha to protect her.


  “What does that mean, Tabitha?” she desperately asked her friend while bracing from the blast.


  “It means if they have this many of those things these ant girls are filthy rich!” Tabitha cheered with a big smile. “I smell a hefty payout down here!”


  “Are you serious?” Forrus barked out at her while scrambling away from more of the bombs blowing up near her. “They’re trying to murder us with those things and all you can think about is robbing them for more gold?”


  “A huge amount of gold!” Tabitha declared as she grabbed Scay and shook her excitedly. “After we kill those ant girls we’ll be even richer! We’re going to be rich, Scay!”


  “Yay!” Scay cheered waving her hands in the air. “We’re getting more gold now! Best day ever!”


  “Best day ever?” Sasha shouted back at them. “What is wrong with you two? This is not the time to be celebrating!”


  Tabitha and Scay laughed together while jumping up and down before two more bombs dropped near them, the girls looking back and forth between them then to each other before the sticks exploded violently.


  “Tabitha!” Hollia shouted as dust and smoke blew out from the blasts while rocks were thrown everywhere. The ant girls above cheered while the four fighters below watched the haze and falling rubble carefully.


  “Well… they’re dead,” Rulo reasoned with a shrug.


  “Idiots,” Forrus scoffed shaking her head.


  “I don’t believe they deserved such a dire fate,” Hollia mentioned with a hint of concern.


  Sasha peered through the smoke then spotted Scay and Tabitha lying together off to the side, the naga having her tail curled up near them while the neko was holding her friend down with one arm. The two girls were scratched up but still in one piece, with Tabitha slowly standing back up with her katana while her back had more blood on it now.


  “Tabitha?” Scay whimpered looking up to her friend. “Are you okay?”


  “No, I’m not okay,” Tabitha hissed, the girl having her head lowered while she trembled slightly. “They think they can keep me from my gold like this? Nobody… nobody… nobody is going to keep me from my gold.”


  “Tabitha?” Scay wondered as she saw the neko’s furious glare being aimed up at the ant girls.


  “She’s still alive?” Rulo asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Lucky cat,” Forrus muttered.


  “You won’t stop me,” Tabitha growled. “Nothing will stop me from collecting what is rightfully mine.”


  “What is she mumbling about?” Sasha asked.


  “You won’t keep me from my treasure!” Tabitha shouted out, her voice echoing throughout the arena while the ant girls above watched curiously as the neko and naga were still alive. “Nothing in all of Eden will keep me from becoming the richest neko in the world! All your gold will be mine even if I have to kill each and every one of you!”


  With a fierce yowl the neko took off running with swiftly moving feet and tail swaying sharply behind. The ant girls above squeaked and started throwing more bombs at her, the cat dodging side to side while avoiding the blasts as she kept her eyes up at the monsters. She darted to the left as another blew up then to the right, then jumped through another blast of fire and smoke before landing on her feet and running forward still with her katana held inversely behind her.


  “Where is she going?” Hollia asked the others.


  “Isn’t she hurt still?” Scay worried.


  “I don’t think pain matters to a neko as long as there’s gold involved,” Sasha dryly remarked.


  Tabitha sprinted around a large explosion then jumped forward to avoid another, the neko letting out a long yell as she ran up a slanted crag before leaping off with bombs dropping around her. The girl grabbed one that sparkled with its lit fuse then with all her strength threw the stick back up into the air. She landed down on a hard roll before lunging forward as the powerful blasts detonated behind her. The other girls watched the bomb she threw soaring up towards the ant girls, the monsters squeaking in surprise as they saw it flying right up to them before it exploded with a furious bang. This was followed immediately after by dozens of other explosions that rippled outward from the first, all of which being satchels of the volatile minerals carried by ant girls that detonated and trigged others to follow while the monsters were quickly blown apart by their own tools.


  “Wow,” Scay breathed out as the girls saw the steel canopy appearing to explode violently with tremendous force outward in a fiery inferno, the shockwave causing the arena to shake violently while rocks and bent steel dropped from above into the pit. Tabitha yowled furiously before debris rained down around her, crashing into the dirt and kicking up dust while bloody remains of ant girls soon followed after.


  “Tabitha!” Scay screamed. She took off into the haze while the other girls backed up as steel beams and boulders crashed into the ground around them, all watching as the upper level of the arena was swiftly wiped out with multiple explosions echoing loudly through the chamber.


  “I think she got them,” Rulo commented.


  “Seems those bombs really are touchy things,” Hollia added.


  “Why didn’t we think of doing that?” Forrus grunted with annoyance while waving her hand up.


  “Hard to feel pity for them,” Sasha mentioned glancing to a few bloodied bodies of ant girls that hit the ground nearby. “Poor fools brought this upon themselves.”


  The rapid detonations of the bombs igniting rippled out above the lowered arena and throughout the upper level, the blasts sounding off along with frantic squeaks of the ant girls as they quickly scattered in a panic. Sasha and the others watched as the cavern was ravaged by the unstoppable chain reaction of bombs going off before a massive explosion erupted off to the side, destroying a large section of the pit’s wall while throwing burning debris all around with a violent roar. It was more than apparent a large cluster of the bombs were set off all at once, instantly demolishing the area above the pit as well as digging out a crevice that led up to the upper level in the shape of the blast. Slowly the bangs and crashes calmed down, the ceiling to the cave cracking while dropping loose stones and dirt yet somehow still remaining together. Dust billowed throughout the entire chamber as a few clangs of falling steel beams echoed out briefly, silence slowly befalling the arena while the fighters gazed around at seeing debris and charred rubble lying everywhere.


  “Damn,” Rulo simply said.


  “Is it over?” Forrus asked.


  “Those things are indeed quite destructive,” Sasha commented.


  “I’d say we’re lucky to be alive after that,” Hollia mentioned while shaking her lower body to get the dust off.


  The girls walked forward while eyeing over the remains of the arena, seeing banks of haze clouding over fallen boulders and bent steel rafters. As they moved through the dust that was slowly beginning to settle they saw Scay sitting still ahead of them, the naga watching in wonder as Tabitha was still standing while growling quietly to herself.


  “Tabitha?” Hollia wondered. “You’re still alive?”


  “That was a nice trick you pulled,” Sasha said.


  “Even though it could have gotten us all killed,” Forrus flatly added.


  “You’re still standing,” Rulo mentioned with a smirk. “Have to say I didn’t expect that from you.”


  “Tabitha?” Scay asked as she slithered closer to her friend. “Are you okay?”


  “I will be,” Tabitha said glancing back to her. “After I get what’s mine.”


  She started walking forward with her tail swaying behind and katana held in hand, the other girls exchanging curious glances with each other before following after. The girls made their way up the collapsed wall which was slanted enough for even Hollia to ascend with then came to the top of the arena where they saw collapsed walls and debris scattered everywhere along with ant girls, some being wounded and slowly getting back up while others were most certainly not getting back up. The monsters shook off dirt and the ringing in their ears before noticing the newcomers watching them in discontent while holding their golden weapons. Quickly getting back onto their feet the ant girls squeaked and grabbed their mining tools to hold at the ready, some grabbing a few sticks of their explosive bombs that survived the initial disaster while others got ready to fight with their fists as that was all they had now.


  “So, did we entertain you?” Sasha demanded with a scowl.


  “They don’t look pleased with our performance,” Hollia mused while drumming her fingers on her spear.


  “Aw, and after we tried so hard to give them a good show,” Rulo mocked as she tensed up.


  “Still wish to continue this pitiful game of yours?” Forrus challenged while getting ready to charge.


  “No more games,” Tabitha growled as she stepped forward. “You won’t keep me from it. No matter what you do or how many of those bombs you have, you’ll never stop me from taking what is mine.”


  The ant girls glanced to one another then back to the neko as she held her katana out towards one of them with a stern glare.


  “You tried to kill me, you’re already as good as dead. But I can still offer to make your deaths painless if you give me what I want. Tell me where the gold is! Right now!”


  The ant girl looked at her in puzzlement then squeaked and shook her head.


  “I don’t want to hear excuses!” Tabitha roared while waving her sword around. “I don’t want to hear any bullshit! I know you’re hoarding it down here somewhere, I’m going to find it one way or another! The only difference is are you going to give it up peacefully or do I have to slaughter each and every one of you before I get it?”


  “That’s all you’re thinking of right now?” Hollia asked in disbelief. “They tried to kill us, they took my knight away somewhere, and all you want to know is where their gold is?”


  “Wretched neko,” Forrus growled.


  “Shut up, mutt!” Tabitha shouted at her. “I helped save all of your lives down there, I’m the one keeping Daemon’s key fragments safe, I’m the one who deserves to be paid for all my hard work!”


  She turned back to the ant girl and slowly approached the monster with her katana held out, the ant girl tensing up along with her kin as Tabitha glared deeply at her.


  “I am not being cheated out of my gold again, no way. I’m going to ask this one more time, and one more time only. Where are you hiding it? Tell me now or else I’m going to show you all just how merciless a pissed off neko can be!”


  “Tabitha?” Scay spoke up.


  “Not now, Scay,” Tabitha snapped while keeping her sword poised to strike forward. “This bitch needs to give me a good answer or else I’m really going to get mad.”


  “But, Tabitha,” Scay worried. “You’re… not talking to her.”


  The other girls watched as Tabitha was holding her blade out off to the side of the ant girl while looking past her, the puzzled monsters looking behind at the wall she was apparently talking to then to her as she wavered slightly with a blank expression on her face. After a moment the neko dropped down face first onto the ground, sword clanking off to the side while everyone just stared at her. Scay quickly slithered over and nudged the girl a few times before looking back to the others with watery eyes.


  “She fell down,” she whimpered.


  “I was wondering how long she could keep standing,” Rulo mentioned.


  “Just goes to show how determined a neko can get when gold is involved,” Sasha remarked.


  “She is rather hurt, isn’t she?” Hollia wondered.


  “Knowing our luck she’ll live,” Forrus muttered.


  Scay whined and budged Tabitha again before seeing all the ant girls glaring at them while readying to attack. The girls tensed up for another fight before a sharp squeak was heard. Everyone turned to see a longhaired ant girl standing in a tunnel with two others along with Daemon and Mika. The three ant girls were staring at the ruined arena in shock while Daemon merely had a blank expression on his face. Mika was looking around at all the monsters carefully while keeping close to Daemon’s side, not being sure what to make of any of what she was seeing.


  “Master,” Sasha and Rulo said with relief.


  “My lord,” Forrus praised.


  “My knight,” Hollia greeted with a small bow.


  “My pumpkin pie!” Scay wailed as she raced over and clung to his chest crying. Daemon merely looked at her with a raised eyebrow then to his girls as they were watching Scay in bewilderment.


  “I really don’t think I want her calling me that,” he flatly said.


  “Pumpkin… pie?” Hollia questioned.


  “They hurt Tabitha!” Scay cried with teary eyes up at Daemon. “They hurt her! Really bad! Please help her, pretty please with- nrrghmmm STAB! I mean help!”


  Daemon and Mika exchanged glances then walked over towards Tabitha while Sasha and the girls came closer, all of them looking down at the battered and unconscious neko before turning to Saffron who was clenching her fists with a furious expression on her face. Her two companions were also expressing anger at what they were seeing, the three ant girls marching towards the collapsed arena while the other ant girls slowly backed up nervously. Saffron looked around at the destruction and bodies of her kin then stopped as she looked down to something that caught her eye. Slowly she picked up a bomb from the ground, the girl turning to the others in the chamber with a sharp eye and a stern squeak. The other ant girls started squeaking and shaking their heads while waving to the newcomers before Saffron screeched at them. All the ant girls quickly shut up and slumped back while Saffron fumed with rage.


  “What’s going on?” Mika asked. “What happened here?”


  “These ant girls tried to kill us,” Sasha clarified, with Saffron turning to her carefully from hearing that. “We awoke down in that pit with their pet monsters trying to eat us.”


  “They chained us together and watched in hopes we would get eaten,” Rulo snorted in discontent.


  “Tabitha managed to provide us with armaments to defend ourselves with,” Hollia added holding up her golden spear. “They came in handy, we were able to dispatch all those fiends they sent down upon us with ease.”


  “And then they started throwing bombs at us,” Forrus continued. “They nearly killed us before one blew up in their faces and turned their spectacle into a catastrophe.”


  “Tabitha saved us,” Scay whimpered while holding onto Daemon still. “She threw that bomb thing up and made them all go boom. But she got really hurt. She’s not moving, she’s not moving now. See? Look, she’s still not moving.”


  Daemon knelt down beside Tabitha and held a hand to her head, watching as the neko was quietly breathing while being out cold with blood matting her fur. He then turned his cold eyes to Saffron, the ant girl growling while looking around at all the ant girls in anger.


  “Mika, you’re still alive,” Hollia noticed.


  “Thanks to him,” Mika answered as she watched Daemon. “He kept me alive during the cave-ins. These ant girls attacked us, they thought we were part of The Sisterhood. Daemon… convinced them we’re not.”


  “That explains why they tried to execute us,” Sasha commented as Saffron slowly walked up towards her kin, the ant girls shaking their heads and trying to squeak something in their defense. Saffron snapped her fingers in the air, silencing all the ant girls, then pointed to the side of the chamber at a sign that had a big red X on it posted to the wall. The ant girls gulped and looked to Saffron as she narrowed her eyes at them along with her two companions, the longhaired girl holding out the bomb to show them while slowly shaking her head.


  “What does that mean?” Rulo asked pointing to the sign.


  “I believe it means this is an area where they shouldn’t be using those volatile things,” Hollia mused, with Saffron nodding to that. An ant girl started to squeak at her before Saffron walked up to her, punched her in the face, grabbed her by tunic, and threw her to the ground behind her. The group watched as Saffron berated the trembling ant girl before waving the bomb around at the others, all of them cringing and lowering their heads in shame.


  “Master, are you alright?” Sasha asked glancing to Daemon. “When we were separated I was so worried about you.”


  “I’m fine,” Daemon asked while watching Saffron squeaking loudly at the ant girls before turning to the one cowering beneath her. “Good to see you’re all in one piece as well.”


  “Tabitha isn’t though,” Scay whined while holding onto her friend. “Tabitha, please wake up. Please.”


  “Daemon, what’s she saying?” Mika asked as she watched Saffron squeaking and pointing down to the ant girl who was shaking her head and shakily squeaking something back.


  “She’s scolding them for not only using bombs in a restricted area, but also that she never gave the order to have Sasha and the others sent to the pits.”


  “She’s in charge of them?” Sasha questioned.


  “Seeing as how the others call her lieutenant, I’m guessing so,” Daemon replied with a shrug.


  “Lieutenant?” Mika repeated.


  “Lieutenant Saffron,” Daemon clarified as the longhaired ant girl screeched down at the trembling monster. She grabbed the ant girl and lifted her to her feet, squeaked in her face while holding the bomb up close to her, then shoved her away towards the others while pointing to the stick and stomping her foot.


  Daemon and the girls watched Saffron scaring her kin with whatever she was saying then saw dozens more of ant girls rushing into the arena from all sides, the monsters quickly noticing the destroyed chamber and squeaking in surprise before hurrying over to gather near the ones being yelled at by Saffron.


  “Oh great,” Rulo muttered as the ant girls glared at them while getting ready to attack with their digging tools. “More bugs we have to squash before we go.”


  Saffron whistled into the air, getting everyone’s attention. She squeaked and pointed to Daemon and his girls while shaking her head, the other monsters watching curiously as she spoke to them with a stern tone before pointing to the ant girls who had survived the arena’s destruction. The ones in question jumped then smiled nervously as their kin turned their harsh glares onto them.


  “So, are we fighting our way out of here?” Hollia asked while getting ready to charge.


  “Stand down, Hollia,” Daemon said, with the centaur glancing to him and slowly lowering her stance. “It seems we’re not the ones in trouble here.”


  Saffron snapped her fingers, signaling a horde of her kin to rush past Daemon and his girls to restrain the guilty ant girls who violated their nest’s rules. They squeaked and shook their heads in a pleading manner before Saffron punched one across the face, knocking out blood and a tooth before she squeaked at them in anger. She snapped her fingers again, with her kin then dragging the guilty ant girls out through the tunnels while they squeaked and thrashed about. Saffron sighed then looked down to Tabitha before turning to Daemon with a frown. She handed off the bomb to her kin to be taken away then slowly held a hand out to Daemon and squeaked while shaking her head.


  “What just happened?” Forrus asked.


  “Those that put you in the pit did so against their superior’s orders,” Daemon answered while keeping his eyes on Saffron. “They’ve been taken away to be disciplined for disobeying their orders and for damaging their nest.”


  Sasha and the girls watched as all the ant girls kept a close eye on them however none were raising their tools or brandishing explosive rocks at them now, the underground monsters appearing to be under orders to stand down as well from Saffron. The ant girl squeaked and gestured around to Daemon’s girls before bowing to him remorsefully.


  “Your people harmed Tabitha,” Daemon said, with Saffron slowly looking up to him nervously. “They tormented these girls. They nearly killed us all with your digging and your false accusations that we were part of The Sisterhood.”


  Saffron gulped then nodded with a squeak. She glanced around then lowered her head with closed eyes and squeaked again.


  “I’m not going to kill you,” Daemon answered as he turned his eyes down to Tabitha. “Seems the girls here already returned the inconvenience you’ve forced upon us today. That and Tabitha claimed the lives of quite a few of your diggers in retribution.”


  Daemon slowly unsheathed his sword, the soft glow it gave drawing the attention of all the ant girls as he held it down across Tabitha’s shoulder. Placing his hand over the blade he began casting his healing magic on the neko while glancing to Saffron with a sharp eye.


  “Return what you stole from them, advise your people not to try this with them again if they value their lives, and I highly suggest gathering a large amount of gold right now for your own safety.”


  Saffron squeaked with a puzzled expression while Scay whimpered and pet Tabitha’s head as she watched her friend being healed by the swordsman. Daemon watched as the neko’s wounds began to heal then shrugged with a blank look at Saffron.


  “Because once this neko is healed she’s going to be very angry with all of you. Knowing her, either you pay a hefty amount of gold in forgiveness or you’re going to lose many more sisters on this day.”


  *****


  Deep underground in the red ant girls’ nest workers were digging new tunnels with heavy pickaxes while others were laying down steel rails for use with their mine carts. Dozens of the monsters worked tirelessly as they dug further into the unknown, the many workers swiftly chipping away at the rock with powerful swings of their tools while those behind them quickly laid down the tracks and spiked their restraining bolts into the ground with hammers. More were scurrying back and forth out of the tunnel carrying large rocks as they cleared the debris while their sisters continued their work. Standing behind them another worker was watching her sisters with a sharp eye, making sure the tunnel was dug out properly and that the rails were set in a straight line within it. She watched them working while nobody was squeaking at one another, everyone being focused on their task and nothing else. That was until an ant girl came rushing to them squeaking something in a panic. All the workers turned to her questionably then to the one in charge as she squeaked at the newcomer in puzzlement. The shaken worker pointed behind her and squeaked something quickly with a few hops before the others showed surprise to her words.


  Everyone dropped what they were working on and followed their sister as she led them down the tunnel then into a main corridor that was essentially a large underground passageway their nest used. The ant girls made haste down the side of the tunnel, all squeaking at each other while others were going in and out of many adjoining corridors while busy with their work. However as the group of startled ant girls ran further down the passageway they started to come across others who were also running towards the same disturbance, the growing crowd of squeaking ant girls drawing the attention of more who then followed after to see what was going on. The horde of squeaking workers made their way through the passageway then flooded three side tunnels to the right, all of them rushing through the corridors where digging tools were left in place by workers who apparently had also abruptly stopped with their work.


  Rushing out of a few tunnels the crowd of ant girls all gathered together on a lowered slope inside a large cavern, the monsters then slowing down before stopping as they reached the bottom of the hill while staring with wide eyes at something. Ahead of them workers were also standing slack jawed and in silence while holding their digging tools, every one of them stunned at what they had come across in this particular cave.


  Slowly an ant girl stepped forward from the crowd of her sisters, making her way across the dirt with soft steps before passing the workers at the front of the gathering, to which she then stepped onto a sleek black metal surface that was anything but natural. Her eyes slowly went up as she beheld something before her while the workers behind were quietly squeaking to one another with hushed words of marvel.


  The cavern was certainly not a normal find for these diggers, even though they had tunneled through a great deal of the land during their lives and had come across many different sights hidden below. Instead of having a warm orange glow to it that would be made by torches set by the workers it had an unnatural green hue blooming within, the light coming from a particular source in the middle of the cave. Instead of rocky spires and crags reaching up into the air there were three giant statues of women that stood erect towards the middle of the chamber in a circle, the monuments being made of a dark shiny metal while intricately detailed with the women’s long hair, flowing dresses, and slim etchings of soft glowing green light pulsating all over them. Instead of the ground being made of dirt it appeared to shift into a hard black metal surface that the statues were built upon, the dark steel also having erratic indentations of glowing green light sprawled throughout it. And in the center of the chamber, between the statues that gave off a very unsettling aura, the middle of the rounded steel plateau had a circular platform that was lowered a few inches. It was covered in green interlacing octagons while in the middle stood a small pedestal with glowing green runes embedded within it.


  An ant girl looked around at the statues then down at the metal floor, the monster slowly tapping her foot on it a few times before standing atop it. She examined the strange surface then glanced over to see another ant girl tapping it with her fist while watching the green light coming from within the cracks. The girl squeaked then stood up and wound back with her pickaxe, the others in the chamber watching her as she paused for a moment then struck down on the metal surface with all her might. A sharp clang echoed out as the pickaxe’s tip snapped off instantly, the ant girl squeaking in surprise at seeing her tool having broken upon the first hit then looked down in shock to seeing the metal having not a single scratch or dent from the strike.


  Other ant girls slowly approached the metal ground before carefully stepping onto it, all of them squeaking curiously while a few others walked closer to the statues. The monsters looked over every part of the strange cenotaph while a few were examining the pedestal in the center. The top of it was smooth and black, offering no reflection or even a glare from the light while the stand’s runes glowed softly now and again as if holding some kind of power within.


  One of the ant girls eyed over the strange dais before slowly holding her hand out over it. Her companions watched as she kept her hand held just above the top while she contemplating touching it. After a pause she backed up and shook her head while looking around at the surrounding statues, the girl squeaking a few times before turning to her sisters with a troubled frown. The girls squeaked and nodded in agreement then started leave, stepping off the lowered platform while feeling a chill running down their spines before stopping and noticing of their friends wasn’t beside them. Turning around they saw a lone ant girl standing next to the pedestal still, her eyes set on the top where her hand was held over. The other ant girls squeaked and shook their heads while waving their hands, drawing the attention of others who then noticed the worker standing on the platform as she deliberated whether or not to touch the dais.


  After a moment to think about it the ant girl then pushed down on the top of the pedestal and squeaked, the others around her freezing as everyone waited to see what would happen. The ant girl blinked then glanced around before looking down at the top, seeing nothing happening at all while silence filled the cavern. She tapped the dais a few times then pounded her fist on it, a soft thump sounding out while the pedestal remained still. The other ant girls looked to each other curiously then to their sister as she tried pushing down on the top of the stand, not being able to budge it or make anything happen in doing so.


  “Hey, psst,” a girl whispered in the monster’s ear. “Hey. Hey hey. Hey. You.”


  The ant girl quickly looked around and squeaked, seeing only her sisters standing near the platform while watching her curiously.


  “Take off your glove,” the voice whispered. “Hey. Take it off. It won’t work with your glove on. Take it off. Take it off.”


  The ant girl looked to her gloved hand questionably then around again while squeaking, the other ant girls then searching for somebody who wasn’t there before turning to their sister with puzzled looks.


  “No,” another girl’s voice whispered into the monster’s ear. “Don’t do it. Keep your glove on. That won’t work. Take your panties off. Sit on it. That’ll work. Do it. It’ll work then. It will. Do it.”


  The ant girl squeaked in bewilderment as she looked behind at her butt then around at her sisters while squeaking and shaking her head. They again searched the area around the statues with a keen eye but didn’t see anyone else with them, all of them shaking their heads back at the ant girl who rubbed her ear with a troubled frown.


  “Don’t listen to her,” the first voice whispered. “Take your glove off. Use your hand then. It’ll work. Wait… no it won’t. Take off your shirt. Press your boobs on it. It’ll work then. It will.”


  “No, don’t do that,” the other voice said into the girl’s ear. “You have to sit on it naked. That’ll work. Trust me.”


  “No, trust me. Use your boobs. That’ll work.”


  “That’s stupid.”


  “You’re stupid.”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid.”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid.”


  “I know-” the voice whispered before the ant girl shook her head loudly while covering her ears, the monster squeaking frantically and causing alarm with her sisters. After a pause the girl slowly lowered her hands and looked around, hearing nothing while the other ant girls were watching her worriedly now. She growled then hit the dais, pounding on it with both hands before grunting and looking around in discontent. Without warning her hands were suddenly both held down atop the pedestal while she felt hands grabbing her rear and chest. She squeaked in surprise and looked around to seeing nobody touching her while feeling the strong hands holding her in place forcibly.


  “Let’s settle this,” a girl’s voiced dared, this time being heard by all who jumped in surprise.


  “Fine,” the other’s quipped before the ant girl’s tunic was suddenly pulled up over her head, the monster watching in shock as her clothing was yanked up then twisted around her arms and bound behind her while the feeling of hands holding them were clearly felt. The girl squeaked in distress before she was shoved over atop the pedestal, her breasts pressing down against the top while her sisters stared in bewilderment.


  “Hmm, still nothing,” the voice sighed.


  “Told you,” the other mocked. “Now to prove you’re the stupid one.”


  The ant girl squirmed around while being held still then felt her panties being ripped right off under her. She squeaked and watched her torn underwear being tossed aside before she was lifted up into the air, legs then spread out, and placed down on top of the dais while staring at her sisters in fright. Her hips were turned around slightly as if someone was trying to press her bottom down even more before she was held still, with all the ant girls staring in disbelief while their sister was sitting atop the pedestal naked with her arms wrapped in her tunic behind her.


  “Odd, it’s not working still,” the voice pouted.


  “Told you it wouldn’t,” the other sneered.


  “Well your way didn’t work either.”


  “Yeah, but at least mine made sense. Yours is just stupid.”


  “You’re stupid.”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid.”


  “I know you are but-” the voice argued before the ant girl squeaked wildly and thrashed around, her legs kicking about while her arms tried to wrestle free of whoever was holding her. Her sisters quickly raced over and yanked the girl off the pedestal and out of the grips of the unseen girls. They rushed their shaken friend back into the crowd while the ant girls quickly dispersed from the shrine before a few of them ignited explosive sticks from their satchels. They tossed them over onto the platform and jumped back, the bombs then exploding violently with smoke and fire erupting out around the statues. The ant girls regained themselves while watching the smoke drifting around, the haze slowly vanishing to reveal the steel monuments and floor remaining in one piece without so much as a scratch on them. The monsters carefully looked around for any sign of the unknown girls, seeing no bodies or even markings on any of the floors or monuments. The ant girls squeaked quietly then exchanged cautious looks, all of them slowly backing away from the shrine while the naked one in the group clung to her sisters shaking still.


  “What in Eden is going on over here?” a third girl’s voice suddenly spoke up.


  “We’re trying to make this stupid thing work,” the first girl said.


  “I was trying, she was just being stupid,” the second quipped.


  “You’re the stupid one.”


  “No, you’re the stupid one.”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid.”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Knock it off, both of you,” the third voice scolded. There was a long pause as all the ant girls stared at the shrine in stunned silence, the ominous glow of the statues along with their unsettling aura remaining constant while a new sense of dread came over the monsters who were now hearing voices coming from nowhere.


  “Now then,” the third voice sighed. “What exactly have you tried so far?”


  “I used that girl’s boobs on the thingy,” the first voice answered. “Didn’t work.”


  “I used her butt,” the other replied. “Didn’t work.”


  “Why would either of those have worked?” the third voice demanded. “You two are so stupid.”


  “No, you’re the stupid one.”


  “Yeah, you. Not us.”


  “That’s not how it works!” the third girl shouted. “It’s so obvious how it works, I can’t believe you’re both so stupid that you can’t see it.”


  “How does it work then?” the two others asked together.


  “With the foot, of course,” the third snootily replied.


  The ant girls looked to each other in absolute confusion before one of them dropped onto her back with a squeak then was dragged across the ground by her foot towards the pedestal. Her sisters quickly ran over and grabbed her hand, halting the monster for a moment before she was yanked out of their grip and hauled over to the dais while thrashing about. The ant girl squeaked and shook her head before her boot was pulled off and thrown aside, the girl then watching as her foot was lifted up and set on the top of the stand. All the ant girls looked around in confusion then to their sister who was keeping still in fear of what crazy thing might happen next.


  “It’s not working,” the third voice curiously said.


  “You’re so stupid,” the first scoffed.


  “Totally stupid,” the second agreed.


  “No, you two are the stupid ones.”


  “We know you are but what are we?” the two childishly retorted.


  “Stupid.”


  “We know you are but what are we?”


  “Stupid.”


  The ant girl squeaked loudly and kicked free of whoever was holding her, the girl scrambling back over to her kin who were keeping on guard while having their pickaxes and bombs held at the ready.


  “Well if it’s not the boobs or the butt or the foot then what is it?” the first voice whined.


  “We’re never going to get this stupid thing to work,” the second pouted.


  “There must be a way, we just have to think,” the third proposed.


  The ant girls carefully stepped back, all of them growing more worried about the unseen girls and whatever it was they were trying to open. After a long pause the first voice spoke up again and caused extreme terror to come over all the ant girls at once.


  “How about we try putting a heart on it?”


  The surrounding ant girls squeaked loudly then quickly dashed out of the cave as fast as they could, all of them squeaking and vanishing into the tunnels that they quickly blew up with their bombs to seal off behind them. The echoing bangs sounded off inside the cavern for a while then slowly died down while the rumbling of all the cave-ins gradually ceased.


  “That’s just gross,” the second voice retorted. “Why would you think of that?”


  “At least I am thinking of something, unlike you.”


  “You’re so stupid,” the third sighed.


  “I know you are but what am I?” the first sneered.


  “Stupid.”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid.”


  “Hey,” the second said. “I just thought of something. What if we try using a hand without a glove on it?”


  “Without the glove on?” the first wondered. “Pssh, that’s just stupid.”


  “I agree,” the third spoke in derision. “Honestly, that has to be the absolute stupidest way of getting this thing to work I’ve ever heard of.”


   


  


  Chapter 8


  Troubling Times


  In the world of Eden misfortune could come at any time. Sometimes it would be clear when it would be happening, perhaps being seen beforehand when an obvious crime or tragedy had occurred. Other times it wasn’t known when it would happen yet still expected to at some point, as if it were an inevitable fate that would eventually play out one way or another. And then there were times when trouble would sneak up on unsuspecting souls, either being invisible completely or masked in a deceptive veil. Disaster could always happen to those in this difficult and harsh world, sometimes being too much to handle for anyone by themselves.


  Which was all the more reason to have friends nearby when it did.


  *****


  “It’s even worse than we feared,” Specca nervously said while trembling.


  “It’s horrible,” Falla breathed out. “And yet… I can’t look away.”


  Star meowed softly while staring with wide eyes.


  “I can’t look at this anymore,” Luna whimpered as she turned her head away in sorrow. “It’s too painful to see.”


  The four girls stood under the archway leading into the bedroom, all of them having come across two of their mates with one being understandably upset and expressing that by disciplining the other in a way that was flat-out frightening to see.


  “I gave you a chance to make peace with her,” Alyssa growled as she paced back and forth, hand clutching her staff while her eyes were set in a fierce glare. “I was lenient with your punishment before and tried to help you. I wanted what was best for you. I was trying to be nice. And what do I get for it? Huh? I’ll tell you what I get; I get a knife in my back!”


  “Alyssa,” Specca shakily said, the witch still going back and forth while muttering to herself. “What are you doing to Triska?”


  “What does it look like I’m doing?” Alyssa snapped.


  “Executing her in the most malicious way possible,” Falla answered as all the girls looked to their co-mate in question. In the middle of the room was a wooden triangular bench, the slanted sides being colored red with shackles binding a girl’s legs in place on either side which were also tied together around the thighs with rope. The top edge of the bench had a sleek metal covering with a slimy substance spread along it, the pointed edge being sat upon forcibly by Triska whose hips were trembling with her privates being pressed down against the top and onto the slime. Behind her a wooden phallus could be seen plunged into her ass while having a small chain attached to its end, the links going down to a sign that dangled over her left foot that read ‘Very Bad Girl! Do Not Pity!’ written on it. The teen’s arms were tied up above her with rope also being bound around her chest and breasts very tightly, the girl’s nipples having clips on them and red marks on her breasts showing they were struck with a crop recently. The rope was fastened around her hands and leading up to the ceiling to keep her upright and atop the bench that she continued to slightly shake on. Her voice was held back by a ball gag in her mouth, eyes wide and looking up with a few tears coming from them, hair tangled and messy, and what appeared to be white candlewax on her chest above her breasts where some of her drool was also dropping onto. The girl whimpered and gasped while her body convulsed repeatedly atop the chevalet, a strained grunt coming from her mouth as she struggled to keep her senses.


  “Good lord,” Specca gasped covering her mouth.


  “Alyssa… what the hell is this?” Falla cried out. “I mean I love bondage as much as the next girl, but… fuck!”


  Star gulped and held a hand over her mouth while her tails were motionless behind her.


  “Poor Triska,” Luna whined shutting her eyes.


  “Don’t pity her!” Alyssa yelled while striking her staff onto the floor a few times. “Read the sign that’s coming out of her ass!”


  “The fact she has a sign coming out of her ass is reason enough to pity her,” Specca pointed out with genuine concern for her co-mate. “Alyssa, what… where did you even get all this from?”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I am very worried about it,” Specca nervously argued. “What you’re doing to her is simply-”


  “SHE GAVE AWAY ALL MY COOKIES!” Alyssa roared, the room rumbling a bit while Triska hoarsely whined into her gag as the rope around her tightened slightly. “There is no excuse for that! I don’t care if she was trying to be nice to that sand wraith or if she just lost her mind, either way she needs to learn that there are some rules in this home that will never be broken! Never!”


  The other girls jumped and trembled nervously before the witch as Alyssa turned her eyes onto Triska, the teen whimpering while trying to hold in her voice as her hips and chest wiggled.


  “I’m a very reasonable witch,” Alyssa declared. “I’m very forgiving and more often than not I’m too nice to others. I’ve always been too lenient with you all with our rules, I understand that, but that’s only because I’ve been trying to be nice to everyone to the best of my ability. If you think I enjoy subjecting you all to these punishments you’re mistaken, if there was any other way of disciplining you girls when you misbehave I would of course choose that path rather than this in a heartbeat.”


  Luna opened her mouth to speak before Falla clamped a hand over it and quickly shook her head in fright.


  “Don’t you dare correct her otherwise you’re next on that thing,” she desperately hushed her sister.


  Alyssa took a slow breath then turned to the girls with a dark glare, all of them slowly backing up a bit and sticking closer together as they felt as though they were in the presence of a Darker One.


  “But there are some lines that must never be crossed,” Alyssa continued with a scowl. “Some crimes that simply cannot go unpunished. And for that I will reluctantly and with great remorse accept the role of peacekeeper in our happy household, even if it means I have to get a little rough with you all to make these lessons stick in your heads.”


  “A little?” Specca repeated in disbelief.


  “Don’t touch Daniel inappropriately when you’re not allowed to,” Alyssa stated striking her staff onto the ground with a sharp clack. “Don’t be cruel to each other. Don’t hurt one another. And most importantly, DON’T TAKE MY COOKIES!”


  “I’m so scared right now,” Luna whined hiding her face in Falla’s shoulder.


  “We all are, Luna,” Falla shakily replied while holding her close. “We all are.”


  “Alyssa, have mercy,” Specca quietly pleaded. “Please. We’re begging you.”


  “Cookie thieves receive no mercy,” Alyssa growled. She turned to Triska who was still shaking and whimpering on the bench, the girl’s unfocused gaze aimed upward as she appeared on the brink of losing touch with reality. “Triska has been a very bad girl, and as such she needs to be taught a lesson that I sincerely hope she never has to learn again.”


  “Hey,” Clover said from behind as she and Doku walked over. “You’ll never believe what else we- HOLY FLYING FUCKING SHIT! WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS?”


  “Triska!” Doku screamed in horror as they stared in shock at their co-mate. “What in Eden happened to her?”


  “She gave my cookies to Cindy,” Alyssa answered, with the elf and harpy turning to her in fright. “And that was a big no-no in our home. Yes it was.”


  “What have you done to her?” Clover cried out. “Are you insane? Where did you even get this shit from anyway?”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  “How can we not be worried?” Clover demanded waving to Triska. “What the hell is all this?”


  “It’s a bad girl stool,” Alyssa replied looking to Triska. “Reserved only for the worst crimes committed in our happy home. The top is covered with a powerful aphrodisiac, her butt-plug is also coated with it, those ropes get tighter every time she makes a sound, those chains-”


  “You’re a demon!” Clover cried out pointing to Alyssa. “That’s all there is to it! Demon!”


  “Why… why, Alyssa?” Doku sniveled.


  “She gave all my cookies away, and for that she must pay,” Alyssa answered walking closer to Triska. “Four hour minimum sentence with good behavior, if she’s lucky, and she will take this time to think about her big, big mistake very carefully or else she’ll get worse next time.”


  “Worse than this?” Clover repeated. “You mean death?”


  “Triska, are you alright?” Doku nervously asked.


  “Does she look alright to you?” Falla shouted at the harpy.


  “Wait, the stand and her butt-plug have an aphrodisiac on them?” Specca asked. “Isn’t that going to make her feel good, not bad?”


  “It will,” Alyssa agreed with a nod. “However her punishment doesn’t allow her to climax. The ropes and clamps on her are surely pushing her closer to the edge, but she knows very well she’s not allowed to cum until I say so. If she has a single orgasm before then she’ll get worse for much longer. She’s going to hold it all in until I say so, or else.”


  “Fucking hell,” Clover breathed out while staring at Triska in shock. “You’re sadistic.”


  “SHE COST ME ALL MY COOKIES!” Alyssa yelled stomping her foot. “That is not acceptable, never never never! Bad girls get punished in this home, you all know this! She’s going to take what’s coming her way and learn that nobody takes my cookies from me and gets away with it!”


  “Oh… my…” Doku whimpered while feeling her legs wobbling. “This… is too extreme for me.”


  “I think it’s too extreme for Triska!” Clover cried out. “This is just crazy to even look at! Isn’t Falla the only one here who gets off on shit like this? Does this kind of torture really excite you, girl?”


  “This is not what I have in mind when I talk about bondage,” Falla quickly argued shaking her head. “I want to be able to enjoy it, not pray for death the entire time.”


  “Triska?” Luna whimpered as she peeked over at her co-mate. “Are you going to be okay? Triska?”


  Triska sputtered around her gag and trembled as she used all her willpower not to climax, her body feeling both aroused and in pain to an unbearable degree as she felt her hips shaking on their own while sitting on the pointed metal with the slime rubbing into her. Beside her within the girl’s mind Kitten was staring in shock at her counterpart, watching as Triska remained in place during her punishment while bound with only rope and chains.


  “Why, Triska?” Kitten asked in disbelief. “You could get free from this, I know you could. You could break free from this and make that witch take that damn thing out of your ass without any trouble. Why… why are you enduring this?”


  ‘I… deserve… it,’ Triska shakily replied in her mind.


  “I don’t understand. Why allow Alyssa to do such things to you like this so willingly?”


  ‘I… deserve… it.’


  Kitten struggled to understand her counterpart’s reasoning while Triska made no effort to free herself from her punishment. She didn’t even fight Alyssa in the slightest when she was brought into the bedroom and shown what was going to happen to her. Kitten had watched in bewilderment as Triska obediently did as Alyssa said, allowing the witch to bind and gag her atop the bench and then remain there just as she was told to do.


  “Triska…” Kitten softly said. “I want to understand, I do. But… why…”


  ‘I deserve… it,” Triska repeated while feeling her loins burning. ‘I am not above our rules… nobody is… and I will… obey them.’


  “Good girls follow the rules, don’t they?” Kitten quietly wondered as she looked down in thought. “Even if it’s going to completely fuck up their mind and ass in the process.”


  ‘Exactly…’


  Triska continued to endure her punishment as she knew very well she had it coming. Granted, this form of discipline that Alyssa had somehow pulled out of nowhere was a little frightening to her, but she still accepted it as she knew that she did cross a line by giving Cindy all of Alyssa’s cookies. The witch had made it clear to everyone in multiple ways that her cookies were her favorite snack, and those that took them without permission were always reprimanded in some way.


  “Holy fuck,” Clover said while steadying her breath. “That’s… seriously, where did all of that even come from?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Alyssa replied. She shook her head at Triska then looked to the others curiously while they watched Triska with remorseful eyes. “Anyway, what are you all doing in here? You knew I would be busy dealing with her right now.”


  “Um, well,” Clover said glancing to the witch. “Doku and I were going to let you know we went through and labeled all the drawers and cupboards in the kitchen with what they had. Although now I’m thinking I need to make a very large warning label to put on your cookie jar, Alyssa.”


  “That would be nice of you,” Alyssa agreed with a nod.


  “Can I… please help soothe her-” Doku begged as she stepped forward, only for Alyssa to hold her staff out in front of the harpy and shake her head. Doku sighed and stepped back as she lowered her head, her unseen eyes peeking at Triska through her hair while she felt her heart aching for the girl’s troubles.


  Specca blinked then looked down while covering her eyes, trying not to think about the torture Triska was going through or how Alyssa was so readily prepared to sentence her to such punishment, then turned away from the difficult sight while remembering other dire events that had recently taken place.


  “I’m afraid we came to let you know of some troubling news,” she regrettably said. “It appears Cindy had just come from Ruhelia before meeting us. And… she said it was… destroyed.”


  “What?” Alyssa asked looking at her in wonder. “Destroyed?”


  “Kroanette’s home?” Doku gasped as she turned to the nixie, both to put the view of Triska behind her and to look at Specca in surprise. “The centaur kingdom? It’s… it’s gone?”


  “What are you talking about?” Clover asked as she did the same while watching Specca carefully.


  “Cindy told us how she came from Ruhelia after it was attacked,” Falla told them. “Apparently there were a lot of bad monsters there and they... they wiped out the kingdom.”


  “She said Ruhelia is gone now,” Luna whimpered.


  “Are you sure about this?” Alyssa asked shaking her head. “Cindy’s not exactly the brightest thinker, she probably never even-”


  “She saw Kroanette’s sister, Hollia,” Specca said glancing back to her. “Described her perfectly along with the sight of centaur statues in the kingdom that were being knocked down. She knew where Ruhelia was, identified it on the map, and the path she was taking through The Outerlands matched up with where we found her the other day. She was there, Alyssa.”


  Alyssa, Clover, and Doku looked to each other in disbelief then to the girls as they all lowered their heads in remorse.


  “You’re saying her home is gone?” Clover carefully asked. “The centaur kingdom was wiped out by monsters?”


  “That’s what Cindy said,” Specca worried. “Kroanette ran off to see for herself. Pip’s flying ahead to find her while Daniel and Squeak are driving the carriage towards Ruhelia as we speak. With the detour we took the other day we’ll be there before nightfall. We’re going to see for ourselves if Ruhelia really was…”


  “Oh my word,” Doku breathed out in sorrow. “I pray Cindy merely imagined such a horrible thing.”


  “How could the entire kingdom be destroyed like that?” Clover asked. “What monsters attacked them?”


  “We don’t know,” Specca said with a shrug. “Cindy only said she saw lots of monsters attacking that place and that it was burned to the ground. She didn’t say what kind of monsters were doing it.”


  “Centaurs are neutral in the world,” Alyssa pointed out. “They don’t fight with any monster races or even the humans. They don’t go to war, period.”


  “Well it seems war may have come to them,” Specca replied shaking her head. “We’ll know for sure tonight. Hopefully Cindy was mistaken with what she saw. Otherwise…”


  “Kroanette,” Doku said looking around at the girls. “She… oh dear, she’ll be absolutely devastated if that’s true.”


  “Where is Cindy?” Clover asked looking around.


  “She’s with Snapper in the library,” Falla said looking back behind them. “She seemed upset too, mostly because she didn’t know we were going to Ruhelia or that was Kroanette’s home. She’s actually feeling sad for Kroanette.”


  “We’re going to keep them company for now,” Specca added as she and Star took a few steps into the court. “We just wanted to let you all know what was happening and that we’ll be at Ruhelia… or what’s left of it, by tonight.”


  “Please don’t kill Triska before we get there,” Falla dryly said, giving Triska one last sympathetic look before leading Luna off with the two girls. Alyssa, Clover, and Doku watched them head into the library then turned to each other in question of what they heard.


  “This doesn’t seem right,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “How could Ruhelia fall under attack? That’s the centaur kingdom we’re talking about. Even though they don’t go to war they surely would have been able to defend themselves with the amount of spears they have.”


  “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Clover mentioned while looking to the doorway that had its handles glowing red.


  “What are we to do now?” Doku worried. “This was certainly not something I was prepared for this morning.”


  The three girls remained silent as they wondered what they were heading closer towards then noticed Triska finally losing her resolve as she moaned loudly, the girl drooling around her gag while thrashing about in her binds. She felt her orgasm hitting extremely hard, her senses being knocked out while she couldn’t form any thoughts whatsoever. Even Kitten’s voice became muffled to her as she trembled violently with multiple waves of pleasure breaking free within her. Alyssa watched the teen crying out and bucking her hips then turned to Clover and Doku as they glanced to her worriedly.


  “Clover, please put a nice warning label on my cookie jar so nobody else has to suffer her fate,” Alyssa requested, with Clover slowly nodding and fearing such a fate herself.


  “Doku, please go keep the others company,” Alyssa continued. “Honestly, the idea of Ruhelia being attacked and destroyed still seems too crazy to believe. I’m going to hold onto hope that Cindy was mistaken with what she saw, and we all should too.”


  “O… okay,” Doku unsurely replied.


  “You two stay with the others and try to keep calm about this,” Alyssa said looking over to the library. “Until we can see for ourselves that Ruhelia was met with such misfortune we shouldn’t get worked up over what could be a big misunderstanding.”


  “What are you going to do?” Clover cautiously asked.


  “Triska’s not done with her punishment yet,” Alyssa answered as she turned to face the teen. “Not even close.”


  “What are you going to do to her next?” Doku feared.


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  Doku opened her mouth to speak before Clover took her by the shoulder and guided her away.


  “Just don’t look, Doku,” Clover suggested. “Don’t look back. Whatever you do, don’t look back.”


  The two walked off together while Alyssa slowly approached Triska, the teen moaning loudly into her gag before her weary eyes turned to see the witch glaring at her.


  “Did I say you were done?” Alyssa demanded.


  Triska whimpered and shook her head.


  “You know what that means?”


  Triska slowly nodded with drool coming off her chin.


  “I really am not going to enjoy this, Triska,” Alyssa warned as her eyes gave off a soft glow. “But I need to make sure you never make this mistake again. So I’m going to have to be a little rough with you, you need to understand that. And you need to understand that I’m going to engrave it into your mind to never, ever, ever touch my cookies again without my permission. Do you hear me?”


  Triska shakily nodded while trembling atop the stand. Alyssa slowly breathed out then walked closer while the cambion dreaded what was about to happen to her. Even Kitten was cautiously watching the witch from within Triska’s mind, seeing the little girl walking closer to their body through the blurry vision of Triska all while being thankful she wasn’t able to feel any of what had happened or what was about to happen next.


  “And they say I’m a demon,” she spoke to herself, then jumped in surprise as she watched Alyssa continuing Triska’s punishment that she was certainly thankful for not being able to feel herself.


  *****


  Gathered near the base of the grand tree of Green Haven elves were forced to witness another brutal spectacle against their will. Although nobody dared to spark an all-out war with their captors over the death of their priestess the elves were feeling their urges to lash out at the oppressive monsters rising, especially after all the high maidens were hung by the neck nearby and beaten with clubs by goblins and trolls in front of everyone. Not only that but their replenishing water supply that was given by the magical gateway above the temple was now gone, apparently having been destroyed during a particular elf’s escape earlier. Even though they were surrounded and outnumbered by The Sisterhood the idea of obeying these unsavory monsters was becoming harder and harder to stomach. But it wasn’t just the endless amount of brutes and fiends that had taken residence in their forest that instilled terror and anger in the elves, it was also the two leaders of the horde who by themselves were just as terrifying and cruel.


  “Okay,” Jovian called out as she and her sister stood on a wooden stage before the crowd with their masks on. “We, and by that I mean all of you, have a problem. A very big one in fact.”


  “It’s just the most terrible thing ever,” Jacqueline mocked with a sneer at the elves. “Not only did your priestess paint the grass red over there with her corpse, but it seems her own daughter has now gone missing.”


  The elves started whispering in worried tones about the young girl, all praying she had somehow escaped the forest towards any fate other than being trapped there.


  “And this problem is all of yours as well,” Jovian said pointing around to The Sisterhood. “I think we all need a refresher on who’s in charge here, don’t we? Who brought everyone here together as good friends? Who helped you lowly monsters step out of the wastelands and shadows of this world towards a brighter future?”


  “Who has so graciously given you men, food, land, and such wondrous entertainment?” Jacqueline asked. “Who is helping you reclaim what is rightfully yours? Who is helping you bring the humans in this world to their knees? Who, we ask you.”


  “You!” the horde of followers cheered out. The elves glanced around at The Sisterhood with frustrated growls then turned to the gemini as they gracefully bowed to the gathering.


  “And why do we do it?” Jovian asked. “Why, because we’re so nice that way. We like to have fun after all, we’re thrill seekers. And honestly we’re having an amazing time partying with all of you.”


  “Haven’t we been nice to you all?” Jacqueline called out. “Haven’t we been gracious to you? Haven’t we given you better lives than the miserable ones you were stuck with? The ones you were forced into having when the world rejected you and sent you away?”


  The horde cheered out in agreement as the gemini watched them through their masks. The sisters then turned to a few others on the stage behind them. Felucia was off to the side watching them with a nervous smile, the woman struggling not to show a scowl or glare at the ones who sexually assaulted her earlier. Near her was Sivil and two other elves, the guards wearing darker cloaks to show their allegiance to the elf who was now in charge of Green Haven. Beside them were a few trolls and gremlins, the monsters chuckling as they watched their leaders rallying their army once again. And in front of them were two salamander women, the monsters on their knees with their arms and tails chained behind them. The two frightened women watched the gemini walking up to them with very displeased looks on their faces, something they knew wasn’t going to be good for them at all.


  “So is it too much to ask for a little cooperation from you?” Jovian asked the crowd as she stood beside one of the prisoners. “We honestly don’t ask for much in the first place, do we? We don’t need men to rape, they’re all yours! Gold and jewels, help yourselves! Honestly, all we ask is that you assist us with the simplest of things.”


  “All we asked of these two was to keep an eye on that little girl,” Jacqueline pouted as she stopped next to the other prisoner. “That’s all. Keep her nice and safe inside her home. Make sure she didn’t get herself killed like her foolish mommy. Was that so hard?”


  The salamander women weakly hissed while trembling in fear of the gemini as they turned their cold stares from behind their masks down onto them.


  “So where is she?” Jovian inquired. “Where is that little darling we asked you two to watch over? Oh, that’s right. It seems she’s gone missing. She didn’t jump to her death like her mom did, we didn’t find any other elves smeared into the dirt like she was, so where did she go?”


  Jacqueline slowly reached out and held her hands on either side of the salamander woman’s head, the monster whimpering as the gemini’s lips flinched slightly.


  “My sister really wanted to play with her. She was heartbroken that she ran away. We trusted you two to watch over her, didn’t we? So, where is she?”


  “We don’t know,” the monster weakly hissed. “She climbed up into the tree, that’s all we saw.”


  “But she’s not up there,” Jacqueline reminded her. “The tree was searched. The temple was searched. There’s no little elf hiding up there. So where did she go?”


  “We… we don’t know.”


  “I don’t like that answer,” Jacqueline scorned. She then crushed the monster’s head like a fruit, blood splattering onto the floor while the other salamander woman stared in shock at the sight. The gemini then grabbed the headless body and dragged it over to the front of the stage while the crowd of monsters watched her carefully.


  “We don’t ask for much,” she called out. “We really don’t. But when we trust our friends to do something for us, when we kindly request a favor from them, we expect it to be done!”


  She then hurled the body into the crowd, the monsters quickly stumbling aside as the corpse hit the ground with blood pouring out its neck. Everyone looked at the slain monster with unease then to Jacqueline as she pointed around at them.


  “That goes for all of you! When we put our trust in you we expect it to be taken care of, not stomped into the dirt!”


  Jovian grabbed the other salamander woman’s jaw and kept the frightened monster’s gaze up at her.


  “Where. Is. She?”


  “I’m sorry,” the monster sniveled. “I don’t know. Please forgive me.”


  Jovian growled then cracked the woman’s jaw with a loud snap. She then ripped the broken jaw off and jammed her hand into the gurgling monster’s throat.


  “If there’s one thing we don’t tolerate, it’s being disappointed by our dear friends!” Jovian shouted before she yanked out a bright orange sac from the monster’s chest, the organ dripping with blood and letting off steam while the salamander woman gave one last hoarse cry before dropping forward dead. Jovian looked to the pulsating sac in her hand then walked over next to her sister while gazing around at the crowd of nervous monsters.


  “That’s what happens to those who let us down. We just can’t be friends with those who piss us off. Having said that, we’d really appreciate it if you all would be good friends and help us find that little elf.”


  “Here’s a little elf!” a troll called out holding up a frightened child.


  “Put her down!” her mother screamed while being held back by a gremlin. “Don’t hurt my little girl!”


  “That’s not her,” Jovian said pointing to the screaming child. “But I like your enthusiasm.”


  “The little brat is named Grace,” Jacqueline announced. “She’s the daughter of the priestess, so surely the elves of this forest will know who we’re talking about.”


  “Here she is!” an arachne declared holding up another little elf, this one bound in webbing while crying and shaking about.


  “Stop, don’t hurt her!” the girl’s mother cried out.


  “Again, that’s not her,” Jovian said shaking her head.


  “She has green hair up in little pigtails,” Jacqueline told them. “Pink eyes, and she isn’t a fucking pussy like all of you other elves. She actually has guts. Well, not for long, but you get the idea.”


  “I found her!” a gremlin announced holding up another little girl in the crowd that was not the one in question.


  “Again, that’s not her,” Jovian groaned. “That one has dark hair and looks a little fatter than Grace is.”


  “She was last seen climbing this tree behind us,” Jacqueline continued pointing up. “She went up, but she didn’t seem to come down. Still, there’s nowhere else she could have gone unless she magically learned to fly. She’s still around here somewhere, so we need you all to-”


  “Found her!” a goblin cheered as she held up another little girl who screamed and kicked her legs.


  “For crying out loud, that’s not her either!” Jovian yelled before throwing the sac at them. The organ hit the elf and burst apart with searing red slime coating her and the goblin, the two shrieking in agony before they were quickly burned away. The elves around stared in horror at seeing the child melting into a pile of bones and charred flesh along with the goblin before the poor girl’s mother and sister screamed and dropped to their knees.


  “NO! Haley!” the mother cried out before breaking down into tears. Her daughter screamed and covered her eyes while other elves watched in shock as the fire and smoke from the slime continued on a little longer from the slime’s touch.


  “I don’t want another child!” Jovian shouted out, gaining everyone’s attention as the gemini sisters scowled at them. “I want Grace! I want that little brat, and I want her now! Nobody escapes from us, nobody!”


  Jacqueline held her sister and gently patted her back, the raven haired girl then slowly calming down and slowly taking her sister’s hand with hers. They then turned to Sivil as she and the two elves were watching them with firm expressions, not seeming to care or show any remorse for having seen one of their children murdered.


  “You’re in charge now, right?” Jovian quipped. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Well, tell your people to get moving and find that little bitch. I was promised that child with our deal, remember? I expect to be given what was promised to me.”


  “Of course,” Sivil agreed stepping forward. “I’d rather the young girl didn’t return anyway, this forest doesn’t need another foolish leader like her mother.”


  The gemini stepped off to the side while Sivil and her two guards moved forward. The elves in the crowd watched the newly appointed leader with derision as she looked around at all of them with a blank expression on her face.


  “Let’s get something straight right now,” she called out. “We’re done with being humanity’s fuck dolls. We’re done letting those men abuse us so we can continue our race. We’re done hiding in the forest while pretending to be weak little bitches. That all stops today.”


  The Sisterhood laughed and nodded while the elves in the crowd didn’t feel so moved by her words.


  “As the new priestess of Green Haven, I-”


  “You’re not my priestess!” an elf shouted.


  Sivil paused for a moment then snapped her fingers. Her two guards drew arrows on an elf in the crowd that everyone quickly got away from, the stunned monster watching as her own kind aimed and fired two arrows right at her. The monster was struck in the head with both bolts, blood spraying out the back as she stumbled a little before dropping dead. Elves around the area screamed while dark fiends near them laughed at seeing the monster struck down with a stunned expression frozen on her punctured face.


  “Enough. Enough of that horseshit already!” Sivil yelled out in anger. The elves looked at their fallen sister then to her with frustration as she glared around at them, her guards remaining ready at her sides while also keeping a close watch on their kin.


  “Every elf here knows I am the one who trained our archers to be the best in all of Eden. Every elf here knows I do what is needed for our race to continue on. Every elf here knows that with Celine buried and rotting in the ground over there I’m the next one in line to guide you all to a better tomorrow. Even if Grace were here right now she’s not nearly old or wise enough to lead us. I am the priestess of Green Haven, and I am going to do what’s best for our people. If you’re going to defy your own kind and their future with blasphemy like that stupid fucker lying before you just did, then you’re going to face the consequences!”


  Sivil slowly gazed around at seeing all the elves remaining still and quiet, none daring to speak out against her now while holding their tongues the best they could.


  “We’re going to be a part of The Sisterhood,” Sivil declared. “We’re going to survive in this world, we’re going to be given all the men we want without having to endure a revenge-fuck to get them, and we’re going to become stronger and better than ever before because of it. These fellow monsters at your sides are not your enemies, they are your new sisters. We all share the same goal, to live in peace and comfort while our races live on in this world, to not be pushed around or treated like abominations by anyone ever again. That’s the goal we’re all working towards, so let’s do it together and put a stop to your petty bitching at one another.”


  “They killed my little girl!” an elf cried out while mourning her daughter’s stolen life.


  “Maybe that accident wouldn’t have happened if what was theirs remained in their hands,” Sivil argued while waving to the gemini. “Grace was placed in their custody, entrusted to them as a sign of goodwill between the elves and The Sisterhood, and then someone takes her from them. Like I said, if you’re going to defy us then you’re going to pay the price. Grace isn’t up there, she isn’t in the temple, so where is she? One of you elves is trying to hide her, I know you are, and you’re only making it more difficult for your innocent sisters who are facing blame for your actions.”


  The elves looked to one another with concern, none speaking a word while the dark monsters near them chuckled and nodded in agreement.


  “How’s this for the simple version?” Sivil called out. “If we’re not their allies, then we’re their enemies. And if we’re their enemies, we die. Get it? Quit trying to bring us all down with your fucking pigheadedness and just accept that we’re part of something greater. Fuck, we’re lucky to be on their side in this, we’re going to become stronger than ever before with friends like these. So I’m not asking, I’m telling you, we’re going to make this work. And if any elf tries to ruin that for all of us she’s fucking dead!”


  All the elves in the crowd remained silent, some lowering their heads while others tried to force brave expressions to her words. Sivil glanced around to seeing no further complaints then waved her hand down, her two guards then stepping back while holstering their bows.


  “Now that we all understand how much you fucked up with your insolence, we need to address the problem of our friends here. Search this forest from the ground up for Grace. Return her to her rightful guardians unharmed. If she has a single scratch on her then you’re answering to them,” Sivil ordered before pointing to the gemini. The sisters gave friendly waves and smiles to the crowd while the elves watched them nervously.


  “We’re on the same side now, ladies,” Sivil lectured. “Let’s keep it that way, for all our sake. So get going and find out who took Grace from her home. If anyone is trying to keep her hidden away then they’re only going to cause more trouble for all of us. Now find her. Move it!”


  The elves and dark monsters dispersed into the forest while Sivil watched over them with a sharp eye. She then turned to her guards and motioned them closer so to speak in private.


  “I don’t want any elves messing this up for us,” she sternly told them. “Make sure all our archers refrain from firing their arrows at The Sisterhood, if they start a fight with them we’re all finished. Find that little girl and bring her back before they decide to use us as target practice.”


  “Do you think they can be trusted?” one of them cautioned.


  “Hardly,” Sivil scoffed. “It doesn’t matter though. They’ll be on their way soon enough. If they want archers for their stupid conflict we’ll give them the weakest we have, a fair price to pay for our survival. Once they’re gone we’ll have the forest all to ourselves again while they go to war and get themselves killed.”


  “What about the destroyed gateway?” the other asked looking up. “With no fresh water coming in this forest is going to wither soon.”


  “We’ll fix it,” Sivil snapped. “Right now focus on keeping the elves in line and getting our ‘friends’ on their way as fast as possible. The sooner this is over with the sooner we can rebuild Green Haven in a better light.”


  “Understood,” the two replied with a salute. They hopped off the stage and rounded up others under Sivil’s command, the elves then scattering to make sure their kin did as they were told no matter what.


  “What were you talking about just now?” Jovian asked as she and her sister walked over.


  “Merely reminding them of their place in life,” Sivil answered. “And to make sure all the elves find that little girl as soon as possible for you.”


  “That’s good to hear,” Jovian said before coming closer and grabbing Sivil by the crotch. The elf cringed slightly as the gemini held her firmly and brought her near. “Because I am rather hungry, Sivil, and I do plan on eating before we leave this forest with all our new friends. So I’m either going to be enjoying the delicious screams of that young girl that I was promised before then, or I’m going to eat you out with enough passion to kill. Am I understood?”


  “Crystal, Jovian,” Sivil replied while holding in her grunt. Jovian shoved her back and carelessly gazed around at seeing the other monsters scattering into the forest then started walking away with her sister, their group of followers, and their enslaved sand wraith who briefly glanced back to Sivil once before looking ahead.


  “Don’t fail us, High Priestess,” Jovian mocked before the sisters laughed in unison, electing laughter with their followers while Sivil kept her frustrated glare down on the ground and hidden behind her hair.


  “God fucking dammit,” she muttered before glancing around at the forest. “Where the hell did that stupid brat go?”


  *****


  Grace slowly opened her eyes, a weak groan escaping her lips as she sat up and held her head. She blinked then noticed she was in a bed with the covers pulled up to her lap. Looking around she saw herself to be in a room with sunlight coming through the window nearby. Within it was a bookcase with only a few old tomes resting in the shelves, obviously belonging to someone who didn’t read too much. A table that had wood shavings littered atop it along with a small log that was apparently being carved into something with a small knife that was jammed into it. There was a dresser that had some of its drawers opened slightly with clothing and overalls hanging out, the same kind of clothes that were seen scattered about freely on the floor that looked to belong to a young boy. And standing in front of an open closet was that same young boy and a very flustered centaur whose tail was wagging sharply behind her.


  “For the last time,” Max sighed while rummaging inside. “I was just trying to be nice. You know, like how I’ve been with you.”


  “That’s no reason to put her in your bed,” Lelu huffed, crossing her arms and looking down with a deep blush. “You could have given her a blanket, sure, but carrying her up to your bed like that? You didn’t do that with me!”


  “I can’t carry you at all!”


  “So that’s why she gets to sleep in your bed and I never could?” Lelu whined. “That’s not fair!”


  “Why is this such a big deal for you? What was I supposed to do, leave her on the floor downstairs?”


  “You could give her a pillow, that would be enough,” Lelu argued stomping her front left hoof. “I’m just saying we don’t know anything about this monster or where she came from. There’s no reason to be so… nice to her like that when she could be extremely dangerous!”


  “She’s an elf,” Max pointed out. “A young one at that. What is she going to do?”


  “You don’t know what they’re capable of,” Lelu insisted. “Not to mention she’s a monster, she’ll try to rape you, remember? You’re not safe with her, especially in your bedroom with her in your bed that I never got to sleep in!”


  “Why are you getting so upset?” Max tiredly asked. “I was nice to you when you ran into my home uninvited, wasn’t I? Why would that be okay but allowing her to stay and not throwing her outside is crossing the line with you?”


  “Because she doesn’t deserve to sleep where you do!” Lelu whined hopping up and down. “If anything that should be me in there, not her!”


  “It’s not like I could have offered it to you last night anyway, you couldn’t even get up the stairs, remember?” Max reminded her, then glanced to her questionably. “I’m actually still amazed you were able to climb them today like you did. You were really… determined to come up here this time.”


  “I wasn’t going to leave you alone with her!” Lelu exclaimed pointing to Grace, the centaur then noticing the elf watching them with a raised eyebrow. “EEP! She’s awake!”


  Max turned to see the elf watching them then smiled nervously while he and Lelu didn’t move an inch, the children staring at each other in silence for a while before the boy slowly walked over to the bed with Lelu quickly trotting after him.


  “Um… are you alright now?”


  “You’re human,” Grace said.


  “Yes he is,” Lelu asserted holding onto Max. “His family are monster hunters, so don’t think about trying anything lewd with him or else!”


  “Lelu, cut it out,” Max grunted while trying to shake the centaur off him.


  “Monster hunters?” Grace repeated.


  “That’s right,” Lelu agreed with a stern expression. “So you’d best watch your mouth and your hands with him. And also get out of his bed, you don’t deserve such generosity from him!”


  “What are you doing near him then? You’re a monster.”


  “I’m his best friend, that’s why! So keep your hands off him or else they’re likely to be chopped right off! You hear me?”


  “Lelu, stop it,” Max ordered as he finally pushed the centaur aside. He then smiled weakly at Grace who was watching him with discontent. “Sorry about that. Anyway, are you-”


  “Fuck off,” Grace snapped, with Max and Lelu then staring at her in surprise. “Fucking monster hunters, I know about your kind! Hunting us elves down like we’re animals, you fucking barbarians! You think you can scare me just because you’ve tamed a centaur as your pet?”


  “She’s not my pet,” Max defended shaking his head.


  “I would prefer girlfriend, but pet works for me too,” Lelu mentioned with a timid smile at him. Max turned to her in puzzlement before Grace lunged out of the bed, tackling him to the ground and shaking him by his neck.


  “One of my best friends lost her mom to a monster hunter like you! She didn’t do anything to deserve that, she was just going to rape his dumb ass and maybe break his jaw for the way he was fucking her, but that’s it! You think you can scare me just because I’m an elf? Well I’ve got news for you, bitch, I’m nobody’s weak little-”


  After a sudden hard slap Grace recoiled from the hit to her cheek then glared at Lelu who was returning the harsh look with her hand held back still.


  “Get off him this instant!” Lelu ordered slapping her again. Grace yelled and slapped her back, the two then going back and forth hitting each other while Max stared at them in bewilderment.


  “Fuck you!” Grace barked out.


  “Wretched elf!” Lelu shot back.


  “Prissy pony bitch!”


  “Foulmouthed degenerate!”


  “Stop!” Max yelled out. The girls stopped and looked down to him with red cheeks and a few tears in their eyes while he carefully held his hands up. “Can we stop it with the fighting and hitting for just a moment? Let’s just calm down here and talk, okay?”


  “What kind of monster hunter are you?” Grace asked. “Aren’t you supposed to want to kill me, not tuck me into your bed and want to talk like some fucking pussy? Why did you bring me here? You planning on making me your pet too? Is that it? You fucking little-”


  “I don’t have anyone as my pet!” Max cried out. “You fell from the ceiling by means we don’t understand and then you passed out. I carried you to my bed so you could rest, that’s it!”


  Grace looked to the bed questionably then down to him while sitting atop the boy.


  “Why?”


  “I was just trying to be nice,” Max reasoned. “It’s not like you’re the first monster to come here unexpectedly anyway. I’ve already let one into my home, what’s the point in not letting another?”


  Grace turned to Lelu with a raised eyebrow while the centaur was still glaring with fury at her.


  “Get off him now, elf,” Lelu hissed.


  “My name is Grace, you fucking cow,” Grace snapped.


  “Cow? Cow?” Lelu shouted while turning red. “How dare you, you godforsaken little-”


  “Hey!” Max called out. The girls looked down to see him shaking his head slowly while keeping his eyes aimed up at the ceiling. “Again, can we stop with all the fighting here? And can you let me up now?”


  Lelu shoved Grace off Max and quickly helped him up, the elf stumbling and muttering to herself while getting onto her feet before she glanced around at the room they were in with a sharp eye.


  “What do you mean you were trying to be nice to me?” Grace demanded. “Why would you want to be nice to me? You’re a monster hunter, you-”


  “I’m not a monster hunter,” Max tiredly called out. “My sisters are, I just look after the cottage while they’re gone. I’ve never killed a monster in my life.”


  Grace stared at him in puzzlement then glanced to Lelu who was showing the elf a stubborn glare while keeping close to the boy.


  “What’s going on here?” she asked Max. “Why are you being nice to monsters and inviting them into your home anyway? You’re human. What are you after here?”


  “First off I’m not inviting anyone here,” Max said shaking his head. “Lelu came here after being chased by bloodthirsty gremlins and you fell into my kitchen from the ceiling… somehow.”


  “Chased by gremlins?” Grace repeated. She looked at Lelu carefully then slowly showed some curiosity. “Wait, did you come from Ruhelia?”


  “Of course I did,” Lelu snapped. “Ruhelia is… or was, my home. It was until those malicious fiends came.”


  “It really was destroyed?” Grace wondered. “That was true? They really did wipe out the centaur kingdom?”


  “They?”


  “The Sisterhood,” Grace replied, with Max and Lelu watching her curiously. “They said they slaughtered all the centaurs because they wouldn’t join them. They were telling the truth, weren’t they?”


  “The Sisterhood?” Max asked. “Who are they?”


  “A bunch of dirty assfuckers who barged into our home and told us to do as they say or else,” Grace growled with tears starting to form. “A goddamned army of them marched into our forest and took over like they owned it and us, threatened to burn down the forest and us if we didn’t do as they said.”


  “Wait, you mean your home was attacked too?” Lelu wondered.


  “Yes it was,” Grace sniveled as she looked down and away to hide her tears. “They just stormed into our forest and took over. They’re making all the elves of Green Haven do as they say just because they got numbers on their side. Those fucking demons…”


  “Hold on,” Max spoke as he stepped forward. “Now your home is under attack too? Who are these monsters anyway?”


  “I don’t know!” Grace cried out, holding her hands over her eyes while struggling to control her emotions. “A fucking traitor brought them into our home saying they were going to help us, but they’re not helping us at all, they’re treating us like slaves!”


  “Those monsters that took my home and mother from me, they’re attacking you as well?” Lelu worried.


  “Yes, they are,” Grace growled. “They took my home, they’ve taken all our food and horses, they’re making us join their stupid army, and… and…”


  “And?” Max carefully asked.


  “They killed my mom!” Grace wailed as she dropped to her knees sobbing. Max and Lelu jumped a bit as the elf broke down crying while hiding her face. “My mom was the priestess of our forest, she did everything those fucking assholes asked, and they still killed her! They murdered her right in front of me!”


  “The elven priestess has fallen too?” Lelu softly asked.


  “Your mom was the elven leader?” Max wondered.


  “She was, and now she’s dead!” Grace shouted while waving her fists around. “Those fucking assholes, they’re all going to die for this! They can’t push us around and get away with it, I won’t let them!”


  “This is unsettling to hear,” Lelu said to Max. “First my homeland was trampled under by this monster army, and now the elven forest has fallen under siege too.”


  Max rubbed the back of his neck with a troubled frown, trying to think of what to do or say to the newest grief-stricken monster in his home. Grace continued to swear and swing her fists around while only getting more worked up the longer she thought about her plight. After a while the elf then quickly looked around at the ceiling, seeming to be searching for something as she wiped her tears away and stumbled onto her feet.


  “Lady?” she called out, with Max and Lelu watching her in puzzlement. “Hey, are you still there? Lady?”


  “Who are you talking to?” Max asked looking up.


  “I don’t know,” Grace answered. “But she helped me escape the temple. She knew how to get me out through the magic gateway.”


  “Magic gateway?” Lelu repeated. “Temple? What are you talking about?”


  “Lady?” Grace called out loudly. “Answer me, please! Are you still there?”


  “Nobody’s up there,” Max said pointing up.


  “I heard her voice in my head,” Grace explained. “It was like she was always with me wherever I went.”


  “So it was your imagination,” Lelu flatly assumed.


  “No it wasn’t!” Grace shouted at her. “She helped me escape those fucking assholes and told me how to get through the gateway above my home, she’s the reason I was able to get away from those bitches and end up here.”


  “Who helped you do that?” Max asked.


  “I don’t know!” Grace yelled at him. “I just said that!”


  Max and Lelu turned to each other in question then watched as Grace continued to call out to a woman who never answered her. The elf shouted out in frustration then quickly ran past the two into the hall, with Max and Lelu jumping a bit before quickly following after.


  “Lady? Where am I? What am I supposed to do now?” Grace yelled as she ran down the stairs.


  “Hey, where are you going?” Max called out after her. He then stopped halfway down the steps and looked back to see Lelu trotting in place nervously at the top while shaking her head.


  “Um, a little help, Max?” she whined.


  Max ran back up and took her hand, carefully guiding the trembling centaur down two steps before she slipped and fell forward with a yelp. They tumbled down the stairs and crashed onto the floor with a thud, the centaur having landed atop the boy and smothering him with her breasts while his arms flailed around underneath her.


  “Sorry, Max,” Lelu groaned rubbing her head. She looked down to see his eyes peeking over her bosom while his muffled cries were almost lost in the centaur’s chest. After a pause and forming a deep blush Lelu quickly hopped to her feet with a nervous smile and helped him up, the boy catching his breath and deeply questioning how such a young girl was that well-endowed. They then heard Grace charging through the front door of the cottage, shouting at the top of her lungs for someone who still didn’t reply. Without pause Max and Lelu quickly raced through the storeroom and across the sales floor before leaving the building and seeing the elf shouting up at the sky while stumbling about in circles.


  “Lady?” Grace desperately called out. “What do I do now? Help me, I don’t know what to do! Lady!”


  “She’s gone crazy,” Lelu dryly stated. “Or perhaps she’s always been like that.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Max said shaking his head. “She did just fall from the kitchen ceiling out of nowhere. Something did happen to her.”


  Grace shouted again and again, being met with only silence each time as she desperately called out for the unseen woman. After a few more steps she tripped and fell with a scream, the girl slowly getting up on her hands and knees while struggling to hold in her tears.


  “Help me,” she whimpered. “What do I do now? Where do I go? Please, tell me.”


  “Grace?” Max asked. The elf quickly looked back to see the boy walking up to her with Lelu keeping close to him. “Please, you need to calm down.”


  Grace staggered onto her feet and quickly wiped her tears away, avoiding eye contact with both of them while quietly whimpering to herself. She then looked to Max with a quivering lip, hands being held close to her chest as she tried to say something under her breath.


  “You need to calm down,” Max implored. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on or how you got here, but it sounds like there’s a whole bunch of trouble out there that’s been affecting you both. Can you please just come inside and tell us what happened? If there’s an army of monsters going on a rampage out there I’ll need to tell my sisters about it when they come back, they’ll need to know to warn people.”


  Grace slowly looked around then back to him with a teary-eyed scowl.


  “Why should I trust you? What makes you want to help monsters anyway?”


  “I’m just trying to help a frightened girl who dropped onto my lap,” Max sighed shaking his head. Grace looked at him curiously as the boy started walking back while waving her to follow. “If you want to talk come back inside, I’m not going to hunt you or anything. I just want to know what the hell is going on out there.”


  Grace saw him head over to the cottage door then turned to Lelu who was watching her with a dull stare.


  “He wants to help me?” Grace asked pointing to herself. “Even though I’m a monster?”


  “He wanted to help me first,” Lelu snapped with hands set at her hips. “In fact he’s called me his friend because he cares about me so much. And as his best friend don’t you think for a moment I’m going to let any horny monsters hurt him, you got that?”


  “I’m not horny,” Grace shot back. “But I am getting pissed off that this fucking pony here thinks she can speak to me like I’m some nameless monster of Eden.”


  The two girls growled with fierce glares at each other before Max whistled to get their attention. He waved them over to the open door with a tired expression on his face then leaned against it with crossed arms.


  “Girls, can you please come inside before some traveler sees you standing out there?” he dryly requested. “I have no idea how I’m going to explain me being nice to monsters to my sisters, let alone some random stranger who might come across you, and I’d rather not worry about that right now.”


  Lelu shot one more glare at Grace before trotting off with a snooty huff. The elf grumbled then started walking after, the two girls coming back to the cottage while Max looked around for anyone who might see two monsters coming into his home. As the two girls got closer he jumped in surprise as he did indeed see someone coming over the nearby bend along the road.


  “Oh crap, get inside!” he urged waving them in. The two girls looked at him questionably before he grabbed their hands and hurried them in through the door. “Get into the storeroom and hide, hurry! Someone’s coming! They can’t find out you’re here!”


  Grace opened her mouth to speak before Lelu grabbed her hand and galloped through the sales floor as fast as she could go, dragging the elf along and banging her against the counter that she went around. The elf shouted and started cursing before being rushed into the backroom where the centaur quickly closed the curtain and clamped a hand over the elf’s mouth.


  “Shut up,” Lelu sternly ordered. “Humans are coming. If they see us we’re done for.”


  Grace blinked then glanced to the curtain as did Lelu, the two freezing in place while remaining as quiet as possible.


  Outside Max was smiling nervously beside the open door as three figures walked up the road and onto the path towards the cottage. He glanced back to see the backroom curtain fluttering slightly before remaining still then turned to see some familiar faces approaching him.


  “Back already? That was quick. So how did it go?”


  Standing before him were his sisters, each of them dressed in their normal clothing while having no armor or weapons with them. Mika and Milly slowly glanced around the area with amused smiles while Mae walked up and raised an eyebrow in question at Max.


  “Little brother?” she spoke in a knowing tone. “What are you doing out here?”


  “Nothing!” Max insisted with a wide smile. He then showed a puzzled expression as he noticed his sisters were unarmed. “Hey, where are the horses and your equipment? How come you walked back here? Is your job over already?”


  “Don’t worry about that,” Mae replied taking hold of his hand. “We need to have a talk inside, Max.”


  “A talk?” he nervously repeated. He then noticed Mika and Milly watching him with sly grins. “Um… what do we need to talk about? I don’t think there’s anything we need to talk about.”


  “Max, go inside,” Mae ordered.


  “Wait, is this because I let Lelu in here?” he stammered as his sister pulled him in with her. Mika and Milly followed after and closed the door, locking it with a click while Mae pulled Max along towards the backroom. He jumped a bit as they went behind the counter then quickly hopped in front of her while freeing his hand.


  “Hold on, why are we going to the backroom right now?” he called out, hoping the two monster girls would get the hint. “And how come you’re all back so soon? Did everything go alright with the monster hunt?”


  Mae glanced over to Mika and Milly, the two looking around outside for a moment before turning to her with nods. Max looked at them curiously before Mae picked him up and set him on the counter, a warm smile on her face as she gently held his cheeks while he stared at her in puzzlement.


  “The hunt went fine,” Mae assured him. “We just hurried back as soon as we could to see you.”


  “To see me?” Max repeated.


  “Yes. We missed you,” Mae said before kissing him forcibly. Max thrashed around and kicked his legs while trying to push the girl off him, finally being able to do so before feeling Milly’s breasts resting against the back of his head. Looking behind he saw his sister smiling slyly at him while she grabbed his shoulders and held them in place. Mika had a similar look on her face as she leaned over and licked his ear.


  “Just relax,” Mika cooed. Max tried to move before she grabbed his overalls and ripped them to either side with a forceful yank, the boy yelping as he quickly held a hand down on his crotch to keep the tatters on him.


  “We hurried back to see you,” Milly breathed out before she started kissing his neck.


  “What the heck are you all doing?” Max cried out.


  “Just expressing our love for our dear little brother,” Mae answered before kissing him again.


  Max yelled into the girl’s mouth while her tongue pushed into his, the girls holding Max down on the counter forcibly while Milly and Mika held his arms and licked his ears. His legs kicked about and banged against the counter before Mika and Milly used a hand each to grab and hold them up, with Mae then yanking the torn overalls away and then trying to wrestle the boy’s hands from his crotch that he desperately fought her with.


  “Just relax, Max,” Mika ordered.


  “We’re going to make you feel like a man,” Milly purred.


  “We love you, Max,” Mae said before kissing him forcibly again.


  Inside the storeroom Lelu and Grace heard Max’s muffled shouts and the giggling of his sisters, the two monsters slowly looking to each other in wonder while they remained close to the wall.


  “Wow,” Grace whispered. “Human sisters really do fuck their own brothers all the time, don’t they? Lucky bitches, getting free seeds like that.”


  “No, they don’t,” Lelu argued shaking her head. “Max told me that human family members don’t do such a thing with each other. That it’s not right.”


  “But they’re about to fuck him right now,” Grace pointed out.


  “They shouldn’t be,” Lelu worried. “His sisters shouldn’t be doing such a thing with him.”


  Max yelled into Mae’s mouth while being held down by all three girls, the sensation of them kissing and licking him electing more shock than arousal with him. Mae finally yanked his arms aside, to which the other two girls quickly grabbed and held down while she started groping him with both hands. Max tried shaking his head while she kept her kiss pressed down on him, feeling his body getting warmer while her hands quickly caressed him.


  “That’s it, Max,” Mae cooed as she leaned up and continued working on him. Milly held a hand over his mouth while Mika started nibbling on his ear with passionate murmurs, the boy’s fearful eyes watching as Mae smiled happily at him while getting him erect against his will.


  “You like this, don’t you?” Mae giggled with a wink. “Just rest and let your big sisters take care of you.”


  “We’re going to love you over and over again,” Milly promised. “Just lay there and enjoy it, okay?”


  “We’re going to make you feel so good,” Mika purred into his ear. “Just like we’ve always wanted to do with our sexy brother.”


  “There you go,” Mae said as she watched his body reacting to her touch. “Get nice and big for us, okay? And don’t worry, we’ll do all the work. Just enjoy the sensual touch of your three sisters.”


  Max screamed into Milly’s hand and shook his head, frantically trying to free his arms while his legs kicked about on either side of Mae. The girl giggled and licked her lips, a hungry leer being seen on her face briefly before she was suddenly tackled by a fast moving centaur and thrown aside. She banged her face on the counter and collapsed with a grunt while the others took notice of Lelu standing there with a fierce glare at them.


  “What do you think you’re doing to him?” she demanded before grabbing Max and yanking him over into her arms. The boy gasped and grabbed his tattered clothes to hold over his waist while Mika and Milly watched Lelu with puzzlement. Max caught his breath then looked around at his sisters in disbelief, seeing two of them watching them in silence while Mae was slowly getting back onto her feet.


  “What has come over you girls?” Max cried out. “Have you lost it?”


  “Who are you?” Mae asked while having her head lowered.


  “You don’t remember me?” Lelu questioned. “We met yesterday, remember? I’m Lelu.”


  “Lelu,” Mae repeated, then lifted her head to which Max and Lelu stared with wide eyes at seeing her face. The girl had a bleeding cut on the side of her head from hitting the counter, only instead of the blood being red it was a dark black. Mae’s glasses dropped off her face and broke on the floor while the girl’s eyes shifted to yellow with thin irises, her cold stare causing fear to creep over Max and Lelu.


  “I don’t think we have met before,” the girl said with a cold smile coming across her face. “So nice to meet you, little centaur.”


  “What… what are you?” Lelu breathed out as she and Max stepped back. They then noticed Mika and Milly’s eyes also having changed to yellow while they were showing menacing smiles as well.


  “You’re not my sisters,” Max realized shaking his head.


  “Max,” Mika spoke in a distorted voice. “What is a monster doing in here with you?”


  “No monsters allowed in the house, Max,” Milly taunted with a warped tone.


  “Bad boy, Max,” Mae playfully scolded with a twisted voice. “We’re going to have to punish you now.”


  “What’s going on?” Lelu nervously asked as she and Max took another step back. “Who are they? What are they?”


  Max glanced around at seeing the three monsters laughing while keeping their eyes on him, their ears flicking a few times before unraveling to appear like furry black cat ears. Their nails became sharper as did their teeth while from behind long black feline tails popped out from their clothing. Max remembered hearing about this particular type of monster and its method of preying on men then gulped as he realized what he had let into his home this time.


  “Copycats.”


   


  


  Chapter 9


  Volatile Friends


  In the world of Eden it was always good to have friends that could be depended on and trusted. Having those that brightened the day or helped overcome challenges was always appreciated. Of course not all friends would be the same as everyone had their own personalities. Some would be kind and caring, gentle hearts that would show their strength through the bond they formed with those they treasured. Others might be troublesome at times, perhaps causing fights and disagreements that made the friendship seem less likely to form. And then there would be some who were violent and dangerous, either due to their temper or perhaps upbringing. As precarious as they were, with them one thing rang truer than most.


  It was always better to have them as friends than enemies.


  *****


  “Well… that was unexpected…”


  Within the cottage at Trixton Pass silence filled the sales floor along with a growing sense of dread. Max and Lelu kept close to each other, the boy holding his ripped clothing over himself while the centaur held onto his arm, both of them seeing the three copycats in the room watching them with unsettling grins. The Mae copycat licked her lips slowly while eyeing over Max with obvious intention, her tail slowly waving behind as her left ear twitched. The Mika and Milly copycats flexed their hands briefly, claws shimmering in the light as they watched the children shaking in fear.


  “Run!” Lelu cried out as she turned Max around. Before they could move the two copycats hopped over the counter and blocked their retreat while the third slowly came closer with a chuckling meow.


  “Don’t go,” the Mika copycat purred.


  “Stay and play,” the Milly one laughed before they rushed over and grabbed Lelu. The centaur screamed and thrashed about while the Mae copycat took Max by the arm and threw him over onto the counter.


  “No, stop!” Max cried out as the copycat pounced on him with a yowl, keeping him pinned on the counter while sitting atop him with hungry eyes.


  “Just relax, little brother!” the cat laughed before yanking his clothing away and tossing it aside.


  “Max! Max!” Lelu screamed as she was dragged back through the storeroom by the other two monsters. Her hooves clacked along the floor while she bucked and kicked about, the girl shrieking as she was forcibly pulled along to the kitchen.


  “Let go, you creep!” Max yelled as he thrashed about. The copycat laughed and pinned his hands down above his head before leaning close with a wicked grin, the resemblance of his sister being ruined not only by her eyes and ears but also how the cold look she had was nothing like the real Mae’s.


  “Never,” she purred before licking his cheek. “We’ve been waiting a long time to come play with you. We even practiced to look just like your dear sisters for when we came. Doesn’t this look please you? Don’t you want to fuck us now?”


  “Get off!” Max yelled while kicking his legs about behind her. The monster laughed then grabbed his genitals, causing him to freeze with a look of horror as the monster showed a devilishly cold smile while lifting herself up a bit over his lap.


  “No, don’t,” he begged.


  “Give me lots of milk, little brother,” the copycat taunted before her eyes turned vicious.


  “Max!” Lelu cried out as she stumbled in the grip of the two monsters. She was dragged into the kitchen screaming and crying before she finally broke free of their grasp, the centaur racing back through the empty storeroom and through the curtain. She then froze with a sudden halt, her world fading around her as her heart skipped a beat. Her eyes followed something going up and down while her ears only picked up the muffled screams of her friend.


  “Max…” she breathed out, staring in horror at the sight of him being used by the copycat atop him. The other two grabbed her from behind and dragged the girl back without any resistance now, her eyes locked onto the curtain she was pulled away from as she felt her heart breaking. The copycats laughed and said something to their sister who was raping the young boy, their words being lost to Lelu as she felt like part of her died from knowing he had been taken by them. The centaur was dragged back into the kitchen and thrown against the stove with a clang, the girl slumping down next to it while reeling in shock. Slowly she looked up to see the copycats standing over her, the monsters grabbing a nearby cleaver and knife and holding them up with hungry smiles at the trembling centaur.


  “I hear centaurs taste delicious,” one sneered.


  “We should save some scraps for our sister,” the other chuckled. “She’s going to be hungry after she’s done with the boy.”


  Lelu’s eyes widened as the monsters laughed at her, the young girl faintly breathing out Max’s name one last time before the copycats butchered her on the kitchen floor. Max’s screams of horror echoed throughout the cottage while Lelu didn’t make a sound, the girl having been stunned to her core and remaining silent even with her blood splattering onto the floor. The copycats yowled and laughed before feasting on the slaughtered centaur’s corpse, the monsters enjoying their meal while awaiting their turn with the boy whose cries reached nobody else but the ones that were going to have their way with him.


  “That was their fate…”


  Lelu’s lifeless gaze remained constant in her eyes as her head slowly rested down on the bloodied floor.


  “She was to be eaten, devoured by the copycats until there was nothing left…”


  The copycat who was riding atop her prey yowled and laughed while the human under her gave up resisting, knowing this was the end for him now.


  “He was to be raped and then taken away as their personal breeder, living for only two more months before dying of exhaustion…”


  Blood slowly covered the floor of the kitchen as the two copycats feasted upon the centaur’s flesh, their hungry snarls and heartless laughter being heard by only themselves as their sister was solely concentrated on raping her victim more than anything.


  “That was their destiny. It was set in their timeline, preordained without question or mercy. That was their fate. However…”


  “Max!” Lelu screamed as she broke free from the copycats holding her, the centaur quickly racing back through the storeroom and into the sales floor before freezing with a yelp. Her eyes stared in surprise at seeing something while the two monsters quickly ran over and grabbed her from behind. They began pulling her back before also taking notice of something that caused them to jump with a startle.


  “It appears things have changed slightly.”


  Max was staring with wide eyes at the copycat above him, the monster poised to rape him while remaining still and silent. However she wasn’t able to do so now, what with the arrow that was lodged in her skull having killed her instantly as well as two others that were struck into her neck and arm. The monster wavered slightly before dropping back off the counter with a thud, the other copycats and Lelu seeing the monster lying on the floor dead with a stunned expression on her face.


  “What happened?” the Milly copycat asked, right before arrows struck into her face, chest, and shoulder along with two others that missed and hit the wall behind her with loud whacks. The other monster and Lelu jumped at seeing the copycat pierced by the bolts before she dropped dead with a thump. Lelu and the remaining copycat blinked then looked over to the same thing Max was seeing.


  “Copycats,” Grace growled with a fierce glare, the elf standing further away in the sales floor behind a table with a bow in hand and four arrows set to fire in the string. “I remember you bitches. You monsters killed my grandma.”


  “Grace?” Lelu softly asked.


  Max looked over to see one of the elven bows from the sales rack was missing then saw it clearly in the hands of the elf, the weapon being a little larger for her to wield yet still possible as she had clearly demonstrated.


  “Where did you come from?” the Mika copycat exclaimed. She quickly held Lelu close in front of her as a shield, the centaur struggling in her grip while Max kept low against the counter as he was right in the firing line still.


  “Put that down right now or else I’ll kill her!”


  Grace promptly let loose her arrows, launching them across the sales floor in a wide volley that struck the counter, walls, and ceiling while narrowly avoiding Max, Lelu, and the copycat.


  “Geez!” Max cried out as he pressed back against the counter in fright.


  “Watch it!” Lelu screamed as she thrashed about in the copycat’s grip.


  “What is wrong with you?” the copycat shouted out. “You’re going to kill your friends you know!”


  “Fuck you!” Grace yelled as she let loose her next volley, the bolts streaking all over the place and hitting random targets while again just missing everyone else by a dangerously close amount.


  “Are you trying to kill us?” Lelu cried out while staring at the two arrows that nearly struck into her arm and chest.


  “Take it easy with that thing!” Max shouted while keeping as low as he could to avoid the many arrows being shot right over him.


  “You’re crazy!” the copycat yelled. She shoved Lelu aside and jumped over the counter, the monster making a mad dash towards the door before another barrage of arrows flew at her. Bolts hit the floor, wall, pierced some armor plates and a helmet, and one finally managed to connect with a slick crunch through the copycat’s arm. The cat howled while being pinned to the shelf beside her, grabbing her arm and screaming in pain before seeing Grace now holding the last of the arrows she had in her bow while glaring at her with rage.


  “Who the hell are you?” the copycat cried out.


  “YOUR WORST NIGHTMARE!” Grace roared before firing her arrows, all of them completely missing the copycat while one flew over and just avoided piercing Lelu in the head. The centaur screamed and ducked down while Max also took the opportunity to hop off the counter and hide behind it, not from the copycat but from the elf whose aim was god-awful. Grace yelled and swung her bow around in a fit while the copycat stared at her in disbelief. The monster yanked out the arrow from her arm, screaming as she held her wound with a clenched hand, then glared at the elf with murderous eyes.


  “You little bitch, how dare you hurt me!” she yelled before rushing the elf.


  Grace screamed and ducked under the table, quickly scrambling away from the copycat who threw the bench aside with a crash and chased after the little girl with a loud yowl. Max and Lelu peeked over the counter and saw Grace running across the sales floor before she jumped into a roll, grabbed an arrow lodged in the floor, then turned and fired the bolt with a twang straight into the copycat’s eye. The monster stumbled aside and dropped down with a thud while the children stared at it fearfully. Grace blinked then looked to her bow before swinging it around in a fit again.


  “Why did it only work with one fucking arrow?” she screamed out. Max and Lelu looked to each other in wonder then the elf as she stumbled to her feet, stomped around in a tantrum, started kicking the dead copycat with swears they had never heard before, then let loose a long roar of frustration before holding her hand over her face and whimpering.


  “Grace?” Max carefully said.


  “I don’t know what to say,” Lelu softly mentioned. “She saved us, and at the same time nearly killed us.”


  Grace took a few deep breaths then gave one last hard kick to the copycat, breaking its nose with a crack before she marched over behind the counter and looked to the two nervous children hiding there. Lelu held onto Max closely while watching the elf with a careful eye, seeing the temperamental girl staring at them for a moment before marching over to the Mae copycat with a low growl while clutching the bow in her hand. She then started wildly kicking the monster’s body with furious shouts, all while Max and Lelu watched nervously and held onto each other.


  “You dirty, cunt-munching, assfucking, piss drinking, whores of hell!” Grace shouted while kicking in the nose and teeth of the copycat. “That’s for my grandma you fucking pieces of horseshit! I swear to the fucking gods I’ll kill every single copycat I see in this world, you hear me? I’m gonna find every one of your sisters and shove their heads up their cunts before I beat the fucking bitch out of them! FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU ALL!”


  “Um, Grace?” Max carefully asked again.


  “I thought elves were supposed to be gentle spirits of the forest,” Lelu fearfully mentioned. “And also much better shots with their arrows.”


  The two remained still while watching Grace vent her obvious rage on the dead copycat’s body, both being thankful the elf had saved their lives while also wondering if they were safe near the volatile girl. After she smeared the head of the copycat on the floor with her boot Grace finally stepped back while breathing heavily, the girl glaring at the corpse with anger that didn’t appear to be vanishing yet. She then glanced to Lelu and Max, the two jumping a bit before smiling fearfully at her.


  “Th-thank you,” Max said. “Thank you, Grace.”


  “You kept him from being raped,” Lelu breathed out in relief as she held Max close. “Thank you so much.”


  “I didn’t kill this fucking whore to save him,” Grace snapped as she turned her head away. “I just hate copycats so much. The second I heard you say that name I saw red. These fucking animals needed to die.”


  “Still, thank you,” Max said. “And… nice shot with her.”


  “I always hit my mark,” Grace snootily replied. “I am an elf after all.”


  “Really?” Lelu dryly asked while looking around at the many arrows in the room that clearly didn’t hit their mark. She shook her head then quickly looked over Max in urgency.


  “Are you alright?” she feared. “I was so scared she was going to rape you.”


  “I’m fine,” Max promised her. “Really. A little shaken up still, but I’m okay.”


  Lelu hugged Max tightly while crying a little, the boy slowly holding her as well while feeling amazed she cared for him that much. Grace watched them out of the corner of her eye for a moment then scoffed and looked to the bow in her hand.


  “This is an elven bow,” she commented. Looking back she saw Max and Lelu watching her curiously before she glared at the boy. “You monster hunters killed my sisters, didn’t you? Took this from them like some fucked up trophy. Isn’t that right?”


  “Grace,” Max spoke up, then fell silent as he knew there was no defending that statement.


  “I shouldn’t have saved you,” Grace hissed. “I should have let that copycat rape you to death before gutting her like the animal she is. You fucking murderer.”


  “Max didn’t murder anyone,” Lelu defended. “His sisters are the ones who are monster hunters, they-”


  “Why are you defending him?” Grace demanded. “Why are you friends with him? He’s a fucking human and his sisters have murdered our kind! Look over there on the wall, that’s a centaur’s spear, isn’t it? They’ve killed centaurs before, why do you care what happens to him at all?”


  “Because he’s my best friend!” Lelu shouted out. Grace looked at her curiously as the centaur hugged Max close while trying to hold back her tears. “I lost everything to those horrible monsters. My home, my mother, everything. I was going to die out there, I was going to die alone, until he saved me. He took me in, fed me, pitied me, and made me feel safe. He cares about me and I care about him. So much.”


  “He’s human,” Grace stressed while waving to the boy.


  “I know,” Lelu whimpered. “His kind have killed mine and my own have raped his. If anything Max should have killed me, he’s had every reason and opportunity to end my life. But he hasn’t. He doesn’t want me to be sad or alone. He really cares about me. I’m so thankful to have met him.”


  “Lelu…” Max quietly said.


  “I don’t care if he’s human and I’m a monster,” Lelu snapped at Grace. “I’m happy with him! I want to stay with him! He’s not like other humans who would only despise and curse my existence, he treats me like I’m a normal girl even though I look like this. He’s the best thing that ever happened to me!”


  Grace stared at her in bewilderment as the centaur buried her face in Max’s shoulder and cried. The boy held her with a look of wonder on his face, surprised that she felt so strongly about him like that. He then noticed Grace watching him with a scowl, the elf gritting her teeth slightly as she narrowed her eyes at him.


  “Grace… I-”


  “Why do you care about monsters?” she snapped. “If your family hunts us then why are you being so nice to us?”


  “I… don’t really know,” Max sighed shaking his head. Lelu stepped back while he took a moment to really question what he had been doing. “The truth is I’m a bit surprised too. I’ve always hated monsters so much. They took my parents from me, they hurt humans and prey upon men, and my sisters always risk their lives fighting them to save others from being hurt too.”


  “But you don’t hate us?” Grace asked.      


  “I don’t,” Max answered with a small smile at Lelu, the centaur smiling brightly in return while wiping her tears away. “The truth is I’m glad I got to meet Lelu. Maybe I was just alone too long out here, or maybe I felt sorry for her because of all she lost, but I was happy to have her here to talk with and keep me company. She may be a little… unique, in quite a few ways, but she’s not a demon. She’s not a monster to me.”


  “Max,” Lelu managed to get out while feeling choked up by his words.


  “And you,” he continued turning to Grace, the elf watching him curiously now. “I don’t understand how you got here or what happened to you, but after you fainted you had such a sad look on your face while you slept. I could tell you went through your own troubles, though I didn’t know how bad it really was at the time.”


  “That’s why you put me in your bed?” she wondered.


  “I wanted to be nice to a girl in need,” Max reasoned. “I mean, I already crossed that line with Lelu, what harm was there in doing so with you as well?”


  “I’m still upset you put her in your bed,” Lelu mentioned looking away with a pout. “But… she did help us, so… I guess I can forgive her this one time.”


  Grace slowly walked up to Max and eyed him over before shaking her head with a puzzled expression.


  “I don’t understand. Your family hunts monsters, elves even. Why would you want to help me?”


  “It just seemed like the right thing to do,” he answered with a shrug. “Even though you’re an elf… I wanted to help. I guess I’m a little crazy in the head, aren’t I?”


  “Yeah,” Grace answered with a nod.


  “No,” Lelu insisted at the same time, the two girls then glancing to each other before watching Max smiling weakly to that. Grace looked away for a moment then sighed heavily and walked over to the curtain.


  “Fine,” she muttered. “You wanted to help me, I get it. I don’t get why you wanted to, but… you at least tried to. I’m not going to thank you for it though, your family still killed my people and I don’t exactly want you as a friend.”


  “That’s fine,” Max empathized. “I understand how-”


  “You’ll do as my servant though,” Grace continued with a careless glance back at him.


  “Servant?” Max and Lelu questioned.


  “Yes. My servant,” Grace factually said looking ahead. “I saved your life, the least you can do is put it to good use in my name as thanks and atone for what your family has done to my people.”


  “He is not your servant,” Lelu snapped while glaring at the elf.


  “I saved your fat ass too,” Grace reminded her.


  “Fat? Fat?” Lelu shouted with a deep blush.


  “But I don’t really want a cow as my servant,” Grace casually continued while examining her fingernails. “A human would do however.”


  “Cow?” Lelu yelled out in rage. She charged the elf with a scream before Grace merely jumped aside, the centaur blindly rushing past and running into the curtain that quickly tore off above and covered the girl. Lelu screamed while running forward before crashing into a wall and dropping to the ground with a thud, boxes and tins falling around her from the shelves while the girl’s feet twitched a bit from under the blanket. Grace scoffed at her then turned to Max with a sharp glare, the boy watching her nervously while keeping his tattered clothing held over his waist.


  “You’re in my debt,” Grace told him. “Both because I saved your life and you owe me that much at the very least for all the elves your sisters killed. You. Are. Mine. Got it?”


  “Um…”


  “Unless you properly answer with ‘Yes, ma’am’, I’m going to fucking beat the living shit out of you and make you say it,” Grace snarled. “You got that? Well?”


  “Yes, ma’am!” Max quickly agreed nodding.


  “Good boy,” Grace scoffed looking away. “Now get me something to eat. I’m starving.”


  Max watched her nervously as the elf glanced to him before she growled with fire in her eyes.


  “What did I just say? Listen up when I’m talking to you!”


  “Uh, can I at least get some new clothes first?” Max weakly asked.


  Grace looked him over then rolled her eyes with a huff.


  “Fine. But hurry up, I’m hungry.”


  Max slowly nodded then made his way around the dead copycats and the volatile little elf before running up the stairs. As he did Grace peeked over and saw his naked rear as he ran, the girl raising her eyebrow curiously for a moment then shaking her head and walking off towards the kitchen. As she passed Lelu who was pulling the curtain off herself she stopped and glanced to the girl with a sharp eye.


  “Although I don’t want you for a servant or even a friend you do owe me your life,” she hissed. “Remember that before acting so rashly, otherwise I’ll put you down just like I did with those copycats.”


  “You insufferable girl,” Lelu growled. “Max does not belong to you, he’s-”


  “He’s my new servant,” Grace argued before stomping her boot against the centaur’s chest. “I saved his life even after his family killed my people, this is the least he can do in reparation.”


  She grunted while pushing off the centaur then walked over to the kitchen doorway, the girl stopping for a moment before glancing back to Lelu who got up on her feet while glaring at the elf.


  “I’m not going to rape him,” she said, with Lelu then watching her cautiously. “I just… could use an extra hand.”


  “With what?” Lelu questioned.


  “Getting revenge for my mother,” Grace answered before walking off. Lelu watched her go then grunted with a stomp of her front hoof. She looked to the staircase with worried eyes then trotted over to it to await Max’s return and also to distance herself from the elf that she wasn’t too keen on becoming friends with either.


  “I’m honestly wondering if we were better off with the copycats instead of her.”


  *****


  Inside a grand hall there wasn’t much light, except for the ominous green glows that came from etchings in the floor that appeared to be indented in the sleek metal ground. Standing within the dark jade hue a figure was seen, the silhouette showing that of a woman with large monarch wings behind her that lightly fluttered. From the floor under her large green and blue triangular casting bases formed, the markers crossed through one another and slowly spinning while searing green emblems bled upward from them into the air around the woman.


  “The timeline has shifted,” she spoke distantly. “I did not anticipate such a large change would be made by saving that little elf. I do wonder how much of a mess this will make of things.”


  She mumbled to herself while the neon glowing symbols floated up around her, the lights slowly fizzling out as they reached higher into the darkness while the woman’s wings fluttered once more behind her with silent movements.


  “Oh dear,” she softly said. “Such a clouded clutter this has created. So much uncertainty now. I simply hate that. If I had known helping Flarah with her little plan would have dirtied the timeline such as this I would never have-”


  Stopping suddenly the woman took notice of something that halted her words. With an intrigued murmur she gazed ahead into the darkness as if seeing something beyond what was there that she peered closely at.


  “Oh my,” she mused with a heightened tone of interest. “This… this could work out well for me. Yes… with the proper corrections… oh yes. This could be just what I need. How lovely, this horrid mess of fates is actually my golden ticket. How twisted and divine.”


  The woman laughed while her wings fluttered behind her, the surrounding green lines in the walls and angular ceiling above lighting up with an energy surge pulsating in the hall as her power resonated greatly for a moment.


  “Oh, Flarah,” she kindly spoke. “Thank you so much for allowing fate to benefit me for a change. I am truly pleased by this gift. It almost makes up for the messy timeline you’ve helped create. Such an eyesore is a small price to pay for this lovely opportunity.”


  She chuckled and looked off to the side, her glowing green eyes being seen amidst the darkness and lime hues of the hall’s lights.


  “I don’t normally like my precious timestream being clouded with uncertainty, but in this one instance I’ll make an exception.”


  *****


  Tabitha slowly opened her eyes as she regained consciousness, the dusty smell she picked up causing her to cough before she realized it was difficult to breathe. With a sharp gasp she quickly awoke and noticed she was wrapped up tightly by a familiar snake tail.


  “Tabitha!” Scay cheered as she nuzzled against the neko’s cheek, her long body twisting slightly while completely wrapped around her friend. “Yay! You’re awake!”


  “Scay?” Tabitha gasped before struggling to breathe again. “Too tight! Too tight, Scay!”


  “I’m so happy you’re alive!” Scay dearly said while constricting her tail. “I was so worried about you! I’ve been waiting forever for you to wake up! Are you okay now? Are you?”


  “Can’t breathe,” Tabitha hoarsely got out before feeling her lungs straining for air. “Scay… let me go.”


  Scay blinked then noticed Tabitha turning blue while her eyes began rolling back into her head. The naga quickly let go of her friend with a yelp, her tail hastily unraveling and spinning the neko around in place before dropping her onto a bed with a thump. Tabitha gasped and finally caught her breath before looking around as her world slowly stopped spinning. She was inside a small underground room, the walls and ceiling being that of stone while the ground was smooth dirt. A lantern was lit on a hook near a wooden door, illuminating it, the two beds inside, a table with cups and a water pitcher on it, a large wooden crate set against the wall, a nervously smiling naga, and a lycan who was sitting on the adjacent bed with a dull glance set on the neko. The wolf had her bolas hooked to her belt while Scay had her dagger sheathed in hers again.


  “Sorry, Tabitha,” Scay said while pulling her hair over her face. “I was just- nrrghmmm happy that you were okay.”


  “Where am I?” Tabitha asked.


  “We’re in part of the ant girl nest,” Forrus explained as she sat up on the edge of the bed. “My lord was gracious enough to heal your wounds after you nearly got yourself killed with that reckless fighting of yours.”


  “Reckless?” Tabitha hissed at her. “I saved all your lives by helping you in that fucking pit, and you know it!”


  “I hate to admit that, but it’s true,” Forrus reluctantly agreed. “I still can’t bring myself to say any words of gratitude to you however.”


  “I don’t need your gratitude,” Tabitha snapped with a clenched fist. She then looked around quickly before turning to her with a deep glare. “And where are my prized weapons I loaned all of you? There had better not be so much as a scratch on those things or else you’re dead!”


  “That’s all you have to say now?” Forrus scoffed as she stood up. “No thanks for my lord saving your life or questions as to why we’re down here, just ‘where’s my gold’ or ‘where’s my treasure’? That’s all you nekos ever think about, isn’t it?”


  “Where are they?” Tabitha yelled standing up and growling at the lycan.


  “They’re in that box,” Scay answered pointing to the crate. Tabitha instantly ran over and opened the lid, her eyes quickly examining all the golden weapons that were set inside along with a few brown bags. Her sheathed katanas and belts were also lying inside, something that drew a small smile across the neko’s face.


  “Everything’s there, along with some gold the ant girls have offered in penance for their mistreatment of you,” Forrus mockingly added. “Are you happy now? Does that make everything better for you?”


  “Hold on,” Tabitha warned as she picked up the sack of gold and shook it. “This is all those sneaky misers offered? They’re way richer than this, how dare they try to offer a single petty bag of gold to pay off their debt to me!”


  “It’s never enough for you, is it?” Forrus flatly said.


  “They can offer more than this!” Tabitha yelled at her while pointing to the bag. “With the amount of bombs they were just throwing away with us they’ve got plenty more gold hidden down here than this little sack!”


  “Actually, they’re not rich,” Scay said with a shrug. “Daemon talked with them about those bomb things. They apparently make them down here from rocks they dig up. The gold you have there is all this part of their nest has.”


  Tabitha blinked, glanced to the bag while shaking it, then looked at Scay questionably.


  “They make bombs down here? Well then they could sell them for plenty of gold to anyone they wanted, they could pay me far more than this stupid bag!”


  “That’s all the gold you’re getting down here,” Forrus barked out. “Take it or leave it.”


  Tabitha growled and looked at the sack while jiggling it then tossed it into the crate with a scoff.


  “Fine,” she muttered as she began rummaging through its contents. “I’ll take this much as their first payment, but they’re getting charged for more still.”


  “How unfortunate for them,” Forrus flatly replied.


  “It will be if they don’t pay up later,” Tabitha plainly said as she took out the spear and examined it. She glanced back to Forrus and then Scay for a moment before turning her eyes back down to her possessions. “So then, mind explaining why we’re still down here?”


  “Daemon was talking to that one ant girl with the really long hair,” Scay remembered. “It was really long and pretty. I really want to wear it. SO PRETTY AND RED!”


  “Scay. Focus.”


  “Stab.”


  “No. Focus.”


  “Nrrghmmm sorry,” Scay mumbled rubbing her face. “He and that ant girl were talking about something after he carried you here. I don’t know what-”


  “He carried me here?” Tabitha questioned as she stopped moving.


  “He carried you here after he healed you,” Forrus sharply explained. “It was only because of him that you lived from your injuries. The rest of us put your precious gold over in that crate, something I’m sure means more to you than what my lord did.”


  Tabitha looked down to her body then back to the crate with a blank expression, pausing for a while before rummaging through its contents again with a slight murmur.


  “We don’t know what’s going to happen now,” Scay said with a shrug. “We were just waiting for you to wake up so we could go find out.”


  “And why were you waiting for me to wake up?” Tabitha asked looking back to Forrus.


  “Because I’m your best friend,” Scay whined with teary eyes. “Tabitha, you know how much I care about you.”


  “Not you. Her,” Tabitha clarified pointing to the lycan. “Why was she here too?”


  “My lord requested one of us remain here to make sure you awoke and that your friend wouldn’t strangle you to death in your sleep,” Forrus muttered crossing her arms. “The others wasted not a second volunteering me for that role before they left with him.”


  “Whatever,” Tabitha replied turning back to her crate. “I’m awake now, so you can go chase your tail or sniff out some buried bones.”


  Forrus scoffed and walked over to the door, taking hold of the handle before looking back to see Tabitha pulling out her katanas and strapping them to her waist. The neko unsheathed the blades, examined them carefully for any imperfections, and then jingled her bells to open her magic storeroom.


  “Tabitha?” Scay wondered as the neko struck her swords behind her and pierced the air. Tabitha remained silent while opening the magic tear, the cat’s eyes remaining locked onto the crate next to her while thinking about something.


  Forrus shook her head and left the room, closing the door behind her while Tabitha locked her gateway open with another jingling of her bells. The neko’s lip flinched slightly before she struck one of her blades into the ground then reached into the crate with a growl. She pulled out the hammer she had loaned to Rulo during the fight, her eye focusing keenly on the mallet’s end where she noticed a chip in it.


  “Tabitha?” Scay worried as the neko trembled a little with a low yowl. The naga then slowly curled up in her tail with a nervous whine as Tabitha turned to her with a furious glare that was downright frightening to her.


  Forrus made her way down a tunnel with ant girls scurrying about in both directions, the monsters merely glancing to the lycan while passing by on both the floor and along the ceiling. Venturing deeper into the nest Forrus followed the path back to where the rest of her group were, taking one turn after another while ant girls continued rushing about with their duties and paying her no mind. She passed numerous tunnels that branched off in either direction while the winding corridor had only a few lanterns lit here and there along the way, something that Forrus didn’t mind as she could see in the dark easily enough, although it did make her wonder who the lights were for since ant girls didn’t need them either.


  After a while of walking and having to turn around a few times as she found several dead-ends in the underground labyrinth she came to a large cavern that had been dug out by the ant girls. The cave was illuminated by a few phosphorous rocks that glowed softly along the walls, but mostly by large chandeliers that were hung from above with thick chains. Of course they weren’t typical ones seen in human or monster estates, instead they were simply steel cages fashioned into rings with rocks that were lit aflame inside them. Below the brightly lit ceiling were ant girls gathered all over in many groups, some being seated at tables set up off to the side where crates and urns were kept aside while others were seen on overlooks above the main floor while squeaking at one another in talkative clusters. A large crowd of ant girls was seen squeaking in excitement at something on the lower floor while those above were also watching with cheers and swinging their fists around. Adjoining tunnels allowed more ant girls to enter and leave from all directions, the underground nexus being set up like a crude tavern for the workers to rest, eat and drink, chat, or in many cases get into fights which were breaking out in higher numbers than most taverns had.


  “What’s with these ant girls?” Forrus wondered as she stopped suddenly, watching as two of the squeaking monsters tumbled onto the ground before her with fists being thrown at one another. One of the ant girls managed to get atop the other and started beating blood and sweat off the face of the other with sharp squeaks, the surrounding ant girls only cheering her on while lifting glasses in salute and doing nothing to help their fellow monster who was being beaten senseless before them. A few more heavy hits were made before the girl underneath collapsed, the one atop then squeaking loudly while holding her fists up in triumph. She hopped off the beaten monster and walked over to her friends that cheered and handed her a pint with a foamy beverage inside.


  “I wasn’t aware ant girls were so barbaric,” Forrus commented as she stepped around the poor girl who was twitching slightly on the floor. Making her way deeper into the crowd of squeaking ant girls she saw two more fights suddenly break out, one involving an ant girl being thrown into a table with a crash while another was hurled over into the wall with a loud thud.


  “They’re savages,” Forrus realized.


  “Close to it,” Sasha commented. The lycan turned to see the reptile girl up ahead having her large broad sword held over her shoulder while under her foot was an ant girl that was squeaking weakly with a bruised face. Sasha gave the monster a hard shove against the stomach before walking off, the beaten monster rolling onto her side with a groan while nearby ant girls again cheered in approval.


  “They are certainly not like most ant girls,” she continued as she and Forrus made their way through a large crowd of squeaking monsters. “They seem to love fighting and testing their strength with those around them. That was the second ant girl I had to beat down simply for being here.”


  “I see,” Forrus replied while carefully glancing around. The ant girls they passed took notice of them for a moment with challenging smiles that made the lycan wonder when they might ‘test their strength’ with her. However none did, instead they all resumed watching the same thing ahead of them that Sasha and Forrus came to see when coming up to the front of the gathering.


  “Haha!” Rulo laughed while punching an ant girl hard across her face, the battered monster being thrown back into a tumble while two more rushed the orc. “This is kinda fun!”


  “Fun?” Forrus questioned as she watched the ant girls taking their swings at Rulo, hitting her shoulder and face with hard impacts that only knocked the grinning girl back a bit before she grabbed one of the monsters by the hair and lifted her up.


  “Not bad, bug,” she taunted before punching the ant girl away in the chest. Turning around she swung her fist into the other’s face, knocking her away at equal speed. The two monsters crashed into other ant girls while those around laughed and squeaked in amusement.


  “Yeah!” Rulo yelled holding her fists up. The ant girls held theirs up with squeaks and enthusiastic screeches while the three ant girls who faced off against the orc struggled to get back up again. Rulo oinked and shook her hands together above her head in triumph then saw Sasha and Forrus standing at the front of the cheering crowd watching her.


  “Isn’t this place great?” she asked. “I’m having a ball here.”


  “Like I said, savages,” Forrus flatly repeated.


  “We’re just having some fun,” Rulo snorted. She then took a pint handed to her by an ant girl, gulped it down, then held the monster around the neck while holding the empty glass up high. “I love this place!”


  The ant girls squeaked while hopping about as the orc dragged the one she was holding around in a large stride, the monster squeaking with a weak smile on her face as she tried to pry herself free.


  “So they love beating each other up for the hell of it?” Forrus asked.


  “Not for the hell of it,” Sasha said looking around at seeing three more fights breaking out amongst the underground monsters. “Master explained to me what that lieutenant told him about their nest. They pride themselves on strength very much so. Even the workers need to be strong warriors in their colony. These fights you see happening aren’t being made out of spite, but rather to prove that they’re strong to one another. They appear to do this quite often too, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”


  Forrus nodded as she looked at the three ant girls who had collapsed on the ground from fighting Rulo. The monsters were now being swarmed by their sisters, with each of the downed fighters being lifted up and held by many of their kin. However they weren’t being resented by their kin for losing, instead their sisters were quickly licking and kissing them wildly all over. The weakened monsters couldn’t even moan in pleasure with their kin pushing their tongues into their mouths forcibly nor could free themselves if they wished to as they were firmly held in place. Their bloodied clothing was ripped off, their bodies were licked all over to relieve the pain and help heal their injuries, and new tunics were being brought over for them to dress in once they were done being tended to by their family.


  “What are they doing to her?” Forrus wondered as she saw an ant girl actually eating out her weakened kin, the monster’s legs dangling over her shoulders while kicking now and again.


  “They’re easing her pain,” Sasha explained. “Ant girls have saliva that is well-known to treat wounds and give extreme pleasure; they’re using that to heal each other after the fights. Even though that girl lost just now she’s still part of their nest, and as such is cared for when hurt. She’ll likely try fighting someone else again once she’s able to stand to prove herself, that’s their way after all.”


  Forrus looked around to seeing the other wounded ant girls they had passed receiving similar treatment from their sisters. It appeared to be forced treatment, evidenced by some of the ant girls holding the arms and legs still of their downed kin while their clothing was essentially ripped off their bodies and tossed aside. With the way the monsters were passionately licking, kissing, and moving their mouths all over their wounded friends it was clear that losing a fight didn’t mean isolation from their nest, however it did mean that they were going to be treated for their injuries no matter what. But there did appear to be a penalty for losing that shortly went into effect afterwards.


  “What are they doing now?” Forrus asked as she saw the three ant girls from Rulo’s fight then being held up in the air while they weakly squeaked and shook their heads nervously. Their kin finished licking them all over, taking the pain from their physical wounds away, and then showed mean grins at the losers while holding their arms up above them and spreading their legs to either side. Sasha and Forrus saw the ant girls then groping the losers from behind while a few hands reached down to start roughly fingering both holes of the blushing monsters.


  “Humiliating them,” Sasha answered as they watched the three losers squeaking and shaking their heads as they were presented to all their sisters while being fondled and fingered relentlessly. Their breasts were roughly squeezed and pinched, their hips trembled and shook about, their abdomens were scratched repeatedly, and one of the poor girls even squirted as she squeaked with a flushed face. The surrounding ant girls appeared to be laughing while pointing at the losers, all of them squeaking with amused smiles as the detained girls were forced to climax over and over again in front of them in provocative positions.


  “Humiliating them?” Forrus repeated as she saw the same punishment being administered to the other ant girls who lost their matches earlier. The monsters squeaked with deep blushes and tried to free themselves to no avail as they were presented to all their kin and fondled by fellow ant girls with lustful grins.


  “They value strength,” Sasha reminded her. “The ant girl my master spoke to explained this after we witnessed it for the first time down here. Should they lose a competition they are humiliated as punishment for being weak. Should they not challenge anyone to a fight for over a week they are punished for that as well. These ant girls are trained and encouraged to fight. It’s part of their lives just as much as digging is.”


  “They are certainly different from most ant girls,” Forrus agreed as she averted her eyes from two more ant girls squirting in front of their kin while being punished.


  “Very much so,” Sasha agreed. She glanced around then turned to the lycan questionably as they walked off into the crowd away from the ant girls who were being publicly shamed. “Where are Tabitha and Scay?”


  “The cat’s awake and handling all her gold at the moment,” Forrus scoffed. “I did what was asked by my lord and made sure she lived through her slumber, what happens to her now isn’t my concern in the slightest. I can’t say enough how much I hate having that filthy neko traveling with us.”


  “Still, that’s twice she proved useful to us,” Sasha commented with a shrug. “She managed to procure two key fragments for my master and provided weapons for us to fight with earlier. Her reasons for accompanying us may be selfish and dishonorable but it seems to have worked out in our favor.”


  “I suppose,” Forrus muttered crossing her arms. “She did claim two pieces of that key for my lord with her conniving and thievery. I still despise having to tolerate her being near us, especially with that horrible scent she has.”


  “Can’t be any worse than hers,” Sasha flatly said as they watched Rulo marching about with a fist held high and ant girls squeaking excitedly around her.


  “Haha!” Rulo heartily laughed before turning to face the ant girls and tossing her glass aside. “You bugs certainly know how to have fun down here, I’m impressed. Still, I’m a woman of unbridled fire and need more of a challenge than this in a fight. Who here thinks they can take me on?”


  A group of ant girls squeaked loudly with daring grins, the monsters smacking fists into their palms and cracking their knuckles as the rest of their kin quickly backed up and surrounded them with cheers and squeaks. Sasha and Forrus stood at the front of the gathering with raised eyebrows at the orc who was flexing her arm and patting her muscle with a proud smile.


  “You’re going to need all the help you can get to beat me,” she dared before flexing both arms in the air. “My master taught me to fight better than any orc in Eden, I’m like a super orc! Bring it on, all of you, there’s nobody who can beat me down!”


  “Didn’t you-” Forrus mentioned to Sasha before she held up a hand to halt that factual statement while nodding with a dull expression.


  Rulo snorted and got ready to battle while the ant girls before her tensed up and prepared to charge. The surrounding ant girls squeaked and hopped about as they watched the match with heated excitement. With another loud laugh Rulo flexed her arms once more before suddenly being struck from behind with a loud whack, her head snapping forward for a moment as she wavered off-balance. Everyone stopped and watched curiously as the orc dropped to her knees with a dazed smile on her face while her head rolled around. Rulo staggered onto her feet and turned around just before taking a hard blow to the face, knocking her onto her rear with a grunt while all eyes took notice of someone standing before the orc with a golden hammer held in her furry hand.


  “WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?” Tabitha yelled out with such ferocity and power that every single ant girl in the cave halted and turned to look. The extremely furious neko was standing before Rulo while Scay was behind her along with other ant girls who could swear they felt a Darker One’s merciless aura coming from the pissed off feline.


  “Wha… Tabitha?” Rulo groaned while her vision slowly focused again.


  “What is this? What is THIS?” Tabitha demanded as she pointed to the hammer. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice? Was that it? Did you think you could get away with it?”


  “What are you-” Rulo asked before the neko tackled her to the ground and started beating her relentlessly with the hammer, striking her face and knocking her hands away repeatedly while screaming with a long yowl.


  “You chipped it! You chipped it! You damaged my lovely treasure, you filthy, dirty, fucking pig! YARRHHH! You ruined it! Now all its good for is beating the shit out of assholes like you!”


  Rulo screamed as she flailed around under the neko, all eyes watching in surprise as Tabitha struck the orc over and over again before winding back for a big hit.


  “You’ll pay for this!” Tabitha yelled while holding Rulo’s collar chain. She got ready to bash the orc’s face in before a sharp clang echoed out along with the mallet’s top being sliced off with a flash. Tabitha jumped and looked to the severed handle she was holding then up at seeing Daemon standing over them with his sword held out in his gloved hand.


  “Stop doing that to her,” he requested while watching the cat with a cold stare.


  “She damaged my treasure!” Tabitha shouted. “Do you have any idea how much it was worth?”


  “Is it worth the same as your life? Because if you attack her like that again you will lose yours.”


  “But-”


  “Get off her,” Daemon ordered holding his blade out to her face. “Right now.”


  Tabitha stared at the sword with wide eyes then him before slowly getting up and backing away. Rulo slowly sat up rubbing her face then snarled at the neko with blood coming from her nose.


  “You little bitch, I’m going to kill you!” she yelled before rushing towards the cat.


  “Rulo, stop,” Daemon called out, with the orc instantly halting and looking back to him with a squeak. The ant girls watched the man in wonder as he stopped the furious monster’s rampage right away, his eyes going from the neko that was keeping on guard to the orc that was wiping the blood from her face with a frown.


  “But, master,” Rulo whined.


  “I understand why you’re upset,” Daemon told Tabitha. “However I’d prefer it if you didn’t kill her over some petty gold. You gave them your weapons to help them survive down here, they of course used them to fight with as needed. Any damage they may have taken couldn’t be helped, you had to be aware of that. The next time you attack her so callously for something that wasn’t in her control you will answer to me. Am I clear?”


  “But-” Tabitha complained before the man narrowed his eyes at her. The neko growled and looked to the severed handle she had before tossing it aside and looking away with a low grumble.


  “Fine,” she reluctantly hissed.


  “And you,” Daemon continued with Rulo. “You were well aware of the weapon’s condition when you returned it to her. You should have known that if you take a neko’s wealth away you’ll get a scratch or two for it in return.”


  “But-” she started before he walked closer and held his hand to her cheek, the girl freezing with a blush as he lifted his sword up next to her head with a soft glow coming from it.


  “You’ve had your fun out here getting into fights with the locals,” he said while healing her face, the orc losing her voice as she stared at him with loving eyes. “I know you’re not so weak as to let a few bumps and bruises upset you, you’re better than that. Now I want you calm and under control again, we have work to do still.”


  “Okay,” she breathed out while closing her eyes. Her injuries slowly vanished before Daemon sheathed his blade with a click, with the girl then opening her eyes in a wonder as she felt him still holding her cheek. He watched her for a moment then turned to Tabitha while lowering his hand, something Rulo almost raised hers to hold before she quickly stopped herself and looked down.


  “If you girls are finished making even more noise over these ant girls I would appreciate it,” he said before walking off. Sasha and Forrus quickly trotted over to his sides and accompanied the swordsman while looking back to the others briefly. Scay slithered over to Tabitha who was glaring at Rulo while the orc was returning the harsh look now.


  “You owe me for that hammer,” Tabitha sternly reminded her.


  “Got your payment right here,” Rulo snorted while smacking her fist into her palm.


  Tabitha grabbed her swords with a low meow before Scay slithered over and held her back.


  “Please stop,” Scay begged. “No more fighting.”


  Tabitha glanced to her with a grunt as the naga held her tail around her then to Rulo who scoffed and started walking off after the others.


  “You’re lucky my master stopped me or else I would have smeared you across the ground,” she warned, shoving her way past a few ant girls who watched her curiously before turning to the neko. Tabitha growled while clenching her swords then looked to Scay who was still holding onto her.


  “Please don’t fight with her, Tabitha,” Scay pleaded. “You’ll get hurt.”


  “I can handle myself just fine,” Tabitha snapped while trying to push aside the girl’s tail.


  “If you attack her from behind, yes,” Scay agreed. “But if she attacks you from the front, no.”


  Tabitha looked at her carefully as the naga slowly moved her tail and shook her head.


  “I’ve seen you fight, Tabitha. When you sneak up on others you can kill them easily, but when something attacks you directly you have more trouble with it. I don’t want to see you get hurt again today, I really don’t.”


  “Scay, I-” Tabitha started before the naga quickly hugged her.


  “I don’t want to lose my friend,” Scay whimpered. “I was so scared when you didn’t get back up earlier. I really was.”


  Tabitha slowly looked around to seeing ant girls watching her while two more fights broke out among them in the crowd then failed to form any response to the naga’s words. After a moment Scay leaned back and smiled worriedly at her then picked up the broken hammer.


  “It’s still worth something, it has to be,” she hopefully reasoned. “It’s made of gold and has these pretty gems in it. It’s okay, Tabitha. You can get money for it still. So please, don’t get yourself hurt again over this.”


  Tabitha sighed and looked at the broken treasure before taking it then gently patting the naga’s head.


  “Fine, I suppose I can try to sell it off for something as it is. And… thank you for caring about me.”


  “Of course, I’m your special friend,” Scay promised with a wide smile and one eye turning inward for a moment. Tabitha watched the naga shaking a little with a strained murmur then nodded and started walking after the others with her unique friend following behind.


  “You sure are.”


  The two made their way across the cavern towards the side where a few smaller rooms were carved into the walls. They were set up with rounded tables inside and had ant girls squeaking at each other while sitting on stone pews either drinking or having arm-wrestling matches. One of the rooms however had a large gathering of ant girls outside of it, with Tabitha and Scay wading through the crowd before coming out the front and seeing the rest of their group inside the dugout.


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Mika muttered shaking her head. “After everything that’s happened to me, this is where it’s led me.”


  “Can’t handle it, huh?” Hollia quipped with a smug grin. “Does that mean you accept defeat to a monster, hunter?”


  “I’d much rather wipe that look off your face,” Mika snapped.


  “Then do try,” the centaur dared.


  Tabitha and Scay moved closer to the dugout, seeing their comrades gathered around a large table with a lantern hanging above for light. Sasha and Forrus were sitting to the side with the reptile girl having her blade resting beside her while next to them Rulo and Daemon were standing and observing the heated battle taking place. Seated across from the girls Saffron was showing an amused smile while on the table before them were numerous empty mugs that were steadily growing with the competition between herself, the centaur, and the human who were sitting next to her. Or rather Mika who was sitting next to the ant girl while Hollia was seated on the ground near the growing crowd of spectators since the seats couldn’t accommodate her.


  “What is going on here?” Tabitha asked.


  “And, go,” Sasha plainly said with a wave of the hand. At that moment Saffron, Mika, and Hollia began chugging another pint, the crowd of ant girls squeaking and cheering for their lieutenant while the other girls exchanged puzzled glances.


  “They’re having a drinking contest?” Scay asked.


  “I love this place,” Rulo commented with an impressed smile. “These girls know how to party.”


  Saffron downed the beverage and set the mug down with a clink a few seconds before Hollia did, the two then laughing a bit as Mika took a few moments longer before she set her empty glass down and took a deep breath.


  “You lose again,” Hollia playfully reminded her.


  “What’s your deal?” Mika snapped while wiping her mouth. “I thought you said you were a princess or something, since when does royalty drink like that?”


  “I don’t think it’s a matter of me being royalty, but rather you being a horrible drinker,” Hollia chuckled. “Sorry, Mika, but it seems monsters have bested you once again.”


  Mika growled with a small blush and clenched fists before noticing Saffron giggling at her. The ant girl showed a pouting smile and shook her head before laughing with the crowd of workers doing the same.


  “You’re both pissing me off. Not wise,” Mika threatened while one of her hands gave off a crimson and black glow.


  “Care to try again?” Hollia dared with a twitch of her eyebrow. Saffron nodded and waved Mika forward with her hand, taunting the girl to challenge her with a few sharp squeaks.


  “You three can drink yourselves stupid later if you want,” Sasha spoke up. “And if you really want a challenge have Rulo join you, I’d wager she’d drink you all under the table.”


  “I’m game for that,” Rulo commented with a grin.


  “For now I think we need to discuss our next move,” Sasha said looking to Daemon, with all the girls turning to him as he was just watching Mika in silence.


  “My knight,” Hollia said curiously. “Why have we not left this place and returned to the surface? What reason do we have to stay down here?”


  “Besides waiting for the greedy cat in our group to finish her little nap?” Forrus muttered.


  “Already forgot that I helped save your life, huh?” Tabitha sneered.


  Forrus started to stand up with a growl before Daemon walked closer to the table and motioned her to sit, something she reluctantly did while glaring at the neko.


  “According to Mika those that call themselves The Sisterhood are supposedly heading towards Green Haven,” he said, with Mika nodding and looking down with a scowl from hearing that name again. “Those two monsters we faced in Eston are leading this horde, going by the names of Jovian and Jacqueline according to Hollia. Seeing how they were the ones who personally murdered the centaur empress they’re likely going to try threatening the elven priestess as well.”


  Saffron squeaked with a stern expression and slammed her fist onto the table, the surrounding ant girls showing great anger and nodding in agreement to her words.


  “And they are also the ones who threatened Saffron’s queen,” Daemon added. “Needless to say we’re all quite tired of them stirring up trouble. That being the case the ant girls of this nest are going to assist us with removing Jovian and Jacqueline from the land of the living.”


  “How are they going to do that?” Hollia asked.


  “They already have tunnels leading to Green Haven,” Daemon explained, with Saffron nodding at the girls. “They can get us there quickly with their mining rails and with their explosives they’ll provide the distraction we need to single out The Sisterhood’s leaders.”


  “Distraction?” Rulo asked.


  “They’re going to attack the horde from underneath and allow us to concentrate on the two demons,” Sasha said, with Saffron showing a sharp smile to that. “We won’t have to wade through all the grunts to slay them, we’ll come up right under them in that forest while their followers are thrown into chaos by the ant girls and their bombs.”


  “That sounds like a plan to me,” Tabitha agreed while Scay eagerly bobbed up and down behind her giggling. “One swift strike and those wretches are out of our hair.”


  “One question,” Hollia mentioned raising her hand. “How exactly are we going to dispatch the gemini?”


  “Gemini?” Mika asked looking to her carefully. “What do you mean, gemini don’t exist.”


  “Neither do male monsters,” Tabitha pointed out glancing to Daemon. “And yet that’s not stopping them from appearing.”


  Saffron looked at Daemon with puzzlement while Mika shook her head.


  “Hold on,” she argued raising a hand. “The ones leading The Sisterhood are gemini? How do you know this?”


  “We’ve seen them,” Sasha explained. “They do live up to their reputation of being hard to kill quite splendidly.”


  “Gemini don’t exist!” Mika shouted. “Those monsters are just a myth, nothing more!”


  “You’d be surprised what myths are true in this world,” Forrus said.


  “Really now? Immortal twin monsters with multicolored eyes that can only be killed by two legendary swords of heaven and hell exist in this world? Bullshit! I know the difference between real monsters and those from fantasy tales, and gemini don’t exist in Eden.”


  “Wrong again,” Daemon plainly said.


  “For crying out loud,” Mika muttered covering her face with one hand. “This is getting ridiculous. I’ll admit there’s some fucked up shit in this world I never expected to see, but gemini being real is just too much to believe. Next thing you’re going to say is that the Archlight’s Blade and Hellfire’s Edge are real too, aren’t you?”


  “Of course they are,” Sasha answered. “My master wields the Archlight’s Blade.”


  Mika opened her mouth to yell at the reptile girl, paused, quickly looked to Daemon’s sheathed sword, then to him as she suddenly fell speechless. The swordsman slowly pulled the blade out to reveal its glowing runes and a gleam of white light, all eyes staring at the holy weapon in wonder as it gave off a powerful yet soothing aura. Sliding it back into its sheath with a click Daemon remained silent as he watched Mika struggling to form any words now.


  “You’ve seen its ability to heal others, haven’t you?” Sasha reminded her. “You can see well enough with your remaining eye that it is no ordinary sword. I assure you it is indeed the holy weapon you’ve heard of. And believe me how I wish it wasn’t at the same time.”


  “No…” Mika breathed out as she looked at the sword then Daemon again. “That… but… it’s not real. It can’t be.”


  “He shouldn’t be real,” Tabitha said pointing to Daemon. “And yet he is. In case you haven’t noticed there are a lot of myths turning out to be fact lately.”


  “Those swords exist?” Mika softly asked, with the swordsman nodding to that. “And… gemini? Those fabled monsters are real as well?”


  “We’ve seen them ourselves,” Sasha told her. “We’ve seen how resilient they are to all manner of harm. We’ve seen more that remains hidden in this world than many, things that you don’t even want to know of. Believe us or not, it makes no difference. The truth of this world will always be the truth.”


  Mika stared at Daemon in awe, struggling to form any words before she lowered her head and seemed to withdraw into her thoughts.


  “My knight,” Hollia said again to the swordsman. “I don’t doubt your claim of what those hellspawns are, after all I’ve seen I will never question your words. Though please do explain how we can kill the gemini if we only possess one of the mythical swords of legend. It’s said that we need both of them to slay the gemini together.”


  “I’ve been curious about that too,” Tabitha spoke up as she walked closer to Daemon. “Look, I’ll believe that the ones leading The Sisterhood are gemini. Why not? But if that’s true why are we hunting them when we can’t kill them at all? What’s your plan for actually dealing with them?”


  “It’s true they appear to be gemini,” Daemon said looking to his gloved hand. “However if they were indeed that then they shouldn’t be here it all. I’m not convinced they’re truly gemini and are instead a different monster class.”


  “What do you mean they shouldn’t be here at all?” Tabitha questioned. “You’re speaking like you know where they would normally be found.”


  “So they’re not really gemini?” Hollia wondered. “They merely look like them?”


  “Perhaps they aren’t,” Daemon cryptically answered. “And perhaps they are the real thing. If that’s true then we won’t be able to kill them. However the real gemini shouldn’t be here in this land, their presence seems highly unlikely.”


  Looking around he saw all the girls except for Sasha and Rulo showing concern to his words.


  “What the hell are you talking about now?” Mika asked. “The real gemini? How would you know where they should and shouldn’t be? They’re not even supposed to exist. You’re not even supposed to exist. How the hell can you know about any of this?”


  Saffron looked at Daemon carefully, seeming to be thinking something about the unique swordsman, then started to squeak at him before Mika stood up and pointed to the man.


  “I don’t understand any of what’s going on here or why this is happening, but you seem to have a pretty good idea since nothing at all freaks you out. Not even the fact that there are male monsters, or immortal ones, or even the idea that there are supposedly monsters out there that are worse than Darker Ones. Enough is enough. I’ve stayed in your company thus far not because I prefer it but because I want to know what the fuck is happening here.”


  “You really don’t want to know those answers,” Sasha warned. “Be careful what you’re asking.”


  “I do want to know those answers,” Mika argued. “After all the shit I’ve seen I really want to know. You’re not human, Daemon. You can talk to ant girls. You’re far stronger than you appear. You have a legendary sword that isn’t supposed to exist. And you have a group of monsters that dote on your every word for some reason.”


  “Excuse me, but I’m not like them,” Tabitha interrupted shaking her head. “I’m just being paid to help him, that’s all.”


  “Help him with what?” Mika asked her. “What the hell is going on here? Tell me! What are you all so set on helping him with? Why are you helping him at all instead of trying to rape him like monsters do? Why are there literally dozens of ant girls surrounding us yet not one of them is trying to rape him? None of this makes sense!”


  Saffron looked around at the girls then squeaked at Daemon with a puzzled expression. The swordsman kept his eyes on Mika while all the ant girls nearby were watching him curiously, none of them making a single step towards him with any lecherous intentions at all. Mika glanced around at all the monsters that were just looking at the man yet not doing anything to rape him.


  ‘He’s completely surrounded and yet not one monster is trying to take his pants off. Surely they don’t think he could fend them all off should they gang up on him… could they? Could he?’


  “There is so much here that doesn’t add up,” Mika said turning to Daemon. “Now I do agree that The Sisterhood needs to die, and if you have any plan how to make that happen then fine, I’m all in. Believe me I want them dead far more than any of you do and I’ll do anything to make that a reality. But I need to have these other questions answered first because frankly these mysteries are making me really uncomfortable, and that’s even with all the other horrible shit that’s been happening lately.”


  “Why do you want to put that burden on yourself?” Daemon asked. “Once you see the truth of something you can’t un-see it ever again.”


  “I know,” Mika agreed looking to his gloved hand. “And that’s why I need to know the truth. The Sisterhood is a threat that needs to be taken out, and I’m not saying that just for the sake of my people. I’m saying it because my little brother is in danger with them being out there. He’s the reason I’m going to put an end to that group of monsters. Not just to avenge my fallen sisters but to make sure none of them lay a fucking hand on my little brother!”


  Everyone saw Mika becoming noticeably tense with a small blush on her face, the girl struggling with keeping in control as her emotions were pushing her anxiety to the edge.


  “So start talking! What you are, where you came from, how gemini and legendary swords can exist, and also what the fuck could be worse than Darker Ones in this world! Someone here start making sense of all this shit!”


  Saffron whistled loudly, silencing everyone as she stood up with a hand held out to halt Mika. She then looked over Daemon and started squeaking while waving him over. He watched her for a moment then turned to Mika as she was keeping a close eye on him while obviously being stressed.


  “It would be best for both of you not to know anything more,” he warned, with Mika and Saffron exchanging quick looks from that. “It’s not your problem to deal with anyway. The burden is not yours to bear.”


  “Don’t give me that shit,” Mika threatened. “I want answers and I’m not leaving until I get them. I don’t care what horrors you think you’re sparing me from, not knowing the truth after seeing what I’ve seen so far would be worse.”


  “Wanna bet?” Rulo flatly replied.


  Saffron eyed over Daemon while her antennae twitched slightly, the girl blowing the bangs away from her eyes with a short puff before tilting her head curiously and squeaking something at him. Before he could answer her a few sharp squeaks were heard from the crowd. The group looked to seeing three ant girls rushing through the gathering up to Saffron while squeaking wildly in a panic. They hopped about and waved their hands around in weird patterns while Saffron listened to them with a puzzled look on her face.


  “What’s going on?” Scay wondered.


  The rattled ant girls squeaked wildly for a while before Saffron clapped her hands to get them to stop. She squeaked at them a few times, they quickly squeaked back, and then she scratched her head in confusion to what they were telling her. With a few more squeaks she waved on the ant girls to continue, the three again squeaking frantically while pointing back behind them.


  “Is something the matter?” Hollia questioned.


  Saffron listened to the strange story of the three workers then noticed Daemon was now watching the ant girls very closely with heightened alert.


  “Say that again,” he sternly ordered. The ant girls looked at the man with puzzlement before squeaking at Saffron while pointing to him. “I said say that again. Right now.”


  Saffron glanced to him then waved the ant girls on with a few squeaks, the girls confusedly repeating what they said while eyeing over Daemon. He watched them very carefully, something the other girls noticed as he rarely ever showed caution to something.


  “Master, what is it?” Sasha asked standing up with her sword.


  “What are they saying?” Forrus wondered.


  “Take me there now,” Daemon ordered. The ant girls looked at him curiously as he showed a stern glare. “Show me that place immediately.”


  “Show you what place?” Hollia asked. “What is it they’ve been talking about?”


  Saffron started to squeak with a cautious tone before Daemon turned his cold blue eyes onto her, the girl halting for a moment then squeaking a few more times while shaking her head.


  “I need to see what they saw, and I need to do so right now,” Daemon told her. “Your diggers may have found something they shouldn’t have. For your own safety and that of your nest, show me where they found it.”


  “What did they find?” Sasha inquired as she kept a close eye on the ant girls.


  “Very curious myself,” Tabitha added.


  Saffron looked at the girls for a moment then nodded at Daemon with a squeak. She turned to the workers and squeaked at them in a commanding tone while Daemon’s group got up and came closer.


  “Care to fill us in on what’s happening for once?” Tabitha asked.


  “What did they uncover down here?” Forrus inquired.


  Saffron waved them to follow and started heading out with the workers. Daemon, Rulo, and Sasha followed after before stopping to look back at the other girls who were all watching them curiously.


  “If you really want to know then see for yourself,” Daemon said. “Just remember that it’s you that’s placing that burden on yourselves should you learn something very unpleasant, not me.”


  The girls looked to one another in question then to Daemon as he ran after Saffron with Sasha and Rulo staying at his sides, the surrounding ant girls watching them go in puzzlement before squeaking at one another in wonder of what was going on.


  “Should we go too?” Scay asked the girls.


  “Why not?” Tabitha reasoned with a shrug. “We’ve already learned quite a lot that’s keeping us up at night, no reason not to add to that.”


  “Something was troubling my lord,” Forrus worried. “I’ve never seen him show such a serious expression before. Something is gravely wrong here indeed.”


  “What is going on?” Mika softly asked. The girls turned to her as she had a troubled frown on her face. “Am I dreaming all this? Did I even survive Nibelvale’s attack? Am I dead?”


  “You’re very much awake and alive, Mika,” Hollia informed her. “Funny, I remember questioning the same things when my world was turned upside-down by all this.”


  “And what answers did you get for those questions?” Mika asked as Tabitha, Scay, and Forrus ran after the others. Hollia glanced to seeing them rushing through the crowd of ant girls then turned to Mika with a solemn expression.


  “Very dire ones.”


  *****


  A rumbling was heard through the wall of stone and dirt, followed by another and then another before a powerful explosion blasted through. Debris and smoke was thrown out while the thunderous boom echoed within the underground cavern that had a soft green light blooming inside it. From the haze and newly formed tunnel a few ant girls walked out, both brandishing pickaxes while being on alert with sharp gazes and twitching antennae. The monsters looked around carefully then squeaked behind them as the dust cleared. Saffron and her workers walked out and looked at the sight before them with caution, the girls squeaking quietly to one another before Daemon walked past them. The swordsman carefully eyed every detail of the monument in the center of the cave, the three statues of women with their neon glowing green lights being something he recognized all too well.


  Behind him from the tunnel more ant girls came through along with those in his group, all of them quickly showing looks of awe and surprise at seeing the cenotaph amidst its eerie jade light as they gathered behind Saffron and Daemon.


  “What in Eden?” Mika breathed out.


  “What is that?” Hollia carefully asked.


  “Pretty lights,” Scay said with eyes of wonder.


  “Never seen statues like that before,” Tabitha commented.


  “Something about this place,” Forrus warned. “It’s making my fur stand on end.”


  “This can’t be what I think it is, can it?” Rulo cautioned while holding her large hammer.


  “Master,” Sasha softly said. “Is this…”


  Daemon slowly stepped over onto the metal floor, his eyes watching the pulsating green lights running through the indentations while his hand gripped his sword. Slowly he turned his gaze up at the statues, all of them standing tall without a single scratch or marking on their steel while they gave off a chilling aura from their expressionless faces.


  “So this is where it was hidden,” he spoke as if to himself.


  “What is that?” Mika asked pointing to the monument. “What are we looking at here?”


  Daemon looked around at the three statues then to the pedestal standing between them. After a moment he slowly looked downward as he realized what had been discovered by the ant girls and what was located far below them still within Eden itself.


  “It’s a City of Eden.”


   


  


  Chapter 10


  Bursting With Love


  In the world of Eden there were some things that sparked a wonderful emotion from within. The sight of a sunrise over the horizon with loved ones near, holding someone you cared about in a tender embrace, or even cradling a young child in your arms. These moments could create an amazing sensation inside someone, filling them with love and energy that would seemingly come from nowhere. Sometimes it was clear what manifested this feeling in one’s soul while other times it was a mystery. Of course how much it affected them could vary as well. It may be enough to draw a smile onto someone’s stoic face or perhaps bring a tear of joy to their eye.


  And sometimes it could be strong enough to drive them absolutely crazy.


  *****


  Leaning against the banister overlooking the lower floor of their library Clover was watching her co-mates that were gathered around a table below her. She saw Cindy gently petting Snapper’s head while the swarm sat atop the counter, the youngling then viciously snapping her hand while grabbing hold of it with her arms and legs. The wraith laughed and smiled at the young swarm that was chewing on her while around them Luna, Falla, Star, and Doku were watching with troubled looks.


  “Aww,” Cindy cooed as she watched the youngling tearing apart her arm. “She loves me so much.”


  “How can you tell?” Falla asked shaking her head. “She’s trying to eat you.”


  “Snapper loves me and I love her,” Cindy giggled holding the swarm close to her chest, something the youngling quickly started mauling like a wild animal. “She loves it when I hold her like this. See?”


  “Well, that’s very… sweet, Cindy,” Doku said with a weak smile.


  “Do you want to hold her too?” Cindy asked her.


  “I really don’t think so,” Doku quickly insisted shaking her head. “She appears to want you to hold her instead.”


  “I want to hold her,” Luna said raising her hand.


  “Are you crazy?” Falla shouted as she pulled her sister back. “Look at what Snapper is doing to Cindy. Why would you want her to do that to you?”


  “But she doesn’t do that to Daniel,” Luna reasoned. “She only does that with Cindy. Plus she looks so cute when Daniel holds her. I want to hold her like that.”


  Cindy held the swarm out to Luna with a happy smile, the youngling snapping her teeth and flailing around with tiny growls while the other girls watched her nervously.


  “Luna, perhaps you shouldn’t,” Doku warned.


  Star shook her head and meowed while waving her hands before her.


  “Luna, don’t you dare,” Falla ordered.


  Luna slowly stepped around the table towards Snapper, watching as the swarm turned its eyes onto her while snapping and waving her claws around. Falla quickly grabbed her from behind and tried to pull her back before Luna looked to her with a small smile.


  “I want to do this,” she assured.


  “Why?” Falla demanded in disbelief. “What possible reason could you have for wanting to hold her?”


  “I want to know what it’s like,” Luna said looking to Snapper. “I want to know what it’s like to hold a baby. I’m going to be holding my own soon, I want to practice.”


  All the girls stopped and watched her in wonder as she slowly approached Snapper, the swarm growling and snapping her teeth repeatedly while the butterfly showed a nervous smile.


  “Please,” Luna softly said, holding a hand out towards the youngling before quickly drawing it back as Snapper nearly bit off her fingers.


  “Luna, don’t do it!” Falla cried out holding her sister. Luna pushed her back and held her hand out towards Snapper again, this time hesitating for a moment before quickly moving forward and resting her hand on the swarm’s head. Snapper latched onto her arm and screeched with a wide smile, the other girls holding in their frightened gasps while Cindy continued to smile happily at Luna.


  “Please,” Luna gently said again. She slowly brushed the swarm’s head while the tiny monster held onto her arm, feeling very nervous whether the swarm would bite her hand off or maybe even lunge forward and tear into her bosom.


  “Please,” Luna quietly said.


  Snapper growled and snapped her teeth two more times before looking at Luna curiously. The butterfly girl gently brushed the child’s hair then slowly reached out and took Snapper from Cindy. Falla opened her mouth to protest before falling silent as all the girls saw Luna tenderly taking Snapper into her arms and cradling the youngling. Snapper continued to watch Luna curiously while her wings buzzed below her a few times, the child’s hand resting on Luna’s breast yet not digging into the girl with her sharpened claws.


  “Snapper,” Luna gently cooed. She watched Snapper just staring at her with a curious look in her eye, the swarm’s antennae twitching slightly as she was cradled by the girl while she remained motionless.


  “Luna,” Falla breathed out.


  “She’s… behaving herself,” Doku realized.


  Star tilted her head with a small mew.


  “She likes you!” Cindy squealed excitedly.


  “She does?” Luna wondered. She smiled softly and held Snapper close, coddling the youngling and pressing her into her bosom.


  “Luna,” Falla squeaked with a jump. “What are you doing?”


  “This is what it’s like,” Luna gently said closing her eyes. “To hold a baby. To hold something so precious close to you. It feels nice. I like this so much.”


  The other girls watched Luna carefully, seeing her keeping Snapper close with a loving smile on her face.


  “I can’t wait to hold my own daughter like this. It feels so good.”


  “Luna?” Falla wondered.


  “I’m so happy,” Luna softly said with a tear forming.


  “Luna, are you crying?” Doku asked.


  “What’s wrong?” Cindy said with a curious look.


  “Nothing,” Luna assured shaking her head. “Nothing’s wrong at all. My heart… it just feels so warm holding Snapper like this. I’m so happy, this feels amazing. I want to hold my own daughter just like this with Daniel. I really do.”


  The girls watched Luna with gentle smiles as the butterfly held the swarm close. Even though it was a swarm she was holding Luna still felt a great warmth growing inside her from cradling the infant, almost like holding the child sparked an incredible feeling within her that she longed to experience with her own daughter someday. Luna held in her tears while gently cradling the swarm, the girl lost in her dreams of being a mother before she suddenly jumped with a gasp. Everyone watched her worriedly as the butterfly remained still for a moment, the girl then slowly looking down to see Snapper purring softly while actually holding onto her chest. The swarm had her eyes partially opened while seeming to be perfectly at peace in the arms of the girl.


  “Snapper,” Luna said in awe.


  “She’s completely docile,” Falla marveled. “I don’t get it. The swarm that attacked us in Flairwood were ravenous creatures through and through, yet this one is acting like an innocent child in Luna’s arms.”


  “She likes you, Luna,” Cindy praised. “She really does.”


  “She’s behaving so well in your care,” Doku complimented. “I’d say if you can keep a swarm under control like this you’re going to have no trouble raising your own daughter.”


  Luna watched Snapper purring into her chest then smiled softly and held the child close. The others saw the butterfly standing before them with the youngling securely cradled in her arms, the serene sight and peaceful quiet that followed making them wonder what it would be like holding daughters of their own like that.


  “Um… can I try?” Falla slowly asked. Luna looked to her curiously as her sister was watching Snapper with a troubled expression. “I mean… do you think I could? Would it be alright?”


  “You want to hold her?” Luna asked with a small smile.


  “I want to practice too,” Falla reasoned looking away. “I’m going to be having a daughter with Daniel, I need to… know how to hold my own baby properly.”


  Luna nodded and looked down to Snapper with loving care while Falla slowly walked up to her. The butterfly carefully reached out to take the youngling before Snapper’s eyes quickly turned to the girl. A low growl from the swarm halted Falla in her tracks, a nervous whine escaping her lips while the other girls grew worried about the child’s sudden mood change.


  “She doesn’t seem too happy with you, Falla,” Doku warned.


  “She’s going to bite me, isn’t she?” Falla quietly said.


  “She won’t if you’re gentle with her,” Luna promised.


  “She’s looking at me like she doesn’t want me to touch her,” Falla feared as Snapper growled at her. “Did I do something wrong?”


  “It’s okay, Falla,” Luna assured. “Don’t be afraid of her. Daniel isn’t. I’m not. You shouldn’t be either. Show her you’re a good girl, it’ll be okay.”


  Falla gulped then slowly reached out and took Snapper from her sister, the youngling snapping her teeth loudly while shaking a bit with buzzing wings. The other girls nervously watched while Cindy continued to have a happy smile on her face as always, all of them seeing Falla shaking a little while keeping Snapper held out away from her.


  “Snapper,” Falla shakily said. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”


  Snapper screeched and flailed her arms around, her claws scraping Falla’s arm and drawing blood as the butterfly cringed and held in her scream.


  “Falla,” Doku gasped with a wing over her mouth.


  “Stop,” Falla pleaded.


  Snapper kicked and flailed around before scratching Falla’s other arm.


  “Stop.”


  The swarm snapped her teeth and buzzed her wings while shaking about uncontrollably.


  “Please stop.”


  Snapper screeched and tried biting Falla’s arm, just missing it as the butterfly moved the swarm around in her hands as she attempted to keep the child steady.


  “Please stop.”


  The swarm snarled and flailed about with wild chomps of her teeth, all while the other girls except for Cindy showed growing concern. Falla shook her head slowly then brought Snapper close to her face, the youngling screeching before grabbing her shoulders and snapping her teeth with a menacing smile. The other girls gasped as Falla closed her eyes while Snapper’s wings buzzed quickly, the swarm then moving forward to chomp down on the butterfly’s nose.


  “Stop,” Falla said again, with Snapper then halting instantly. Opening her eyes a peek she saw the swarm just staring at her with a small gurgle. The youngling held onto Falla’s shoulders while remaining silent now, seeming to have calmed down right away from the butterfly’s simple command.


  “Sister?” Luna asked.


  “She just… stopped,” Doku wondered. “How did you do that, Falla?”


  Falla opened her eyes and watched Snapper just staring at her, the swarm’s focus remaining solely on her while she appeared to relax. Glancing to either side she saw the child’s claws drawing blood from scrapes on her shoulders, the girl cringing slightly before looking at the swarm carefully.


  “Please let go, Snapper. You’re hurting me.”


  To her amazement Snapper moved her hands aside, holding them out away from the butterfly while staring with unblinking eyes at the girl.


  “It’s incredible,” Doku praised. “Now Snapper is behaving herself with you as well. And so quickly too.”


  Falla watched Snapper remaining docile in her hands then slowly turned her eyes up. Everyone took notice that the butterfly’s antennae were rubbing against the swarm’s, with Falla then looking back to the child and seeing how she was just staring at her in silence.


  “You’re listening to me now, aren’t you?”


  “Falla? Are you talking to her through your antennae?” Luna asked.


  “She’s talking to her with what?” Cindy wondered scratching her head.


  Slowly Falla brought Snapper close to cradle in her arms, keeping her antennae aimed down and touching the child’s while the youngling continued to stare at her quietly. She watched the infant remaining docile then gently began singing a gentle lullaby.


  “La la laa, la la la, la lah la laaa,” she softly sang while slowly rocking the swarm. “La la la, lah lah, lah la la laa, la la laa.”


  Snapper’s eyes fluttered as she began to close them slightly, the youngling slowly moving her hands around while her wings buzzed behind her. Falla continued to sing to the infant she swayed in her arms, her words and gentle voice being heard clearly by the swarm through their touching antennae.


  “Falla, that’s such a sweet melody,” Doku praised. “And it appears Snapper adores it as well.”


  “I really like that song,” Cindy agreed. “It sounds so pretty.”


  “That’s the song mom used to sing to us when we were little,” Luna remembered. “I haven’t heard that in so long.”


  “I don’t remember the words,” Falla softly spoke as she watched Snapper purring in her arms. “She used to sing it to us when we were sad. It always calmed us down, you especially, Luna. I remember the melody so clearly, remember her singing it to us all the time, and how it made all our troubles go away. But… I don’t remember the words anymore.”


  Snapper gurgled and shifted slightly in Falla’s arms then opened her eyes to see the butterfly smiling down at her.


  “I’m glad you liked it though,” Falla gently said before nudging the swarm’s nose with hers. “I hope my daughter enjoys it too. Maybe when I sing it to her I’ll remember the words to it. Until then I’ll gladly sing it to you, Snapper.”


  “Falla, that was beautiful,” Doku complimented. “And it seems you’ve earned Snapper’s approval of you as well.”


  As if in agreement to that Snapper gave Falla’s nose a small lick, the girl giggling a bit before standing upright and gently rocking the swarm in her arms.


  “You’re right, Luna,” she tenderly agreed. “Holding a child like this… it feels so good. Something inside me really enjoys this. I wonder if this is how it will feel when I have Daniel’s baby.”


  “I’d imagine having a daughter with him will be all the more special for you,” Doku reasoned. “You and your sister have wonderful maternal instincts and show it very clearly with how you care for little Snapper. I’m sure when you have daughters of your own they’ll be even more precious jewels in your life.”


  “Yeah,” Falla sniveled with a teary-eyed smile. “I’m sure they will be, Doku.”


  “That’s so beautiful!” Luna sobbed. She tore some leaves off her skirt and blew her nose before Cindy snatched some for herself to do the same.


  “This is all so happy!” Cindy cried before blowing her nose. “I can’t wait to have a baby with Daniel too!”


  The other girls looked to the sand wraith who was emotionally choked up and wiping her tears away then to each other with blank expressions while Snapper continued to purr in Falla’s arms.


  “And that ruined the moment,” Falla dryly said.


  “She’s having a baby with Daniel too?” Luna wondered.


  “No, she’s not, Luna,” Doku said shaking her head. “Though I’m not certain she’s fully aware of that right now.”


  Star rolled her eyes and meowed in a dull tone then watched Snapper curiously. She grew lost in thought for a while then looked down and envisioned the sight of a little baby jinx in her arms, the young girl’s small puff of violet hair and furry cat ears complimenting her adorable smile with one eye being purple and the other brown. Star smiled a little then looked at Falla as the butterfly was enjoying holding Snapper close to her, seeing how happy holding the child was making her and wondering what it would feel like for herself. After hesitating for a moment the jinx opened her mouth to speak while reaching out for the youngling before Doku did so first.


  “May I try holding her now?” the harpy requested. “I know I’m not having a daughter with my husband just yet, but… I’d like to try holding Snapper anyway. At least to know what it feels like. Would that be alright?”


  “Well, I suppose you could,” Falla answered with a small shrug. She gently handed the swarm over into the wings of the harpy then crossed her arms with an amused smile. “Just don’t freak out and drop the baby if she scares you. She can be a little touchy with someone she doesn’t know too well. If she tries to bite or scratch you just-”


  She blinked then stared in disbelief at seeing Doku cradling the swarm in her wings with a gentle smile on her face. The youngling was purring and waving her hands up at the harpy, seeming to be perfectly at peace in the care of the bird right away.


  “Are you kidding me?” Falla flatly asked. “Is there anyone in Eden who doesn’t like Doku?”


  “Such a sweet thing you are,” Doku cooed while rocking the youngling. Snapper kept swaying her hands about near the harpy then finally started batting the girl’s long bangs with repeated taps. The girls watched as Snapper just kept hitting the hair of the harpy with a curious expression on her face, doing so for a long period of time and bringing a puzzled look to Doku.


  “Um, what is she doing?”


  “I think she’s looking for your eyes,” Luna reasoned with a shrug.


  “My eyes? But they’re right here on my face.”


  “You know that, but we sure don’t,” Falla commented with a raised eyebrow.


  Doku paused for a moment then tilted her head while swaying it slightly, throwing her bangs aside to reveal her golden eyes. Snapper stared at them in awe then cawed with arms held out, seeming to cheer at seeing the harpy’s full face now.


  “Hello there, little one,” Doku kindly said. Snapper snapped her teeth a few times then cawed again while waving her hands near the harpy’s face. “My my, quite the curious swarm, aren’t you?”


  “She likes you,” Cindy happily praised. “She really likes you.”


  “She’s not so bad herself,” Doku commented with a giggle. “She may be a swarm and appear dangerous to many, but there is a sweet soul inside this child that wants to be seen.”


  The harpy gently swayed Snapper in her wings, cradling the youngling who kept watching her with curious eyes and twitching antennae.


  “You’re right. Holding an infant like this really does feel so nice. I do hope I could have the honor of being a mother someday… with Daniel’s child. If I’m lucky of course. It’s a wonderful feeling to have such a precious girl held close in your wings like this.”


  “I think you’d make a great mother,” Luna complimented. “And I’m sure Daniel thinks so too.”


  “I have a feeling Daniel will give you that gift someday, Doku,” Falla added.


  “I hope so,” Doku softly said while giving Snapper a nudge of her nose with hers. “Being able to hold Snapper like this is making me yearn for that dream even more. This is the first time I’ve held a child like this, and I certainly hope it won’t be the last.”


  The other girls smiled at seeing Doku holding Snapper in her wings, the harpy’s motherly charm being seen by all while she wondered what it would be like to have a daughter of her own with the man she loved. Star looked at Snapper with equal curiosity then meowed while slowly reaching out for the swarm.


  “Would you like to hold her too?” Doku asked, with Star nodding to that. The harpy giggled then gently held out Snapper for the jinx to take. Star carefully moved the youngling from the harpy’s wings into her arms, tenderly cradling the child while her tails swayed behind her. Snapper looked up at Star with a small gurgle, her antennae twitching while she examined the new person holding her, and then promptly screeched as she latched onto the cat’s chest with buzzing wings. Everyone jumped in surprise as Snapper started clawing at Star, the jinx hopping around with loud meows as she struggled to pry the swarm off her.


  “Snapper!” Luna shouted with hands held over her mouth.


  “Why is she doing that?” Falla asked in shock.


  “Star! Oh dear!” Doku feared as the jinx dropped into a roll while Snapper was biting her shoulder. The cat yowled and screamed while rolling on the floor with everyone just watching the girl tumbling about one way then another.


  “She likes her!” Cindy cheered with a hop. “She’s playing with her now!”


  “Seriously, what is wrong with you?” Falla yelled at her.


  Star yowled and tried crawling away before Snapper lunged onto her back and bit down on the girl’s side. She shook about then warped further into the library as the swarm kept biting her, with the other girls then quickly running after as they heard Snapper’s loud caws and Star’s painful mewls. From above Clover watched them all rushing off under her floor then shook her head slowly before walking back towards the rows of tall bookcases nearby.


  “Is everything okay down there?” Specca asked from within one of the aisles. Clover rounded the corner and saw the nixie going through a large book near a table that had others piled up on it.


  “They’re just playing with Snapper,” Clover answered. She came over and leaned back against the table, watching Specca’s eyes quickly going side to side as she read the page before turning to her in question.


  “Playing with her?”


  “Snapper!” Luna’s voice cried out. “Don’t bite her there!”


  A long wail from Star was heard echoing in the library before falling silent. Clover glanced around then shrugged at Specca who was showing a confused expression.


  “Yep. Playing. So what are you looking for anyway?”


  “Honestly, I’m looking for Twilight,” Specca said as she returned to the book.


  “She’s not here you know,” Clover reminded her with a raised eyebrow. “She’s halfway around the world.”


  “No, I mean I’m looking for more information about her,” Specca clarified shaking her head. “Monster Class: Reaper. I haven’t found anything like that in here. I’m very curious what kind of monster she is and where her kind comes from.”


  “Is that what you’ve been searching for every time you’ve come here?” Clover asked picking up a book and looking at it with a dull glance. The way she held it away from her and waved it slightly as if leery about it made the nixie wonder if the elf had ever read a book before.


  “Among other things,” Specca answered with a shrug. “I’ve come across many new monsters I’ve never heard of before in these books, though nothing like Twilight at all. The more I fail to find anything about her the more curious I become.”


  “Why not just ask her?” Clover said looking up. “Twilight? You here still?”


  “I’ve called up to her earlier and received no response,” Specca told her. “She hasn’t said a word since this morning. Perhaps she’s resting again. Though in truth I called out to her not to ask about herself but if she could see Ruhelia and let us know if it’s okay or not.”


  “I’m kinda worried about what we’re going to find myself,” Clover agreed. “Still, I’m betting Alyssa was right. Cindy isn’t the… smartest girl in the bunch. She likely saw something else and didn’t understand what it was. Ruhelia’s probably fine.”


  “I want to believe that as well,” Specca sighed. “And I am hoping that when we walk outside we’ll see Daniel and Kroanette standing before a centaur kingdom that hasn’t been burned to the ground. I just want to know it for a fact, all this waiting to find the answer is stressing me out. Which is another reason why I’m looking for Twilight in these books. Reading always helps me relax.”


  “Never did that for me, but to each their own,” Clover mentioned dropping the book back onto the table. She looked at Specca for a moment then away while forming a small blush. “You know… whenever I was stressed out… Zoey always helped me with that.”


  “Helped you how?” Specca mused with a playful glance at her.


  “A massage,” Clover answered with a shrug. “Relaxed the muscles and shit. Maybe a backrub would help you with your stress more than a book. Just a thought.”


  “Well, thank you for the suggestion,” Specca politely replied. “Although I think I’ll just take a book with me and go for a dip in the bath instead. Should make me feel better all the same.”


  “Are you even supposed to be taking those books into the bathing room? You could get them wet and ruin them.”


  “I’m careful, thanks,” Specca huffed snapping the book shut. She set it on the pile she made and started to pick them up before noticing Clover looking down and away with a small blush on her face. The elf seemed like she wanted to say something more but was biting her tongue, her lips flinching as she appeared anxious and hesitant about speaking again.


  “However,” Specca mentioned, earning a look from the elf. “Now that you mention it, my shoulders are a little stiff.”


  “Probably from carrying too many books,” Clover quickly reasoned with crossing her arms. “You know they’re not going anywhere, right? You don’t need to hoard them like that.”


  Specca looked at her with a dull expression for a while. After a quiet gulp Clover rubbed the back of her neck and lowered her head with a deeper blush.


  “I mean… if you want… I suppose I could give you a massage. Just this once though. It’s not like I want to, it’s just-”


  “I was going to ask for one, but now I’m thinking a bath alone with a good book would be better,” Specca dryly replied. She started to pick up her books before Clover quickly grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her aside, the girl yelping and seeing the frustrated glare of the blushing elf as she was turned to face her.


  “You’re not taking them into the bath, Twilight wouldn’t want them in there,” Clover blurted out. She growled then shoved all the books off the table onto the floor with a clatter before grabbing Specca and bringing her over to it. “Quit being so goddamn stubborn and let me help you. You need a fucking massage, end of story. So just get on the table and shut up.”


  “But I-” Specca started before Clover slammed her hand down on the table, startling the nixie with a squeak.


  “Get on this table right now or else you’re really going to be sore,” Clover threatened.


  Specca trembled a little then slowly climbed onto the table and laid down on her front. Clover eyed over the nixie’s figure from her shoulders down along her slender body to her rear that was clearly visible with her tail lifting her skirt up. She slipped off her gloves and tossed them aside before cracking her knuckles, something that didn’t help relax Specca all the more.


  “Clover, you don’t have to-” Specca started before Clover merely slammed her hand down on the table to silence her. The nixie chose to not comment on how this was only making her more tense then slowly looked forward while bracing herself for one of the temperamental elf’s ‘massages’.


  ‘I don’t know why I thought letting her do this would have been a good idea. She’s clearly too uptight herself to do anything gently, let alone-’


  With a short gasp Specca jumped a little then froze in place. She felt the elf’s hands rubbing her shoulders and back, however it wasn’t with a rough or punishing touch at all. The elf tenderly handled her co-mate by using just enough force to move the muscles while still being careful not to cause any discomfort or pressure. She rubbed Specca’s shoulders then moved down along her back, her hands pushing down on just the right places before going back up to the girl’s shoulders and neck.


  “Clover,” Specca breathed out as she felt her body melting from the girl’s skilled hands.


  “Shut up and let me do this,” Clover snapped. Specca glanced back to see the elf watching her hands with a keen eye, obviously focused heavily on what she was doing which was an amazing job with relaxing the nixie. Clover removed all stiffness with Specca’s shoulders, although there wasn’t that much to begin with since the nixie only wanted to make the elf feel appreciated by allowing her to do this in the first place. To her surprise the elf made her feel even more comfortable than before.


  ‘She’s incredible with those hands. This feels so soothing. How is she doing this?’


  “Thank you,” Specca softly said with fluttering eyes. “Clover, where did you learn to do this?”


  “I told you. Zoey,” Clover answered as she moved down to Specca’s lower back. “Archery can be pretty stressful on the body, especially when we practice every day. Our bows are wound with wire at three times the strength of a normal bow. Takes a lot a muscle to draw arrows with it.”


  “Really?” Specca asked looking back to her. She then took notice of Clover’s arm, seeing that although the girl had a petite figure there was significant muscle seen beneath her golden bracer.


  “Yeah, really. Needless to say Zoey helped me relax quite a lot when I needed it. And I did the same for her.”


  She moved her hands down to Specca’s thighs and gently kneaded the girl’s rear, electing a soft gasp from the nixie as she felt the elf’s fingers caressing her cheeks and hips with a noticeable grip. As surprised as she was that Clover’s massage went that far down on her body she was even more stunned at how good it felt, as the elf’s hands made her feel weak and at the same time like she was melting in pleasure.


  “Oh god, Clover,” Specca breathed out. “That feels… so good.”


  “What, never had a massage before?” Clover asked as she gently yet securely rubbed the girl’s hips and thighs, her fingers brushing just past where Specca was getting wet from her excitement although still being noticed by the elf’s keen eye.


  “Not like this,” Specca purred. “Daniel’s given me- oh… ones before, but they never made me feel anything like this. Um, don’t tell him I said that though.”


  “He doesn’t know how to do this for his girls?” Clover wondered.


  “No, he does,” Specca answered with a relaxed smile. “And I’ve loved it every time he has. But I have to admit this does feel- mmm… a little better. When he does this it feels great, it really does. But you- ahhh… have a way with your hands too.”


  “Years of practice,” Clover simply said as she moved up to Specca’s lower back then to her shoulders, everywhere she touched drawing relaxed sighs and murmurs from the nixie. “Every elf learns to help their sisters unwind after a workout or hunt. Zoey and I used to do this for each other all the time. Like all the time.”


  “Was it common for you both to get sore that much?” Specca wondered before biting her lip gently with a calm moan.


  “Not really,” Clover answered with a shrug. “That’s not why we did it.”


  “Then why did you?” Specca asked. She then gasped as she felt the elf’s hand massaging the inside of her thigh, the girl’s fingers tracing over the sensitive flesh between the nixie’s legs which was obviously being done on purpose.


  “Why do you think?” Clover softly asked into Specca’s ear, right before she ran her fingers up between the nixie’s legs and gave them a slight flick. Specca jumped a bit then froze as she felt the elf gently biting down on her ear. “We wanted to make each other feel good. And what better way to do so for someone you love than to caress and touch them like this? It not only helped soothe our bodies after a stressful day but we also found it to be very pleasurable.”


  “Clover,” Specca breathed out, her body frozen in surprise while she felt the elf nibbling on her ear, rubbing her back, and using her other hand to gently run its fingers along the nixie’s wet scales under her tail.


  “We used to give each other very special massages whenever we could,” Clover softly said while keeping the nixie’s ear between her teeth. “It always got us so wet when we did, just like how wet you’re getting right now.”


  “Clover, I-”


  “You really liked my hands touching you, didn’t you?” Clover accused. She gave the ear a quick lick before Specca turned to her in stunned silence. “Is this making you feel that good? I’m glad. And I’m just getting started.”


  Specca started to speak before Clover kissed her, silencing the nixie who stared at the elf in surprise while her hips were trembling a little from the girl’s touch. Clover pushed Specca around onto her back then held the girl down while kissing her. Specca’s hands remained frozen near the elf, being undecided whether to push the girl away or hold her close. After the kiss ended Clover smiled sharply down at the blushing girl, with Specca struggling to form any words as this was not something she expected to happen. Clover slowly pulled off the girl’s tie, keeping her eyes locked onto Specca’s while the nixie remained frozen in place.


  “Before you speak, I want you to know something,” Clover said unbuttoning the top of the nixie’s shirt. She undid the next one then tilted her head slightly while Specca blushed brightly. “What I’m about to do to you is something I want to do, not that I’m choosing to do simply to gain your favor with being near Dan.”


  “What… you’re about to do?” Specca breathed out as another button was undone.


  “I meant what I said last night,” Clover promised. “You’re all my family now, I don’t want to lose any of you. And I do know that I’ve been rather rude to all of you in the past. I really am lucky you’re giving me a chance to prove that I belong here.”


  After undoing the last button the elf parted the nixie’s shirt, eyes going down along her scaly breasts and torso then back up to her face that she gently held with both hands.


  “And I do owe you all a good apology for the way I treated you.”


  “Clover, you… don’t have to…” Specca breathed out before Clover kissed her again. The nixie then slowly held the elf’s shoulders as Clover climbed up onto the table and straddled the girl, the two locked in their moment for a while before Clover pulled back and shook her head.


  “I don’t have to. I want to,” she assured. “Dan’s not the only one I want to keep in my life. You’ve all been so fucking nice to me, tolerated my horrible shit day after day, and even allowed me to join you in Dan’s harem. I don’t know if I really deserve this after everything I’ve done, but I know I want this.”


  She leaned closer with a hungry smile, the nixie gulping softly while she held onto the elf’s hips.


  “So I’m going to give you the best massage you’ve ever had,” Clover promised with a twitch of her eyebrow. “Just keep your voice down, okay? We are in a library after all.”


  She started to lean down to kiss her again before the table shook with a crack. The two girls looked at it for a moment before one of the legs snapped from the weight, sending the girls toppling to the ground with a thud.


  “Dammit,” Clover grunted holding her head. “That wasn’t supposed to happen. Talk about ruining the fucking moment.”


  She then noticed she was lying on the ground with Specca sitting up on her, the nixie looking down at the elf with a sly smile while her tail waved behind her.


  “Nice try, Clover.”


  Clover sighed with closed eyes as she dropped her head back, figuring any bonding chance they had was now ruined by her bad luck. She then jumped a bit as she felt the elf holding her cheeks, her eyes opening to see the nixie leaning close to her face with a gentle smile.


  “Next time you want to ravage me, make sure we’re on something that can actually support us.”


  “Sorry.”


  Specca giggled a little and looked at the elf with an amused smile. She glanced around at the library aisle they were in then smirked at the elf while her tail slowly coiled around the girl’s thigh.


  “This floor looks pretty sturdy to me.”


  Clover’s eyes widened for a moment before she smiled timidly at the nixie, the two girls giggling a bit then falling silent while staring at each other. After a while Specca shifted her shoulders around and dropped her shirt down, the girl glancing down to her chest then to Clover while she slowly adjusted her glasses.


  “So, do I still get that massage?”


  “And then some,” Clover said before rolling the girl over onto the floor, pinning her down with a kiss as the two locked into an embrace. The girls intertwined their legs while holding each other close, the nixie’s tail sliding on the ground near them then knocking into some books that had been spilled onto the floor earlier with a clatter. As the girls let their emotions take over Specca moaned softly with Clover kissing her cheek, her ear, then down her neck to her chest. Clover’s hands made their way to Specca’s breast and crotch, both then caressing and stimulating the girl with an expert touch that made Specca wonder how practiced the elf was in lovemaking with another girl. The nixie then gasped with wide eyes and grabbed hold of Clover’s back, a deep blush forming on her face as she started to quiver uncontrollably with a powerful feeling washing over her.


  “You really like that, don’t you?” Clover mused with a playful nip at the girl’s nipple. Reaching down she started fingering her, feeling how wet and aroused she was making her co-mate. “Damn, you really are enjoying this. I didn’t imagine you-”


  She then felt Specca really gripping her shoulders, her hands shaking while clutching the elf very tightly. Clover looked to see Specca staring upwards with wide eyes and an open mouth, the girl gasping hoarsely as she appeared to be overwhelmed in pleasure. Her hips were bucking constantly, her legs were kicking on reflex now and again, her tail was twitching while it was stuck under a pile of books to the side, and her breathing was becoming sharper as she started to turn red from holding something in.


  “Specca?” Clover asked with a puzzled smile. “Holy shit, am I really making you-”


  It was then she noticed Specca had a few tears forming in her eyes. The nixie tried to say something but her words were lost with her repressing a scream that was trying to escape her throat. Clover looked at her curiously for a moment before Specca pulled her into a hug with a fierce grip, the nixie literally clinging to the elf while straining herself with a long whine.


  “Specca? What’s wrong?” Clover asked.


  Specca shook her head and clenched her teeth, her body shaking more now while she had become far wetter between the legs, something Clover felt with her hand before watching the girl confusedly.


  “Why are you getting this excited? I just started kissing-”


  “AHHHHHHHHHH!” Specca screamed as she finally succumbed to her orgasm, the girl shrieking with wide eyes and a long wail that echoed throughout the library. She held Clover close while shaking uncontrollably, her powerful cry being immediately followed after by another as the girl lost herself in mind-blowing ecstasy.


  “Specca! What are you doing?” Clover shouted while trying to free herself. “Calm down, we haven’t even-”


  Specca then shrieked the loudest she had ever done in her life, even counting the instances Daniel and herself had made love which was at the time the strongest feelings she had felt before. Her entire body was lit up with pleasure beyond imagining. It was intense, unrelenting, and frightening.


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” she cried out shaking her head. “I- OHHHHHHH! I CAN’T- AHHHHHHHHH! MAKE IT- AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  “Specca? Specca!” Clover yelled as she saw the nixie literarily going crazy with ecstasy. The nixie screamed with a strained expression, her legs shaking about while she squirted wildly from the orgasm. Clover struggled to free herself from the girls trembling arms while Specca continued to shriek with never-ending waves of pleasure hitting her harder than anything had before.


  “What is going on up here?” Falla called out as she and Luna flew over the library, both searching for the screaming girl before seeing her along with Clover in one of the aisles.


  “Specca? What’s wrong?” Luna worried as they quickly flew down to her. Star warped atop the bookshelf and looked around before seeing the girls below, the jinx then warping down to them with a meow while Doku quickly fluttered up over the banister and rushed towards them.


  “Specca? Clover?” Doku asked with a jump. “Oh my, what… what are you two-”


  Specca wailed while pressing Clover into her chest, the elf flailing around while the girls stared at them in surprise. They looked to each other in stunned silence then back down to see Clover shaking her head and mumbling something into Specca’s breasts while the nixie held her there with a long heavy moan.


  “Wow…” Falla slowly said. “Um… okay. Sorry to interrupt. We’ll just let you two be. Didn’t know you were doing… that.”


  “Nice to see you two bonding,” Doku added with a nervous smile and blush. “Very… very much so apparently.”


  “Where did you all go?” Cindy called out from the lower floor. “And who’s yelling? Tell her to stop being so loud, I don’t like it.”


  “I didn’t know Specca could scream so loud,” Luna wondered as she saw the nixie wailing with trembling hips. “How is Clover making her do that?”


  “I don’t think I am!” Clover shouted as she finally pulled herself up from the girl’s chest. “We just started making out and she lost her mind! Specca, calm down! And let me go! You’re crushing me!”


  Clover thrashed around as she tried getting free from the screaming nixie, her efforts being in vain as Specca’s arms squeezed the elf tightly while her tail was twitching and shaking the pile of books it was dug into. The other girls watched as Specca cried out with a deafening shriek, her eyes wide while her face was red as she climaxed hard before doing so again without pause.


  “Specca? What’s wrong?” Falla called out as she and Luna tried pulling her arms off Clover.


  “She’s squirting like crazy!” Clover shouted as she felt the nixie spraying her waist and thighs with her excitement. “Holy fuck, what’s gotten into you, Specca?”


  “She looks to be in pain,” Doku feared as Specca shook her head with tears coming from her eyes, the girl gasping for air each time she came before screaming with blindly powerful orgasms that rolled through her.


  Star helped the butterfly sisters pull Clover free and got the elf onto her feet, the girls all stumbling back and watching as Specca gripped the floor and screamed while her hips continued to shake wildly. It was more than apparent she was reeling from intense pleasure, far more than she had ever shown anyone before. The girl’s eyes started to roll back into her head, her tongue was hanging out the side of her open mouth, her nipples were erect on her scaly bosom, and she not only squirted again due to being overly stimulated but also started peeing which was certainly something she’d never done before in front of them.


  “Holy. Shit,” Falla said with a stunned expression.


  “She’s going fucking crazy,” Clover worried.


  “What did you do to her?” Doku asked nervously.


  “We just started kissing, that was it. Then she lost it.”


  “How good of a kisser are you?” Luna wondered with a curious expression.


  “Never did this to anyone before,” Clover said gesturing to Specca who continued to scream while shaking wildly on the floor.


  “Where are you girls?” Cindy called out. “What’s happening? How do I get up there?”


  “Specca, what’s wrong with you?” Falla asked again. “Please tell us, you’re freaking us out here.”


  Specca tried to say something before she completely lost it, the girl screaming louder than ever before while she squirted wildly once again. Everyone stared in stunned silence as the nixie drenched the floor beneath her before she grabbed her head and continued to cry out in unbearable ecstasy.


  “Fuck she’s getting really wet,” Clover commented.


  “Yeah, a lot,” Falla agreed with a slow nod.


  “What do we do here?” Doku asked the girls. “I don’t know what we’re supposed to do in cases like this.”


  “There haven’t been any cases like this before,” Clover snapped at her. “None of us have ever gone insane like this.”


  “What do we do then?” Luna worried. “She’s going crazy.”


  “I found the stairs!” Cindy called out.


  Star meowed and gestured something with her hands, the jinx’s message being lost completely as the girls just stared at her in confused silence before looking back down to Specca.


  “We have to calm her down… somehow,” Falla nervously suggested.


  “How do we calm her down from this?” Clover demanded waving to the screaming nixie.


  “I don’t know, don’t ask me!” Falla barked back. “I’m not the one who broke her!”


  “This fucking shit is not my fault!”


  “I can’t get up the stairs!” Cindy whined. “They’re tricky!”


  “She’s suffering!” Doku softly cried out. The girls saw the nixie watching them with frightened eyes, the girl screaming uncontrollably while her glasses were misaligned, drool was coming down her cheek, and her body was convulsing violently while her arms and legs were thrashing around on reflex.


  “What the fuck is causing this though?” Clover called out.


  “Specca!” Luna feared as she quickly got down and held the nixie’s hand. “Tell us what’s wrong! Please!”


  Star shook her head as she watched her co-mate losing all control of herself then slowly looked down at something. Her eyes traced the nixie’s tail from the shaking girl to where it was caught under a pile of books. Warping over to them she quickly started knocking them aside, the other girls then seeing her digging out the tail’s end along with something else. Lying on the ground there was a unique tome that was opened, the inside having a hollowed section in the middle that was now empty. What once filled the slot in the thick book was now on the floor with the nixie’s tail pressed against it, a small rod made of sleek white steel with softly glowing blue indentations that were set around it in erratic patterns.


  “What is that?” Luna asked.


  Star quickly swatted away the rod with a sharp meow, the metal rolling away off to the side and clanking against a bookshelf. The girls looked at the strange metal object in confusion then to Specca who had finally collapsed while breathing heavily. She was no longer screaming and going crazy, instead appeared to be reeling from her experience while lying on the now very wet floor.


  “Specca? You okay?” Clover asked taking hold of her hand.


  “Speak to us, please!” Luna begged.


  “My dear, are you alright?” Doku feared while kneeling down near the nixie.


  Specca slowly looked around at everyone while trying to speak, the girl getting out a single utterance of a grunt before passing out. The girls looked to each other with concern then slowly over to the metal rod that was lying still nearby.


  “Is that what caused her to go crazy?” Falla cautioned.


  “What is that?” Luna worried. “Where did it come from?”


  Star warped over to the rod and carefully examined it, the other girls watching as the jinx was on her hands and knees with her tails swaying above her. The cat appeared to be stalking the inanimate rod like it was a mouse before she slowly reached out and touched it. Star jumped with a meow before she started trembling, the other girls watching nervously as she developed a large blush on her cheeks while her eyes lost focus.


  “Star?” Doku carefully asked. “Are you okay?”


  Star shut her eyes while her hips started shaking, the girl straining to hold in her voice as it was apparent she was feeling something very strongly. Her lips quivered while her thighs started to become wet from her largely growing arousal. After a moment the cat yowled and yanked her hand away, the girl holding it with a stunned expression before dropping onto her side and meowing loudly with a shaking leg.


  “Star?” Clover worried as she rushed over to the cat. She jumped as she saw the jinx yowling with a pleading look in her eye and bucking hips, the girl’s colored eyes slowly turning up to the elf while she trembled on the floor uncontrollably. Clover knelt down and held the jinx close, seeing the dazed look she had and feeling the cat still shaking slightly with weak mewls.


  “What happened to her?” Falla asked.


  “You came from touching that thing too, didn’t you?” Clover wondered, with Star looking up to her and nodding with a meow. The elf turned to the metal rod lying nearby then to the others while they were holding onto the unconscious nixie.


  “Is she alright?” Doku worried.


  “Yeah, she’ll be fine,” Clover said looking down to Star. She noticed the cat’s dripping excitement between her legs, her flushed face and glazed look in the eyes, and her breathing had become soft and ragged while she was stunned from the spike of pleasure that had shot through her body with tremendous force. Clover held the weakened jinx in her arms and gently brushed her hair before everyone looked over to the strange relic on the floor.


  “A better question is what the fuck is that thing?”


  *****


  Slowly but surely Cindy crawled up the stairs of the library with a determined expression, the wraith reaching for each step and pulling herself up while Snapper clung to her back as she watched them gradually ascend with a curious gurgle. Cindy grabbed one step and pulled her body upward, doing so again and again while the passing steps scraped sand off her chest and legs to which she paid no mind to.


  “We’re going to make it, Snapper,” Cindy grunted as she heaved herself up along the rough incline. “We’re going to join the others soon. Just hold on.”


  Snapper watched her crawl up the stairs with a curious eye then looked around at the library while she held onto the wraith’s back.


  “We’re coming!” Cindy called out as she approached the top of the stairs. “Wait for us! We’re almost there!”


  With weak laughter the girl pulled herself to the top and stood up, her body slowly reforming again while she cheered in triumph with arms held high.


  “We did it, Snapper!” she said with an excited hop. “We climbed the stairs! We’re awesome!”


  She blinked then looked behind her, the girl spinning around a few times as he saw Snapper was no longer on her back. With a gasp she then saw Snapper tumbling down the stairs with soft thumps, the youngling finally reaching the bottom and collapsing down with a buzz of her wings.


  “Snapper!” Cindy wailed in horror. She watched the swarm sit up with quick snaps of her teeth before looking around curiously. The swarm saw Cindy atop the stairs and cawed a few times before hopping up the steps towards her. Cindy stared in wonder at seeing Snapper nimbly climbing the steps before she hopped onto the floor at the girl’s feet, the child snapping her teeth and jumping about playfully with buzzing wings.


  “How did you do that?” Cindy whined in defeat. She picked up the swarm who snapped at her with a wide smile then looked at the stairs with a pout. “I don’t understand how everyone can climb those stupid things but me. I bet Kroanette can’t climb them at all, she’s way too big for those dumb things. She probably can’t get up here at all, I mean how could she?”


  She and Snapper blinked then looked over to the side to see a lowered ramp running down alongside the edge of the upper floor, leading from the ground level up to where the sand wraith now stood at the top of the stairs.


  “I hate this stupid place,” Cindy muttered. “It’s boring and mean to me.”


  Shaking her head the wraith then looked around in search of the other girls. She took off running down the aisles with Snapper holding onto her bosom with her claws and teeth, searching each corridor of bookshelves and tables for her friends while the screaming she had heard earlier finally stopped.


  “Where are you girls?” she asked running through the rows of bookshelves. “And why is this place so big?”


  After a while she rounded a corner and stopped at seeing the other girls ahead of her, all of them gathered behind a broken table that had been propped up to act as cover to which they were hiding against. Luna was holding Specca in her arms, the nixie out cold with a blush on her face while the butterfly kept her close with a worried frown. Next to them Doku was seated with Star lying on her lap, the jinx’s head resting on the harpy’s thighs while she appeared to be weakened from something. Clover and Falla were keeping low behind the table and peeking over it at something, with the elf holding a broken table leg in her hand like a club while Falla was keeping her wings lowered behind her.


  “What are you doing?” Cindy asked, with all the girls who were awake then noticing her standing near them. “And who was screaming?”


  “Oh, Cindy,” Doku said. “It was Specca who was crying out earlier. Something… tired her out very quickly.”


  “Specca? Is she okay?”


  “She’s sleeping now,” Luna answered brushing the nixie’s hair. “Something was making her go crazy earlier. The poor girl’s exhausted now.”


  “What was making her go crazy?” Cindy asked walking over to them.


  “That,” Falla said pointing down the aisle. Cindy and Snapper looked over to see books scattered about, a very large puddle covering the floor, and off to the side a small little steel rod with softly glowing blue lines.


  “I don’t understand,” Cindy said shaking her head. “What made her scream? Was it those books?”


  “No, she likes books,” Doku answered. “Those didn’t make her scream at all.”


  “Was it all that water over there?” Cindy asked pointing ahead.


  “No, and that’s not water,” Falla said shaking her head. “Don’t drink that.”


  “Then what was it? Tell me,” Cindy whined.


  “That thing,” Clover said pointing her stick towards the steel rod. “Whatever that is it made Specca lose control of herself the second her tail touched it. Star tried touching it for just a moment and she was nearly knocked out from it too.”


  “That thing made them do that?” Cindy wondered with a puzzled look. “What does that thing do?”


  “We’re not entirely certain,” Doku answered. “Though it appears to make whoever touches it go… well… a little out of control.”


  “A little?” Falla exclaimed at her. “Did you not see what Specca did earlier? She went insane!”


  “She did?” Cindy nervously asked.


  “That could happen to us next!” Falla shouted pointing to Specca.


  “It could?” Cindy feared.


  “That thing’s dangerous,” Clover warned. “A simple touch and you’re flailing around on the ground screaming and peeing yourself.”


  “Oh no,” Cindy gasped. She blinked then showed a puzzled expression. “What’s peeing?”


  “What do we do with it then?” Doku asked.


  “We need to get rid of it,” Falla urged.


  “How?” Luna said. “The doors outside are locked until Daniel stops the carriage. And we can’t throw it out, whoever touches it will go crazy just like Specca did.”


  “Look, everyone just calm down,” Clover ordered. “As long as none of us touch it we’ll be fine. Let’s just think of- wait, Cindy? Where did you go?”


  The girls looked around at seeing the sand wraith missing then ahead and gasping as they saw Cindy standing over the rod with a curious expression on her face. Snapper was looking down at the relic with a small gurgle while she kicked her feet about.


  “Cindy, don’t touch it!” Falla cried out.


  “Get away from it right now!” Clover shouted.


  “Don’t do it, Cindy,” Doku pleaded.


  “But I wanna know what peeing is,” Cindy said tilting her head. “This thing will show me, right?”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” Clover yelled out. “Just get back over here right now!”


  “HEY!” Alyssa shouted. All the girls looked back to see Triska and Alyssa standing at the end of the corridor, both of them fully dressed and staring at the girls in bewilderment.


  “What the hell is going on here?” Triska asked. “We could hear you all the way in the bedroom.”


  “What are you girls doing in here?” Alyssa demanded. “Why is there a broken table and books lying everywhere? This is Twilight’s library, remember? You can’t treat her stuff like this!”


  “Triska?” Luna wondered. “Are you okay now?”


  “I’m fine,” Triska simply said. “Never better.”


  “But… how… you…” Doku slowly questioned.


  “How are you able to walk still?” Falla asked in disbelief.


  “Forget about that for now,” Clover barked out before turning back to Cindy. “Cindy, don’t you dare touch that thing!”


  “Touch what thing?” Triska asked as she and Alyssa walked past the girls and their barrier, both then jumping at seeing the large amount of liquid on the floor.


  “Holy shit,” Alyssa said grabbing her hat. “What were you girls doing here?”


  “Peeing,” Cindy replied with a shrug. Triska and Alyssa looked back to the others with stunned faces then to Cindy as she watched them with a curious expression. “Do you know what that is? I want to know.”


  “Alright, what the hell is going on here?” Triska yelled at the other girls.


  “She’s being loud again,” Cindy whimpered stepping away.


  “Someone start explaining, right now!” Alyssa demanded stomping her foot.


  All the girls pointed to something, with Triska and Alyssa slowly looking down to the metal rod nearby that was everyone’s focus. Alyssa held her hand out and levitated the relic up into the air near her, the witch eyeing the strange trinket carefully while Triska reached out for it.


  “Don’t touch it!” the girls cried out together. Triska glanced over to them curiously then to relic while Alyssa turned it around with her magic.


  “What is this?” Alyssa asked the girls.


  “What does it do?” Triska wondered.


  “Too… good…” Specca whimpered. Everyone looked over to the sound of the nixie’s voice while Luna cradled the incapacitated girl in her lap. Specca shivered slightly as she appeared awake enough to barely speak a word of warning of the steel relic.


  “It feels… too good…”


  “Specca?” Luna softly asked. Specca shuddered and collapsed in the butterfly’s arms, her eyes barely open while she murmured something in a trance.


  “It feels… too good… to resist.”


   


  


  Chapter 11


  From Ages Forgotten


  In the world of Eden it was possible to stumble across an ancient relic or a powerful artifact, either after searching tirelessly for such a find or simply by accidently discovering it. While it was known that magical casters and alchemists forged these unique trinkets with rare and sometimes dangerous elements, what they were created for wasn’t always clear. Maybe it was to summon a deadly Darker One to do their bidding, or perhaps enchant themselves to become even stronger. Whatever their purpose was one thing remained true when it came to these mystical remnants.


  In the wrong hands they were always disastrous.


  *****


  At the base of a large mountain a worn dirt trail lay stretched out between the rocky slope and an old forest, the aged timbers having only a few leaves remaining on their branches while running between them in the shadows a few wolves could be seen now and again. The wind blowing through the valley carried dirt from the mountainside and clouded the path, reducing visibility and filling the air with a stale odor along with a haunting whistle. Yet even with the ominous traveling conditions a white horse pulled a carriage along the trail at a steady pace without ever slowing down, the ride being driven by two lovers who weren’t paying so much attention to their surroundings as they were with another troubling matter they were faced with.


  “I hope Cindy was wrong,” Daniel said while holding the reins to the horse. Next to him Squeak was seated with her hips turned to allow her abdomen to rest on the seat, in doing so was able to hold onto Daniel’s arm as she faced him and rested her head on his shoulder while also showing the same concerned look he was. Her pickaxe lightly clanged against the seat by her feet as the ride bumped a little on the road as the travelers made their way towards the homeland of one of their own, or at least what presumably remained of it.


  “I don’t understand how the entire centaur kingdom could be destroyed like that,” Daniel worried. “What kind of monsters could have done that? And why?”


  Squeak squeaked something while holding onto his arm, her eyes looking ahead with concern at Lucky who galloped along the trail then to Daniel as she shook her head with a few more squeaks.


  “Poor Kroanette,” Daniel sadly said. “Hearing that about her home… her family. If she gets there and it’s all gone… I pray she doesn’t have to see such a horrible sight.”


  Lucky continued to pull the carriage across the worn road as they rounded the wide base of the mountain. Daniel and Squeak looked up to see sunlight glittering on the snowy peak of the crag while the wind gently blew by with a quiet wail.


  “Please, let her family be safe,” Daniel voiced.


  “Daniel Sorres,” Twilight spoke up in their minds. “Forgive me for the long absence, I’ve been quite tired lately. It’s good to see you again.”


  “Twilight,” Daniel said looking up with Squeak. “Am I glad to hear your voice. We could really use your help.”


  “Oh? How can I be of assistance?”


  “Cindy told us something, something very dire. She said Ruhelia was attacked by monsters and destroyed. Kroanette’s rushing off to see for herself as we speak. Can you check on her homeland, Ruhelia? Can you see if what Cindy said was true?”


  There was a long pause as Daniel and Squeak awaited the reaper’s reply, something that caused a bad feeling to grow between the travelers.


  “Daniel Sorres,” Twilight solemnly said. “I’m… sorry to say this, but…”


  “No,” Daniel breathed out. Squeak held a hand over her mouth and shook her head a little.


  “The truth is I saw Kroanette racing ahead of you. I was curious why she was sprinting with such a troubled look on her face. So I peered further ahead for what she was running towards, and… I’m sorry. Ruhelia stands no more.”


  Daniel and Squeak slowly looked to each other in shock as the reaper sadly sighed in their minds.


  “Please forgive me,” she begged. “I didn’t see it happen. Last I checked on her home it was perfectly fine, everything was as it should have been. But now… there’s nothing left. The entire kingdom has been removed from Eden.”


  “How?” Daniel asked. “How could such a thing happen?”


  “I don’t know. I’m so sorry, I feel so completely useless to you. I didn’t see what happened to her home, I wasn’t keeping a close enough eye on it. Oh, Daniel Sorres. Please forgive me. I wish I could have told you sooner.”


  “Ruhelia…” Daniel said looking down in dismay. “It’s gone? Her home? Her family? Everything?”


  “I don’t know what happened to her family. I can only see a great scar in Eden where Ruhelia once stood. I don’t know what caused it or if the centaurs were able to flee in time. I… I don’t know, Daniel Sorres. I’m so sorry.”


  The whimpers of the reaper were heard in their minds, with both Daniel and Squeak looking up in sorrow at hearing Twilight holding back her sobs.


  “I’ve failed you, again. First I couldn’t save poor Cilia, and then I didn’t notice Kroanette’s own home being attacked. I’ve let you down, I’ve let her down. I’m so sorry, Daniel Sorres. I really am. Such a horrible tragedy and I couldn’t help avert it, I couldn’t… please forgive me.”


  “Twilight, it’s not your fault,” Daniel assured. “You couldn’t-”


  “No, it is. I’m supposed to be helping you, guiding you, being your friend. And what have I done? I allowed something horrible to happen to Kroanette’s home and I have no answers at all for what occurred. I really am a terrible monster.”


  “Twilight, that’s not true.”


  “Oh dear. How can I tell her, Daniel Sorres? How can I tell Kroanette the truth? She’s going to find out soon, it’s going to break her heart. How can I possibly help her now?”


  Daniel looked down and closed his eyes, fearing just how badly Kroanette would take it when she saw that her home was no longer there.


  “I deserve to be locked away,” Twilight mourned. “I’m no use to anyone. I’m just a monster in this world. I should have seen what happened, I should have tried to stop it. I should have… oh, I truly am a blight upon this world.”


  “Stop it,” Daniel insisted. “Stop blaming yourself for this. Stop blaming yourself for what happened to Cilia. None of it is your fault, it never was.”


  “But, Danie-”


  “Stop!” Daniel ordered looking up. The reaper squeaked then remained silent, with Squeak looking at Daniel in wonder as he showed a firm expression.


  “You saved Kroanette’s life, you helped me protect my family, you’ve offered us a ride and a home out here, you’ve done so much to help with our journey. We owe you so much for your generosity. So stop talking like you failed us.”


  “But I-”


  “Enough!” Daniel shouted. “Cilia and Ruhelia were not your responsibility, they never were. Enough talking like you’ve failed us because you haven’t, Twilight.”


  “Daniel Sorres…” Twilight softly said.


  Daniel held a hand over his face and struggled to think of their next move, knowing they and Kroanette were steadily closing in on a horrible scene which was going to shatter the centaur’s heart almost instantly.


  “Twilight, don’t tell Kroanette,” he finally said. “If you do it will only cause more anxiety with her and press her forward even more recklessly. She won’t want to believe what you say, she’ll want to see it for herself. It’s going to hurt her so much but it can’t be avoided now. Let her keep what hope she has left before she sees the truth with her own eyes.”


  “As you wish, Daniel Sorres. It’s going to pain me to see her reaction to the truth, but I suppose there is no sparing her now.”


  “We’re going to keep riding as fast as we can after her, she’s going to need her family when she sees what happened.”


  “My helpers can take you to Ruhelia directly with their magic,” Twilight offered. “I’ll let them know to come to you as soon as they are able. They won’t be able to teleport Kroanette however, not with her refraction bracelets. You’ll just have to wait until she arrives on her own.”


  “Thank you, that would be most appreciated. And could you please tell the girls inside what happened? Let them know the truth and to be prepared to console a very upset centaur tonight.”


  “I will. And… I am truly sorry for-”


  “Stop apologizing, none of this is your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “But I still feel like I should have-”


  “Twilight, stop.”


  “But this isn’t-”


  “Twilight, stop apologizing for something you’re not at fault for. We’re not mad at you, I promise.”


  “But still, I failed to-”


  “Twilight, if you don’t stop blaming yourself for this then I swear when we open your seal the first thing I’m going to do is bend you over my knee and spank you for not listening.”


  Squeak glanced to him with a faint smile that soon disappeared then looked up along with him as the reaper had fallen silent.


  “You wouldn’t dare…” Twilight timidly said.


  “I think you know I would,” Daniel answered looking forward again. “You didn’t cause Ruhelia to fall, that blame isn’t yours to bear. So no more talking like it is, understand?”


  “…yes, Daniel Sorres,” Twilight softly replied. “I understand.”


  “Good. Please go tell the others inside what’s happened, and don’t you dare tell them it’s your fault either. And don’t ever think you’ve failed us. After all you’ve done I’m indebted to you, Twilight. Don’t forget that.”


  “No, it is I who is indebted to you, Daniel Sorres. And I promise I’ll pay that debt in full somehow, you have my word.”


  The reaper’s voice faded from their minds while Daniel and Squeak looked to each other in concern. The ant girl squeaked before nuzzling close to Daniel as he used his arm to hold her near. The two watched Lucky pulling the carriage along the road while now knowing what lay ahead of them, something they knew was only going to cause heartache and sorrow with their family that night.


  “Kroanette,” Daniel softly said. Squeak closed her eyes and cuddled against her man while he looked ahead with remorse. “I’m so sorry, Kroanette.”


  *****


  Inside the travelers’ home everyone had gathered in the library at a table to try to solve a very pressing mystery. After seeing something that was simply unheard of with their own eyes the girls were trying to figure out an answer for it that would make sense, and after struggling to think of one the same question that had been asked before was again brought up.


  “Alright, let’s go over this one more time,” Clover announced as she stood at the table with a sharp eye on something. “It doesn’t make any fucking sense, but we need to get this figured out now. So, how the fuck are you okay, Triska?”


  The other girls were seated and looking at Triska in bewilderment except for Cindy who was watching Snapper mauling her sandy bosom with tiny snarls. Alyssa was holding her head with a dull expression and slowly shaking it while Triska had a calm smile on her face.


  “We saw what Alyssa was doing to you,” Specca recalled. “That sort of punishment was beyond words for us, it was simply terrifying to behold.”


  “What was Alyssa doing to her?” Cindy wondered.


  “Nothing that you need to know about,” Doku insisted. “Although the rest of us could certainly use an explanation as to how you’re perfectly fine now, Triska. You don’t seem to be traumatized at all.”


  “Nope, I’m fine,” Triska said with a shrug.


  “But how?” Falla cried out. “After what she did to you how could… how could you be fine?”


  “How could I not be?” Triska asked with a smirk. “I had the time of my life in there.”


  The girls looked to each other in confusion while Alyssa dropped her head onto the table with a thud.


  “You had fun in there?” Luna wondered.


  Star meowed at Triska with a baffled look on her face.


  “Seriously, explain that shit to us!” Clover yelled out. “How can you just sit there with a smile on your face after what she did to you? How can you sit at all?”


  “Yeah,” Alyssa droned as she looked up at the girls. “I forgot about it too.”


  “Forgot what?” Doku asked.


  “What excites Triska the most,” Alyssa flatly said with a dull glance to the smiling cambion. The other girls looked at one another curiously for a moment then to Triska as she giggled with a blush.


  “She likes to be punished,” Falla remembered. “She gets off on being disciplined.”


  “So she… liked what you were doing to her?” Specca wondered.


  “She loved it,” Alyssa muttered, with Triska nodding and turning to her with a bashful smile. “I completely forgot why I never punished her much to begin with. It doesn’t work on her the same way.”


  “You actually liked that shit?” Clover asked in bewilderment.


  “I’m still confused,” Cindy said raising a hand. “What was Alyssa doing to Triska?”


  “Making me so happy,” Triska sighed with a hand gently held to her cheek. “I loved every second of the time we spent together.”


  “I didn’t catch on until I caught a smile she was trying to hide,” Alyssa grumbled. “She wasn’t suffering at all. She was relishing what I was doing to her. The pervert was only trying to make me do more to her the whole time.”


  “You’re the pervert here,” Triska quipped with a smug grin. “I was only taking my punishment like a good girl. Just like you wanted.”


  “I wanted to teach you a lesson, not to pleasure you!” Alyssa shouted back.


  “Sorry,” Triska cooed while gently holding the witch’s cheek. “Want to spank me some more? Just say the word and I’ll bend over.”


  Alyssa growled and pulled her hat down in frustration while Triska laughed amusedly. The other girls glanced to each other curiously then to Triska as she nonchalantly stretched out her arms with a relaxed sigh. She winked at them then noticed Kitten sitting on the table next to her, the demon watching her with a raised eyebrow and a slowly waving tail.


  “You sneaky girl,” she mused. “So that’s why you so willingly accepted punishment from her. You wanted it all along.”


  ‘What can I say? I love being a bad girl.’


  “So all that talk about taking what you deserve because it was right, that was just an excuse to get your ass spanked?”


  ‘No, I did have my punishment coming since I did make a mistake. I had to accept it as it was the right thing to do. It just so happens that I enjoy being punished. Not my fault, I am how I am.’


  “Sneaky girl,” Kitten said with a smirk.


  Triska watched Alyssa glaring at her and blew her a kiss, the witch growling while clenching her fists in frustration of her hard-to-discipline co-mate. The other girls looked to each other and shrugged, finding the answer they were given surprisingly easy to believe knowing how Triska was.


  “Alright then,” Clover said with a raised eyebrow at the cambion. “That explains one mystery. Guess we should have seen that coming.”


  “Love you,” Triska softly said to Alyssa.


  “I hate you,” Alyssa muttered.


  “I hate you more,” Triska playfully replied, then winked at Cindy. The sand wraith looked between the two then giggled as she remembered what that meant between the girls. Alyssa growled then shook her head with a scoff.


  “I’ll deal with her later, somehow,” she said before pointing to the steel relic that was lying on the middle of the table. “For now what the hell happened with you girls and that thing?”


  “Where did that come from?” Triska asked.


  “From here,” Specca said holding a book up. She opened it and showed a hollowed slot inside the tome to the girls. “It looks like that object was in this book. When we threw it aside the object must have fallen out.”


  “Why were you throwing Twilight’s books around?” Triska questioned. “That doesn’t sound like you, Specca.”


  “I threw the books onto the floor so I could take Specca on the table,” Clover plainly said. Everyone looked to her in surprise while Specca blushed with a timid smile. “So sorry, next time I’ll be careful with them when I want to have sex with my co-mate.”


  “Clover,” Specca shyly said holding her cheek. “Must you always be so blunt?”


  “You were going to have sex with Specca?” Alyssa exclaimed. “On the table in the library?”


  “Tried to, but the table broke,” Clover said with a shrug. “Damn thing couldn’t support the two of us apparently. Did not know that.”


  “Whoa whoa whoa, hold on,” Triska ordered shaking her head. “You and Specca were… you…”


  “Yes,” Clover sternly told her. “I was going to fuck Specca. Did you hear me this time? I was going to take her on the table and then maybe I would have taken her to the bath afterward and had my way with her again. Is there a problem with that?”


  “Clover…” Specca breathed out with a hand held over her chest.


  “What does that mean?” Cindy asked holding her hand up. “What were you doing with her?”


  “Okay then,” Doku said rushing over and holding her wings over Cindy’s ears. “I think Clover made her point rather well. She wanted to bond with Specca in a loving and gentle way.”


  “Fuck that,” Clover quipped with a smirk at the blushing nixie. “I was going to fuck her brains out.”


  “Oh… my…” Specca said with a deep blush.


  “Uh… you… and her?” Triska slowly questioned in bewilderment.


  “She’s my co-mate, what’s wrong with that?” Clover snapped at her. “It’s not like I haven’t made love to a girl before. I know damned well how to use my hands and mouth on that girl’s body and believe me I was going to before that table broke on us.”


  “Really wish it hadn’t now,” Specca quietly mentioned.


  “What are you saying?” Cindy asked confusedly while Doku kept her wings pressed against her ears. “I can’t hear you.”


  “You’re my family now,” Clover said looking down. “Dan’s my mate. I love him so fucking much. But I do also cherish you girls, especially since you always cared for me even when I was such a bitch to you. You’re my co-mates and I want us to get closer like we should.”


  “Clover,” Triska softly marveled.


  “Was I wrong to want to do that with Specca?” Clover asked her. “Am I overstepping my boundaries with her? Is eating the whore out of her something I shouldn’t do?”


  “You and that dirty mouth of yours,” Specca timidly commented.


  “You haven’t seen what I can do with it yet,” Clover quipped with a wink at her. The nixie blushed brightly then lowered her head with a smile while the elf glanced around at the stunned girls.


  “Okay? Do you all get it now? I was going to fuck her because I love her. If that’s wrong then go ahead and chew me out over it. Otherwise you can just deal with it because that’s how I really feel.”


  The girls looked to one another while Doku slowly let go of Cindy and walked back over to her seat, all of them remaining silent before turning to Clover as she crossed her arms with a stubborn scowl at them.


  “Clover, I didn’t know you felt that way,” Triska admitted.


  “It’s not easy showing it,” Clover confessed looking down. “But I’m trying to get out of my shell with you all. I’m trying to open up. It’s just… still a little scary.”


  She felt her hand being taken hold of, her eyes turning to see Specca holding it with a gentle touch while smiling at her. Specca then pulled the elf down closer and kissed her, surprising Clover and the others who all watched in stunned silence. Clover hesitated at first then held the nixie’s cheek as she cherished the gesture from the girl. After the kiss ended Specca gave her hand a small squeeze then shrugged with a calm smile at the others.


  “I don’t mind her opening up more with us.”


  “You didn’t have to do that in front of all of them,” Clover stressed through her teeth as she turned away. “Geez, I wasn’t ready for that.”


  “Saying out loud how you were going to ‘fuck’ me was alright, but a small kiss in front of your co-mates is crossing the line?”


  “That’s different!” Clover shouted with a flustered expression. “Saying it and doing it are totally different things!”


  Specca giggled at the shy elf then looked around at the girls as they smiled a little at them.


  “I wasn’t against the idea of bonding with her,” Specca admitted with a shrug. “I can’t lie, she’s very skilled with her hands. She gave me the best full body massage I’ve ever had in my life.”


  “She did?” Triska wondered.


  “Yes, it was very soothing,” Specca agreed with a nod then showed a weak smile. “But before we could go any further than that the table broke beneath us. We tried to pick up where we left off on the floor, however…”


  She looked down to the relic along with everyone else, the nixie showing a troubled expression while carefully adjusting her glasses.


  “My tail slid over into the books on the floor and touched that thing. And when it did…”


  “You lost your mind,” Clover recalled.


  “It felt… beyond pleasurable,” Specca explained, with the girls looking to her curiously. “My entire body felt like it was bursting from within, like… like nothing I’ve ever felt before. My tail couldn’t pull away, I could hardly think, it was as if the night of the Dark Sabbath came upon me, only this time it was far, far more intense.”


  “More intense than the Sabbath?” Alyssa worried.


  “I thought I was going to die,” Specca fearfully told her. “It was frightening how I felt. Every bit of me was on the brink of the edge the entire time. I couldn’t stop climaxing, I could hardly draw a breath. The whole time my tail was touching that it felt like I was having sex to the highest degree, only it wouldn’t stop. I thought for sure my heart would fail from the stress.”


  “It was that scary?” Luna nervously asked.


  “It felt too good to resist,” Specca softly warned. “My inner nature hit me harder than ever, my whole body craved that damned thing uncontrollably. It was as if I was a slave to its touch, it made me feel too good. I can’t deny it, the way it made me feel… not even Daniel has ever sparked such emotion within me.”


  “What?” Alyssa cried out. “That thing got you more excited than Daniel?”


  “Yes,” Specca whimpered in remorse. “Alyssa, you have no idea what it was like. I couldn’t… I couldn’t control myself at all. I’ve never felt anything so strongly before in all my life, not even when I’m with Daniel. Whatever that thing is… I couldn’t resist it no matter how hard I tried.”


  “My god,” Falla breathed out as all eyes turned down to the artifact. “Is that even possible?”


  “I could never love anything more than Daniel,” Luna insisted. “Nothing could feel as good as it does when he holds me close.”


  “How could that thing create such pleasure inside you like that?” Doku wondered.


  “What is it anyway?” Clover asked glancing to Specca. “Does that book say?”


  “I have no idea,” Specca said looking to the tome and flipping through its pages. “I can’t read it. I’ve never seen a language like this before.”


  Star warped over and looked at the book from over the nixie’s shoulder. She tilted her head one way then another before meowing in confusion and shaking her head as the letters the book had were unlike anything she’d ever seen.


  “There’s no way this thing can make me feel better than Daniel does,” Triska argued reaching out for the relic.


  “Don’t!” Specca cried out. “Triska, you mustn’t-”


  “Just hold on for a second!” Triska barked out. She carefully held one finger up then slowly moved closer to touch the steel rod. All the girls nervously watched as she rested her finger on the artifact before she jumped with a gasp.


  “Triska?” Luna feared.


  “Do you feel anything?” Alyssa asked.


  Triska tried to say something but it was lost in her throat, the girl’s eyes glazing over as she trembled and struggled to breathe normally. Everyone watched with growing concern as Triska shut her eyes and clenched her teeth, her cheeks taking on a rosy color while she tightened her thighs together.


  “I think she’s feeling it,” Clover worried.


  Triska grunted and shook her head before slamming her hand on the table, the girl then staring at the relic in shock with an open mouth as her breathing became rapid. She felt the sensation very clearly, like her entire body was on the brink of having an orgasm. It was as if Daniel’s magic was summoning her monster energy and causing it to literally erupt throughout her to a dangerously high degree.


  “Let go of it, let go!” Falla urged.


  Triska turned red as she strained to hold in her voice, the girl’s hand trembling while her finger remained frozen on the steel rod. Her body wasn’t responding, she couldn’t let go of the rod as the powerful waves of pleasure kept rocking through her relentlessly. After feeling her breasts becoming overly sensitive to just her shirt resting on them and her panties becoming soaking wet she screamed while arching back, the girls all staring in surprise as she moaned loudly while her banging her hips against the table.


  “Triska!” Specca cried out.


  The cambion shrieked and shook her head before throwing herself away from the table with all her might, collapsing down on the ground gasping for air while everyone quickly rushed over to her.


  “Triska, are you alright?” Doku urgently asked.


  “Oh my… god…” Triska coughed out. “Wha… that… wh… I…”


  “Triska?” Alyssa said kneeling down and holding her co-mate’s head in her lap. “Speak to us. What happened?”


  “I think we can see what happened,” Clover mentioned gesturing to Triska. “The same thing that happened to Specca and Star. Whoever touches that thing gets knocked flat on their ass with mind-blowing pleasure.”


  “Triska, are you going to be okay?” Luna worried as she held Triska’s hand.


  “I can’t… think straight,” Triska breathed out. “I never felt… anything like that before.”


  “Did it feel better than Daniel?” Falla nervously asked.


  Triska gulped and tried to steady her breathing then remorsefully nodded with closed eyes. The girls looked at her in shock as she whimpered and coughed.


  “It did,” she breathed out. “It felt… too… amazing.”


  “I told you,” Specca sorrowfully reminded her.


  “No way,” Falla said looking to the others. “How could anything make us happier than Daniel?”


  “She just touched it with a single finger,” Alyssa added. “It wasn’t even for a minute.”


  Triska shakily caught her breath then glanced over to something next to them, her expression showing surprise then as she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


  “Kitten…”


  “Kitten?” Doku asked looking over to the side then back to Triska. “Do you see her right now? Is she talking to you?”


  “She’s paralyzed,” Triska marveled. The girls jumped in surprise while Triska saw her counterpart lying on the ground near them. Her image was heavily blurred now however the sight of her face was clear enough to show that she had been struck with the same overwhelming pleasure that Triska was. Perhaps more so as the demon’s spirit was lying on the ground with a twitching wing and a frozen expression of shock on her face. Her mouth was opened with drool coming from it, her eyes were wide and unfocused as they stared upward, and her body twitched now and again as she seemed to be reeling from what had hit her.


  ‘Kitten? Kitten, can you hear me?’


  Kitten merely gasped weakly while being unable to move, the demon’s mind struggling to refocus as she had been sent to the floor in overwhelming ecstasy the second Triska had touched the artifact.


  “It knocked her straight down, even in my own mind,” Triska worried. “She can’t even talk to me right now.”


  The girls looked to each other in disbelief then back to the table as they helped their co-mate stand again, all eyes focusing on the trinket that was just lying on the bench while having a very unsettling aura to it now.


  “What the fuck is that thing?” Clover demanded.


  “How could it instill such pleasure in us from the mere touch?” Specca worried.


  “Where did it come from anyway?” Falla feared while Luna hid behind her wing.


  “I wanna touch it next,” Cindy declared with a big smile.


  “NO!” the other girls yelled at her.


  “Aww, but I wanna feel good too,” Cindy pouted as she cradled Snapper, the swarm gnawing on her sandy arm with tiny growls and kicking feet.


  “Don’t you dare touch that thing,” Clover ordered. “You are not ready for something like that at all.”


  “We’re not even ready for it,” Specca added. “It’s too much for any of us to handle.”


  “It’s scary,” Luna whimpered.


  “It’s rather concerning,” Doku worried.


  “It’s evil,” Falla cursed.


  “It’s unbelievable,” Triska panted as she slowly calmed down.


  Star meowed and shook her head.


  “It’s dangerous,” Alyssa agreed.


  “It’s something you shouldn’t be touching at all,” Twilight spoke in their heads.


  “Twilight?” Doku said looking up. “Is that you?”


  “AHHHHHHHH!” Cindy screamed as she started punching her head in. “There’s a voice in my head again! Make it stop!”


  “Calm down, Cindy. It’s me, Twilight. I spoke to you this morning, remember?”


  Cindy stopped and blinked then looked up with a disfigured head while Snapper was watching her curiously with twitching antennae.


  “Oh, that’s right,” Cindy recalled, then smiled brightly while her head began reforming. “Hello again!”


  “Twilight? What is that thing?” Specca asked pointing to the relic.


  “It’s called luststone, something that shouldn’t be played with by any. Would somebody mind explaining why my library is a mess upstairs and why that particular artifact is lying on the table right now?”


  “We sort of… came across it,” Specca nervously said with a weak smile. “And sorry about the mess upstairs. Clover and I got a little… carried away earlier. We’ll clean it up, I promise.”


  “You were the one who got carried away,” Clover mentioned with a raised eyebrow.


  “Twilight, what is that?” Alyssa asked pointing to the rod. “It made the girls go crazy when they touched it.”


  “You mustn’t touch that ever!” Twilight ordered. The girls jumped as the reaper had actually raised her voice to them. After a moment she spoke again in a gentler tone. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have yelled like that. But you must understand that artifact is very dangerous. It’s not meant to be handled by anyone but myself.”


  “We’re sorry,” Specca apologized. “The book opened by accident and it fell out. We didn’t know what it was. And this book is written in a language I’ve never seen before, we didn’t know what to make of it.”


  “I see. Listen to me, girls. You’re welcome to browse my library and read what you like, I have no problem with that. But you must take care with what you come across. There are tomes of various spells and incantations that shouldn’t be read by those who are not aware of the dangers they hold, and there are some that contain unique relics and trinkets that are being studied. If you do not know what something does or its purpose, or cannot read the book at all, then I want you to put it back where you found it and move on. I don’t want you girls being hurt, it would break my heart to see something terrible befall you out of simple curiosity.”


  “We’re sorry,” Specca said again. “We’ll be careful. I’ll be careful what books I take for reading. I promise.”


  “What is luststone?” Alyssa asked. “I’ve never heard of that before.”


  “It’s a very rare and powerful remnant from ages long past. To an ordinary human it does nothing at all, though I’ve learned it feels somewhat lighter to them than one would expect it to. However if a monster touches it they will instantly succumb to its terrifying control.”


  “Its control?” Clover repeated as the girls gathered around the table and looked at the luststone carefully.


  “It resonates with a monster’s own energy, their inner nature at the very core. You girls felt it when you touched it, didn’t you? The intense pleasure if fills your being with, it’s unlike anything else in this world, I assure you.”


  “It was beyond anything I’ve ever imagined,” Specca recalled. “I’ve never been so horny in all my life, it was… unbearable.”


  “It even dropped Kitten like a rock,” Triska commented. “And she’s inside my mind.”


  “Luststone is said to have been created by demons of lust, creatures of insatiable carnal appetite. That piece you have there is all it would take to bring any monster in Eden to their knees in sheer ecstasy. The slightest touch and your body will be ignited with overwhelming passion that you’ve never thought possible.”


  “Can I touch it now?” Cindy asked reaching out for it.


  “NO!” the girls again yelled at her.


  “Don’t touch it, Cindy,” Twilight pleaded. “You don’t understand. Luststone does create pleasure with those who come into contact with it, but it’s extremely dangerous. It will excite your inner nature, entice it, call to it more fiercely than you could dream. But in doing so it will rob you of your will, you’ll become enslaved to the pleasure in no time.”


  “I couldn’t fight against it,” Specca remembered. “I couldn’t move my tail away, if anything it kept pressing against the luststone to keep me reeling in ecstasy even though I didn’t want it. My own body wouldn’t listen to me.”


  “Very few have come into contact with luststone in the wild. Of those who have most fell prey to its influence very quickly. They became unable to part with the luststone, either by choice or not, and they lost their minds completely.”


  “It broke them?” Clover worried.


  “Reduced them to wailing souls who slowly killed themselves with the strain of its power. Their inner nature burned them out from the inside.”


  “Good lord,” Specca breathed out as she covered her mouth. “That could have been me, couldn’t it? If the girls hadn’t gotten the luststone away from me…”


  “You would have died, Specca. The stress would have been too much for your mind to take and eventually your body. You would have died on the floor long after you lost all memory of who you were.”


  Specca gulped and nervously backed up while Luna and Clover held onto her, the girls staring at the luststone with more fear now as they realized just how dangerous it could be.


  “Of the few that lived from its influence,” Twilight solemnly continued. “They were never the same again. Prolonged exposure to the luststone corrupted them, turned them into sex-crazed monsters beyond what their inner nature compelled them to be. It drove them insane with lust, so much so that only the luststone could ever satisfy them again.”


  “Where the fuck did that stuff come from?” Clover asked pointing to the relic.


  “I’m not sure, that’s why I’ve been studying it. It’s a very dangerous thing in this world, something that needs to be better understood so as to defend against it.”


  “It really is evil,” Falla said backing up with her sister.


  “Twilight,” Triska cautioned. “The way this luststone looks, it bears a striking resemblance to your key.”


  “I have noticed that. It makes me wonder if my prison was created by those who brought the luststone into this world. Though the walls of my cell don’t appear to be made of it since they certainly do not make me feel good in the slightest.”


  “Since we’re on that subject, how did you come to be imprisoned?” Triska asked looking up. “I’ve been meaning to ask you but the right moment never came up. How did you get there? Who trapped you there?”


  “I’ve also been quite curious about you, Twilight,” Specca mentioned. “I was actually searching for any records of you or your monster race in those books. I’ve gone through many of the tomes in this library yet not one of them ever mentioned you.”


  “I’m not in any of the books,” Twilight sighed. “I’ve been erased from the history of Eden as far as your records reflect. I was caged in my prison and intended to be forgotten by the world with the passing ages.”


  “What happened to you, Twilight?” Doku asked.


  “Long, long ago I was imprisoned in what was known as the City of Eden. Long before the surrounding desert took it back, long before any of you were born, I was chased into this accursed cage and locked away by human monster hunters.”


  “Monster hunters,” Alyssa repeated as the girls remembered their own encounter with hunters recently.


  “I never harmed a single soul in my entire life,” Twilight lamented. “I never did anything but strive to learn more about the world, of its magic and mystery, of the life it allowed to flourish. I just wanted to learn. But… I’m a monster, there’s no denying that. And as such I was the world’s enemy.”


  “Twilight, I’m sorry,” Triska gently said.


  “My cage was locked, my key was divided and scattered across the world, and my name was burned from the history books. Humans buried me in Eden and waited until I was forgotten, waited for me to rot in this jail, waited for me to become no more. Although I am able to survive on magic and knowledge I cannot last forever like this, and I’ve been trapped in this cage for so long while growing weak with each passing day.”


  “You poor girl,” Doku whimpered.


  “Thankfully my good little helpers weren’t trapped with me. I was able to talk to them still, to hear their lovely voices, to learn what was happening in the world around me. With enough rest I’m able to peer through the seal around my tomb and catch glimpses of life still thriving in Eden, of a world that I hope to return to should I ever be freed.”


  “So this city they sealed you away in, who built it?” Triska asked. “And the key they used, what kind of magic did those hunters use?”


  “This place I’m trapped in was built long ago in the past, by makers I’m not sure of to this day. The key to this place was forged by others, the humans merely used it to seal me away. To be honest I’m not sure whose home was turned into my tomb, nobody ever came to take it back.”


  “I see. So it was humans that sealed you away,” Triska regretted. “I’m sorry for how they-”


  “Don’t apologize, Triska Raylight. Although I never harmed a human in my life plenty of other monsters have. Your kind acted out of fear and self-defense, an understandable thing given how monsters have treated you. I’m just thankful there are humans like Daniel Sorres who would actually give someone like me a chance at life. I hope his mission to bring peace between mankind and monsters succeeds so that I too may walk Eden in the sunlight without fear.”


  “He will succeed,” Triska promised her. “We’re going to help make his dream a reality. And we’re also going to get you out of that cage, Twilight. You’ve helped us time and again, you’re a true friend in our eyes. We won’t let you be forgotten in this world.”


  “Triska Raylight… thank you. Thank you so much for those kind words.”


  “Just know that when we do let you out you’re not joining us in Daniel’s harem,” Alyssa jested with a smirk. “All those positions have been filled.”


  The girls laughed a bit along with the reaper to that while Snapper just mauled Cindy’s chest with tiny snarls.


  “I understand, Alyssa,” Twilight kindly spoke. “Truth be told… I would actually be a little intimidated to be in bed with him. As I’ve seen with you girls he can be quite the monster himself. I… don’t think I could handle such a man like you girls can, I’m actually quite delicate.”


  “He really is a monster in some ways,” Falla mused with a coy smile.


  “Yeah, but he’s our monster,” Luna giggled.


  Star meowed and showed a sly grin as she thought about something with tails slowly waving behind her.


  “He’s really nice. I like him,” Cindy agreed before hugging Snapper close. “So does Snapper. She likes him too.”


  “He really is amazing, always knew that about him,” Alyssa agreed.


  “Yeah,” Triska said looking down and gently holding a hand over her waist. “Our man really is something else.”


  “I’m fine not being his lover in life,” Twilight assured. “I’m just lucky to be a friend to you all. That alone is all I need.”


  The girls nodded then looked back to the luststone on the table. Specca opened its book while Alyssa used her magic to levitate the dangerous rod over into its slot within the tome. Closing the book Specca set it down on the table and patted it gently before glancing around to see the other girls relaxing a bit now that the luststone was put away.


  “I don’t think I’ll be going through this book anytime soon,” the nixie remarked with a smirk.


  “Good,” Clover quipped. “Don’t need you peeing all over the library again.”


  “Clover!” Specca whined with a deep blush. Clover smiled weakly and rubbed the back of her neck while Specca hid behind her hands with an embarrassed groan.


  “Sorry,” Clover nervously said. “Didn’t mean to… um… it’s not like you were in control then or anything… and at least you were feeling good while doing it, we could easily tell with the way you were spraying everywhere-”


  “Just shut up already!” Specca yelled at her.


  Clover cringed then noticed the girls slowly shaking their heads at her while Cindy was showing a confused expression, the elf biting her lip and seeing Specca hiding in her hands again with a low whine. After a pause Clover walked over and hugged the nixie while whispering in her ear.


  “I’ll make it up to you with another massage,” she quietly said, with Specca glancing to the elf between her fingers. “I’ll be your luststone tonight, Specca.”


  “Clover…” Specca breathed out. Clover lowered her hands and winked at the girl before gently wiping her tears away, the nixie smiling a little at the elf before seeing the other girls watching them curiously.


  “This is kind of weird to see,” Alyssa plainly said.


  “I agree,” Falla commented. “I distinctly remember that elf being the last one any of us would have chosen to be our co-mate with Daniel.”


  “There was a time when we said the same thing about you, Falla,” Triska mentioned crossing her arms.


  “I still don’t know what peeing is,” Cindy spoke up shaking her head.


  Clover wiped off all of Specca’s tears, took a moment to carefully align her glasses, and then gave her a quick kiss before looking away with a blush. Specca giggled as she brushed her hair back over her ear, seeing the elf trying to keep a composed demeanor while stepping outside of her comfort zone with her family. Feeling that Clover wanted to avoid showing more of her heart at the moment Specca looked up as she thought of another question to ask.


  “Twilight? There is something else we wanted to ask you. Cindy has told us some very… disturbing tales about seeing Ruhelia being attacked by monsters. Would you be able to check on Kroanette’s homeland and tell us if it’s okay or not?”


  “Wait, what happened to Ruhelia?” Triska asked confusedly.


  “Cindy told us about how she’s been to Ruhelia recently,” Specca said looking to Cindy. “It was while you were being punished by Alyssa. She said she met Kroanette’s sister on a beach near the kingdom and witnessed monsters attacking the city.”


  “Ruhelia was under attack?” Triska repeated.


  “That’s what Cindy claimed. Kroanette is currently sprinting towards her home to see for herself while Daniel and Squeak are riding after her with the carriage. Normally we wouldn’t have believed such a tale, however Cindy perfectly described Kroanette’s sister and knew where Ruhelia was.”


  “And you never thought to tell us this before?” Triska demanded at Cindy.


  “You never asked,” Cindy replied with a shrug.


  Triska blinked and just stared at the wraith in bewilderment then looked up and around as if trying to catch a glimpse of the unseen reaper.


  “Twilight, is this true? Is Ruhelia in danger?”


  “Oh dear…” Twilight softly said, which instantly got everyone’s attention. “That’s actually what I had originally wanted to talk to you girls about. I’ve already spoken to Daniel Sorres and Squeak outside about it, and… well…”


  “Twilight?” Alyssa carefully asked. “What happened?”


  “I’m afraid young Cindy’s tale is true,” Twilight hesitantly explained. All the girls jumped in surprise then looked to Cindy as she had a remorseful frown. “I’ve seen where Ruhelia once stood, however… nothing stands there now. I’m sorry to say that the centaur kingdom has been completely destroyed.”


  “Are you serious?” Triska asked in shock, with Cindy nodding slowly.


  “No,” Specca breathed out holding a hand over her mouth. “Ruhelia is gone? It’s really gone?”


  “I told you,” Cindy sadly said. “I wasn’t lying. Ruhelia isn’t there anymore.”


  “Kroanette’s home has been destroyed?” Doku feared. “Are you certain?”


  “Yes, I am,” Twilight regrettably answered. “I’m not sure how it happened myself. Last I checked on Ruhelia it was fine, but today I found that it had been leveled to the ground with no remaining trace of the centaurs that once lived there.”


  “Oh god, Kroanette,” Triska lamented closing her eyes. “Her home…”


  “Did you tell her yet?” Alyssa asked upward. “Does she know?”


  “No, Daniel Sorres wished for me to spare her this dire news as it would only escalate her anxiety until she sees for herself. She’s still running forward and will soon be greeted with only the most terrible of truths once she arrives.”


  “The centaurs… they’re all gone?” Luna whimpered.


  “Monsters really did wipe out their home,” Falla softly said. “I can’t believe it.”


  Star and Doku exchanged worried looks while Cindy lowered her head and cradled Snapper close to her, the young swarm noticing her troubled expression as she stopped chewing on the girl’s arm and turned up to her curiously.


  “What about Kroanette’s mother, the centaur empress?” Triska asked upward. “Her family, her people, where are they? Are they okay?”


  “Triska,” Specca sadly said. “Cindy met Kroanette’s sister, Hollia. She heard from her that… the centaur empress is dead.”


  “Dead?” Triska feared.


  “Hollia talked a lot about her dead mom and little sister,” Cindy told her. “Kroanette’s mom isn’t alive anymore.”


  “You’ve got be kidding me,” Triska dreaded as she grabbed her hair. “The empress is dead too? Wha… what about her sister, Hollia? What happened to her?”


  “A mean man with fire took her with him,” Cindy answered. “I don’t know where they are now.”


  “A mean man with fire?”


  “Twilight, do you have any idea where Hollia is?” Specca asked aloud. “Or her people, did anyone get out of Ruhelia alive? Where are the centaurs now?”


  “I’m sorry, Specca,” Twilight remorsefully said. “But I don’t know. I’ve only just seen the horrible state Ruhelia is in, I’m afraid I don’t know where all the centaurs have fled to. I didn’t see a single soul remaining in what was once the centaur kingdom.”


  “It sounds like Hollia is still alive out there,” Alyssa reasoned. “But a human took her from Cindy? That’s strange, why would a human want to take a centaur away?”


  “Can you describe him for us?” Triska asked Cindy.


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a big nod. “He was mean and made fire with his hand.”


  The girls just stared at her in silence while Snapper gurgled and resumed chewing on the wraith’s sandy bosom.


  “Could you by chance give us more than that?” Doku requested.


  “He had a sword with him, but he didn’t use it,” Cindy recalled looking up in thought. “There were other monsters with him too. A girl with green scales and a tail, a smelly piggy monster, and a furry doggy woman. I was going to eat that scaly girl before that mean man burned me and made me let her go. I don’t like him.”


  “Wait,” Triska said raising a hand. “A reptile girl, an orc, and a lycan?”


  “I guess so,” Cindy answered with a shrug. “Do you know them? I told Daniel about them and he thought he knew of them too.”


  “Those three monsters,” Specca realized. “We’ve seen them before. They were with-”


  “Daemon,” Triska finished looking down in thought. “It has to be him.”


  “Daemon?” Cindy asked. “Who’s that?”


  “Oh dear, not him,” Twilight feared. “Are you certain that horrible man is the one you saw?”


  “Who is that?” Doku asked.


  “A very ruthless warrior who seeks to open my seal,” Twilight nervously answered. “He’s been searching for the key fragments to unlock it, however he does not wish to free me as Daniel Sorres does. He wishes to kill me and take all the power and knowledge that I possess.”


  “He’s after your life?” Clover asked.


  “Yes. He’s after the key fragments to take my life and magic from me. If he collects all the pieces…”


  “He wants to hurt you?” Cindy worried. “He hurt me too. That guy is so mean.”


  “Have you seen this man before?” Doku said to Triska. “Is he really so bad?”


  “We’ve seen him and his monster companions a few times,” Triska replied crossing her arms. “They’ve never tried to kill us, but they also didn’t do anything to help us when we were in danger. They’re only interested in collecting Twilight’s key. Nothing else seems to matter to them.”


  “They left us at the mercy of Charlotte when we went to Eston,” Specca remembered. “They didn’t lift a finger to help us at all when she had us trapped, they just took the fragment from her and left. We were lucky she showed us mercy or else we would have died.”


  “He has one of the fragments with him now,” Alyssa recalled. “He was also hot on the trail of that succubus that attacked us before, she managed to steal a fragment that was in Ashwood before running from him.”


  “That’s the guy you said had the Archlight’s Blade, isn’t it?” Clover asked. “He has that other legendary sword.”


  “Yeah, he has it,” Triska agreed with a nod. “Charlotte recognized it right away. And we saw him use it to fight off a succubus and a deathmare. It’s the real deal alright.”


  “That’s the guy who took Hollia from you?” Falla asked Cindy. “That asshole who left us at the mercy of Charlotte?”


  “Uh huh,” Cindy replied with a big nod. “He used fire and scared me away. I don’t like him.”


  “Oh no,” Luna whimpered. “Poor Hollia.”


  “Why would he take Hollia away?” Alyssa questioned. “What would he want with her?”


  “I have no idea,” Specca worried. “I just hope she’s alright.”


  “If Kroanette’s sister has been taken by that vicious man then I do fear for her safety,” Twilight spoke up. “Oh this is terrible. It sounds like Hollia is her last living family member. It would be a tragedy for Kroanette to lose her too.”


  “We need to find her,” Specca told the others. “We need to find out what happened to the centaurs. Hopefully they managed to leave Ruhelia for safety before it fell.”


  “How are we going to do that?” Clover asked. “Any idea where centaurs go when their homes are wrecked?”


  Triska held her hands to her face and drew in a slow breath to keep her composure. After thinking about their options while the other girls exchanged worried glances she looked up to speak to the reaper.


  “Twilight, if it’s within your power please help us find the centaurs of Ruhelia. Hollia, any survivors wandering The Outerlands, any centaurs at all. Once we get to what’s left of Ruhelia we’re going to have a very upset princess to comfort. She needs to know what happened to her people and where they’ve gone.”


  “I’ll do what I can,” Twilight promised. “But what will you do about Kroanette’s sister should you find her with that horrible man? If she’s his prisoner… how will you free her?”


  “When we find Daemon we’ll take care of that,” Triska assured. “We’ll take Hollia away from him so she can be with her sister. And we’re also going to take the key fragment he has with him, we’re not going to let him hurt you, Twilight.”


  “But, Triska Raylight. He’s incredibly dangerous, should you try to steal that from him he’ll come after you. Him and all those cold-hearted monsters who follow him.”


  “We promised to help you, Twilight,” Triska reminded her. “Daniel promised, we promised. We’re not going to let you rot in that prison, and we’re not going to let anyone hurt you. You’re our friend.”


  “We’ll give him a chance to return Hollia and the key fragment to us,” Alyssa agreed. “Otherwise if need be we’ll take them by force. He’s not keeping Kroanette’s only sister away from her, and he’s certainly not going to lay a finger on you.”


  “You’re going to fight him?” Doku worried. “Oh my, is that really the best plan? Perhaps there’s a more peaceful way of doing this.”


  “We’ll only fight if he doesn’t cooperate,” Triska told her. “We may be out here to bring peace to the world but that doesn’t mean we won’t fight if we have to. If he doesn’t let Hollia go, if he doesn’t give up his crusade to claim Twilight’s life, then we need to stop him however we can.”


  “That fucker harms a hair on her head and he’s dead,” Clover agreed. “And if he draws his sword on us he’s dead too. Legendary blade or not, it won’t help him against an arrow to his face.”


  “Are you sure we can fight him?” Specca asked. “You’ve seen how strong he is, what that sword of his can do. He and those monsters who are with him are skilled fighters.”


  “So am I,” Triska replied. “I was raised to use a sword. And if push comes to shove then I’ll show them all just how skilled I am with it. One way or another he’s going to leave Twilight alone.”


  “That meanie needs to be taught a lesson for burning me,” Cindy pouted. “He needs to be beat up. A lot.”


  “He has a fragment of Twilight’s key,” Alyssa reasoned. “No matter what we’re going to be confronting him. A fight for it should be expected.”


  “Fine by me,” Clover asserted crossing her arms. “If this guy’s aiming to cause trouble we’ll put him in his place.”


  “I’d prefer if we didn’t have to fight,” Specca mentioned. “Though from what we’ve seen with this man I don’t believe he’s going to give up the fragment peacefully.”


  Star looked to her hand and twitched her claws slightly, the calm look in her eye suggesting she had no problem with using force to get the artifact from the swordsman.


  “Maybe we could steal the artifact from him without having to fight,” Falla proposed. “If he’s as dangerous as you say that might be the better choice.”


  “If we do he’ll come after us, won’t he?” Luna worried. “What if he does? I don’t want any of you getting hurt.”


  “Perhaps Daniel can reason with him,” Doku hopefully suggested. “He’s quite skilled with bringing peace between others, maybe he can talk some sense into this Daemon fellow before swords must be drawn.”


  “I don’t believe he can, Doku,” Twilight spoke up. “I’ve pleaded for him to leave me be, my helpers have tried appealing to his heart, yet he will not yield with his mission to slay me. He seeks all the knowledge and power that remains locked in my prison and wishes to use it to bring all manner of chaos to Eden. He will not stop, he will not show mercy, and if you make it known that you’re trying to aid me he will try to kill you too. Make no mistake girls, he’s as dangerous as a Darker One.”


  “I believe it,” Triska agreed with a nod. “Still doesn’t change the fact we’re not going to let him get your key. Just focus on finding him and the centaurs for us, we’ll handle Daemon when we see him.”


  “Well… alright. But do be careful. And don’t let your guard down with him. I’m sure he’ll do whatever he can to steal your piece of my key should he learn you have it. Don’t underestimate him.”


  Triska nodded then looked around at the girls, seeing Luna, Falla, Specca, and Doku having concerned frowns while the others had determined expressions showing they weren’t against the idea of fighting.


  “First thing’s first,” Triska stated. “Everyone get ready to see a horrific sight of a missing centaur kingdom and our co-mate crying her heart out at the very least. She’s going to need her family tonight more than ever.”


  “The poor dear,” Doku lamented. “I can’t imagine the pain she’ll be feeling.”


  “She’s going to be devastated,” Specca sadly agreed. “Her home is gone, her mother is dead, and her sister is in the hands of a dangerous man who’s seeking to steal Twilight’s power.”


  “What are we going to do?” Luna asked. “Poor Kroanette. We have to help her, somehow.”


  “We will,” Falla assured as she held her sister. “We’ll be there for her when she needs us. We won’t let her be alone in the world.”


  “And we’re going to find her sister,” Alyssa assured. “We’re not going to let Kroanette lose her too.”


  “Why would Daemon take her anyway?” Specca questioned shaking her head. “It doesn’t make sense, what use would he have for her?”


  “Maybe to ride,” Clover mused with a shrug. “Centaurs are fast. He might be treating her like a horse right now.”


  “That’s so cruel,” Doku worried. “Would he really do that?”


  “I bet he is. I mean that’s the only reason I can think of why he would want a centaur. The fucker’s probably using her like a horse to get where he needs to go, treating her like shit and whipping her to go faster like an animal.”


  “Like how you treated Kroanette when you first found her?” Triska dryly asked.


  “What the fuck?” Clover yelled at her. “We’re talking about Daemon here, not me! And I said I was sorry for what I did, remember? Fuck!”


  “I suppose that does make sense,” Alyssa reasoned. “He could be using Hollia as his own ride through The Outerlands.”


  “How horrible,” Luna said with a hurt expression. “We need to help her, he can’t treat her like that.”


  “We will, Luna,” Triska promised. “When we find Daemon he’s going to let Hollia go and give us the key fragment to Twilight’s seal.”


  “And if he doesn’t?” Doku worried. Triska glanced to her then looked down to the table with a stern expression as the girls considered the only other outcome to that scenario.


  “Then we’re going to find out which is stronger; the Archlight’s Blade or the Hellfire’s Edge.”


   


  


  Chapter 12


  The Hidden City


  In the world of Eden there could be found ruins of past kingdoms and civilizations, both of monster and human heritage. Sometimes it may only be a lost trinket or a sign that people once lived there. Other times if one was lucky enough an entire city could be discovered, holding untold relics or knowledge within. What remained of these ancient wonders could draw much curiosity from those who stumbled across them, although caution should still be used when approaching such remnants of lost ages.


  Sometimes what was buried in the past should remain buried.


  *****


  Deep underground within the red ant girls nest a very unique discovery had been made. Standing amidst ant girls and a few other monsters Mika was staring with a wide eye at the three strange metallic statues that stood atop an unnaturally sleek base. The glowing green lines embedded in the cenotaph gave the area a hauntingly surreal lime shade, the soft light illuminating the cave and all who stood in silence within it.


  Daemon slowly walked up to one of the statues, looking up at the intricate details the expressionless face had before turning his gaze downward at the floor where the glowing indentations pulsated softly below his feet.


  “What is this?” Mika asked. “What manner of ruins are these?”


  Sasha and Rulo stepped closer to the monument while keeping on guard, the two girls recognizing the sight very well just as the swordsman before them did.


  “Something isn’t right about this place,” Forrus warned. “I can feel it.”


  “I can as well,” Hollia agreed. “I’ve never heard of anything like this before existing in Eden.”


  Saffron stepped onto the steel floor and tapped it with her boot a few times, the girl then looking around at the cave and seeing nothing else out of the ordinary within the hollow aside from its centerpiece.


  Mika walked over and examined the floor along with a few ant girls. She knelt down and touched the steel before knocking on it, seeing that it wasn’t plated but rather solid metal. Noticing something she then started brushing away dirt along the edge of where normal ground met the base. The ant girls saw what she was doing then helped brush away the loose soil from the steel, all of them squeaking and working quickly alongside the human. As they did Tabitha and Scay came closer and watched the girls revealing strange glyphs that were indented into the steel, the markings lining the edge of the rounded base the statues were set on while being lit up with a green light.


  “What the hell is this?” Mika asked as the girls backed up and looked down at the writing. “What language is that?”


  “It isn’t,” Tabitha said shaking her head. “That’s no language of Eden at all.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I’ve learned a lot about ancient scriptures, comes in handy when hunting rare treasure in the world. I’ve seen all sorts of markings and glyphs during my travels, but nothing like that.”


  Forrus and Hollia walked onto the steel floor and looked around at the statues that stood nearby, both of them keeping on guard while more ant girls started to brave their first steps onto the strange cenotaph.


  “I’m not sure why,” Hollia cautioned. “But I’m getting a very dreadful vibe being here. The way the floor looks here is very… concerning.”


  A few ant girls squeaked at Saffron while pointing to the floor, with their leader watching them curiously then looking at the strange metal with a careful eye. She grabbed a pickaxe from a digger and walked up to it, taking a moment to grip the tool tightly in both hands before she wound back and struck the floor with a sharp clang. The pickaxe snapped apart instantly and bounced away, with all the girls staring in surprise at seeing not a mark on the floor at all from where the ant girl had hit it with great force.


  “Didn’t even scratch it,” Tabitha said in awe. “What is this made of?”


  Saffron looked to the floor with wide eyes while holding her bangs aside. She then turned to her workers and squeaked a few times, the girls then squeaking back and shaking their heads as a few held up their bomb sticks. Saffron pointed to the bombs then to the floor and shook her head with a few more squeaks, the workers merely nodding back with troubled frowns.


  “Those bomb things couldn’t even damage it?” Hollia asked, with Saffron then shaking her head at her with a bewildered expression.


  “It must be really strong,” Scay wondered as she looked closely at the floor, the naga then giving it a big lick before turning to Tabitha. “Tastes funny too. I’ve never tasted anything like it before.”


  Tabitha merely shook her head at the naga then looked down to the strange writing that lined the edge of the circular platform.


  “Something is very wrong about this place. These markings… I don’t know what they say yet they’re making my fur stand on end when I try to read them.”


  “My lord,” Forrus said looking over to Daemon. “What is-”


  “Shh!” Sasha hushed her while she and Rulo were watching Daemon closely at his sides. The swordsman was just looking down at the floor, seeming to stare at it while remaining silent. The other girls noticed this and watched as he slowly walked towards the central alter with a focused expression.


  “It can’t be another city,” Rulo whispered to Sasha. “Can it? We shouldn’t be close to one here, right?”


  “The fourth one was hidden, remember?” Sasha quietly said back. “It’s possible this is where it was buried.”


  “The fourth what?” Tabitha asked. Sasha and Rulo spun around to see the neko standing near them along with Scay. “You two know what this is, don’t you?”


  Sasha and Rulo merely stared at her with cold eyes while the other girls gathered behind Tabitha.


  “What is this?” Tabitha asked gesturing around them. “Daemon seems to know. You two seem to know. How about you tell us now? We’re just a little curious after all.”


  After a long while of silence Sasha glanced back to see Daemon nodding at her, the girl then sighing quietly before turning to Forrus.


  “It’s the entrance to a City of Eden.”


  The lycan blinked then quickly looked to Daemon and back to her as she was taken aback.


  “Wait, when you say it’s a… but that’s not anywhere near here I thought. The City of Eden is buried within the arid desert of the Solhouasta region, my lord even said so.”


  “City of Eden?” Mika asked. “What’s that?”


  Sasha and Rulo showed frustrated looks as they glanced to her then to the other girls, all of them watching the reptile girl and orc carefully as they noticed the two being very on edge now. Everyone then looked back to Daemon as he stood beside the dais, his eyes locked on Sasha while he remained silent.


  “My lord,” Forrus called over. “The City of Eden isn’t here, is it? You told me it was on the other side of the world. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, and apparently no,” Daemon replied.


  “Uh uh,” Tabitha said shaking her head. “That answer’s not going to fly here. I’m being paid to help you secure those key fragments for one City of Eden. Now there’s another one? I feel like I haven’t been told everything about my current assignment yet again.”


  “I’m still lost here,” Mika spoke up. “What is this place? What’s a City of Eden?”


  Saffron looked around at the ground and hit her boot against it a few times then turned to Daemon and squeaked with a puzzled expression. Sasha and Rulo looked to each other and hesitated, the two then slowly looking down as everyone waited for an explanation that they didn’t seem eager to give.


  “I was told my knight seeks to prevent the grand Darker One’s release from her prison,” Hollia recalled. She stepped forth while the other girls looked to her curiously. “That he is after the key fragments to her seal so he can hide them from the world and ensure the Darker One’s entombment.”


  “The grand Darker One?” Mika slowly repeated.


  “That prison is located on the other side of Eden just as you’ve told us, in what is called the City of Eden. If that is true, then why is there another ‘City of Eden’ here in our land?”


  Sasha and Rulo looked to her while remaining silent, the centaur then striking her spear onto the floor with a loud clang.


  “Don’t you dare hide anything from me! As I’ve stated before I will serve my knight in retribution for all that he’s done for me and I will see to it that this grand Darker One he’s spoken of remains locked away forever. But I will not stand for any deception among us if we’re going to be working together towards this goal, there is no excuse for hiding anything if we’re on the same side. Now tell me the complete truth, how can there be a City of Eden here and on the other side of the world at the same time?”


  “Because there are four Cities of Eden,” Sasha explained. Hollia showed surprise as the reptile girl slowly shook her head. “There are four cities hidden beneath the world as you know it. There are four unique keys that can unlock these ancient tombs. And there are four guardians who protect them.”


  “And you know what that means, right?” Rulo asked.


  Hollia slowly looked over to Daemon in shock as he nodded once at her, the girl then turning to Sasha and Rulo while stepping back towards the crowd.


  “There are four of them?” she gasped. “Four of those harbingers exist?”


  “Four what? What are you talking about?” Mika asked. “What the hell is a grand Darker One?”


  “A Dark Queen,” Sasha told her. Everyone fell silent as the reptile girl and orc had solemn expressions on their faces. “You wanted to know, right? You wanted to know what could be worse than a Darker One. What monster could be stronger and more terrifying than the legendary Darker Ones that you know of. Well there’s your answer. A Dark Queen.”


  “There’s four of them in the world,” Rulo said. “Only four, but even one is enough to spell disaster for Eden should it run free. That’s why they were sealed away long ago to prevent the end of the world.”


  She tapped the steel floor with her foot a few times, the other girls looking down before jumping as they realized what she meant.


  “Sealed away in these cities deep underground,” Rulo continued. “Way, way down below us there’s an entire labyrinth locked away with a powerful seal. And inside there’s only one resident, a Dark Queen. A one-of-a-kind monster unlike anything you’ve seen even in nightmares.”


  “There’s a Dark Queen below us right now?” Hollia feared.


  “There’s four of those things?” Tabitha carefully asked.


  “How do you know all this?” Mika asked.


  “Because my master is the guardian of the City of Eden in Solhouasta,” Sasha proudly stated. “Because he has told us more than we ever thought possible in this world. Because we’ve seen that city with our own eyes. Because we’ve learned truths that should have remained hidden in this world. We learned-”


  She then stopped while watching Mika, her words faulting as she eyed over the human before shaking her head slightly and averting her gaze while taking a moment to regain her composure.


  “We’ve learned about some pretty fucked up shit, trust us,” Rulo mentioned with a nod. “So there you have it. There are four big, bad monsters in the world, and if any of them get out then we’re all fucked.”


  The other girls looked to each other in wonder while Sasha and Rulo exchanged careful glances. They looked back to see Daemon just staring at the dais then to the crowd of girls who were looking down in unease of what was directly below them. The ant girls began squeaking among each other in hushed squeaks while Saffron held aside her bangs and eyed over the foreboding cenotaph very cautiously.


  “There are four of those things in the world?” Forrus slowly asked. “Why didn’t my lord tell me that detail when he informed me of his quest? Why didn’t any of you?”


  “Because the other three are not our responsibility,” Sasha told her. “My master is the guardian of the City of Eden located in Solhouasta, that’s the only one he’s charged with keeping hidden. The other cities have their own guardians who look after them.”


  “If that’s true then where is this one’s guardian?” Hollia demanded gesturing to the empty cave with her spear. “Are these ant girls supposed to be watching over this one?”


  Saffron merely squeaked and shook her head while examining the statues. The nearby ant girls also shook their heads as they had no idea such a place even existed near their nest.


  “We don’t know,” Sasha answered. “Truth be told this was the one City of Eden that we were not aware of its location. The other three are known to be far from this land however this one was hidden even from my master’s knowledge.”


  “Hidden by who?” Tabitha asked. “Who built these cities? Who trapped the Dark Queens in them?”


  Sasha and Rulo remained silent while glancing back to Daemon, seeing him examining the alter while keeping his hand held on his sword. After a pause they turned to the human in the group.


  “Humans did,” Sasha finally answered.


  “Humans?” Mika questioned. “I never heard of my people building cities underground and locking away monsters that were more powerful than Darker Ones in them. And look at those statues, I’ve never seen monuments built like that before. Humans did not make those!”


  “You’d be surprised what humans have created in this world,” Sasha retorted with narrowed eyes.


  “Believe us or not, it doesn’t matter,” Rulo snorted. “The truth is always the truth, and these cities were made by humans long ago.”


  Mika stared at them in disbelief then looked up at the monuments, the sleek metal designs with their pulsating green engravings being like nothing she had ever seen or heard about. The idea that humans created them only drew more confusion and unease to the hunter as she questioned what was true and what was not.


  “Okay,” Mika slowly said. “If I’m going to believe such a tale I’ll need proof. All of this is way beyond rational. You said you’ve seen the city that Daemon guards, you’ve seen it with your own eyes. Can we see this one? Can you show us?”


  “I’d like to see it myself,” Tabitha added. “I trust there are treasures of the rarest quality resting inside it, yes? Could be worth looking into.”


  “What is locked away within the City of Eden will forever be locked away!” Sasha yelled at her. “How blind can your greed make you? If anyone opens that seal then we’re as good as dead!”


  “You ant girls need to bury this place,” Rulo ordered the ant girls. “Bury it far and deep, make sure nobody can ever get down here.”


  Saffron slowly nodded with a curious look at the cenotaph and squeaked something. With a sharp ring everyone quickly looked over to see Daemon having his sword drawn, the cambion now standing on guard while slowly eyeing the area around him.


  “Master?” Sasha worried.


  “We’re not alone,” Daemon warned.


  All the girls quickly tensed up and searched the surrounding area, holding their weapons and digging tools tightly while looking for anyone else in the cave with them. Saffron kept a hand held in her satchel and squeaked something before a few of the ant girls squeaked at her with concern. She showed a puzzled look from what they said then quickly surveyed the area for something that couldn’t be seen, her eyes focusing sharply as she searched the cavern for anything out of the ordinary besides its unusual centerpiece.


  “What do you mean we’re not alone?” Forrus asked. “What is it, my lord?”


  “I’m getting the feeling we’re being watched,” Tabitha cautioned as she grabbed her swords.


  “I don’t see anyone else in here,” Hollia said looking all around the cave.


  “If my master drew his sword then there is a damn good reason,” Rulo sternly argued.


  The ant girls in the crowd started squeaking while pointing in every direction, all of them frantically saying something in distress as Saffron watched them with puzzlement.


  “What are they saying?” Mika asked Daemon.


  “The diggers who found this place say there were others in here with them,” Daemon explained as he slowly turned his eyes to his blade. “Others who couldn’t be seen, only heard.”


  “Couldn’t be seen?” Sasha repeated.


  “So they were hearing voices?” Forrus wondered.


  “I do too,” Scay happily said raising her hand. “I hear voices wherever I go. They talk to me a lot.”


  “I believe you,” Tabitha dryly agreed. “However I think this is a little different, Scay.”


  “Sasha?” Hollia said. The girls turned to see Sasha remaining perfectly still with a cautious glare, the woman holding her broadsword before her while becoming very tense.


  “What’s touching my tail?” she slowly asked.


  The girls looked behind her, seeing nothing where the reptile girl’s tail was lifted in the air.


  “There’s nothing there,” Mika answered. Sasha glanced to her with narrowed eyes and clutched her blade tightly. The girls all slowly backed away while she glanced behind her.


  “Yes there is,” she corrected, then spun around with a hard slash of her sword. With a sharp strike the blade shattered upon hitting something, all eyes staring in surprise as the girl’s weapon broke apart with the top half flying off. Shards of the girl’s heavy sword scattered across the floor while Sasha gasped at seeing the half of her blade that remained being severely cracked.


  “Wha… what the hell?” she cried out.


  “Your sword broke,” Scay curiously said.


  “What did you hit?” Rulo shouted as Sasha quickly jumped away. The reptile girl stared at her broken weapon as she was rendered speechless, stunned that her trusty sword had been instantly shattered upon hitting something that couldn’t be seen.


  Hollia backed up a few steps then jumped with a gasp as she bumped into something. The group saw her scream as she quickly spun around and thrust her spear forward. Although nothing appeared to be before her she did indeed hit something that caused her lance’s end to break apart as it couldn’t pierce whatever it was.


  “What in Eden?” Hollia screamed as she scampered back to the others. “What just happened?”


  “Your spear broke,” Scay said pointing to it.


  “I can see that! But what broke it?”


  A few ant girls started shaking nervously from the odd phenomena then quickly turned to run, right before one collided into something that couldn’t be seen either. The monster squeaked in fright and threw a punch at the invisible obstacle, the impact sounding off with a loud crack before the girl grabbed her wrist and squeaked in pain while dropping to her knees. The other ant girls stared in surprise at seeing their sister shaking her head and squeaking as she held her limp hand.


  “What happened to her?” Mika asked.


  “Her hand broke,” Scay said with a shrug.


  “What is doing this?” Forrus shouted while quickly looking around.


  “Everyone get back, now!” Sasha ordered, with all the girls quickly racing off the steel platform to the side. They then noticed Daemon was remaining still in the center, the swordsman keeping his eyes on his blade held out before him.


  “Master, look out!” Rulo shouted. “There’s something over there!”


  “I know, that’s what I warned you of earlier,” Daemon simply replied.


  “What is he doing?” Tabitha asked waving to the stationary cambion. “Why is he just standing there?”


  “Master?” Sasha softly said. “Please be careful.”


  Daemon slowly tilted his blade to the side, watching the gleam of the pulsating neon lights passing by on it before he noticed something that the reflection gave away. He then carefully angled the blade another way and then once more, taking notice that while everyone else had fled the cenotaph in haste three others still remained with him.


  Three others that were staring at him with unwavering gazes.


  “What’s he doing?” Hollia feared. “Whatever broke our weapons are all around him, why isn’t he moving?”


  “Are you three the guardians of this city?” Daemon called out. Hearing no answer he tilted his blade around to see the three unseen watchers were now closer to him.


  “Who is he talking to?” Mika asked shaking her head.


  “Answer me. Are you the guardians of this city?” Daemon said again. The reflection in his sword revealed the three stalkers were now even closer.


  Saffron peered around for any sign of who Daemon was speaking to then squeaked at her workers with a cautious expression. The ant girls started squeaking back all at once, getting only a confused look from Saffron as their story of what happened to them earlier didn’t explain so much as it did raise further questions.


  “I’m going to assume you’re not the guardians of this city,” Daemon concluded as he was met with silence again. Using his sword he saw in its reflection the three silent stalkers standing right next to him on all sides. He examined what they looked like, realizing what they were and what had happened with the girls attempting to attack them.


  “Master!” Sasha cried out as she ran forward with her broken sword. She sprinted towards Daemon with all her might while he stood perfectly still, the swordsman then spinning around with his blade in a quick motion. As he did the sword sparked and seared across three objects, a distorted wave of air rolling away from him on all sides from the attack. Everyone watched in wonder as three figures were thrown back from the strike onto the floor with heavy thuds, their bodies flashing brightly before the lights shattered to reveal the hidden stalkers.


  “Ow!” one whined.


  “Owie owie!” the second wailed.


  “Owie ow ow!” the third complained.


  Sasha halted and stared in surprise at seeing three women lying on the ground whimpering in pain. Their skin was extremely pale, especially in contrast to the dark carapace segments they had covering their feet like boots. Their hips had similar colored armored petals which acted like skirts while also having the same hardened plates covering their breasts. Long, smoothly combed golden hair flowed freely down their backs while each of the monsters had not two arms but rather four, the limbs all possessing the same sleek black shells on their shoulders, elbows, and hands. The triplet monsters were identical in every way except for their eyes. One’s were blue, another’s were green, and the last had yellow eyes, all of them being seen with tears forming in them as they whined while slowly sitting up on the floor.


  “That hurt so much!”


  “That hurt me more!”


  “No way, I’m hurting more than both of you!”


  “Liar, I’m in the most pain! See? Ow ow ow ow!”


  “You’re the liar, I’m suffering over here! Owie! Oh god, I’m dying!”


  “Quit being so dramatic, you big babies! I’m the one who’s about to die over here! Owie owie! It hurts so much!”


  Daemon merely watched the three crying monsters with a dull expression and sword held down at his side, seeing very clearly that the women had only minor scratches on their carapace bras from where his sword had struck them.


  “What in Eden are they?” Forrus wondered.


  “Whatever they are they broke my spear!” Hollia shouted in anger. “And they tried to assault my knight! How dare they!”


  The centaur charged forward with a fierce yell past Sasha, galloping by and striking with her broken lance at the head of one of the new monsters. The spear struck the back of the girl’s head before snapping apart instantly, the surprised centaur staring in shock at the fractured handle she was still holding before skidding to a halt.


  “What?” she cried out looking back to the crying monster.


  “Did you see that?” Tabitha mentioned. “It did absolutely nothing to that thing.”


  “It didn’t even get her attention,” Rulo said as the new monster continued whining and waving her four arms around in a fit while not even noticing Hollia at all. The three girls hopped about on their rears crying, shaking their arms, and appeared to be arguing more with each other than actually suffering in pain.


  “That seriously hurt me the most!”


  “Nuh uh! I’m hurt way more than you!”


  “This is the end for me, you two are fine!”


  “No I’m not, I’m mortally wounded here!”


  “What about me? I’m way more far gone than either of you!”


  “You two are so stupid, I’m the one who’s going to die here!”


  “No, you’re the stupid one!”


  “Yeah, you are!”


  “Nuh uh, you two are by far the stupidest girls in Eden!”


  “We know you are but what are we?” the two taunted together.


  “Stupid!”


  “We know you are but what are we?”


  “Stupid!”


  “What the hell are they doing?” Rulo asked in bewilderment.


  “Acting like children,” Forrus answered as everyone watched the three monsters arguing back and forth nonstop, all while Daemon was now just looking at his sword out of simple boredom. The newcomers bickered in circles for a while before suddenly stopping, all of them then turning to Daemon in wonder as he merely glanced around at the nearby statues.


  “Wait a second, that’s a man!” one of them exclaimed in surprise.


  “A man! Yahoo!” the second cheered as they all jumped to their feet.


  “Let’s rape him, girls!” the third declared boldly.


  The other girls tensed up as the newcomers laughed and rushed Daemon all at once. The swordsman rolled his eyes then darted around the monster before him as she lunged forward with all her arms. With a sharp flick of the wrist he whipped his sword alongside her belly, the monster screaming loudly as the blade scratched against her skin with sparks flying off. She clutched her side and dropped to her knees while the two others halted in their tracks.


  “Holy mother of mommies! That hurt so bad!” she whined before dropping onto her rear and kicking her feet.


  “Are you okay?” the second worried.


  “No I’m not okay! He hurt me!”


  “Why did you hurt her?” the third demanded at Daemon with a stomp of her foot. “We were only going to rape you to death! Geez, what’s your problem?”


  “You big jerk!” the second yelled out. She ran forward to grab Daemon with all four hands, the monster getting up close before stopping suddenly as the tip of his sword was held out to poke her nose. The girl blinked then jumped back screaming while holding her face.


  “Oh god! It hurts! Pain hurts!”


  “Stop hurting my sisters!” the third complained waving her arms about. “Just hold still and let us rape you, dammit!”


  Daemon narrowed his eyes then dashed over to her, quickly bringing his blade up to her neck while she and her sisters froze with frightened squeaks.


  “I’m going to have to decline,” Daemon coldly said.


  “Hey, easy now,” the girl nervously pleaded. “We were only going to rape you until you died, that’s all. Nobody needs to get hurt.”


  “Yeah, especially us,” the first one whined. “What gives? How come he can hurt us?”


  “I don’t like being hurt,” the second whimpered. “It hurts.”


  Daemon moved the monster before him aside by the blade, the girl slowly backing up while keeping her arms held away. Sasha and Hollia walked up behind him while the others started approaching as well, all of them seeing Daemon keeping the mysterious newcomers at bay with ease.


  “Where is the guardian of this city?” Daemon demanded.


  “Guardian?” the first asked.


  “City?” the second wondered.


  “Of?” the third questioned.


  The three monsters looked to each other curiously then to Daemon while remaining silent, himself and all the others watching them closely. After a very long while Daemon lowered his sword with a dull expression.


  “Do you even know where you are?”


  The three monsters continued to stare at him without blinking or saying a word.


  “How did you get down here?”


  Again the monsters just stood there.


  “Answer him when he’s speaking to you!” Sasha yelled out.


  Again, no response.


  “Anybody home?” Tabitha dryly asked.


  Still no response or even a blink.


  “What the hell are these simpleminded creatures?” Hollia scoffed.


  “Desuwraiths,” Mika said in wonder. “Well I’ll be, the stories about them were true after all.”


  “You know of them?” Tabitha asked.


  “Every good monster hunter knows of them. They’re extremely rare, only found in certain locations, but dangerous to come up against. Turning invisible is just one of their little tricks. They’re immune to physical attacks and their strength is greater than you’d give them credit for.”


  “They’re immune to physical attacks?” Forrus repeated. “But my lord was able to harm them with his sword just now.”


  “They’re weak against magic,” Mika explained. “That’s the only thing that can harm them. Which means…”


  She slowly turned her eye to Daemon as he glanced back to her, her gaze then going to the sword in his hand.


  “That’s an enchanted weapon. Those runes… that light it has… that’s… the Archlight’s Blade. You were telling the truth. You do possess that sword.”


  “Nothing we’ve told you has been a lie, Mika,” Daemon replied.


  Mika stared at him in surprise then slowly looked around, seeing his girls nodding at her while Saffron and her workers were watching Daemon curiously. She blinked then turned to Daemon in stunned silence as he watched the desuwraiths cowering before him.


  ‘He wasn’t lying. He was telling the truth. All of what he said… it was true. Gemini, Dark Queens, legendary swords… and him being a guardian of an ancient city. It’s all true.’


  “That explains why my sword broke like that,” Sasha grunted as she looked to what remained of her weapon. “They’re just as impervious to attacks as that accursed angel.”


  “Darn it all,” Hollia muttered tossing away what was left of her lance. “That spear was the last thing I had from my homeland. I’m never going to find another like it.”


  “What was the story?” Scay asked slithering closer to Mika. “You said there was a story about them? I like stories. Please tell me the story.”


  Mika snapped back to her senses and glanced to her, seeing the naga watching her with eyes of wonder and a wagging tail. She paused to collect her thoughts again then looked to the desuwraiths before all around at the ancient cenotaph.


  “They’re very rare to find,” she recalled. “It’s said that they’re only found… in places you’d never expect them to be.”


  “Like deep underground in an ant girls’ nest at the entrance of a hidden city which holds a harbinger of death,” Tabitha summed up. “Yep, I’d say the stories about them were spot on.”


  “Dark Queens are real?” Mika shakily asked. Everyone noticed the hunter looking down at the metal floor with a wide eye as she feared what exactly was buried beneath her feet. “What you said before, about there being monsters stronger than Darker Ones out there. That… that thing is down there right now?”


  “You bet,” the first desuwraith said with a happy smile.


  “She’s not getting out ever,” the second proudly declared.


  “Never ever ever ever ever ever ever,” the third agreed with a few nods.


  “You know about the Dark Queen here?” Rulo carefully asked.


  “Of course we do, we’re keeping her locked up.”


  “We’re helping with keeping her locked away forever.”


  “We are helping! We are helping! We are helping!”


  “My master just asked if you were the guardians of this city or not,” Sasha snapped.


  “Ohhhhhh.”


  “You meant guardians of the city.”


  “Why didn’t you say so?”


  “He did!” Rulo shouted out. “He asked if you were or not!”


  “So you are the guardians of this City of Eden?” Forrus asked.


  “No.”


  “Yes.”


  “Kind of.”


  “What do you mean?” Sasha demanded sharply. “Are you or aren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  “Are we?”


  “Are you guarding the city, yes or no?” Forrus shouted out.


  “Um…”


  “Hmm…”


  “Well… not us exactly.”


  “Then who is?” Daemon demanded. “Who is protecting this city if not you three?”


  “She is,” the desuwraiths said pointing down. Everyone looked down, back to the three girls who were smiling proudly while pointing to the floor, then back down again.


  “Come again?” Hollia slowly said.


  “She’s protecting the city,” the first explained.


  “She’s keeping that Dark Queen trapped forever,” the second praised.


  “She’s so beautiful and smart and awesome!” the third cheered with a hop.


  “Who is?” Scay asked looking around at the floor with a curious eye. “I don’t see anyone down here. Oh no, did we step on her? Is she smooshed now?”


  “She’s not there, she’s there,” the first empathized while pointing down again.


  “Way down there,” the second agreed. “Like, so way down there.”


  “Very very way down there,” the third added.


  “Who is?” Mika asked shaking her head.


  “She is. I just said that. What are you, stupid?”


  “Yeah, she’s down there just like we said. You calling us liars?”


  “That’s stupid. We literally just told you where she is.”


  “Who is down there?” Rulo shouted pointing down.


  “She is. Duh.”


  “How are you not getting that?”


  “We literally just told you where she is. Like, at least ten times now.”


  Everyone looked to one another in puzzled silence while the three monsters stood proudly with crossed arms before them.


  “So, she’s down below us?” Sasha questioned glancing to Daemon.


  “The guardian is at the seal,” Daemon mused looking down. He glanced to the desuwraiths with a cold glare, the three monsters then showing nervous smiles. “Why are you helping her protect this place?”


  “She was nice to us.”


  “We like her.”


  “We want to help her.”


  “I want to help her more.”


  “No, I want to help her more.”


  “I want to help her more than both of you combined.”


  “Nuh uh, I want to help her more than anyone else ever could.”


  “You’re so stupid. I want to help her the very most of all. It’s true.”


  “You’re both stupid if you think you want to help her more than I do.”


  “Enough,” Daemon spoke up to silence the girls. He looked around at them for a moment then sheathed his blade with a click. “You seem incapable of telling us her name, can you at least tell us your names?”


  “I’m Tara.”


  “No, I’m Tara. You’re Sara, stupid.”


  “No, I’m Sara. You’re Lara.”


  “Really? I thought you were Lara and she was Sara.”


  “Stupid, I’m totally Lara and you’re Sara.”


  “What? No, you’re Tara.”


  “But then which one of us Lara?”


  “I’m Lara, stupid.”


  “You’re stupid. I’m Lara and you’re Sara.”


  Daemon and the girls watched them with blank expressions as the three desuwraiths continued arguing about who was really Sara, Lara, and Tara.


  “That was something else the stories spoke of,” Mika remembered. The group glanced to her as she slowly shook her head. “Desuwraiths are as dumb as they get in Eden.”


  “We believe it,” Sasha flatly agreed.


  The three monsters bickered back and forth before Daemon walked past them towards the center alter.


  “All of you remain here,” he ordered standing next to the dais. “I’m going to go check what’s down there and make sure the guardian has the seal protected.”


  “But you can’t,” one of the desuwraiths warned.


  “Yeah, we can’t get down there.”


  “We’ve been trying to get down there for weeks now.”


  “What do you mean you can’t get down there?” Daemon asked. “If you really were helping the guardian like you said you should know how to reach the city from here.”


  “We know how, we just don’t know how,” the first whined.


  “We know that thing takes us down there,” the second said pointing to the alter. “We just don’t know how it works.”


  “We did, but we forgot,” the third admitted in shame. “We’ve been trying to figure out how to get down there for months now.”


  “You forgot how it works?” Daemon repeated with a raised eyebrow.


  “We’ve been trying everything!” the first complained waving her arms around in a fit. “Nothing works!”


  “We’ve tried pressing the top thingy with boobs, butts, legs, arms, faces, hair, toes, elbows, and tongues. Nothing works at all!”


  “Nobody’s been able to get it to work for us,” the third whined. “We’ve been stuck up here for years trying to get the stupid thing to work.”


  “Did you try pressing your hand on it?” Daemon asked simply.


  The desuwraiths looked to each other for a while then back to Daemon while silence filled the cave.


  “Our… hand?” one asked looking to two of her hands.


  “How would that work?” the second scoffed. “That’s stupid.”


  “Um… hold on,” the third said looking back to the ant girls. She then turned to Daemon with a puzzled expression. “We tried using a hand from one of those bug girls back there and it didn’t work. I’m sure of it.”


  “Did she have her glove on?” Daemon asked holding up his normal hand.


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  “I think so.”


  Daemon shook his head then rested his hand on top of the dais. The alter glowed brightly while large green triangular outlines bloomed between the three statues. The searing green lines of the floating trios shifted to blue then purple before turning yellow. They spun around sharply before flickering rapidly, the hovering emblems then flashing back to green as they stopped with the tips pointing down.


  “What’s happening?” Tabitha asked while keeping on guard. “What’s it doing?”


  The emblems shifted from triangles to circles that slowly started to flip downward while growing in size, the rings crossing through each other over the centerpiece before lowering down onto the floor in overlapping circles that lay stretched around the three statues in a wide loop. Daemon looked down to the dais his hand was resting on, seeing softly glowing white emblems appearing around his fingers before a symbol of a downward arrow lit up below his palm.


  “Huh,” the first desuwraith said tilting her head. “It works with the hand. Go figure.”


  “How come you two didn’t think of that? Geez, you’re so stupid.”


  “You’re the stupid one, you didn’t think of it either.”


  “You’re both stupid. I’m sure I would have thought of that next if he hadn’t.”


  “Liar, you’d never think of anything that simple.”


  “I would have for sure. Unlike you two.”


  “Master,” Sasha said stepping forth. “May I accompany you?”


  “Me too,” Rulo insisted. “If there’s trouble down there I’m ready to squash it for you.”


  “I want to check this place out too,” Tabitha added with a smirk. “Sounds interesting.”


  “Can I come too?” Scay giggled while bouncing up and down.


  “All of you will remain here,” Daemon ordered them. Sasha and Rulo reluctantly nodded while Tabitha crossed her arms with a scoff. Scay merely giggled and dropped onto her side chuckling with strained gasps while ant girls around watched her in confusion.


  “Yeah, only we can go down there,” a desuwraith sneered as the three started walking towards the center.


  “We’re the ones helping after all. Not you.”


  “Finally we can go back down there.”


  “You’re not coming either,” Daemon told them. The girls stopped and looked at him in surprise as he shook his head. “If the guardian below claims you’ve been assisting her like you say then you may return to her afterwards. However if she says otherwise, or is not down there at all, you and I are going to have a problem when I return.”


  “But we’re helping her!” the first whined hopping up and down. “We want to see her again!”


  “She’s probably worried sick about us, you have to let us come too!”


  “We’ve been trapped up here for centuries, you can’t keep us away from her any longer!”


  Daemon watched them with a dull expression then glanced to Mika.


  “If they try anything while I’m gone feel free to use force.”


  The desuwraiths looked back to Mika curiously as she slowly nodded while keeping a close eye on them.


  “Fine with me.”


  “And just what are you going to do, little human?” one sneered at her.


  “She’s not going to do anything,” another mocked. “How can she?”


  “What can she do? Nothing, that’s what,” the other smugly agreed.


  Mika snapped her fingers with black and red waves flaring around her hand, the hunter creating a circular casting base in front of her palm that she then faced outward towards the surprised monsters. The crimson and black diagram crackled with energy while rolling wisps of red light flared around her arm. From below the desuwraiths a larger casting base appeared, the ring and its emblems glowing with golden and dark light while pulsating with radiant energy. The monsters looked around at the ring under them then to Mika as she glared at the sisters.


  “Take one step and find out,” she dared.


  “Wait, don’t kill me! I’m too pretty to die! And also I don’t want to die!”


  “Why are you helping some mean jerk get down there when we’re the ones helping the guardian of this place?”


  “Don’t you know what’s down there? Do you have any idea at all what’s below your feet?”


  “I have a very good hunch,” Mika answered. “And I know for a fact I trust Daemon far more than I do with you. Just sit down and be quiet or else I’ll smear you all over the floor.”


  “But-”


  “Sit down and be quiet!” Mika roared while her magical base crackled loudly with energy. The desuwraiths jumped then quickly dropped to their knees as they cowered before the hunter. Mika watched them closely then glanced to Daemon and nodded.


  “They’re not going anywhere. Just make sure that Dark Queen down there isn’t coming out anytime soon.”


  Daemon watched as she smiled slightly at him then pressed down on the dais, the top lighting up with a soft glow before the floor rumbled slightly. Everyone watched as the ground below the statues shifted slightly before lowering down where the glowing circles had rested, revealing a circular platform that the monuments stood upon descending with the cambion standing in the middle. The shaft was lined with the same sleek steel frame and green glowing indentations while air flew up from the edge of the platform as pressure appeared to be released from below. Sasha and the girls watched the platform and statues lowering down out of sight before metal doors closed across the opening in a triangular fashion from the sides. After they sealed shut everyone looked to each other in wonder of what they just saw then to the desuwraiths who started crying and throwing a fit.


  “That should be us going down there!”


  “That’s not fair! We tried so hard to get back!”


  “We’ve been stuck up here for eons, we’re never gonna see her again!”


  Shaking her head Sasha watched the desuwraiths crying and waving their arms around in a fit then looked back over to where her master had descended towards the underground city.


  “Please hurry back to me,” she quietly voiced.


  “How did everything lower down like that?” Hollia asked trotting over to the triangular steel covers. “This is simply unbelievable to behold. How did humans build such a city under the world?”


  “We didn’t,” Mika worried. “I don’t understand how we could have. What kingdom has the ability to create such a place?”


  Tabitha and Scay moved closer to the floor panels before the neko tapped her foot on it. Looking around at the bare metal base that remained in the empty cave she grunted in annoyance then looked down with a grimace.


  “There are probably riches beyond imagining down there,” she muttered. “All that wonderful treasure just sitting around in that crypt going to waste, and we’re stuck up here with nothing to grab at all.”


  “Gee, I wonder why master didn’t want you going down there,” Rulo flatly mentioned.


  Forrus carefully ran her hands along the floor and etchings, watching the neon glowing light with a sharp eye before turning to Mika as the hunter kept her spell erected below the desuwraiths.


  “If my lord claims this was built by humans then I believe him,” she said aloud. “Mika, are you certain you’ve never heard of anything like this being created by your people before?”


  “Never,” Mika answered shaking her head. “The design of those statues, the sheer strength of this unusual metal, the way the whole place went underground like that, and those unsettling glowing marks everything has. I never heard of such things existing before, let alone being built by humans.”


  “Well someone built it,” Hollia mused as she looked around at the unique stage.


  Scay murmured with a strained tone as she shakily looked around, seeing ant girls examining the metal floor while others were digging out dirt around it, their efforts showing that the platform reached down further still and likely all the way to whatever was hidden far down below. After a moment the naga twitched while rapidly blinking one eye then turned to Tabitha in question.


  “Um, Tabitha? Where’s the ant girl?”


  “They’re literally everywhere around us, Scay,” Tabitha answered waving around them.


  “No, I mean the one with the long pretty hair. Saffron.”


  The other girls quickly looked around, seeing lots of the underground monsters moving about in the cave except for one in particular.


  “Where is she?” Hollia wondered. “She was right here with us, wasn’t she?”


  “Where did Saffron go?” Forrus asked an ant girl. The monster merely squeaked back at her a few times, the lycan just staring at her with a blank expression as the ant girl tried to tell her something while failing to notice that none of her words were getting through.


  Sasha carefully gazed around the cave, seeing no sign of the ant girl in question while the workers were busy examining the area and squeaking with one another. After a pause she slowly turned to the steel panels in the middle of the room as did the others in her group.


  “I think I know where she went.”


  *****


  The passing glows from the neon lights around the shaft flashed and traced along the three statues’ sleek surfaces while Daemon remained in the center near the dais. The downward facing triangles pulsated in the air now and again between the monuments while a very low drone was faintly heard coming from below the platform. As the lift dropped downward through the tunnel Daemon lightly drummed his fingers on the alter while showing a dull expression.


  “I know you’re back there,” he said glancing behind him. After a pause Saffron slowly peeked around one of the statues, having a coy smile as she squeaked a few times at him.


  “I told you to wait with the others,” Daemon reminded her. The ant girl walked out from behind the monument while watching the passing walls and lights with a few squeaks. “I’m not your boss, I know that. However you still shouldn’t be here.”


  Saffron looked to him with a sharp eye then started squeaking sternly, pointing to him then his sword before all around at literally everything near them that was anything but normal. Daemon watched the ant girl squeaking and waving her hands around before she marched up to him and crossed her arms with a firm stare, obviously expecting a response as she tapped one finger on her arm while waiting for him to answer her. After a moment the swordsman looked around at the passing lights while resting his hand on his sword again.


  “This is all supposed to be hidden from the world. I’m supposed to be the only one who knows, who bears the truth alone. Yet all of you keep insisting on following me, on helping me, on knowing everything I do. Whether your intentions are noble or not, it doesn’t change the fact.”


  Saffron walked over in front of him with a puzzled look, the swordsman then turning his cold blue eyes onto her that seemed to pierce through her own gaze.


  “There are some things in this world that need to be forgotten,” he told her. “There are some truths that need to be buried, and there are some paths that shouldn’t be walked again.”


  Saffron looked at him curiously then shook her head with a few squeaks.


  “I know you don’t understand. It’s when you do understand that you’ll either regret or loathe it.”


  Saffron watched him carefully then glanced around at the strange platform they were descending on. She then showed an uneasy frown and squeaked at Daemon while slowly moving closer to him.


  “It’s a long way down to the city,” Daemon replied. “It always is.”


  The ant girl looked around at the statues then up to see darkness far above them as they continued lowering further into the unknown. She squeaked a few times and turned to Daemon as she moved closer still.


  “Yes, humans were the ones that built this. Long ago.”


  Daemon then noticed Saffron sticking very close to him, the girl pressing her breasts against his arm while her fingers gently held onto his waist and belt. The monster was watching him through her long bangs with a coy smile, the girl squeaking softly while gently bobbing up and down against him.


  “I deserve no praise for that, after all I said humans were the ones who made this place.”


  Saffron looked at him with a puzzled smile and squeaked a few times, her hand gently moving from his waist to his crotch before giving it a light squeeze. Daemon glanced down to it then to her as she showed an immoral smile while shifting her breasts around against his arm.


  “As I just said, humans were the ones who created this place. That doesn’t include the likes of me.”


  Saffron looked him over then squeaked with confusion as she pointed to him. She blinked then slowly looked down to see the arm she was holding onto changing. The skin shifted to black scales while a sharpened bone protruded out from the elbow, the upper arm forming small talons that curved upward along the limb. The ant girl trembled nervously as she saw the monstrous arm taking form then slowly looked up to see Daemon still watching her with his cold blue eyes. She faintly squeaked something while her body was frozen, her hand over his pants shaking slightly while she felt the talons on his arm poking her chest.


  “I never said I was human,” Daemon replied. “Now would you mind stepping back?”


  Saffron locked up completely as she stared at Daemon with wide eyes, the girl remaining as still as the statues around them while being stunned to her core. Slowly Daemon changed his arm back to normal and pulled it free from the ant girl, the shocked monster remaining perfectly still while her unblinking eyes were focused on the cambion.


  “Still want to know the truths of the world?”


  Saffron remained motionless.


  “Still want to see what lies below?”


  Saffron remained motionless.


  “Are you still in there?” Daemon dryly asked.


  Saffron wavered slightly then dropped onto her side just as she was, the ant girl being petrified in disbelief of what she saw. Daemon watched the girl who was stunned into a frozen state then looked around at the passing lights again.


  “I suppose there’s no going back for you now.”


  *****


  The ancient lift continued dropping down further into Eden, the lights along the walls passing by with quick flashes while only darkness loomed above in the seemingly endless tunnel. Daemon stood to the side on the platform while examining the statues, seeing the expressionless faces they had while their neon etchings glowed softly amidst their sleek steel frames. Glancing down he saw Saffron curled into a ball on the floor, the ant girl hiding herself just as her kind did when frightened beyond belief of something they saw.


  “I thought your nest prided itself on being strong and brave,” Daemon mentioned. Saffron peeked to him from her ball while the swordsman looked back up to the statue. “As a lieutenant in your nest I would have expected more forte from you than this.”


  Saffron jumped to her feet and started squeaking at him while waving her hands around wildly, the girl hopping about and gesturing to everything around her in a desperate attempt to defend herself.


  “You wanted to know what was down here. That’s why you snuck onto the platform before it went down, isn’t it? You should have prepared yourself for something you’ve never seen before.”


  Saffron stared at him in surprise then looked around at the cenotaph while holding her hair. She took a moment to calm down, closing her eyes and squeaking to five, then turned to Daemon in wonder as he merely gazed around at everything without a hint of amazement or suspicion of where he was. The ant girl squeaked a few times, getting a simple glance from him in return, then walked up to the swordsman and squeaked again while holding a hand out towards his arm. She hesitated at first then carefully touched him, running her hand along his skin while questioning what lay underneath.


  “I may be male but I’m certainly not human,” he answered, with Saffron looking to him curiously. She glanced down to his crotch then smiled timidly at him and squeaked something else.


  “Even after hearing me say I’m a monster you’re still focused on that?” Daemon flatly asked her. Saffron shrugged with a squeak then looked down to his pants with a lick of her lips. Glancing back up to him she squeaked and tilted her head playfully.


  “You really are a monster of Eden, Saffron,” Daemon said shaking his head. Saffron showed a coy smile and leaned closer, squeaking a few times while bumping her breasts against him.


  “No, I don’t share the same inner nature you do.”


  Saffron smiled curiously and squeaked while gently holding onto his arms.


  “My desire is something greater than having sex with a beautiful woman,” Daemon replied. Saffron gazed into his eyes, after she gave a small puff to blow away her bangs which were in the way, and saw the way his gaze pierced right through hers. She squeaked softly while leaning closer to his lips, the girl keeping her hands on his arms while wiggling her abdomen behind her.


  “And it’s something that always comes first with me,” Daemon continued as he halted the ant girl in her tracks. “Something of the utmost importance that cannot be ignored or forgotten.”


  Saffron showed a curious expression while standing on her toes to lean closer to him then slowly looked around as the platform exited the shaft it was traveling down in.


  The lift came to a gentle stop while the floating triangles shifted to blue circles for a moment before fading away. Saffron gazed around in wonder at seeing that the platform had dropped down from the shaft above and landed on another stage made of the same strange metal that surrounded it before. The darkened tunnel overhead was seen with only the soft neon glows coming from the walls and their etchings which pulsated softly. Around the platform however the scenery had changed drastically. Instead of a hollowed dusty cave there appeared to be a lush jungle thriving in the underground grotto. The cenotaph now rested atop a small mound within the cavern, overlooking the humid canopy that had a strange light to it despite being far beneath the surface. Waterfalls were seen dropping from the ceiling and along the walls into the many pools that lay scattered throughout the cavern’s floor, all while light appeared to be coming from the lakes and casting rainbows into the air near the flowing cascades. Large vines and roots were entangled all over the place, reaching down into the pools and hanging from the ceiling in large clusters. Flowers were blooming everywhere, the strong floral aroma being quite sudden and powerful to the newcomers. There were even several large violet and aqua colored flower buds that had small green tendrils wavering gently over them.


  Saffron slowly stepped over to the edge of the platform, looking around at the beautiful sight of the underground jungle with eyes of wonder. Turning back to Daemon she saw him walking over beside her while observing their surroundings with a blank expression. He started walking down the mound with the ant girl sticking close to him, the two making their way along the wet stones towards one of the springs that had rainbows glistening over it from a fine mist. Vines were growing between the rocks in the soft soil while some were floating within the pools, the small bodies of water having a soft white light coming from them while appearing as clear as fresh stream water.


  Daemon and Saffron stepped over onto a flat rock beside a glittering pond and looked around, seeing that plants were thriving quite well although nothing else appeared to be in the cave. Saffron showed a curious expression then looked down at the water. Kneeling next to it she scooped up some into her hands, hesitating for a moment before taking a drink. She smiled and squeaked as it was very refreshing then noticed something in the pool that caught her eye.


  “Is anyone here?” Daemon called out. Saffron glanced to him then looked around, both listening for a reply that never came.


  “Is the guardian of the City of Eden here?” Daemon asked.


  Saffron looked around in puzzlement as there was no sign of a city within the cavern. In fact there were no tunnels leading further off in any direction, rather the underground grotto appeared to be the only living space down there.


  “My name is Daemon Warrick. I am the guardian of the City of Eden in Solhouasta, keeper of the reaper. If you are here please show yourself.”


  Saffron stared at Daemon in wonder from hearing that then looked around again as she grew more curious about what he was talking about. She then squeaked at Daemon and shook her head in confusion.


  “No, there is something here. There’s an entire city here.”


  Saffron squeaked and gestured around them at the cave.


  “Look down.”


  Saffron blinked then looked to the pond that had clear water glistening in radiant light, light that appeared to be coming from within it. The ant girl peered closely at the gently rippling surface, seeing the same thing that caught her eye before. There was a strange flicker of something below the water, however it was almost impossible to make out with the light blurring it. The ant girl leaned closer before slipping forward on the slick stone, squeaking loudly as she dropped downward into the pool. Or so she thought, as her hands went down into the water and immediately hit against something that stopped her from falling in. Saffron noticed that the pond was very shallow, with her chin now resting on the surface while her arms were long enough to touch the bottom. And what they were touching seemed off to her, as it felt like she was pressing against a flat solid surface rather than dirt or rock.


  Daemon watched the ant girl staring at the water, her rear sticking up behind her and revealing dark panties that were pulled up between her cheeks. However his gaze remained on her head, not her shapely rear that was flaunted at him, as he observed the ant girl’s caution to seeing what was hidden beneath her.


  “You don’t need to know,” Daemon warned her, earning a worried look from the girl. “You can go back to the lift and wait there, you don’t need to see or hear any of this. It’s not your responsibility.”


  Saffron looked down to the wavering water before her, wondering just what exactly lay beneath it. After a moment she squeaked back at Daemon, the swordsman hearing her words then looking down to the spring with a careful eye.


  “It’s your choice. You’ve come this far, whether you choose to go further or not is up to you. Just know that once you learn the truth about something you can never forget it.”


  Saffron watched the water rippling in the pond while the light it gave off made her wonder all the more what was below. After a moment she slowly took a breath then lowered her head into the pond, pressing through the light towards what her hands were held against. Upon lowering herself deeper towards the obstruction the light faded enough to reveal what was below, the sight causing Saffron’s eyes to widen the furthest they’ve ever gone while she just barely kept her surprised gasp from letting out all her air.


  Below the surface of Eden, farther down below the tunnels and caves dug out by the ant girls, even further still down the ancient passageway and beneath the peaceful grotto that lay at its base, there was something that couldn’t be believed until it was seen with one’s own eyes. Saffron stared in total shock at seeing what was beneath them. A gigantic cavern the likes of which she had never imagined possible, enclosed in a giant domelike barrier that glowed with a soft light that her hands were pressed against at the top, and within the grand cave there was a city. Its buildings towered above the ground which couldn’t be seen from such heights, its expanse being that of the entire cavern it resided in. The ant girl who gazed upon the ancient city was held over it by its barrier half a mile above the tallest building that rose from the capital, the tower’s sleek metal frame and pointed steeple standing tall amidst its home which was hidden so far below the world.


  Saffron was left squeakless as she saw a majestic city that was larger by far than even the core of her nest where her queen lived. The sheer amount of space the ancient ruins took up was baffling, and what was even more shocking was that it was supposedly made by humans. It was unbelievable, even with her own unblinking eyes staring right at it. Even with the slight distortion from the water or the obscuring glow from the barrier’s light Saffron could see clear as day what lay below them, just as Daemon had said it would be.


  Suddenly another sight came before her that surprised her, that being someone appearing right below her in the blink of an eye. It was a woman dressed in a dark blue dress with black frills around her bust and diamond openings over her stomach. The long skirt she wore had ruffles and light blue ends while at her hip was a bright green bow. The long dark blue stockings she had complimented the arm sleeves she wore while on her feet were black laced heels. Her short dark hair went down past her ears, her glowing green eyes were focused on Saffron, and her smile looked to be derisive and cold. Atop her head were bug antennae similar to the ant girl’s. Behind her were giant monarch wings, appearing more angular and larger than a giant butterfly’s would be, and had black edgings with light blue spots. The green segments within the wings appeared to be translucent, almost like showing a starry night sky within them with radiant crackles of emerald light flickering across them. With each flap of the monster’s wings shimmering specks of green light fluttered behind her while the air seemed to bend slightly from a surge of magical energy passing by.


  Saffron felt her body freeze as the monster held its hand against the barrier across from hers, the winged woman gazing into her eyes with a very dreadful vibe behind them. The ant girl knew that there was only one living thing within the city, and that being the case it only made sense that this creature staring right back at her was what Daemon had warned her about.


  “Welcome to my city,” the woman spoke, her words being heard in Saffron’s head very clearly. “Please, do make yourself at home.”


  Saffron trembled as the woman leaned closer to the barrier and held both her hands against it across from the ant girl’s.


  “It’s not often I get guests after all. Please, do come in and stay a while. It’s been so long since I had someone to play with.”


  Saffron shook a little as the woman tilted her head with a cruel smile, the cold look in her glowing green eyes showing there was a dangerous monster behind her elegant appearance.


  “What’s wrong, little bug? Do I scare you?”


  The woman chuckled then slammed her hands against the barrier, a deafening thunderous roar erupting from the shield as it flashed brightly. The force of the hit was clearly felt on the other side as the water around Saffron was thrown into the air while the cavern shook slightly. Daemon tensed up while grabbing his sword, himself and Saffron now clearly seeing the butterfly monster floating beneath them with a devilish smile on her face.


  “You don’t know what true terror is. Yet,” the monster taunted in their minds before the water splashed down around Saffron. The ant girl was thrown into the pool and flailed around in fright, all while the monster below laughed wildly with a haunting echo sounding off in their ears. Saffron scrambled back over to the rock and climbed up with Daemon helping her, the girl now clinging to him in fear as she looked back down at the water that was splashing around. She shakily squeaked something as she pointed down to the monster below them then looked to Daemon who was watching the wavering image of the butterfly with a cold stare.


  “That’s the Dark Queen of this city. One of the four worst monsters to curse Eden with its presence.”


  “Such flattering words from you, Daemon Warrick,” the butterfly taunted. “I would expect nothing less from the guard dog of the reaper. How is that search for her key going for you by the way? Oh, that’s right. You only have three of the key fragments to her seal in your protective hands. Having some trouble finding them all?”


  Daemon remained silent while glaring at the monster with Saffron holding onto him tightly as she was still shaking a little.


  “Won’t even speak to me, huh? It makes no difference, anything you wanted to say I would know it before you even said it. Any charming retorts or hollow threats are wasted as I can see them coming before you even open your mouth.”


  “That’s enough, Aeon,” a woman’s voice spoke up in the grotto. “Please leave us be so that I may speak with him.”


  “You can’t order me around,” Aeon scowled while banging her fist against the barrier, the light flashing brightly as another tremor rumbled through the cave. “It’s one thing to keep me locked up in this infernal cage, but you have no power to make me hold my tongue while I’m here.”


  “Aeon, please don’t make me use force with you. Leave us be peacefully or else I’ll have no choice.”


  “And just what are you going to do to make me? I can see every move you intend to make before you make it, there is no possible-”


  “You know I was thinking about adding some flowers in that corner over there earlier today,” the voice playfully mused. “But now I’m not so sure, perhaps they’d look better over here. Or you know what, maybe I shouldn’t plant any at all. This place does look very lovely as it is. What do you think, Aeon?”


  “What are you blabbing about?” Aeon dryly asked. “You’re going to plant three new gardens over in the corner of your little cave where you’ve cleared space for them. I already know-”


  “Yes, I was thinking that before, but now I’m thinking I shouldn’t. You know, just the heck of it.”


  “Whatever,” Aeon scoffed while she cringed slightly. “Makes no difference to me. They’re just stupid flowers.”


  “And maybe I should tell Daemon and his lovely companion where the key fragments to your seal are,” the voice shrewdly added. Daemon and Saffron looked to each other curiously then around for the unseen woman while Aeon growled quietly.


  “You’re not going to do that,” Aeon spoke up in annoyance. “You and I both know you intend to hide them from everyone. Not even those three morons who help you from the surface know where they’re hidden now.”


  “Maybe I changed my mind,” the woman reasoned. “Maybe not. But… maybe I should. Oh dear, I’m just not entirely certain anymore.”


  “Stop it,” Aeon growled with a cringe.


  “Are you the guardian of this City of Eden?” Daemon called out.


  “Yes, I am. We can talk more about that soon, however Aeon needs to mind her manners and leave us be first. She can be quite disruptive when others are trying to have a peaceful conversation.”


  “How dare you speak about me as if I were a little child!” Aeon yelled slamming her fists on the barrier, causing two more large tremors and thunderous claps from the shield.


  “Aeon, why don’t you go fly around your city for a while? Or better yet you could return to your citadel and have a lovely nap-”


  “I’m going to kill you for speaking to me like that!” Aeon roared slamming her fists against the barrier. The cavern rumbled while water splashed everywhere, the swordsman standing firm from the tremors while Saffron clung to him nervously.


  “As I was saying, she can be quite disruptive. Perhaps you could assist with helping her leave.”


  “What do you mean?” Daemon asked. “What manner of Dark Queen is she?”


  “You don’t know?” the voice curiously asked. “I thought you were the guardian of the reaper, don’t you know of the other Dark Queens of Eden as well?”


  “I know of three,” Daemon replied, with Saffron looking to him curiously now. “However all records were lost regarding the fourth and her location. I actually only came across this place by happenstance while passing by, I did not know this was where it was buried all this time.”


  “I see,” the voice softly replied. “Yes, when they were all being sealed away this one tried to flee, however I was still able to find and imprison her here. The poor dear really thought she could elude me on this side of the world.”


  “Stop treating me like a child!” Aeon roared with clenched fists.


  “She’s a chronofly, Daemon,” the voice explained. “A monster in tune with the magical ether of time itself. Should she run free only the most chaotic of futures will await Eden. It’s only from being confined to her city like this that the world is still in one piece.”


  “She can control time?” Daemon cautiously asked.


  “To an extent, but even that much is incredibly dangerous to all. She also sees the timelines of those in the world. Their past, present, and future in every detail. In short, she knows all that has been, all that is, and all that ever will be. Well, mostly.”


  Daemon and Saffron looked down to see Aeon pressing against the barrier below the pond, the chronofly’s eyes glaring at them while a flicker of green light flashed around her in a distortion of air.


  “Her magic is powerful just like that of the reaper you watch over, however she is safely confined to that City of Eden. I have collected all the key fragments to her seal, they’re all safely hidden away, and only I know of their location.”


  “Want to know where?” Aeon taunted. “I could tell you right now if you want, haha.”


  “And she simply hates uncertainty,” the voice spoke up factually. “Any change in the timeline for someone, any fluctuation of uncertainty or misdirection of predetermined behavior gives her a nasty headache.”


  “Misdirection of predetermined behavior?” Daemon repeated.


  “If you were supposed to do something, destined to, yet did not and instead chose to do something else, like something you never would have done before, it causes a rather noticeable ripple in your timeline. And such a sight is simply irritating to the chronofly.”


  “Not half as irritating as hearing your voice,” Aeon snapped.


  “For example, Daemon, if you were to do something right now that you would not have ever thought of doing before, something that certainly wasn’t destined to happen, it would cause Aeon a lot of discomfort.”


  “Oh how she wishes,” Aeon hissed. “I already knew you were coming down here, Daemon Warrick. I knew you would be here, I knew that stupid ant girl would follow you, and I knew you would be told such outlandish tales by my pitiful keeper. I know everything that’s going to happen, including when you die! I know when each and every one of your pathetic little whores who accompany you dies, I know when and how you’ll fail horribly with keeping the reaper locked away, I know-”


  Daemon promptly slapped Saffron’s rear with a loud whack, jolting the ant girl with a sharp squeak, wide eyes, and deep blush. Aeon faltered with her words as she cringed, the monster’s glare remaining on Daemon who watched how she suddenly stopped talking.


  “Oh my,” the voice in the cave remarked. “That wasn’t what I had in mind with misdirecting your predetermined behavior.”


  “I’m going to assume me doing that wasn’t supposed to happen,” Daemon said.


  “It makes no difference to me,” Aeon growled in ire. “You really think you’re being unpredictable in the least to me? You really think I can’t see your every move? You foolish man, I see everything. You cannot change that no matter what you try. There is nothing you can do to escape your timeline’s course.”


  Daemon glanced to Saffron who was staring at him with wonder and a quivering mouth. To her surprise he then slowly scratched her abdomen with his hand, the light clacking of his nails against the ridges making her jump slightly with a stunned expression and eyes that went out of focus. Her legs quivered as she felt extreme pleasure from him before losing their strength, the girl collapsing into his arms as he slowly razed his nails against her insect appendage. After doing so Daemon merely looked back to the pond while Saffron’s eyes fluttered in her aroused state, the swordsman now seeing Aeon holding her head with a strained expression on her face while her wings faltered slightly with their flight.


  “Aeon,” the woman’s voice mentioned. “You’re looking unwell. Are you alright-”


  “Shut your fucking mouth!” Aeon shouted in their minds. “I’m fine, I’m just fine! I don’t care if he does that with the bug or not! It makes no difference to me!”


  “So if I start fingering her right now it won’t be a problem?” Daemon asked as he held his normal hand between the ant girl’s legs. Saffron looked to him in shock, the girl’s antennae twitching above her head a few times before she quickly started nodding at him. Aeon growled and held her head, the air around her distorting while a surge of magical energy rumbled against the barrier again.


  “Aeon, please just go,” the unseen voice gently requested. “I honestly don’t want you to be hurt, though I don’t think he’s going to show such mercy towards you should you test him.”


  Aeon slowly regained her composure while keeping her cold glare locked onto Daemon. Saffron glanced down to her then to Daemon while rubbing her hips against him eagerly.


  “Fine,” Aeon reluctantly hissed. “I’ll leave you be if it makes you feel better. Though you do know I already know what you’re going to say and what will happen here, right?”


  “Be that as it may, I don’t want you upsetting our guests here. Please leave.”


  “As you wish,” Aeon mockingly retorted. She smirked at Daemon with a slight chuckle before vanishing instantly. Daemon looked around at the pond for a moment then noticed Saffron still nudging against him with a bright smile.


  “Please stop that.”


  Saffron pouted and squeaked at him while rubbing her rear before clinging close to him and squeaking happily as she nuzzled against his shoulder.


  “I only did that to get the Dark Queen to leave us be,” Daemon explained as he pushed the girl off him. Saffron gave him a dull stare then smiled sternly at him and shook her head with a few squeaks. “Teasing you was not the intention. My only goal was to test the Dark Queen’s weakness and have her retreat into her city. That’s all.”


  Saffron crossed her arms with a promiscuous smile and shook her head slowly, the girl eyeing over the swordsman while her antennae twitched now and again. Daemon lightly drummed his fingers on the sword’s handle as he wondered if he created a bigger problem than the Dark Queen being near them then looked around carefully as there was still no sign of anyone else in the cavern.


  “Where are you?” he called out. “Show yourself, guardian.”


  He and Saffron searched the surrounding area while listening for the voice again, their eyes then resting on a large flower bud with light purple petals slowly rising up from a pond near a shimmering waterfall. The petals slowly shifted about then opened up, revealing bountiful locks of violent hair clumped in the center. The swordsman and ant girl watched as the hair slowly lifted up along with the woman it was attached to. She was completely naked, her body being joined to the center of the flower at her knees while thin green tendrils slowly rose up around it from the spring. The light amount of pubic hair she had matched that of her violet locks while adorning the side of her head was a bright blue flower that seemed to grow there rather than placed as an accessory. She slowly lowered her hands down from her large breasts, the monster leaning back with a relaxed sigh while one of her tendrils opened its snapper-like mouth to pour water down her front that she tenderly rubbed on her fair skin. Opening her eyes they were revealed to be a deep blue with a violet shimmer to them, the gentle smile she had complimenting the tranquil aura she gave off.


  “You’re the guardian?” Daemon questioned.


  “Yes,” the woman spoke with a gentle nod. “I’ve been watching over this City of Eden for as long as it has been.”


  “You’re an alurane,” Daemon realized. “There haven’t been any alurane in Eden for centuries. Only fluugher remain as your descendants.”


  “We’re still around, here and there,” the alurane giggled with a shrug. “We tend to hide in this world very well, though I do assure you we’re not quite extinct yet.”


  The alurane gently ruffled her hair and glanced around at the cave then smiled kindly at the newcomers as she held her hands together peacefully.


  “Allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Nuciferyne; I am the guardian of the City of Eden here in Koskaysil, and the keeper of the chronofly.”


  “Nuciferyne?” Daemon repeated. The alurane giggled softly and nodded before holding a hand over her chest with a curious smile at him.


  “Yes, but feel free to call me Nuci for short.”


   


  


  Chapter 13


  In the Face of Evil


  In the world of Eden there were many dangerous monsters throughout the lands. Some would openly walk in broad daylight while others preferred to stalk their prey at night. There would be those who traveled in groups for overwhelming numbers and then there were some whose mere presence alone was enough to instill fear in those before them. When confronting these lustful creatures, whether they were marching towards you from the distance or patiently waiting to strike from behind a barrier, it would take a strong nerve and a sense of bravery to keep one’s wits about them. For even if they were right in front of you or slowly creeping closer like an ominous cloud one thing always remained true.


  Only the courageous would stand between them and anarchy.


  *****


  The gentle splashing of the nearby waterfalls echoed quietly in the underground grotto as Daemon and Saffron met the guardian of the City of Eden in their land. However the one they saw who was in charge of keeping a dreaded Dark Queen sealed away from destroying the world wasn’t one they had expected to find.


  “An alurane is this Dark Queen’s guardian?” Daemon questioned.


  “Guilty as charged,” Nuci admitted with a shrug.


  “How is it that you have come to be this Dark Queen’s keeper?”


  “I’m the most suited to watch over Aeon,” Nuci replied looking down at the spring. “She’s a handful at times and can be quite troublesome, however I think we get along alright despite that. She may be a Dark Queen but she’s not so bad to talk to now and again. I think she likes having someone to speak to while trapped within her city, and I’m quite happy to be that someone.”


  “You speak fondly of her,” Daemon pointed out. “Not at all how I expected her keeper to behave.”


  Nuci remained silent for a while as she gazed down into the pool, a quiet sigh escaping her lips before she turned to Daemon with a solemn expression.


  “She and I… know each other very well. However all personal matters aside I am the proper guardian for this Dark Queen, I assure you. She’s well-hidden down here, nobody will ever find her or her city. And even if they should stumble across it her key is safe in my possession, nobody will be releasing her from her prison.”


  “How did you collect her key fragments if you’re confined to this cave?” Daemon asked.


  “I’m not exactly confined here, I just choose to stay. Aeon would be lonely if I left,” Nuci reasoned. She hesitated for a moment then glanced around at the underground cavern. “Even so, I do have some reach in this world. My roots grow farther than you’d give them credit for. As such I have my eyes, ears, and hands out in the world above.”


  Daemon and Saffron looked around to seeing some of the vines and tendrils within the cave shaking a little with a low rustle, showing that Nuci was directly controlling them as they were part of her very being.


  “Still,” Nuci continued. “My reach isn’t everlasting, so I have some helpers to assist me. I believe you met them up above.”


  “The desuwraiths,” Daemon recalled. “They really are helping you?”


  “They’re such good little girls,” Nuci praised.


  “They wanted to rape me to death upon first seeing me.”


  “…well they are monsters,” Nuci reasoned with a nervous smile and shrug. “Sorry about that, I have tried teaching them self-control with their… urges. I suppose that needs a bit more work.”


  “I would imagine so,” Daemon said raising an eyebrow at her. “So how exactly did you enlist the aid of desuwraiths to assist you?”


  “I found them above one day,” Nuci distantly replied looking up. “They were on the verge of death. Apparently some very unsavory monsters used some horrible magic on them, withered their bodies and left them for dead in The Outerlands. I helped them recover, not because I wanted them to assist me in return but simply because I couldn’t stand to see them in such a state. The girls were so happy that they practically insisted to aid me however they could. They just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


  “I’ve heard aluranes were skilled healers,” Daemon remembered.


  “I can cure anything but death itself,” Nuci giggled. “My plants and their nectar are able to heal wounds of all sizes. I was able to get them back on their feet rather easily, they were just fortunate my roots reached up to where they were at the time.”


  “We’re very far underground,” Daemon mentioned. “Just how far of a reach do you have from here?”


  “It varies,” Nuci answered looking around. “My roots can grow far and wide. From here I can reach out to many places in the region, not all of course, but many. My flowers and vines act as my eyes and ears. With them I’m able to see… quite a lot out there…”


  She lowered her head and sighed before glancing to Daemon with remorse.


  “Although I do not like what I’m seeing up there. The soil is being sullied with so much blood lately.”


  “You can see The Sisterhood’s handiwork, can’t you?” Daemon asked. Nuci nodded while remaining silent. “Can you see where they are now?”


  “They have occupied the forest of Green Haven,” Nuci sadly replied. “The elves there… they cry out in sorrow from being enslaved. Their priestess… has fallen.”


  “The elven leader is dead?”


  “She’s become one with the forest,” Nuci whimpered. “I can see her so clearly. The elves cry for her just as I did when she fell.”


  Saffron growled and clenched her fists from hearing that while Daemon shook his head slowly.


  “Have you seen the ones who lead this group of monsters?” Daemon asked. Nuci looked to him curiously as the swordsman narrowed his eyes. “I’ve been told there are two who command this army of monsters. Two who appear to be gemini.”


  “Gemini?” Nuci gasped. “The Dark Queen?”


  Saffron turned to Daemon in question as he nodded.


  “Last I heard of the gemini they were still sealed away in the region of Eylanatia,” Daemon explained. “However recently there have been a growing number of witnesses to a pair of monsters baring a striking resemblance to them. I’ve seen them myself. Their eyes… their apparent immortality… I question if they are indeed the Dark Queen herself.”


  Saffron showed a puzzled expression and looked to her hand, holding up two fingers then one before two again as she wondered if he was counting right.


  “They couldn’t have been freed,” Nuci worried as she held a hand to her cheek. “It couldn’t be possible. Aeon never spoke of such a thing, and she would be one of the first to know if a Dark Queen was released. I’m certain she wouldn’t stop talking about such a thing if it were really true.”


  “Maybe they weren’t,” Daemon speculated. “Maybe the gemini really are locked away still. Either way I’m going to find out what these two monsters are soon enough. My quest of collecting all the fragments to the reaper’s key has been slowed down too much thanks to their meddling in the world.”


  “You’re still trying to find them?” Nuci wondered. “Are you having trouble locating them?”


  “They’ve been difficult to track down,” Daemon replied with annoyance. “The reaper’s semblance extends to her key.”


  “Magic,” Nuci remembered. “The reaper’s magical capabilities are unmatched in this world.”


  “Her key fragments only reveal themselves to me if they’re close enough. Otherwise they’re masked entirely from any detection spell I use by a powerful cloak.”


  “So you’ve had to travel the world blindly in search of them,” Nuci empathized. “I’m sorry it’s been so difficult for you.”


  “I have three in my possession, the others will soon follow. It may be difficult to find them but it will be done.”


  “I trust you won’t fail,” Nuci praised. “If you were chosen for the role of guardian I’m sure it was for good reason.”


  “The choice wasn’t mine so I can’t comment on that,” Daemon replied glancing away. “Still, it’s my duty and I won’t fail.”


  Nuci nodded then noticed Saffron staring at her in wonder. The ant girl slowly looked to Daemon then down to the pond before back to the alurane while appearing to be speechless.


  “Are you alright, dear?” Nuci softly asked. “I’m sorry if all this is a bit much for you to hear.”


  “She was warned not to come down here,” Daemon said to the ant girl. “She chose to regardless. She wanted to know what was buried in the world.”


  Saffron looked to him while remaining silent, her mouth opening as if she wanted to squeak something yet nothing came out. Looking back down to the pond she ruffled her hair anxiously before turning her gaze upward. She squeaked a few times then turned to Daemon and squeaked more while pointing back to the lift.


  “Oh dear,” Nuci worried. “Um… I’m sorry, but… that won’t be possible for you now.”


  Saffron looked to her in shock and stepped back, squeaking a few times and shaking her head in disbelief.


  “What? Oh, no no. I’m not saying you’re not allowed to leave, of course you can go. It’s just you… I’m afraid you can’t quite speak to your queen about this place.”


  Saffron squeaked at her confusedly while Daemon watched the alurane with a careful eye, seeing how the woman was showing a troubled frown now while her tendrils curled up around her.


  “My dear, what is your name?” Nuci gently asked. Saffron squeaked while walking up to the pond. “Saffron. That’s a lovely name. Listen to me, Saffron. I thought you were already aware, but it seems you haven’t been told yet. I’m afraid I have some… upsetting news for you.”


  Saffron showed a worried expression while the alurane quietly sighed.


  “I’m afraid your queen… has fallen as well.”


  Saffron stared at the alurane in stunned silence, not moving or blinking as Nuci wiped a tear from her eye.


  “Her queen is dead too?” Daemon questioned.


  “Queen Belanarious,” Nuci said carefully. “Ruler of the red ant girls in this region, and whose home nest resided in Breakfell Gorge to the south. I’m sorry to say that your nest there was… wiped out.”


  Saffron shakily shook her head and faintly squeaked something under her breath.


  “I have roots growing there,” Nuci sadly informed her. “I can see and hear everything that goes on in those tunnels. They’re usually quite loud, much squeaking amongst the ant girls and explosions echoing through the corridors with their digging. The nest is normally very lively, very lively indeed.”


  Saffron gulped as she held her hands over her mouth.


  “But now I’m afraid nothing makes a sound there,” Nuci whimpered. “Only the ghosts of your kin reside in those halls. I’m sorry, but The Sisterhood… they broke through your barriers. They killed your queen.”


  Saffron squeaked and shook her head in anger, tears forming in her eyes as she squeaked loudly and waved off the alurane.


  “I wish I was lying,” Nuci lamented. “I truly do. I’ve had to watch so many deaths across the land as of late, so many times I’ve watched humans and monsters being horrifically slain. I really wish I was lying or that I was only seeing things. I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. Your queen has fallen, Saffron.”


  “You’re certain of this?” Daemon questioned.


  “I saw it all happen,” Nuci recalled. “They swarmed the queen’s halls, killing all the ant girls and stealing the men they had in their dens. Your royal guard fought bravely to protect the queen, Saffron. But there were too many. Her last act in life was detonating a bomb while being swarmed by goblins. I’m so sorry.”


  Saffron squeaked loudly and covered her ears, the girl shaking her head and squeaking frantically as she tried not to believe such things. She then ran back towards the lift, stumbling up the mound and rushing over to the dais where she started pounding on it with her fist. She looked up and squeaked desperately while hitting the alter then turned to Daemon and screeched at him.


  “I believe she wishes to see for herself,” Nuci worried. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything, I should have kept quiet.”


  “You’re not the one who took her queen’s life,” Daemon told her. “You’re not at fault.”


  “Still, I feel sorry for her,” Nuci lamented. “I thought all the ant girls above knew, but it seems that information hasn’t reached this part of their nest just yet. My heart aches for all of them.”


  “You really are too kind and benevolent. I’m not certain if being a guardian for a Dark Queen is right for you.”


  “If anyone were to watch over Aeon it should be me,” Nuci reasoned looking away. “Don’t worry about her, she’ll remain here for all time just as she needs to. I’ll be with her every moment of that sentence. You just need to focus on keeping the reaper sealed away.”


  “That, among other things,” Daemon agreed as he saw Saffron hitting the dais repeatedly with her gloved hand, obviously forgetting how the lift worked in her hysteria. He started walking back towards her then glanced to Nuci as the alurane smiled worriedly at him.


  “Well done,” he complimented.


  “Well done?”


  “Whether you’re fit to be a guardian or not, you’ve done a great job so far with it. I wish you luck with continuing to do so.”


  “Thank you, Daemon. I wish you luck with your quest as well. And also thank you for visiting. I don’t get many guests down here.”


  “I’ll remind your helpers above how the lift works,” Daemon mentioned. “They’ve been trying to come down here to see you for some time.”


  “Oh dear,” Nuci sighed. “Did they forget how to use their hands to control it again?”


  “Among other things,” Daemon answered as he walked off. Nuci rolled her eyes then waved at Daemon with a gentle smile. The swordsman climbed back up to the platform and stood beside the dais, watching as Saffron was holding her hands to her chest while trying to steady her breathing. She glanced over to see Nuci waving with a sad frown at her, the ant girl then looking down with closed eyes and turning to step closer to Daemon. She trembled then quickly hugged him, burying her face in his shoulder as she squeaked shakily.


  Daemon watched the ant girl struggling with the news of her queen then rested his hand on the alter, activating the lift with its glowing symbols again appearing between the monuments. The platform rose up into the shaft and out of sight with a low drone while Nuci waved them off, the alurane then breathing out softly as she looked down in remorse.


  “I know what it feels like, Saffron,” she lamented. “To lose your mother… to lose the one you cared for so deeply…”


  Slowly she glanced down to see Aeon again fluttering below the barrier under her spring, the chronofly’s cold glare at her only causing more heartache with the alurane than fear.


  “I know it all too well.”


  *****


  The low whispers of air flowing by were barely heard by Saffron as she had withdrawn from the world, her empty gaze remaining unfocused as she held onto Daemon’s side with a weak grip. The swordsman merely kept his eyes upward, watching the deep darkness above as they traveled up the ancient lift towards the others at the top. Saffron held onto him for support as she struggled with the alurane's dire news of her queen, everything in her straining to refuse such a claim while deep down there was a sinking feeling in her heart that such a tragedy could have been possible.


  The long trip back up seemed even longer to the ant girl as she dreaded what truth awaited her above. After what seemed like an eternity the lift came to a stop and only silence greeted their arrival. Slowly Saffron looked around, seeing dozens of ant girls surrounding the cenotaph while Daemon’s group were watching her carefully. Saffron let go of Daemon and shakily walked forward, each step she made feeling heavier for her while a few faint squeaks of her sisters were barely heard in her ears. Some of the ant girls rushed over to Saffron and started squeaking before stopping as the ant girl kept walking forward with a weary expression.


  “Master, is everything alright?” Sasha asked as the swordsman walked over to them.


  “Is the Dark Queen still down there?” Mika asked.


  “What did you see, my lord?” Forrus wondered.


  “What’s wrong with her?” Scay asked pointing to Saffron, the ant girl taking a few more steps before stopping and looking downward. Saffron slowly looked around at everyone, her eyes wearily going over all the looks she was getting as she stumbled back in her spin before holding a hand to her head.


  “What did she see down there?” Tabitha asked. “She looks like she’s about to pass out.”


  “Couldn’t handle it, huh?” Rulo snorted with a smirk at the ant girl. “We warned you not to go down there.”


  “That’s not what’s causing her distress, Rulo,” Daemon corrected.


  “What do you mean?” Hollia asked. “What happened down there? What did you see?”


  Saffron looked to see two of her sisters nearby squeaking at her with concerned looks. The ant girl remained silent while not showing any sign that she even heard their words, her eyes then turning to see three more of her kin walking into the chamber. They were dressed in the normal crimson tunics their sisters wore however also had dark red shoulder guards and swords sheathed at their hips. The other workers quickly stepped back and saluted the officers while Saffron stared at them with growing concern. The newcomers observed the strange monument in the room and those who weren’t from their nest with a sharp eye before approaching Saffron. They squeaked at her, getting only silence back from the girl, and then one held out a scroll to her. Saffron trembled a little as she saw the dark parchment then squeaked and shook her head at the officer. The ant girl gave no reply, only continued to hold out the scroll with a solemn expression.


  “What’s going on?” Mika asked. “Did you see the Dark Queen down there or not?”


  “We did,” Daemon said. “We saw the City of Eden buried down there. Met its guardian. Even saw the Dark Queen herself from behind her seal.”


  His girls looked at him in wonder then turned to Saffron as she slowly took the parchment. Unrolling it with a trembling hand she then read the note that she already feared of what it contained. After a moment she slowly looked to the officer in horror, the three ant girls then nodding and lowering their heads in remorse.


  “And we learned that the ant girls’ queen has fallen,” Daemon finished, with his girls showing surprise to that. The ant girls in the cave jumped and looked to him quickly before over to Saffron with fright. She stared at the officers in stunned silence before the scroll dropped from her hand, the girl wavering a bit before shakily looking back to Daemon.


  “Their queen is dead?” Sasha asked.


  “The Sisterhood killed her,” Daemon explained. “The guardian down below informed us of the news. And it appears Saffron has just been informed by her fellow sisters as well.”


  “The Sisterhood killed their queen?” Hollia worried.


  Saffron looked to her hands that formed into fists as she struggled to hold her voice in, her eyes shutting tightly as she shook with overwhelming anger. After finally losing her resolve the ant girl let out a long screech that echoed through the tunnels near them, her furious cry being joined by the surrounding ant girls who screamed and began crying while a few dropped to their knees.


  “Those wretched demons,” Forrus growled. “How much more blood are they going to spill?”


  “The ant girl leader is dead?” Mika wondered.


  “So is the elven leader,” Daemon said, with his girls turning to him in wonder. “The guardian below is able to see Green Haven from here. She confirmed The Sisterhood had invaded the forest, and that they killed the elven priestess.”


  “What the hell is the meaning of all this?” Hollia shouted. “First Ruhelia, then Green Haven, and now these ant girls are being wiped out?”


  “They slaughtered my entire pack,” Forrus scorned. “Simply for the enjoyment of it. That’s all this is to them, a sick game.”


  “They took out Rees,” Mika cursed. “And Nibelvale, and they’re going after Rockhelm next.”


  “They’re attacking everyone,” Sasha realized. “Man or monster, it makes no difference. They’re waging war against all of Eden.”


  Saffron screamed as she dropped to her knees, her painful screeches being accompanied by the other ant girls in the cave as they mourned the loss of their queen. Mika slowly looked around at seeing the ant girls crying, falling to their hands and knees, and even punching holes in the walls and ground out of sheer anger. Her magic flickered before vanishing, her hand slowly dropping down to her side while she stared at Saffron in silence. The three desuwraiths watched her spell below them vanishing then quickly scrambled away, rushing over to the monuments and hiding behind them while Mika slowly looked to her hand.


  “You must be thrilled,” Hollia mentioned with a bite. Mika noticed the centaur scoffing at her with derision. “Hearing of our homes and leaders being massacred like this, it must be a dream come true for you, hunter.”


  “It must be,” Tabitha added. “The Sisterhood is doing her job for her. Better than she could have ever done. Am I right?”


  Mika remained silent while looking down at her hand, the other girls turning away from her while Daemon walked over towards Saffron. The ant girl looked up to him while brushing aside her bangs, showing her teary eyes while faintly squeaking something. She stumbled onto her feet then hugged Daemon close, crying and squeaking into his chest while he remained still with his hands at his sides.


  “Hey, get off him!” Sasha yelled. “Your horrible news isn’t an excuse to hang all over my master like that!”


  “Sasha,” Daemon simply said. “Now is not the time to berate her.”


  The reptile girl held in her growls while the swordsman watched Saffron shaking her head and squeaking frantically in her distress. Pulling his arms free from her hold he then held her back to see her eyes while she slowly stopped squeaking.


  “They won the fight, they haven’t won the war,” he told her. Saffron whimpered and nodded while staring at him, seeing the cold look behind his eyes while her hands gently took hold of his. He glanced around to the three guards who were watching with puzzlement from seeing Saffron clinging to him so dearly then turned to the three desuwraiths peeking out from behind one of the statues.


  “You three,” he called out, with the desuwraiths squeaking and slinking back. “Use your hand to activate that lift. The guardian down below is expecting you to return, don’t keep her waiting.”


  The desuwraiths slowly walked out and watched him curiously as he pointed to the alter.


  “You three chose to help her protect that city, so do it. Make sure nobody ever opens that seal.”


  “Well, duh,” one of them retorted.


  “Of course we’re not going to let anyone open it.”


  “Yeah, what do you think we are? Stupid?”


  “Not going to answer that,” Daemon replied before looking around at the others. “The Dark Queen of this region is safely secured down below. The guardian has already collected her key fragments and has hidden them. And with three desuwraiths standing guard alongside her nobody is going to be opening the seal. Nothing more needs to be done here.”


  “That’s a relief,” Mika breathed out.


  “One less thing for us to worry about,” Forrus agreed.


  “Still would like to see this ancient city myself,” Tabitha mentioned glancing behind them. The three desuwraiths were trying to figure out what side of their hand to put on the alter, the girls constantly bickering and pushing aside one another as they used every angle except for flat down with the palm to get the dais to work.


  “The Dark Queen here is not our concern or responsibility,” Daemon stated. “We just need to focus on eliminating The Sisterhood so we can resume our search for the key fragments to our own Dark Queen that needs to be contained.”


  “They’re already in Green Haven, right?” Rulo asked. “Well then we’d better get over there and kill those bitches before we lose them again.”


  Daemon nodded and turned to Saffron as she watched him with worried eyes.


  “Your queen may have fallen, however your nest isn’t defeated yet. You can still live, you can still fight, you can still avenge her.”


  Saffron slowly nodded then took a moment to calm herself, the girl taking a few slow breaths before turning to the guards and squeaking at them sternly. They merely glanced to her then to Daemon while remaining silent. Saffron screeched at them and stomped her foot before waving to Daemon and his group while squeaking loudly at the guards, the three ant girls jumping a bit before nodding at her. Saffron gave a stern nod at them then turned to Daemon and squeaked a few times.


  “What is she saying, my knight?” Hollia wondered.


  “They’re going to rig up an explosive show for The Sisterhood right under Green Haven,” Daemon answered. “They’ll keep the horde busy with their revenge while we take down Jovian and Jacqueline ourselves.”


  “Good,” Rulo snorted while smacking a fist into her palm. “It’s time for payback for what they did to us before.”


  “It’s time for them to answer for all their horrendous deeds,” Sasha agreed glancing to Hollia. The centaur growled and nodded as she yearned to see the gemini dispatched by her knight. Sasha then looked to the broken sword she had with annoyance while tilting it slightly.


  “Guess I’ll be fighting barehanded on this night.”


  “Me as well,” Hollia mentioned looking back to her broken spear on the ground. “Tabitha, might I borrow that golden lance one more time?”


  “I’m not letting any of you touch those again,” Tabitha scoffed. “Last time I did you broke one of them.”


  “It was just a little chip!” Rulo snapped. “Like that would make any difference with how much that stupid hammer was worth!”


  “Nothing doing,” Tabitha argued looking away with crossed arms. “Just use your fists to fight with, I’m not losing any more than I already have helping you.”


  “Can’t you fix it?” Scay wondered as she eyed over Sasha’s broken blade.


  “I would need a proper forge and plenty of velarite to repair it,” Sasha answered shaking her head. “And velarite isn’t exactly common in the world.”


  “You don’t have to fight this time, Sasha,” Forrus said. “Leave the slaying of the accursed demons to those who deserve revenge against them.”


  “They killed my mother, my little sister, and destroyed my homeland,” Hollia snapped at her. “I deserve a chance to slay them more than you do!”


  “There’s two of them,” Rulo mentioned with a shrug. “You can each kill one. Happy?”


  “I wanna stab them too,” Scay added with a wide smile. “It sounds like fun. Can I? Please?”


  Saffron squeaked loudly at them and pointed to herself, the girls watching her squeaking in anger over and over again while gesturing around to herself, Daemon, her sisters, then waving her hands about in indecipherable patterns.


  “She seems pretty eager to draw their blood too,” Daemon summed up.


  “Whatever,” Tabitha droned rolling her eyes. “You all want to kill them, so let’s go kill them and get this over with.”


  Daemon then noticed Mika still remaining silent with her head lowered. The hunter glanced around at each of the monster girls near her then saw the desuwraiths still bickering about how to activate the lift. She walked over towards them, with everyone else stopping and noticing her solemn approach towards the three girls. The desuwraiths were going in circles calling each other stupid before they jumped at seeing Mika coming closer. She walked over with a blank expression, took one of the girl’s hands, and then placed it down on the dais which then lit up from the touch.


  “That’s how it works,” Mika softly said while keeping her eye downward.


  “Um… thank you,” one of them slowly said.


  “I was about to suggest that next.”


  “No, I was.”


  “Please,” Mika shakily said. “Don’t let the Dark Queen get out. Don’t let that thing get out.”


  “We won’t.”


  “Like we would ever do that.”


  “That’s so stupid to think we would.”


  “Thank you,” Mika said, with the three monsters then looking at her curiously. She slowly walked away while the desuwraiths turned to each other questionably.


  “Hey,” one called out to her. The hunter stopped and looked back to see the desuwraiths smiling curiously at her.


  “Thank you,” the second said.


  “What’s your name?” the third asked.


  “Mika Harollson.”


  “I’m Lara.”


  “No, I’m Lara. You’re Sara.”


  “Liar. I’m Lara, she’s Tara, and you’re Sara.”


  The desuwraiths started bickering in circles again while Mika slowly shook her head at them. The hunter walked back to the others while the lift lowered down with the desuwraiths yelling at one another. After the cenotaph descended and the steel doors closed over the opening Hollia slowly approached Mika who was looking down at the ground.


  “Am I seeing correctly?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Did you just help and thank a monster just now?”


  “I don’t even know what I’m doing anymore,” Mika softly replied. “Monsters are my enemy, and here are monsters who are protecting us from monsters, and other monsters are out there killing humans and monsters… who killed my sisters… who killed other monsters… who…”


  Mika held her hands over her face and shook her head, struggling to make sense of everything that had been happening that day.


  “Male monsters… Dark Queens… lost cities… gemini… legendary swords… wha… what’s going on in the world…”


  “Mika,” Daemon said. She turned to him with a weary gaze as he shook his head with a calm expression. “You don’t need to deal with any of this. The Dark Queen will remain locked away just as she always has. We’ll deal with The Sisterhood, we’re ready for that fight. You don’t need to bear this burden like we do.”


  “You said you have a brother,” Sasha recalled. “Go home to him. Just worry about protecting him, leave the world to us.”


  “We’ll put an end to The Sisterhood,” Tabitha sneered. “You can sleep easy at night, okay?”


  “You don’t look to be in stable mind right now,” Forrus commented. “A fight like this is something you’re not ready for. You should go home.”


  “They speak the truth,” Hollia said resting a hand on Mika’s shoulder. “You may be a skilled hunter however even you have your limits. This is not something you’re prepared for, it’s plainly obvious. Go, leave this matter to us.”


  Mika opened her mouth to speak then halted, seeing the centaur slowly shaking her head before she stood aside and crossed her arms. Looking around she saw all manner of monsters watching her while feeling incredibly out of place in their company. She then turned to Daemon as he remained silent, the swordsman merely giving a single nod to her in agreement. After a pause she slowly started walking towards the exit tunnels. Everyone watched as she went past Daemon and Saffron before she stopped and looked back to him.


  “Thank you, for saving my life,” she dearly said. “Even if it was only to get information about The Sisterhood.”


  “It wasn’t just that,” he admitted. “You gave The Sisterhood quite the black eye with your efforts. I found that to be very impressive.”


  “You thought I was impressive?” she wondered.


  “You live up to your reputation, Mika Harollson.”


  Mika smiled a bit and looked down as she felt happy of his approval of her. She then looked around at the ant girls and gave a weak forced laugh.


  “So… which way back to the surface? I need to get back to Trixton Pass and… have a very long talk with my brother.”


  The ant girl officers squeaked in confusion and shook their heads, with Mika looking back to them and seeing them squeaking something at her.


  “Trixton Pass? West of Nibelvale? Know where that is?”


  One of the officers pulled out a map from her tunic and unrolled it, with another then pointing to a marker and shaking her head at Mika with more squeaks.


  “Look, can you just tell me how to get out of here then?” Mika dryly asked walking over to them. “I need to get back home.”


  The ant girls hopped about and squeaked while pointing to the map. Daemon and Saffron examined it then looked to Mika who was watching the ant girls with puzzlement.


  “What are they saying?” she asked him.


  “Mika,” Daemon said looking back to the map. “They’re saying The Sisterhood has already reached out as far as Trixton Pass.”


  “What?” Mika exclaimed. She rushed over next to him and eyed the map before gasping in shock. Hollia and Tabitha walked over behind them and looked at the chart before showing surprise.


  “Wow,” Tabitha commented.


  “Oh my word,” Hollia said in awe.


  “What is it?” Scay asked slithering over with the others quickly following. Everyone gathered around the map while Daemon slowly shook his head at the sight.


  The chart was seen to be very detailed even with the poor lighting in the cave, showing the locations of human and monster settlements all over their region along with the outline of the ant girls’ nest. The underground monsters had tunnels laid across the entire province, spanning as far as a mere mile short of reaching Ashwood to even going right under others like Rystone and Flairwood without being known to any. The ant girls even had underground routes traveling right beneath the kingdom of Rockhelm and surrounding safe-zone where other monsters dared not traverse. In fact the only places their nest didn’t extend to were a small pocket of land to the northwest where a dark blue crown insignia was stamped, the southern mountains near Red Peak where it was obviously too difficult to tunnel into, the swamplands of Gorgmire to the southeast which wouldn’t be good for underground travel at all, and the barren wastelands to the east where the more savage monsters lived.


  “They’re everywhere!” Mika cried out grabbing her hair. “Holy shit, is this right? These ant girls are- fucking hell, they’re right below Rockhelm? You’re telling me ant girls are right below the kingdom grounds? You monsters have been living beneath- you’re even under my home? My HOME?”


  She stared in shock at seeing a tunnel leading directly below where a marker was set for a particular human trading post in The Outerlands. Looking around at the monsters she saw the ant girls merely watching her curiously as the hunter struggled to form any coherent words now.


  “Mika,” Daemon said, earning a stunned look from the woman. “I don’t believe that’s what you should be concerned about right now.”


  “What are you talking about? These monsters are everywhere in Koskaysil! They’re right under our kingdom for crying out loud! Why shouldn’t I be concerned about these ants being literally everywhere in our land?”


  “Look closer, dumbass,” Rulo snorted. “Don’t you see something else that’s really wrong here?”


  Mika looked closely at the chart, her eye taking notice of several large red drawn lines that appeared to be acting as barriers towards the eastern side. Some were crossed off from being further out east while those behind them had yellow lines slashed through them. One of the red dividers was near where Nibelvale once stood, something Mika’s finger slowly reached out and traced over before she glanced to the ant girls in question.


  “That groundquake that swallowed us up, that was you digging out the land in these areas, wasn’t it?”


  Saffron nodded and pointed to something on the map. Mika looked to it for a moment before jumping as she realized another detail about the markers. All the gashes through the region being made by the ant girls were dug out in a very specific pattern, they were all facing towards the same location that the underground monsters were trying to block off from advancing further from. Right next to where Green Haven was marked there was a very large orange circle over an area that rested against the forest. Behind the marked location was a trail of orange X’s over various locations and settlements, showing a path of destruction that had been caused by a dangerous force that the human could easily guess as to what it was.


  “That’s The Sisterhood?” Mika carefully asked as she pointed to the orange marker. Saffron nodded with a squeak and looked to it with discontent along with the other ant girls.


  “That’s… a big army,” Tabitha slowly concluded with a nervous frown.


  “It’s the size of Rockhelm,” Hollia noted glancing to Mika. The human held a hand over her mouth as she saw the actual scale of what was coming for their kingdom soon, the size of the enemy forces when grouped together being quite significant.


  “Look at all that,” Sasha said pointing to the trail of crossed off locations in The Sisterhood’s wake. “They’re like a plague rolling across the land, wiping out everything they come across like swarm.”


  “Ruhelia,” Hollia mourned as she saw her homeland being among many that were ravaged by the vicious monsters.


  “What are these marks for?” Tabitha asked holding a finger to a small orange dot among many others littered around the eastern side of the region. Saffron squeaked a few times and pointed around at them before Daemon nodded slowly.


  “The Sisterhood has been spotted in those areas lately, either with a few wandering grunts or scouting parties that were crossing through.”


  “They’re crawling all over our land,” Forrus growled.


  “This can’t be right,” Mika fretted. “When was this recon performed? How current is this?”


  The ant girl officers squeaked a few times before Saffron squeaked at them, the girls going back and forth pointing to several places on the map before turning to Mika and squeaking their answer.


  “This is the latest info they have as of yesterday morning,” Daemon relayed. “Their scouts haven’t reported any changes since then.”


  Mika shook her head as she grabbed the chart, her unblinking eye staring in disbelief at the size of the monster forces congregating in their land and also running through it.


  “You might want to warn your queen,” Hollia pointed out. “If this is accurate and we’re unsuccessful with dispatching their leaders then your precious kingdom will fall under siege very soon.”


  Mika anxiously looked back and forth between the markers for The Sisterhood’s location and the kingdom of Rockhelm, her eye then stopping between them to see her home having an orange dot placed right on it.


  “Oh god, Max!” she cried out. “They’re… they’re already on top of my home!”


  “Well, he’s dead,” Rulo simply said with a shrug.


  “Maybe not,” Forrus reasoned. “As my lord explained The Sisterhood has only been spotted in that marked area, it’s just considered a danger zone given that their forces are moving through it. It isn’t crossed off like the other fallen settlements, it hasn’t been destroyed yet. You should get going now, if your brother is still alive he won’t be for long if he stays there.”


  “She’s right,” Sasha agreed. “If he’s lucky their grunts haven’t come across your home yet. Get your brother out of there and take him to Rockhelm. That’s the safest place for both for you.”


  “Might want to start running,” Tabitha advised. “He probably doesn’t have much time before he’s found.”


  “This isn’t happening,” Mika shakily said. “The Sisterhood has been creeping around our home since yesterday? Dear lord, my brother could be seeing monsters any minute now!”


  *****


  “What the fuck is this horseshit?” Grace roared, the elf holding Max in a headlock while throwing a plate of salad across the kitchen into the wall with a shatter. “You’re giving me a fucking salad? I’m starving here, where’s the fucking meat in this place? You humans eat meat, don’t you? Or are you all little pussies that eat grass like stupid cows?”


  “Let him go!” Lelu yelled as she tried pulling Max free, the boy coughing while struggling to pry Grace’s arm off him. “You can’t treat him like that, especially after he made you something to eat!”


  “I wasn’t talking to you, cow! Go eat that green shit if you want, I want some fucking meat!”


  “Cow? Cow?” Lelu shouted fuming with rage. “How dare you, you wretched little devil!”


  “Maybe I should butcher you for my meal! You’ve at least got more on you than this little toothpick!”


  “It was just something to start with!” Max pleaded while being pulled fiercely between the two girls. “It’s good for you!”


  “Meat! Protein! Fucking food! That’s what I want, that’s what’s good for me! Don’t you dare serve your mistress crap like a fucking salad ever again!”


  “You are not his mistress!” Lelu shouted while pulling on Max, with him being held up in the air as the elf had a hold on his head while the centaur was grabbing his waist. “Let him go this instant, you’re hurting him!”


  “He’ll get worse if he doesn’t make me my goddamned lunch!”


  “I can’t do that if you tear my head off!” Max yelled flailing his arms around.


  Grace roared like a lion as she thrashed around in her fit, with Lelu screaming as she desperately tried pulling her friend free from the enraged elf. And Max was hoping his sisters would come home soon and save him from these girls before they killed him.


  *****


  “I need to get to him!” Mika cried out. She looked around at the map quickly, seeing the distance between herself and where her brother was before she snarled in frustration. “It’ll take too long to get there by horse, and I don’t even have a horse anymore thanks to those bitches. Dammit!”


  “Too bad you don’t have a centaur to ride like I do,” Tabitha boasted while eyeing her nails. “Beats riding a horse by far.”


  “You do realize I’m not yours, right?” Hollia snapped. “If it wasn’t for you assisting my knight with collecting his key fragments I wouldn’t-”


  “And saving your life,” Tabitha added while pointing to her. “Don’t forget that.”


  “He saved my life!” Hollia yelled pointing to Daemon. “He’s the only one I’m trying to help, he’s the only one I want riding me!”


  “Choose your words carefully,” Sasha hissed. “I don’t care for the way you said that.”


  “Can you help me?” Mika blurted out. Everyone saw the hunter trembling anxiously with a frustrated look at the centaur. “Can you… get me back to Trixton Pass? You’re a centaur, you’re faster than a horse by far. Could you do that?”


  “I’m sorry,” Hollia mused with a raised eyebrow. “But are you seriously asking me for help? After you applauded The Sisterhood slaughtering my family and people?”


  “Please, I have to get back there now! My little brother could be killed!”


  “But you were fine with my little sister dying, weren’t you?” Hollia scorned. “Yes, I believe you said my people deserved such a fate, didn’t you? My little sister deserved to die, according to you.”


  “Please, I-”


  “No!” Hollia sternly yelled. “I’m not running all the way to your little home through dangerous territory simply to help a monster hunter who laughed at my people’s misfortune. I won’t go so far as to say your brother deserves to die, however I’m not going to aid his callous sister no matter how much she begs.”


  Mika strained to hold her scream in, the woman looking to the map then around at seeing nobody voicing any empathy for her. Shutting her eye she tried thinking of the fastest way back home, and going by foot wasn’t an option if she wanted to get to Max before any of The Sisterhood did. After a moment she quickly ran up to Hollia and pointed to her broken lance on the ground.


  “Then how about a trade? You get me back home and I’ll give you a real centaur’s spear.”


  “A centaur’s spear?” Hollia carefully repeated. “And how exactly did you come into possession of that? Or do I already know?”


  “You wanted a genuine weapon from your homeland, right?” Mika snapped. “You need something to fight with, don’t you? I have a centaur’s spear sitting at home right now, just like the one you had. Get me to my little brother and you can have it.”


  “Now you’re trying to bribe me with a weapon that you stole from my kind after having killed them?” Hollia scoffed. “Do you honestly think that makes your request any better in my eyes?”


  “I can give you a centaur’s spear, do you want it or not?”


  “As much as I would love to have one I’m not helping you just for that, especially when it has the blood of my kin dripping from it. I don’t care what you try to offer me, I’m not going out of my way to assist you for any reason.”


  Mika held in her growl while thinking hard about what she could give them in exchange for a speedy ride home. She then glanced to Sasha and her broken blade as another offer came to mind.


  “Velarite,” she said, with Sasha raising an eyebrow in question. “You need that to repair your sword, right? I have that stuff at home.”


  “You have velarite?” Sasha asked skeptically.


  “Plenty of it, we use it with fixing up some of the more rare weapons we come across. You can have it if you help me. Would that be enough to sweeten the deal?”


  “Hardly,” Hollia argued. “Now you’re asking me to carry you and Sasha to your home and then carry her and heavy ore all the way back here. It would involve going through dangerous territory and I only run my fastest when not carrying others or rocks on my back. Besides, Sasha herself isn’t exactly light either you know.”


  “What did I say earlier about choosing your words carefully?” Sasha growled with a small blush.


  “What else you got?” Tabitha snickered. “I’m curious what all you could offer that you actually think we would want.”


  “I’ve got gold to pay you with,” Mika snapped at her. “Isn’t that what a neko like you would want?”


  “It had better be an entire wagon’s worth if you plan on paying me,” Tabitha laughed. “I don’t work for cheap after all. Especially if it’s a job from a monster hunter begging for my help.”


  Mika yelled and grabbed her head while fearing her brother may be seeing monsters barging through the front door any second now. She thought quickly about what she could give anyone for a ride back while everyone watched her in silence, all the possible offers she could think of not seeming like much as she didn’t know what else these monsters would want from her. A few squeaks then broke the silence, with Mika turning to see Saffron squeaking at her with a curious expression.


  “What did she say?” she asked Daemon.


  “You mentioned you were a monster hunter,” Daemon relayed. “She’s curious what sort of armaments you have at your home.”


  “You want weapons?” Mika asked the ant girl. Saffron squeaked and gestured around at her kin who were all watching the hunter closely.


  “They’re at war with The Sisterhood,” Daemon explained. “Anything you have that can be used to kill could be useful for them.”


  “We have an entire store setup with weapons and armor we’ve collected with our hunts,” Mika told Saffron. “If you have any way you can get me to Max today then you can take all that you want. Take everything if you must, just get me to my little brother before something happens to him.”


  Saffron nodded then squeaked while crossing her arms.


  “Deal,” Daemon said.


  Mika smiled gratefully at Saffron and nodded then looked at her quizzically.


  “Um, how exactly can you get me to Trixton Pass anyway?”


  Saffron took the map and showed her while tracing a finger along the tunnel that was laid out underneath the human’s cottage.


  “Wait, even if you do have an underground path to my home it’ll take too long to run there,” Mika pleaded. “We need to get there now, we don’t have time to go on foot.”


  Saffron shook her head and squeaked while pointing to the tunnel again and again, with Mika watching her with a puzzled expression before glancing to Daemon. The swordsman listened to what the ant girl was saying then shrugged with a blank look at the hunter.


  “I’m not sure what exactly she’s talking about, however it seems they have a way of traveling quickly underground. She said she can get you there in a few hours.”


  “You can? Really?” Mika anxiously asked the ant girl. Saffron nodded then pointed to her with a stern squeak. She said something harshly before waving her off, with Mika now showing a nervous frown from that.


  “What… did she say that time?”


  “You will surrender all your weapons and armor in your home to them,” Daemon relayed. “And you will never again draw your blade against their nest for any reason. That’s the deal.”


  “You get me to my brother before it’s too late and I’ll be your in debt,” Mika pleaded. “Just please help me, I’ll do anything to protect him. I don’t give a damn about the weapons we have, I just want my little brother.”


  Saffron nodded then started squeaking at her workers, all of them hopping to attention and listening to their commander while Daemon turned to Sasha and motioned her over.


  “Go with them.”


  “Master?” Sasha asked walking closer.


  “You may as well get what you need to repair your sword with since traveling there won’t be a problem,” Daemon reasoned before glancing to Mika. “Provided what Mika said about having velarite being true.”


  “She can have it,” Mika answered. “We’ve got more than enough to fix her large sword. And if it’ll help draw more blood from The Sisterhood then it’s a good investment for me.”


  “I’ll be collecting my spear as well then,” Hollia insisted stepping forth. “I might as well, better in my hands than the ant girls’ or this hunter’s.”


  “Fine, you can take it,” Mika quickly agreed before turning to Saffron. “Can we go then? Please, my brother may not have much time.”


  Saffron nodded and squeaked at her then turned to Daemon as she squeaked a few times.


  “Sasha and Hollia will accompany you so they can prepare for battle as well. Collect what you can from Mika’s home and assist with finding her brother. When you return we’ll be ready to head out for Green Haven.” He then turned to Mika who was biting her lip anxiously. “I trust when you find him you’ll leave for Rockhelm, correct?”


  “Yeah,” she agreed nodding. “We’ll go warn the queen of what’s happening out here. If you’re unable to stop The Sisterhood… then we’ll give it our best shot when it’s our turn to fight them.”


  Mika paused for a moment as she looked down before walking up to Daemon with a saddened smile.


  “And… thank you. For saving me… and for opening my eye to the world. I’m never going to be the same again after having met you. But… I think that’s going to be for the better.”


  “If you say so,” Daemon replied.


  Mika nodded then glanced to Saffron, the ant girl squeaking and waving them over before she and a group of her workers started running off into the tunnels. Daemon’s group followed after while a few ant girls remained behind, the workers eyeing the steel base in the cave with caution before looking to one another in trepidation of what lay below them.


  *****


  Deep in the underground domain of the ant girls traveling between their networked nests through adjoining tunnels wasn’t always done on foot. There appeared to be three different methods of travel depending on what needed to go through. There were corridors for ant girls to run and even climb along the walls towards their destinations, there were tunnels to allow mine carts passage with their rails for heavier loads of rocks or supplies, and then there was a third type of channel that was used for something much more unique.


  “What in Eden is this place?” Mika asked as she and the others were standing to the side in a giant cavern. Inside the spacious hall where ant girls were scurrying about in their busy schedules were several rails for mine carts to head off in all directions from the sides. Towards the middle were larger than normal tracks that branched off in four different directions with the central bars being set on a very wide stone turntable in the ground.


  “I’ve seen mining tunnels before,” Tabitha commented with a raised eyebrow. “Nothing like this though.”


  “You ant girls certainly are skilled miners,” Hollia commented before she saw a group of the monsters gathering near the center junction. A few of them were peering into the large tunnels that the big rails led off into while some were tapping their feet impatiently as they were waiting for something.


  “So what’s going on here?” Mika asked Saffron, to which the ant girl merely squeaked something back while also keeping an eye on a nearby tunnel. Mika glanced to Daemon to hear what she said while the swordsman was eyeing the sight of ant girls squeaking at each other while consulting maps, rolling mine carts into position on nearby rails, and polishing their pickaxes while sitting atop crates that were piled up to the side of the cavern.


  “She says we’re waiting for your ride,” Daemon relayed.


  “Our ride?”


  “I trust it’s big enough to carry all of us?” Sasha asked. Saffron squeaked a few more times with a smirk before Daemon nodded in agreement.


  “Big enough to carry all of you, all the equipment they’re picking up from Mika’s home, and a few minotaurs should they wish to hitch a ride as well. At least that’s what Saffron just said.”


  “What kind of ride is strong enough to carry all that?” Hollia questioned shaking her head.


  From one of the darkened tunnels screeching was heard growing closer. The ant girls near the center hub backed up a bit while three others turned a large crank on the floor, rotating the central tracks to align with the rails that led into that tunnel. Daemon and his girls exchanged curious glances then waited as the clacking of wheels became louder. After a while the source of the noise came rolling through the tunnel, with Mika staring in awe at seeing what the ant girls had created to move an exceptional amount of materials through their nest.


  At the front was a platform with four steel wheels underneath and a large plated shield set before it that had a red angular emblem painted on it, the wheels halting in place with screeches and sparks as ten ant girls standing atop it slowed the transport by pulling brake levers with great strength. Next to them were five reciprocating lever beams set in rows that had grip handles on opposite sides. Behind the front car was a long steel plated wagon atop six large wheels, the ride having several ant girls inside it along with an enormous amount of crates, barrels, and sacks that contained any amount of supplies one could imagine. It wasn’t just one wagon’s worth of goods that had been brought along however, as two more were hitched behind the first one and carrying just as much if not more in them.


  “Good lord!” Hollia gasped as they saw a huge convoy of provisions being delivered by rail in a manner that was unexpected.


  “That’s a lot of stuff,” Rulo commented in wonder.


  “Never seen anything like that before,” Mika quietly mentioned. “Today really is one of those days.”


  The large convoy slowly came to a stop with its front carriage and first car resting on the central tracks. Ant girls quickly rushed over and unhitched the transport car from the other two while many more swarmed the ride to start taking its supplies. Rolling ramps and carts were rushed over to help with the unloading while the ant girls in the wagon started handing off their haul to their sisters in haste. Daemon and the girls watched as crates and barrels were rushed off in all directions to mine carts waiting for them, the workers quickly securing the provisions in with their riders before sending them off down the rails. Other supplies were carried off on foot by groups of the monsters while those sitting in the rear two transport cars squeaked and waved at everyone impatiently.


  “They certainly are quick workers,” Hollia softly said.


  “There’s so much stuff,” Scay pointed out with eyes of wonder. “Where’s it all coming from?”


  Saffron squeaked with a shrug before looking away, with Daemon glancing to her then to the others as they waited to hear what she said.


  “They found it,” he replied, with the other girls looking to Saffron with blank expressions as that flimsy excuse didn’t hide the fact that the ant girls likely pillaged these supplies from anyone they could.


  After the front transport car was emptied ant girls started rotating the crank to turn the convoy around to face another tunnel. Saffron whistled and waved to them while walking over, with all the ant girls halting then saluting her as she approached the ant girls near the crank. She squeaked at them and showed them her map before pointing to a different tunnel, the workers then nodding and turning the crank to rotate the ride around to face the other way. Saffron ran over to the puzzled workers standing at the front of the transport and squeaked at them while other ant girls were looking to one another in question. After the convoy was set to ride off to the west Saffron waved to Daemon and his group, all of them then running over to where the ant girls were watching them curiously.


  “What in Eden is this thing?” Forrus asked.


  Saffron squeaked a few times while watching other ant girls looking over the wheels and cranks of the ride with a quick and keen eye.


  “Your ride,” Daemon said with a shrug.


  “What manner of magic is this thing using?” Hollia wondered.


  Saffron laughed and shook her head before squeaking at the centaur with a bold stance. The ant girls atop the convoy squeaked and flexed their arms with pride while Daemon’s girls watched them curiously.


  “Not magic, just muscle,” Daemon explained. “The wagons are pulled or pushed by the driver cars. They’re moved by the ant girls operating those swings you see. With enough force they can get the wagons rolling across the rails with any cargo they have.”


  “Interesting concept,” Tabitha mused with a raised eyebrow. “I’m surprised they were smart enough to build something like that.”


  Saffron glared at her as did the ant girls behind her, causing the neko to smile weakly and hold her hands up.


  “I’m just saying, it’s really unique.”


  “Humans use such things with their mining, don’t they?” Sasha questioned with a glance to Mika.


  “Yeah, but nothing this huge,” Mika answered shaking her head. “They were pulling along three whole flatcars filled with cargo, we’ve got nothing that compares to that in any excavations I’ve ever heard of.”


  “Ant girls are expert diggers, remember?” Daemon reminded her.


  “Never doubted that about them,” Mika agreed looking around at seeing the outstanding productivity of these underground monsters. “Though this is the first time I’ve ever seen them at work before.”


  Daemon and his group watched as the ant girls then started working the levers in pairs, each ant girl lifting then pushing down in rhythm with each other with repeated squeaks. The driver car slowly pulled the first wagon off the turntable before the ant girls pulled the brakes to stop it, with their kin then turning the tracks to allow one more wagon to be pushed onto it by a group of ant girls. Saffron watched her sisters unloading the cargo from the second car then squeaked at Daemon and pointed to the first one that had a ramp set up against it.


  “Mika, Sasha, Hollia,” he said looking to the girls. “You’ll be riding up front with some of Saffron’s workers. They’ll take you to Trixton Pass. Collect what you can, send Mika and her brother on their way to Rockhelm, and then return here.”


  “How long do you think you’ll need to fix that?” Rulo asked pointing to Sasha’s broken blade. The reptile girl held each half in her hands while looking them over with a sharp eye.


  “You have a forge I can use here?” she asked Saffron. The ant girl nodded, with the reptile looking over the sword pieces carefully before giving a small shrug.


  “Provided there’s a decent forge here not too long,” she pondered. “If I can get the iron smelted and set in place it should be combat ready by… tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?” Forrus asked. “But we intend to strike The Sisterhood tonight. We shouldn’t wait longer just for your sword to be ready.”


  “Velarite takes a long time to cool,” Sasha snapped. “It’s stronger than steel by far but takes more time to harden. There’s nothing I can do about it.”


  “She’s got more weapons at her place, right?” Rulo asked pointing to Mika. “Just use something else in the meantime.”


  “Help yourself,” Mika replied with a shrug. “I honestly don’t care about our wares anymore.”


  Saffron started squeaking something while watching as her kind were rotating the second car now that it was empty, the wagon then being pushed over and latched to the first one by a group of the monsters.


  “Saffron’s workers will need time to get their explosives ready for Green Haven,” Daemon relayed. “Preparing their bombs to use under the forest will take a while, tomorrow they should be ready to strike in full force. We have time to prepare ourselves for the fight. Sasha, make sure your blade is in fine form, there’s no need to rush it. Hollia, if the spear Mika has isn’t to your liking then we can find you another weapon to use, if you’re going to go into battle then make sure you have something you can trust. And, Mika…”


  He turned to the hunter who was watching him with a curious eye.


  “If you’re going to continue hunting monsters as your profession then I advise you not to underestimate those you come across again.”


  “I’ve learned that lesson very well,” Mika softly agreed with a nod.


  Saffron squeaked and waved the girls towards the front wagon where six ant girls were climbing aboard. Mika glanced to them then to Daemon as he nodded at her.


  “They’ll take what they can from your home then leave with Sasha and Hollia. What you and your brother do afterwards is up to you. For what it’s worth, I wish you luck.”


  “Thank you,” Mika dearly said. “I’m never going to forget you, Daemon Warrick.”


  “Alright, that’s enough of that,” Hollia grunted as she started pushing Mika over towards the ride. “Your appreciation for my knight is noted, now let’s go and get this over with.”


  “I agree,” Sasha said handing her broken sword to Rulo. “I’ll be back with the ore, make sure nothing else happens to my sword while I’m gone.”


  “Can’t get any worse than this,” Rulo commented with a curious eye on the two halves.


  Sasha started walking towards the ride then stopped and glanced back to Daemon, the two staring at each other in silence for a moment before she quickly trotted off after the other girls.


  The swordsman and his remaining group watched as the ant girls moved aside the ramp and squeaked at the conductors of the convoy. Saffron gave a sharp wave and squeak, with the drivers then working the levers to get them rolling. With a screech the cars started slowly moving forward before gradually speeding up, the passengers aboard the wagon sitting down and looking back to the others that were drawing further away before vanishing from sight as the cars rode into the tunnel.


  “I guess we just wait for them to return,” Rulo shrugged. “Well, I think I’ll go back to their tavern and get a little drink.”


  “A little?” Tabitha flatly repeated.


  Rulo took a blind swing at the neko with the severed blade, the cat quickly ducking under it and backing away with a hiss while grabbing hold of her swords.


  “I really hate you,” Rulo snorted.


  “I can live with that,” Tabitha snapped back.


  “Please don’t fight again you two,” Scay pleaded as she quickly scurried over and held Tabitha back.


  “Just watch over Sasha’s sword while she’s gone,” Forrus advised Rulo while holding an arm out before her. “I’ll skin the cat if she opens her mouth again.”


  Daemon shook his head then noticed Saffron walking over to the side of the cavern with a solemn expression. The ant girl hopped up onto some crates then gave a loud whistle to gain the attention of all the ant girls. The workers slowly gathered near their lieutenant while Daemon and his group remained further back, all watching as Saffron started squeaking at her sisters with a pained expression.


  As the ant girls in the cave showed shock, horror, and devastation from the news of their queen’s demise those running the convoy and riding in it with Mika and her group weren’t yet aware of the dire news. Instead they were focused on their mission given to them by their lieutenant as they traveled by rail with their passengers. Light was scarce in the underground railway while the clacking of the wheels remained constant below them. Glimpses of illuminated corridors passed by now and again while so did patches of phosphorous rocks that streaked by in the darkness.


  “I hope he’s alright,” Mika softly worried. “I can’t lose him too. I just can’t.”


  “It hurts losing family, doesn’t it?” Hollia bitterly asked. “Though I suppose that sort of pain is something we monsters deserve, unlike you humans. Isn’t that right?”


  Mika looked forward to seeing the centaur sitting against the side of the wagon with her arm resting on the edge, her hair flowing behind in the wind while she kept her scowl aimed ahead and not at the human she was talking to. The ant girls seated around them were keeping their eyes on Mika while remaining silent just as Sasha was, the reptile girl’s focused gaze going from the floor to the hunter next to her who didn’t give any reply.


  “It really would be the worst of tragedies if your little brother were to die, wouldn’t it?” Hollia snapped. “If only I knew what that was like I could sympathize with you. Of course I’m a monster so what I’ve felt before couldn’t compare to your pain, could it?”


  Sasha crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at Mika as the hunter still remained silent.


  “However I wouldn’t worry much,” Hollia scoffed. “You’re a well-known monster murderer- ah, I mean monster hunter. Perhaps The Sisterhood has been nervous about approaching your precious home in fear of their lives. Your little brat of a brother is probably just fine.”


  Mika watched the centaur keeping her irritated glare forward then looked down while her hair ruffled in the wind behind her. Glancing over to Sasha she saw the reptile girl staring at her in silence, her eye then going around to see the ant girls also watching the human they were traveling with. Lowering her head she closed her eye while the sounds of the clacking wheels were all that could be heard.


  “Monsters killed my parents,” she said while trying to keep her voice steady. “Killed my mother, raped my father to death, and then they tried to rape my little brother right in front of me.”


  Hollia slowly looked over to the human who was now watching her with a discontent.


  “Am I really wrong to hate monsters after what they did? After what they do to our men? How many men were raped to death in your home? How many men do these ant girls keep down here to use as breeders? How many men do you monsters take from us every day to use for your own lustful desires?”


  Hollia and the ant girls remained silent, all of them watching the human looking back down with a frustrated scowl.


  “You act like you’re all innocent, like you’ve done no wrong. The truth is you’re all murderers just like I am. We’re all the same. We kill each other, over and over again, all simply to survive in this crazy world however we have to.”


  The monsters looked to one another in silence while Mika flexed her hand slightly, a small red glow coming from it along with a faint casting ring forming over her palm before fading away.


  “I learned to fight, to use magic, to kill, not to go around blindly slaughtering any living thing I could see. I did so because I wanted to protect my people from being raped and killed by your kind, so I could protect my little brother who means the world to me.”


  Looking back to Hollia with a stern glare she saw the centaur watching her with a solemn expression.


  “Can you really condemn me for doing so? Am I really a Darker One in your eyes for wanting to protect my people? For wanting to keep my little brother safe?”


  Hollia remained quiet for a while before looking ahead again with a small sigh.


  “I wish I could say yes.”


  The ant girls exchanged curious glances before looking back to the monster hunter who lowered her head with a focused expression on her face. Sasha watched her for a moment then turned her gaze down while her hair ruffled in the wind behind her.


  “We’re all the same,” she distantly said. Mika glanced to her and saw the reptile girl nodding slowly with a distant look in her eye.


  “When it comes right down to it, we're all monsters in this world.”


   


  


  Chapter 14


  Burned Down


  In the world of Eden there was something comforting to the thought of having a home for many. It was where they felt the safest, that family would be with them, or somewhere that held a special place in their heart. Maybe it was where they spent most of their life or perhaps hoped to raise a family of their own someday. It could be a kingdom they may come to possess or a simple home in the wilderness that stood as a sanctuary within a troubling world. Wherever it was this almost magical place was the one location they could always go to if they were ever sad, lost, or maybe in trouble. It would be like a castle they could retreat into if they ever felt threatened or scared.


  Of course even castles could one day fall or be taken away.


  *****


  Deep within a lush forest in The Outerlands angry howls and painful screams were heard echoing through the woods, the cries being carried along on smoke and haze that drifted between the timbers. Further within the woodland there was a large wildfire burning brightly, flames searing across the trees and forest floor while the smell of burning wood and flesh filled the air.


  “Hahahaha!” a girl laughed playfully before more screams were heard escalating. “Burn, baby! Burn!”


  High in a tree an arachne was frantically searching the burning pines around her while holding her scorched arm, the monster hissing through clenched teeth while shakily skittering about on the branches as chaos seemed to be erupting all around her.


  “That accursed wretch,” she growled in anger. “Just where the hell did she come from?”


  Looking down she saw three trolls running by before a wave of fire washed over them and against the tree, the monsters wailing in agony before being reduced to smoldering skeletons while the timber crackled and started falling over with its base withering away. The arachne screamed as the tree slammed into the ground before she rolled forward, the fiend coming to a halt right on top of a gremlin who’s flesh had nearly been melted off her bones.


  “Dammit!” she yelled getting back onto her feet. Peering around she saw mites fluttering behind the trees before they too were struck with billowing waves of searing hot flame. An explosion of fire erupted behind a boulder with the burning remains of goblins being thrown over it. And glancing to the side the shaking monster saw an ogre crashing down through the timbers on fire before more flames barreled into it with a fierce roar, roasting the large creature in seconds before it exploded from the fiery energy flowing into it.


  “Hahahahaha!” the girl in the shadows again laughed. “This is so much fun! You girls really know how to party, don’t you?”


  A troll ran over along with a scorpia, the two rushing behind more trees before an eruption of fire blasted out. A searing golden light sliced through the trees wildly before the lumber shattered into flaming debris, the searing whip annihilating two more goblins and an arachne that closed in on the fight before a powerful explosion of flames detonated and leveled more of the forest into charred rubble. Waves of fire washed throughout the woods in a furious torrent, reducing timbers and monsters into ashes while the arachne shakily watched it circling the clearing she was in.


  “This isn’t happening,” she stuttered, her eyes staring in shock at seeing her fellow monsters being annihilated by the overwhelming fiery onslaught. “We need to inform our leaders about this, we can’t-”


  “Your leaders?” the girl suddenly asked from behind. Spinning around the arachne screamed, her legs quickly moving back before she tripped over a burning log. She trembled nervously on the ground while seeing a hazy silhouette through the flames that seemed to erupt before her, a girl’s menacing chuckling being heard from it while more of The Sisterhood carefully gathered around the area.


  “You mean the gemini, right?” the girl questioned. “Those are the ones leading you lowly rejects out here, aren’t they? Wow, and here I thought they would simply be incapable of making friends. World’s full of surprises, isn’t it?”


  “You know of the gemini?” the arachne shakily asked while watching as her companions slowly came closer on all sides.


  “Oh, I know of them very well,” the girl agreed from behind the towering flames. “A little surprised they haven’t just killed you all yet. I mean that’s all they live for, killing. They just love killing. Something you misguided girls are going to find out the hard way eventually, I can assure you of that.”


  “The only one who is going to die is you,” the arachne hissed. From the sides a few trolls and goblins rushed forward along with an ogre who crashed through a few trees.


  “Really?” the girl playfully asked. With a fierce blast of fire erupting around her a wave of superheated air rolled outward, hitting the approaching monsters and burning their skin instantly. The goblins screamed as they dropped to the ground with eyes melting out of their skulls while the trolls fell down choking as their lungs had collapsed from being cooked by the heated air. The ogre roared while the front of her body scorched from the heat then swung a large crude axe at the swirling fire in the middle of the clearing. With a hard impact the blade’s edge was stopped instantly while the flames billowed away in the wind, with the ogre staring in surprise along with the nearby arachne as the attack was halted with just one hand by someone.


  “Do I look like a weak little fox to you?” the girl asked having caught the large weapon while keeping her crimson eyes locked onto the arachne. Her nine golden fox tails had fire licking off them into the air as they crackled with fiery energy, the tips being soft white while the yellow fur they had was ruffled and messy. Her black heels were dug into the ground from halting the force of the heavy strike while her skirt wavered in the wind, the narrow fabric hanging down her front and back being made of a soft white silk while the angular edgings were yellow. Her bust was partially covered by black fabric that was crossed over her front and looped around her neck, the revealing dress having crimson embroidery set across its straps in strange letters. On her wrists she had small coverings of orange fur that seemed to radiate with energy while her nails were painted with a black polish, her arms having crimson ribbons tied above her elbows with black embroidery set in them. Her long orange hair was tied into a lengthy braid that rested down her right shoulder while more remained draped over her shoulders, the locks shifting to red towards the bottom while the end of the braid was tied to a spiked black ring that looked like it could maim someone quite easily. Atop her head were furry auburn fox ears, one of them having a golden ring pierced in it that twinkled in the fire’s light.


  The surrounding monsters who weren’t dead or screaming in horrible pain watched in stunned silence as the kitsune they had encountered held the ogre’s axe back with just one hand while smiling amusedly at the arachne before her.


  “Well? Do I?” she asked with an amused smile. “I suppose I do to pathetic tramps such as yourself. You just think you can push anyone around after all, don’t you? How typical of your brood, being able and more than willing to torment others who are weak and defenseless but when the tables are turned and you’re faced with your superior sisters in the world you cower like frightened little rats.”


  The ogre groaned while trying to pull her axe back, the monster staring in surprise at seeing the kitsune actually holding it in place with her hand and not letting go. The fox smirked with a vicious look at the ogre, the mere sight of her crimson eyes glaring as such causing the ogre to pee herself as a deathly aura came from the fiery monster.


  “I’m sorry, did you want this back?” she mocked. With a fierce yank she pulled the axe out of the ogre’s hands, the girl who had the appearance of a young adult then holding the oversized weapon up with one hand by its bladed edge while everyone stared in disbelief at the sight.


  “Okay then,” she sweetly said, right before throwing the weapon with a simple throw of the arm, in doing so launching it with tremendous force as it sliced through the air and then the ogre’s skull with a slick crunch before flying off behind her. The lumbering brute wavered slightly before dropping to the side with a heavy thud, the kitsune giggling at the sight before turning back to the now terrified arachne before her.


  “What’s wrong?” the kitsune asked, holding up a hand with her finger and thumb pressed together. Again she showed an absolutely vicious smile, the sight causing the arachne to turn pale in fright while surrounding monsters were now opting to run away screaming. Fire swirled around her arm while the air near her hand started to waver from the intense heat, her tails shaking with cinders flying off along with waves of haze as her fiery power flared up around her.


  “You started this little game,” the fox coldly said before snapping her finger.


  With a bright flash the entire forest was detonated into a roaring fireball. Streaks of flame shot out in all directions before erupting into clouds of billowing fire and smoke that tore through the land, the vast woodland that had once been occupied by a scouting party from The Sisterhood being completely annihilated in a matter of moments by the lone monster.


  Inside the rolling waves of flame and haze the kitsune stood amidst a charred crater, gazing around at seeing her fire wiping out all the monsters in the area while her smile slowly faded. With a quiet sigh she looked up as her tails slowly stopped shaking, wisps of flame and smoke rolling off her legs and arms while she showed a disgruntled expression.


  “Or rather you did, big sister.”


  *****


  Riding through The Outerlands on their carriage Daniel and Squeak watched Lucky continuing to pull their ride across the worn trail, the scenery having shifted to a gloomy landscape with dead trees and sunken mires passing by on either side. Sunlight didn’t pierce the thick veil of clouds above too well, what light that did manage to make it down became cloudy in the lingering banks of haze drifting among the crumbling trees. Looking around at the uninhabited landscape Daniel and Squeak started to feel the same thing while sticking closer together on the seat.


  “I’m not sure why, but I’m getting a bad feeling about this place,” Daniel cautioned. Squeak nodded while reaching down for her pickaxe, her antennae twitching a few times as she felt the same ominous aura in the air.


  “Actually,” Daniel mused looking up at the dull sky above. “Now that I think about it, there was something foreboding about the land we just traveled through before coming here. I wonder why.”


  “Maybe because death’s in the air,” Apoch suggested.


  “Or maybe you’re just blind to the world around you,” Astreal dryly added.


  Daniel and Squeak jumped then looked behind to see the twin witches laying back on either side of the slanted roof to the carriage, the two girls gazing up at the sky while their staves were held across their chests.


  “Apoch! Astreal!” Daniel exclaimed. “Where did you come from?”


  “We’ve been back here for five minutes now,” the sisters replied with bored glances at him.


  “Five minutes? Why didn’t you say anything?”


  “We were wondering if you were going to,” Apoch answered sitting up. “Tell us, Mr. Daniel. What if we were bad little witches? Would you have been remotely prepared for us assaulting you to gain your seed?”


  “Ms. Squeak and her pickaxe wouldn’t do much good against us,” Astreal lectured. “Nor would it help against lesser witches from raping a daydreaming dreamer out in The Outerlands.”


  Daniel and Squeak looked to each other in concern then to the sisters as they shook a finger each at him.


  “You’re hardly alert at all, Mr. Daniel,” Apoch scolded. “Why, if my sister or I had the mind to we could have been raping you for the past five minutes, and I do wonder if you would have even noticed us then.”


  “Traveling through dangerous lands such as this while fantasizing about fucking your harem,” Astreal scoffed. “I seriously question if our master’s future is in good hands.”


  “Hey, I wasn’t thinking about that at all!” Daniel pleaded waving his hands. “We’ve just been thinking about Kroanette and what happened to her home, that’s it!”


  Apoch and Astreal tilted their heads the same way with curious expressions while Daniel lowered his with a troubled frown.


  “Twilight told us about what she saw, how Ruhelia was destroyed. It’s something that’s hard to believe and accept. Kroanette… she’s going to be devastated when she gets there. I have no idea how I could possibly console her with her loss. It’s going to break her heart.”


  “You care for her greatly, don’t you?” Apoch softly asked.


  “I love her,” Daniel dearly replied. “We all do. She’s family, she’s my mate.”


  “Even so,” Astreal sighed. “You must remain vigilant out here. Although we bear no ill will towards you other monsters would.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  The witch sisters glanced to each other for a moment then gazed around at the surrounding area while scooting closer to Daniel and Squeak.


  “Do you know where we are?” Astreal asked.


  “We’re close to Ruhelia,” Daniel answered. “That’s all I really know about this place.”


  “Right there used to be a special shop,” Apoch said pointing to a large tree that had been slashed apart and burned with rubble and broken boards lying around it. “A witch who was loyal to Ms. Charlotte lived there and made the finest speed potions in the land.”


  “Speed potions?” Daniel wondered.


  “Yes,” Astreal said with a nod. “Ones that would allow anyone to run as fast a centaur. She often wanted to compete in the Quinlar Race held in Ruhelia, always boasting she and her trusty horse could outrun the centaurs if given the chance.”


  “Poor girl,” Apoch sighed. “The centaurs always refused her, saying it was an event held for their people only. She never got the chance to prove herself and her alchemy to them.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Daniel sympathized.


  “And now she’s dead,” Astreal mentioned looking back at the passing ruins of the treehouse. “A shame, Ms. Charlotte won’t be happy to hear of this.”


  “Especially since she ordered some of those potions last week,” Apoch added as the sisters glanced to Daniel knowingly. “She was expecting to get them after having paid for them in advance.”


  “Last week?” Daniel asked. He looked back to the smoldering remnants of the treehouse then to the witches in puzzlement. “What do you mean, she just died recently?”


  “Seems that way,” the twins replied crossing their arms. “After all the forest that she resided in is the very same we’re traveling through now, and it too appears to have fallen since we were last here.”


  “Forest?” Daniel repeated. He looked around with Squeak at seeing not a single living tree standing amidst the rotting woodland surrounding them. “When was this a forest? It looks like everything has been dead for a long time.”


  “Look closely, Mr. Daniel,” Apoch warned. “The trees here did not die of age, instead they perished from fire.”


  “You can smell it, can’t you?” Astreal asked taking a few sniffs. “The smell of ashes still lingers in the air. Ms. Terralona’s forest wasn’t like Ritherwood at all, it was quite alive and filled with beautiful woodland creatures.”


  “Not anymore though,” the witches said lowering their heads with closed eyes. Daniel and Squeak looked around in wonder at seeing nothing but charred timbers and clumps of dust covering the woodland floor.


  “A fire burned this forest down?” Daniel asked.


  “Yes,” Astreal answered. “Although more specifically, it was the fire from salamander women.”


  “Salamander women?” Daniel repeated with a jump.


  “You know of them, don’t you?” Apoch wondered. “You know your monsters well, isn’t that right, Mr. Daniel. I’m sure even you know they aren’t friendly girls in the slightest, right?”


  “I’m well aware of their reputation,” Daniel admitted. “They’re the complete opposite of reptile girls in Eden. They have no sense of honor or morality, they love hurting others and burning everything around them for fun. They’re not ones I had ever planned on meeting to speak about peace with us.”


  “That’s good, Mr. Daniel,” Astreal agreed. “I’m glad to see you do at least recognize what monsters shouldn’t be approached even for your mission of peace.”


  “But how do you know they’re the ones responsible for this?” Daniel wondered looking around at the bare woodland. “Salamander women don’t normally come this far out from the eastern wastelands.”


  “Because there have been a lot of unwanted monsters roaming Koskaysil lately,” Apoch informed him. “This isn’t the only place that’s been tainted by their presence. You have heard of Ruhelia’s unfortunate visit with them lately, haven’t you?”


  “The monsters that destroyed the centaur kingdom,” Daniel realized. “They were salamander women?”


  “Not just them,” Astreal said shaking her head. “We’ve been seeing many different kinds of unsavory monsters trespassing in our region as of late. We weren’t kidding when we said death was in the air, Mr. Daniel.”


  Daniel and Squeak looked to each other in surprise while the witch sisters stood up on the carriage, the twins peering ahead into the distance while their skirts and hair fluttered in the wind.


  “Something most foul is lurking in our land,” Apoch softly warned. “We’re looking into this unexpected arrival of degenerates, however right now we’re still not certain where they’re coming from or what it is they want.”


  “For now you need to be on high alert, Mr. Daniel,” Astreal ordered. “The Outerlands isn’t normally a safe place for travelers such as yourself, but right now it’s certainly more dangerous than usual. For your sake and that of your mates, be on guard at all times.”


  “I see,” Daniel said while Squeak kept close to him. “So Cindy was right, Ruhelia was destroyed by monsters. I wish I could say it was unbelievable, yet knowing how monsters can be in this world it’s hard to argue it.”


  Squeak nodded and lowered her head with remorse while fearing that her own nest was viewed just as horribly as the ones who destroyed Kroanette’s home by mankind.


  “Anyway,” Astreal continued. “We’ve come because our master says you need to get to what remains of Ruhelia right away. We can transport the carriage and all of you safely there, how safe you’ll remain once in that part of Eden we can’t say however.”


  “Are you sure you want to go there still?” Apoch asked. “Perhaps it would be best to turn back. Those who brought this anarchy to our land could still be nearby.”


  “Kroanette and Pip are on their way there right now,” Daniel told them. “We have to meet up with them. And Kroanette won’t stop trying to go home until she’s able to and can see what happened for herself. Danger or not, I don’t think anything can stop her from racing there as fast as she’s able. We need to be there for her.”


  “Very well,” Apoch and Astreal agreed twirling their staves. “We shall take you directly there if that is what you truly want. Please stop the carriage so we may do so.”


  “Thank you,” Daniel said before snapping the reins. Lucky started slowing down before the wagon rode over a partly buried log, the front wheel bumping over it before the rear one hit against it and stopped suddenly. Lucky neighed as he was jerked to the side from the carriage halting so quickly while Apoch and Astreal screamed while flying forward off the ride. Daniel and Squeak quickly reached up to grab the airborne witches, with the ant girl catching Astreal by her hips while Daniel managed to grab hold of Apoch’s ankles. While Astreal remained up high in the hands of the ant girl Apoch swung downward before landing headfirst in Daniel’s lap with a soft thump. Except for Lucky’s whinnying everything fell silent as Astreal and Squeak stared with wide eyes at seeing Apoch’s face buried between Daniel’s legs and her own being held up on either side of his head, the stunned expression Daniel had being frozen at seeing the witch’s black panties right in front of him as her skirt dropped down around her hips.


  Daniel gulped and glanced over to see Astreal glaring at him with absolute fury while Squeak had a nervous frown, his eyes then turning down to the witch who was twitching slightly with whimpers coming from his crotch.


  “Um… got you?” he slowly said with a cringe.


  *****


  “I said I was sorry!” Daniel pleaded desperately. “I just tried to catch her so she wouldn’t fall off!”


  “YOU BASTARD!” Astreal roared while holding Apoch close to her, the shy witch burying her face in her sister’s shoulder while Astreal had her staff held out towards the trembling human. Daniel tried to keep as still as he could while kneeled down on the ground, his eyes going over the many crimson longswords that were floating all around him with their ends aimed at his neck then back to the witch who was snarling through her teeth at him. Nearby Squeak was holding her hands over her face while peeking between the fingers at Daniel, the girl fearful Daniel wouldn’t be walking away from this misunderstanding without losing some blood first.


  “It was just an accident!” Daniel begged.


  “How dare you hold my sister like that!” Astreal yelled. “Her body is not for you! Not for you at all!”


  “I know that! I never meant for that to happen!”


  “He was breathing into my panties,” Apoch whimpered shaking her head. “Like a hungry animal.”


  Squeak jumped and looked at Daniel in surprise while Astreal growled like a lion who was about to kill its prey.


  “I was not!” Daniel argued shaking his head. “I just tried to catch her so she wouldn’t-”


  “And he was licking me down there,” Apoch sniveled holding a hand down over her rear. “He liked it. He liked tasting me.”


  “I DID NOT!” Daniel cried out as the longswords around him shook slightly with a metallic whine. “I swear, I didn’t do anything like that to her!”


  “You’re going to pay for this!” Astreal yelled while her staff’s end glowed with a deep red. “Nobody does that to my sister and gets away with it!”


  “Wait, please listen to me!” Daniel shouted as he shut his eyes and braced for death.


  Astreal trembled in anger while Squeak watched Daniel with an uneasy frown, the two then turning to see Apoch giggling while hiding in her sister’s shoulder. After a moment the shy witch glanced over to Daniel with a coy smile and shook her head.


  “That’s enough, sister. I think he learned his lesson.”


  “Lesson?” Astreal asked. She blinked then confusedly looked back and forth between Apoch and Daniel while the raven haired witch stepped back and smirked at the trembling human.


  “That’s what you get for sticking your nose someplace it doesn’t belong,” Apoch said before sticking her tongue out at Daniel.


  “Sister?” Astreal wondered.


  “Mr. Daniel did save me from flying off the carriage,” Apoch admitted with a shrug. “But his method of doing so left a lot to be desired. Mainly the part about my crotch ending up against his mouth and vice versa. He didn’t deserve such a treat as that.”


  “You’re not mad at him?” Astreal asked.


  “I was, but seeing him begging for his life like that made me feel better,” Apoch giggled.


  “She was going to kill me!” Daniel cried out.


  “No,” Apoch playfully corrected. “She wouldn’t have gone that far, our master is counting on you to save her after all. She likely would have just taken an ear or an eye in retribution for you touching me in such a naughty way, that’s all. Hee hee!”


  “This isn’t funny!” Daniel shouted. “I tried to be nice and save you!”


  “Then you should have caught me properly like Ms. Squeak did with my sister,” Apoch huffed as she turned away. “I mean honestly, catching me the way you did. It makes me wonder if you wanted to take a whiff of my pussy.”


  “I did not!” Daniel exclaimed. “I was just trying to help by not letting you fly off onto the ground!”


  Astreal rolled her eyes and waved her staff, dissolving her swords around Daniel who then caught his breath while looking at the witches as if they were crazy.


  “Sister,” Astreal tiredly said. “I don’t mind playing tricks on Mr. Daniel but at least let me know that’s what you were doing next time. Him wanting to shove his face into your crotch was too believable, I was almost going to behead him for that.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Daniel cried out in disbelief. “What kind of image of me do you two have? And what do you mean you don’t mind playing tricks on me?”


  Apoch giggled and shrugged at her sister, with Astreal smiling a little at her while shaking her head. The two then turned to Daniel as he got up on his feet while holding his neck with an annoyed expression at them.


  “You can’t get mad at us,” Astreal pointed out. “We’re witches, we love to play tricks now and again. It’s what we do, it’s our nature.”


  “That and you did hold me inappropriately,” Apoch mentioned shaking a finger at him. “Such a naughty boy, Mr. Daniel.”


  “Next time I’ll let you soar off into dirt,” Daniel retorted shaking his head. “I promise.”


  “Aw, no need to be so grumpy, Mr. Daniel,” Apoch coyly said. She walked over to him while summoning her staff into her hand, the witch then hooking the end around his neck and pulling him down to her level. “Tell you what, since you’re still upset I’ll tell you a little secret as amends for my harmless joke.”


  “Harmless?” Daniel mockingly repeated.


  “You made me swoon, Mr. Daniel,” Apoch softly said, holding a hand to his cheek with a gentle expression coming over her. Daniel watched her in awe as the witch sighed and slowly shook her head.


  “You, a human, would instinctively try to help me when I was in trouble. Even after I’ve been so mean to you, even after I’ve been a bad little witch in my long life, you would actually do that for me. The fact that you wanted to protect me, to shield me from harm like that… I’ve never felt so loved before. And all from a human too.”


  “Apoch?” Daniel quietly said.


  “The truth is…” Apoch tenderly continued, the girl taking a small breath before smiling lovingly at him. “I’ve falling in love with you! Oh please, let me join your harem too! It would mean so much to me if you did!”


  “What?” Daniel exclaimed. Astreal watched her sister curiously while Squeak was showing a stunned expression on her face as Apoch clung to Daniel’s chest and nuzzled her cheek against him.


  “You stole my heart too so now you need to take care of me! And don’t worry about what my master would say, I’m certain she’d approve of you taking me as your mate and making a baby with me!”


  “Making a baby with you?” Daniel cried out. Apoch hopped up onto his chest while holding his shoulders, leaning closer to his face with a seductive grin as she watched him babbling some form of nonsensical argument.


  “Of course, we’re going to have sex too, aren’t we? I promise I’ll make it magical for you. You’re in for a real treat if I do say so, I love anal way more than Ms. Alyssa does.”


  She leaned close to Daniel’s face and gently held his head while he continued stammering some form of frightened reply.


  “I’m certain I’m warmer and tighter than she is by far. Maybe tonight you could see for yourself. What do you think?”


  “Whoa, hold it!” Daniel cried out shutting his eyes tightly. “We’re not doing anything like that tonight! Or ever! I’m sorry but there’s no way I could take another mate now, not even you, Apoch! I’m okay being friends but that’s it, nothing more! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel that way about me, I’m shocked you even do feel that way about me! I mean I’m flattered but I’m highly spoken for so there’s just no way it could work between us, Apoch! Okay? I’m sorry but… please, can’t we just be friends instead?”


  Opening his eyes he then saw Apoch watching him with a cute smile, the girl struggling to hold in her snickering that was trying to escape her throat. Daniel blinked then showed a dull expression right before Apoch dropped to her feet laughing, the witch being accompanied by her sister who dropped to the ground laughing while Squeak merely watched Apoch with the same unamused look Daniel had.


  “Oh, Mr. Daniel!” Apoch laughed while holding her sides. “You really are cute when you get flustered like that!”


  “Did you really think my sister wanted you?” Astreal asked while trying to catch her breath. “You really believed that?”


  Squeak crossed her arms with a stern squeak at the witches while Daniel tiredly held a hand over his eyes with a quiet sigh.


  “I should have known,” he flatly said to himself.


  “Yes, you should have,” Apoch giggled. “Sorry to play with you so quickly again, but I just couldn’t resist. I saw the opportunity and I just had to see your reaction from me saying such things to you.”


  “At least that time I knew you were joking,” Astreal said standing back up. “And bravo for keeping that straight face with your declaration of love for him like that, I was struggling to do the same the entire-”


  “Can we just go to Ruhelia?” Daniel called out. He looked up with an irritated grimace while crossing his arms and tapping his foot. “You’ve had your fun at my expense, twice now even, so can we just go already? Or did you two want to torment me further while we wait here?”


  Apoch and Astreal exchanged curious looks before the raven haired witch used her staff’s end to hook over Daniel’s head and bring his gaze down to her.


  “Two things, Mr. Daniel,” she stated holding up two fingers. “One, there isn’t much to smile or laugh about where you’re going. In fact my sister and I haven’t had anything to smile about lately while dealing with these rogue monsters and the poor witches of our community who have been slain by them. Frankly this has been a much needed break, and we do thank you for giving us that.”


  “You’re welcome,” Daniel dryly said.


  “And two,” Apoch continued before smiling slightly. “I may not be madly in love with you, Mr. Daniel. I may not feel that way at all about you, but… I’m happy to know you now.”


  Daniel and Squeak watched her carefully as the witch showed a genuine smile towards him.


  “It’s true. Even if you’re a gullible human who’ll believe anything we say, you’re still a human who wouldn’t think twice about saving a monster such as myself. You helping me may not have been the most elegant of rescues, but the thought still counted. Thank you, Mr. Daniel.”


  “You’re welcome,” Daniel replied again while relaxing his stance a little.


  “And… I suppose I may have crossed a line with you,” Apoch admitted before smirking at him. The witch then winked and lightly tapped his nose with her staff. “I owe you one, Mr. Daniel. Remember that.”


  “I will,” Daniel agreed with a slight smile.


  “Very well,” Astreal said twirling her staff. “We shall take you to Ruhelia. You’re not going to like what you see there, so be prepared for what awaits.”


  Daniel and Squeak nodded as they walked over next to their carriage. The witch sisters struck their staves into the ground while their focusers and stone relics glowed brightly, the two girls facing away from the ride while waves of magical light flowed around their staves and legs. Daniel and Squeak glanced to each other and held hands, both knowing they would be seeing a terrible sight very soon. Apoch and Astreal focused their magic then waved a hand each out to either side, creating a shimmering wall of light that spread around the travelers in a wide circle before becoming enclosed. Specks of light floated up from the ground while the magical wall around them crackled with energy. With a quick fling of their hands forward the sisters spoke together in a strange tongue, the ground then lighting up with several interlaced casting circles that glowed with white and red lines. The witches spoke their spell in unison then held their staves up high before striking them down into the ground with a sharp thrust, causing a bright flash of light to warp across from the glowing walls before it engulfed everyone. A loud crackle echoed out as the pillar of light shattered, revealing the travelers to be gone while dust slowly settled around the area.


  They had been magically teleported to another part of Eden, a location that while being further away was no more pleasant to behold than the decaying woodland they had departed from. In fact it would be even more concerning to behold.


  *****


  Inside their bedroom Triska and the girls were quiet as they had been after their little meeting in the library ended. The cambion of the group was sitting next to her duffel bag while sifting through it with an unfocused gaze, her mind still focused on the inevitable confrontation with Daemon and his followers. At her hip the Hellfire’s Edge remained sheathed, its aura suppressed within the scabbard yet not hidden to Triska who felt her sword’s power boiling underneath, almost as if it too anxiously awaited its destined clash with the Archlight’s Blade.


  “You okay?” Kitten asked in her mind.


  ‘Just wondering what to expect. The next time we see Daemon things are going to get rough, and probably very quickly.’


  “I don’t mind fighting this battle for you,” Kitten offered with a chuckle. “Sounds like fun to take this guy on. And if it would please my master to have those key fragments recovered from him then it’ll be even more enjoyable peeling him like an onion.”


  ‘I sometimes find it hard to tell if you’re becoming a kind soul or not…’


  “I’m just doing what will please my master. We need to get those key fragments from Daemon and also take Kroanette’s sister back from him, right? Odds are we’re going to have to use force to do that. So I might as well enjoy myself with the task.”


  ‘I’ll handle him when we meet next,’ Triska thought as she tied her duffel bag shut and sat next to it. ‘It’s my job as the fighter of this family. Daniel may try to reason with him, I’m sure he’ll want to do so first before we draw swords, but from what I’ve seen of this Daemon fellow he’s not going to back down so easily. If he doesn’t listen to Daniel and chooses to fight instead then I’m going to make him yield, one way or another.’


  “You’re no fun,” Kitten pouted. “Seriously, this is something I’m perfect for. If this guy draws his sword towards my master then I’m the most suited to rip him limb from limb for it. I’m my master’s slave for crying out loud.”


  Triska shook her head slightly then looked to the side to see the demon’s ethereal image sitting beside her while sulking with drooping wings and a stubborn scowl on her face.


  ‘By the way, are you alright? I know that luststone was very overwhelming for you.’


  “It wasn’t overwhelming for me,” Kitten huffed. “I was just… a little surprised by how it affected me. That’s all.”


  ‘You were knocked flat on your ass from me simply touching it, and you’re inside my mind without an actual ass to be knocked onto.’


  “I’m fine, alright?” Kitten shouted before growling in frustration. “Like fucking hell some little rock could ever make me feel the slightest bit aroused. Nothing can make me feel more complete than my master. Nothing.”


  ‘I know that,’ Triska empathized. Kitten glanced to her with a troubled frown as the teen sighed and looked down in remorse. ‘The way it made me feel… it was like it raped me. Forcing that much pleasure into my body like that… overshadowing how Daniel makes me feel with his genuine love for me… I hated it. There’s nothing loving about that stupid rock, it shouldn’t be able to make me feel that way for it with no emotion behind it. It’s not real love, it doesn’t make me feel complete at all nor ever could. It’s just…’


  “Raw lust,” Kitten solemnly finished.


  ‘Is that what monsters feel inside them? Is that what their inner nature does to them? Drives them towards raping men because it’s constantly burning within them?’


  “I’m not sure about the others. I’m part succubus, so I’m always horny, Triska. But what that luststone made me feel… it had no warmth behind it like my master’s affection does. It was just… blinding for me.”


  Triska slowly looked around the room at her monster companions. Luna and Falla were sitting on the bed with Falla gently brushing Luna’s hair, the sisters remaining quiet while obviously lost in thought about recent events. Cindy was sitting near them, cradling Snapper who had finally fallen asleep in her arms. The young swarm remained as still as stone while breathing softly, all while Cindy watched her with caring eyes as she treated the infant as if she were her own. Alyssa was sitting in front of the mirrors while adjusting the skull ornament on her hat as it had become loose while beside her Doku was admiring the focuser necklace hung on the wall that belonged to the witch’s mother. Specca was reading a book on the bed, having opted to relax with a nice story in the company of her family rather than remain alone in the library. Star was out in the main court again seated before her clock while mewing in rhythm to the swinging pendulum, her voice being heard amidst the silence in their home even though she was further away. And Clover was approaching Triska while holding her quiver of arrows in hand, the elf then standing before the cambion and seeing the distant look she had.


  “You alright?” Clover asked kneeling down.


  “Is that how monsters always feel?” Triska worried. The other girls looked over to her as she turned her eyes down to her hand. “What that luststone did… how it made my monster energy spike like that… that uncontrollable feeling of lust… is that what a monster’s inner nature does to them?”


  The other girls exchanged looks with one another before seeing Triska standing up and eyeing them each with a troubled frown.


  “Is that what it’s like to be a monster? To have that… burning desire within you? All the time?”


  “You didn’t already know this?” Clover asked standing up with her. “We’re monsters, Triska. We’re always horny.”


  “It never stops, Triska,” Specca softly said. Triska looked to her in wonder as the nixie slowly shook her head. “Granted, the feeling isn’t normally as extreme as what the luststone instilled in us, but still… that’s how it is being a monster. Much like how Cindy’s hunger is never satisfied… our sexual urges can never be satisfied either.”


  “You already knew this, didn’t you?” Alyssa asked hopping over to her. “You knew our inner nature compelled us to breed.”


  “Not like that,” Triska softly said. “I didn’t think it was that… powerful. And you don’t look troubled by it at all, Alyssa. None of you do. You all look like you’re perfectly fine right now. You’re not still feeling that urge inside you, are you?”


  “Triska, we’re always horny,” Specca answered as she set her book aside and came closer. “We’ve just had years of practice dealing with it. We don’t show signs of being troubled by it right now because we’ve learned to suppress those urges. To… block them out the best we can.”


  “Even more so thanks to Daniel,” Alyssa added.


  “Even now?” Triska asked looking to Clover. “You’re excited inside right now, Clover? You don’t look like it at all.”


  “If you all gave the okay I would mount Dan and ride him for a week straight,” Clover replied with a raised eyebrow. “And then I would keep riding him until he begged me to stop. And I would still keep going even then. I’m fucking starving for a man’s seed, Triska. I have been ever since I came of age.”


  “Came of age? What do you mean?”


  “How does she not know all this?” Clover asked the others while waving over Triska. “Hasn’t she been with Dan from the start?”


  “I don’t believe she or Daniel have ever asked about it before,” Specca clarified as she walked over to them. “Triska, we’re not horny all our lives, as much as mankind would like to think so. Most of us aren’t… interested in breeding until we turn about fourteen or fifteen years old.”


  “During our early years it’s quite peaceful,” Doku explained as she came closer. “We’re just curious children much like you humans are at first. But when we come of age our inner nature blooms just as we do. And it usually hit us… really hard and sudden.”


  “I wanted to kill myself,” Clover recalled. Triska turned to her in surprise as the elf had a solemn expression now. “The burning feeling inside… it wouldn’t go away. Masturbating doesn’t help, Triska. Our bodies crave breeding, we can’t fight that. It was so bad I wanted to end my life just to be free from it.”


  “You wanted to kill yourself then?” Triska worried. “It was that hard on you?”


  “Imagine playing with yourself,” Clover dared as she stepped closer. “I’m sure you have, we all have before. Picture doing that, getting yourself worked up so much, your body is just about to climax and release that wave of pleasure… and then hold it.”


  “Hold it?” Triska slowly repeated.


  “Hold that feeling you have when you’re so close to cumming but just can’t, hold that for years, Triska,” Clover scorned. “Have that constant craving for relief burning your insides nonstop for years. Maybe longer, because that feeling won’t go away until you fuck a man. And guess what? Not every elf gets a man when they come of age. Some of us never do. Some of us go our whole lives never being allowed relief.”


  Triska looked around at the girls in disbelief as they nodded with worried expressions, except for Cindy who was listening curiously to the group while gently rocking Snapper in her arms.


  “And even if we do have sex with a man,” Alyssa continued. “The feeling doesn’t stop. Our bodies always want to have sex. They always want to be impregnated. It’s just how it is for monsters.”


  “You’re feeling it right now, Alyssa?” Triska worried.


  “I am,” Alyssa answered with a small smile. “Triska, I want to mate with Daniel so much. Not just because I love him, but because every part of me craves him like you wouldn’t believe. If I was allowed to I would do just as Clover said, I would get on Daniel and never stop riding him. I’m controlling myself though, just like we all are. We’re all doing what Daniel believed we could do, keep in control and not let our inner nature dictate our lives. It’s just not as easy as you think.”


  “I knew it wasn’t easy, I just…” Triska said before lowering her head in shock. “I just didn’t know how hard it was on all of you. Even now… I thought you were all okay.”


  “We are okay,” Luna assured. “Triska, we’re happier than ever. We have Daniel, we have you, we have each other, we have cookies. We have a great life now.”


  “We’re used to having that sort of inner nature,” Falla explained. “Yeah, coming of age was brutal. Luna and I cried ourselves to sleep many nights because of how painful it was. But we got used to it. We learned to live with it.”


  “It’s not easy being a monster,” Clover admitted. “Our lust never goes away, it’s like a tormenting shadow we’re forced to live with.”


  “But we do live with it,” Doku reminded Triska with a gentle smile. “We learn to accept and move past it to the best of our ability. We learn to live, to laugh, and hopefully to love.”


  “Even you, Doku?” Triska asked her. “You feel that urge within you right now?”


  “All the time,” the harpy gently replied. “Triska, I’m no different from the rest of these girls. There’s a hunger within me that unfortunately can never be fully quelled. Having a mate does help, but this feeling will never go away.”


  “Some of us are just better at hiding it than others,” Specca reasoned with a shrug. “We may look at peace to you, Triska, but inside the war never ceases.”


  “I never realized it was so hard on you,” Triska softly said. “I didn’t know until I felt it myself. Holy shit. How do you all stand it? How do you all get used to something like that?”


  “It’s the only way we know how to live,” Alyssa answered with a shrug. “It’s the only way we can live.”


  “What are you all talking about?” Cindy asked. “I’m confused.”


  “We’re talking about how we monsters are always hungry,” Doku said with a kind smile at Triska. “Sort of like how you are, Cindy. It’s a hunger that never leaves us. Triska’s worried about us because of it.”


  “Oh,” Cindy said looking over to Triska. “It’s not so bad, Triska. I don’t mind being hungry all the time.”


  “All the time…” Triska breathed out. “You poor girl.”


  “No, it’s okay,” Cindy insisted with a caring smile. “I don’t care if I’m hungry. I’m more happy now than I am hungry. I’m way more happy, and that’s all I care about.”


  “You are?”


  “Daniel makes me happier than anything ever did,” Cindy explained as she looked down to Snapper with a gentle smile. “When I’m around him I feel safe and comfy. So much that I don’t even notice being hungry. It’s like I’m not hungry when I’m with him. I’m just happy. Actually… I haven’t thought about eating all day. I guess being around you girls makes me just as happy too.”


  “Well said,” Specca agreed with a nod. “The same goes for us. We have Daniel, we have true love in our lives, and we have each other. Having that makes the hunger we feel go away. Not entirely, it’s still there, but we don’t notice it as much. We’re only focusing on the good in our lives, Triska. On Daniel. On you. On our family.”


  “So don’t go crying over us,” Clover teased holding a hand to Triska’s cheek. “We’re just fine. We’re surviving, and thanks to Dan we’re doing it without having to rape anyone. We’re alright, Triska.”


  “Like I would cry over you, Clover,” Triska quipped knocking her hand away. Clover gave a mocking sneer before the cambion moved forward and hugged her, surprising the elf along with the other girls. “I’m just sorry you have to always deal with that unbearable feeling. I didn’t know you girls were fighting on the inside all this time, I thought you beat your inner nature.”


  Clover smirked and held the girl before glancing over to see the others watching them with gentle smiles.


  “We’ll never beat our nature, Triska,” Clover admitted. She then pulled Triska back and winked at her. “But we’ll never lose to it either. We can’t, not if we want to keep Dan in our lives. And I think I speak on behalf of all of us when I say we’d gladly go through anything to be with him.”


  “I don’t care how hungry I get,” Cindy declared holding a hand up. “I’m always going to be a good girl for Daniel.”


  “I agree,” Alyssa added. “I’m a better witch now because of him.”


  “We’re all better for having met him,” Falla corrected.


  Triska nodded as she looked around at her co-mates. She felt a newfound level of respect for the monsters who had been fighting their inner nature all this time, even now when they had Daniel as their mate, and were able to suppress it so well.


  “You’re all stronger than I thought,” she admitted with a small giggle.


  “Aw, aren’t you the sweet talker,” Clover cooed before pulling the girl into a kiss. Triska jumped in surprise while the others giggled at the sight, seeing Clover holding the cambion close for a moment before backing up with a sultry smile on her face.


  “Clover…” Triska breathed out.


  “What? Having co-mates helps dealing with this hunger we have,” Clover coyly replied. “It’s not like you haven’t eaten a monster yourself, right?”


  Triska smiled amusedly at that while the girls laughed together. Clover slowly licked her lips with a twitch of the eyebrow, watching as Triska returned a challenging smile at her before they both quickly turned to the archway. The girls looked over to see Star, Daniel, and Squeak standing there, the three having remorseful expressions that caused the enjoyment the others had been building to quickly disappear.


  “Daniel?” Triska worried.


  “We’re here,” Daniel softly said, his tone confirming what the girls were fearing to find outside. Everyone looked to each other in silence before slowly following him out, the cheer they had been sharing now being replaced by dread of what awaited them.


  Outside the ride Astreal and Apoch were sitting atop the carriage together, the twins gazing ahead at something while Lucky was chewing on some tall grass near him. The sisters then watched as Daniel led all his girls out the doors, all of them showing distress at seeing the same thing before them.


  “Oh god, no,” Specca breathed out.


  “This is Ruhelia?” Luna nervously asked.


  “Or what’s left of it,” Falla mourned.


  “This… this is terrible,” Doku whimpered.


  Triska stepped forward from the group, herself and Kitten seeing from the hilltop the carriage now rested on a large crater that filled a vast landscape. Not a single house or building could be seen anywhere, not even rubble or a road remained, just a scarred hole in the world where the centaur kingdom once stood.


  “This is Ruhelia?” she asked looking back.


  “This is where Ruhelia once was,” Apoch answered as the twins hopped down.


  “There is no longer a Ruhelia in Eden,” Astreal said shaking her head.


  “This is what you saw before?” Clover asked Cindy.


  “No, this isn’t what I saw,” Cindy answered with a puzzled expression. “There wasn’t a big hole there last time. There were lots of burning buildings, but not a big hole. This is worse than it was before.”


  “Really? Because it seems pretty bad as it is,” Alyssa commented.


  Star and Squeak remained silent while staring at the giant scar in the land, both seeming stunned that this was all that remained of the centaurs’ home.


  “This is horrible,” Luna whimpered. “Kroanette’s going to be so upset when she sees this.”


  “How long before she gets here?” Falla asked the group.


  “Ms. Kroanette should be arriving from that direction,” Apoch said pointing with her staff behind them. On the other side of the knoll where their carriage rested a long stretch of a valley was seen with tall pines growing in a thick cluster on either side.


  “Given a centaur’s speed she should likely be arriving here in a matter of hours,” Astreal guessed.


  “What are we going to do?” Specca worried. “The minute she sees what remains of her home she’s going to be completely devastated. She’ll be crushed.”


  “I think we’re all feeling the pain quite well,” Doku mentioned as she averted her gaze from the terrible sight. “Those poor centaurs.”


  “Who did this?” Clover demanded at the witch sisters while pointing to the crater. “Do you have any idea what monsters are responsible for this?”


  “A large group of unsavory wretches are responsible,” Apoch answered. “How many there are exactly or where they came from we’re not certain of yet.”


  “They’ve been causing quite a lot of trouble in our land lately,” Astreal continued. “This isn’t the only place that’s been turned into a graveyard because of them.”


  Luna began crying while Falla held her, the sisters looking down with closed eyes while the others lamented over the lost kingdom. Even Doku started breaking into tears as the thought of all the lost lives in this tragedy struck at her heart. Star turned her gaze away as the sight of another fallen province was bringing up painful memories. Triska shook her head with a hand over her mouth then turned to Daniel as he was looking over the vast ruins of what would have once been a wonderful sight had they arrived sooner.


  “Daniel, what do we do now?” Triska asked. “Kroanette just lost her home, her family. We lost another race to speak to about your beliefs. What do we do?”


  Daniel held a hand over his face while steadying his breath, knowing he had an entire family also wondering that same question. After a while to think about their options he turned to face the girls and put the sight of the fallen kingdom behind him.


  “We wait for Kroanette to get here. She’s going to be hurting so much, there’s no avoiding it. When she gets here she’ll need her family more than ever. We’ll help her get through this the best we can, we’ll be here for her when she needs us. After we get her settled down as much as she can be we’ll plan our next move. Right now… this is all we can do.”


  “If we may make a suggestion,” Astreal mentioned as the twins began walking away. “You should leave this place as soon as you are able to.”


  “There’s nobody else here to speak to about peace, Mr. Daniel,” Apoch reasoned. “Only dangerous monsters remain in these parts, ones you won’t be able to sway with your words.”


  “We just might have to,” Daniel agreed. “Thank you both for bringing us here. We really do appreciate it.”


  “You’re welcome,” the sisters said while twirling their staves around at their sides. “Do your best to stay alive, Mr. Daniel. We hope to see you again.”


  The twins clanked their staves overhead with a bright flash erupting, the group shielding their eyes as the sisters’ spell engulfed them in light before slowly fading to reveal they were gone. The group looked to one another with troubled frowns then to Daniel as he glanced back at the ruined landscape, all of them dreading something more than the thought of dangerous monsters lurking nearby.


  “Kroanette,” he softly said. “I’m sorry for what you’re going to find here. I truly am.”


  *****


  Riding through the underground railway a swiftly moving train made its way along the tracks with screeching wheels rolling steadily atop the rails. At the front of the ride ant girls continued working the levers to keep the ride speeding towards its destination. Sitting in the car behind them Mika and a group of monsters were remaining silent as streaks of light passed by from adjoining tunnels and hanging lanterns on the corridor walls. Only the ant girls in the front squeaked as they did so in rhythm to their lifting and pushing of the pivoting beams, the rest thinking about their task at hand and also the horrible events that had recently occurred.


  “Maria,” Mika finally spoke up with, gaining the other girls’ attention as she kept her unfocused gaze down on the floor. “That was your sister’s name, wasn’t it?”


  “You remembered that,” Hollia softly said.


  “She was eleven years old,” Mika recalled. “Two years younger than Max is. And I’m sure just as special to you as my brother is to me.”


  Hollia watched her curiously as the hunter trembled with a shaky whimper.


  “If I were to lose him… the pain I would feel would be too much to bear. I’ve already lost my parents and my sisters… he’s all I have left. He’s my whole world, he always has been. I fight to keep him safe, I fight to keep him with me, I fight because I…”


  She took a slow breath then looked to Hollia with a teary eye.


  “I’m sorry for your loss, I really am,” she confessed. Hollia jumped a little as the human held a hand to her head while struggling to contain her emotions. “That pain you felt when you lost her… even you don’t deserve to feel that. I don’t want to feel that with Max. I’m scared, scared that I won’t get to him in time. I can’t… I can’t…”


  “You really love your sibling, don’t you?” Hollia wondered.


  “He’s everything to me,” Mika whimpered lowering her head with a closed eye. “My sisters… we were all prepared to die in battle, we knew it would happen someday. We were always ready to give our lives, to die if we had to, but… we never prepared to lose him. He was the one person we couldn’t let die, no matter what. I’m not ready to lose him, not him too!”


  Mika broke down crying while the monsters watched her silently, all of them exchanging looks with each other before seeing the human holding her hands over her face while sobbing.


  “Mika,” Hollia said, pausing for a moment before sighing and ruffling her hair. “I’m certain your little brother is still alright. Your family are well-known monster hunters, even if The Sisterhood was getting closer to your home I’m sure they would be very cautious about approaching it in fear of their lives.”


  “Does he know how to fight?” Sasha asked.


  “No,” Mika answered shaking her head. “We were going to teach him someday, maybe… but we didn’t yet. We didn’t want him to even try going out there to fight monsters, we just wanted him to stay home where it was safe.”


  “There’s weapons in your home though,” Sasha pointed out. “Surely he would have enough sense to know which end of a sword to hold should it be necessary.”


  “He knows how to hold a blade,” Mika snapped. “He’s been watching us for years, he’s not stupid. But he’s not strong enough to fight a monster, he’s just a little kid!”


  “When we first learn to walk we learn to fight,” Sasha replied looking down. “Every reptile girl learns the art of combat as soon as she is able to stand. I would have imagined monster hunters being the same.”


  “My sisters and I learned to kill monsters, we took up that role so our little brother wouldn’t have to.”


  “So you planned to always be around to protect him?” Sasha questioned. “Even though you were all prepared to die in battle if need be in order to slay those you hunted? What then, what would happen to your brother when his sisters fell in combat? What was he supposed to do then?”


  Mika fell silent as Sasha gave her a sharp look, the human becoming speechless as she didn’t have an answer to that. Sasha slowly shook her head and pointed to the human.


  “You kept him from learning to defend himself properly all because you feared him getting hurt in the process. You should be worried, Mika. It sounds like your brother wasn’t raised to survive in this world, he was raised to hide from the world and nothing more.”


  Mika showed a stunned expression then slowly looked around to see the other girls watching her with solemn faces. The ant girls turned to the front and remained silent while Hollia slowly shook her head at the hunter.


  “That’s what we did, Mika,” Hollia reminded her. “Centaurs tried to stay out of all conflict in Eden, running fast and far away from any danger that came near us. We hid ourselves from enemies behind our neutrality. We had spears aplenty in Ruhelia, but no urge to use them except to scare others away. And look what happened to us because of it.”


  Mika faintly breathed out something as words faltered in her throat, her mind trying desperately to argue the claim against the way she raised Max and having a very hard time in doing so.


  As the train continued through the underground passageway time became a blur to Mika, the human having receded into her thoughts about how defenseless Max really was. There were plenty of weapons and armor in their home, yet the only thing they ever told him to do was lock the door if danger was coming and hide. Don’t pick up the sword, don’t draw an arrow, don’t grab a shield; just hide. Although at the time it seemed like the best thing to keep their little brother safe now Mika regretted that she never trained Max to fight with a single weapon. Especially since his sisters weren’t around now and hiding or even running may not be an option for him if danger came by.


  Hours must have passed by as Mika came back to her senses to see they were finally coming to a stop. The ant girls halted the ride with the brakes while those in back watched the train slowing down inside a larger cave. A few ant girls were standing at the arrival platform with lanterns being lit on the nearby wall, the cavern having a few piles of crates stacked to the side while there were three exit tunnels that branched off in different directions. The cars screeched as they came to a stop before the ant girls hopped out of the wagon and helped with propping up a large board to serve as a ramp. Mika and the girls disembarked and looked around curiously while an ant girl brought a few canteens to the workers standing at the front of the ride wiping sweat off their foreheads. As the drivers eagerly took the drinks to either slake their thirst or just dump water on themselves to cool off the rest of the ant girls were squeaking with each other while one was pointing to something on a map she had.


  “This is near my home?” Mika asked looking around.


  The ant girls squeaked at her and waved them to follow before rushing off into one of the nearby tunnels.


  “I believe we are,” Hollia mused as the girls took off after them. They ran through the corridor which gradually ascended, following the ant girls as they squeaked and quickly raced along the floor with one of them holding a lantern to light the way. They turned left down the passageway then right while always running upward, the group of girls making their way through the winding tunnel before finally coming to a stop before a large boulder. Three of the ant girls pushed against it with all their might, the large rock slowly budging and rolling over while a sharp beam of sunlight came through around it. Mika shielded her eye at first then watched as the ant girls pushed aside the boulder to reveal they were above the surface now, the tunnel entrance being located in a lush thicket. The sky was turning to dusk while the sun was low in the distance behind the trees as the girls stepped out and looked around the area they were now in.


  “Nice to breathe fresh air again,” Hollia mentioned as she stretched out her arms.


  “Know where we are?” Sasha asked Mika. The hunter was staring at something with a remorseful expression, the other girls then seeing a small clearing nearby with a wooden log suspended by a rope hanging from a tree. A few arrows were lodged into the timber and log while others were lying broken on the forest floor.


  “My sister came here,” Mika softly spoke. “For target practice. We’re… close to my home.”


  “Your sister was an archer?” Hollia wondered.


  “A skilled one,” Mika shakily answered. “Built her own repeater to use in combat. Damn thing… always kept firing when she didn’t want it to. She never could fix it properly… no matter how hard she tried.”


  She then broke down crying holding her hands over her face, the other girls glancing to each other before looking over to the training field of the fallen hunter. Mika shouted and shook her head before looking around while frantically wiping her tears away.


  “Max!” she cried before running off. The girls raced after her, following the sprinting human through the forest as she called out her brother’s name. She bumbled through foliage and bushes, stumbled over a log, jumped over a small ditch, and ran with all her might to get back to her only family left. Leading the group of monsters behind her she ran through the forest, passing trees and crossing over a patch of dirt near one that appeared to have been dug up recently, before quickly coming to a halt outside the woodland border. The others rushed over to her side and stopped as well, all of them staring in surprise at something while Mika’s expression was of horror.


  “No…” she breathed out.


  The cottage that stood before them was barely standing now.


  “No,” Mika choked out.


  Half of the building appeared to have exploded from within, leaving charred debris spread out all over the field while the remains of the home were burned and in shambles.


  “No!”


  A cloud of smoke still lingered over the ruined home, blocking some of the sunlight that reached the ravaged home along with the bodies of those who were certainly not human.


  “NO!”


  A few goblins were seen lying on the ground, their skin scorched while some of them weren’t in one piece anymore. An ogre was collapsed against the side of the creaking building, the monster having a few arrows lodged in its fat belly while its throat was sliced open with blood running down its front. Corpses of catlike monsters were clustered together near the side of the cottage while an arachne was seen dangling from the broken roof by one of its twisted legs which was caught on it.


  “Wow,” Hollia simply said.


  “Your brother certainly fought back,” Sasha speculated with a raised eyebrow. “Perhaps he isn’t so helpless after all.”


  “MAX!” Mika screamed as she ran towards the cottage. The others followed after, all of them racing towards what remained of the building before the human barged through the broken backdoor and rushed inside. She passed the smashed table and chairs in the kitchen, stumbled through the mess that was the storeroom, then came into the sales floor where everything was in disarray or scattered about outside as there was no longer a wall or roof to that part of the building now.


  “MAX!” Mika cried out looking around. She dashed upstairs while the other girls made their way through the wreckage into the sales floor, all of them looking around at the armaments and trading supplies that were thrown everywhere along with seeing arrows lodged in the walls and floor in some places.


  “I guess I was wrong,” Hollia said walking over to where a gremlin was seen pierced to the wall with a centaur’s spear. She grabbed the weapon and yanked it out, letting the corpse drop with a thump while eyeing the ruined residence with disdain.


  “The Sisterhood even had the audacity to attack the home of famous monster hunters.”


  “Something is amiss here,” Sasha cautioned. She saw the body of a troll slumped against a pile of debris nearby, the monster having an axe struck right into the head and splitting the stunned expression the fiend had frozen on its face in two.


  “Perhaps her brother would try to fight to save himself, but this all seems like more than he could have done.”


  The reptile girl walked over and grabbed the axe, giving a hard yank to pull the blade out of the skull before looking at the downed monster carefully.


  “This one was struck down in a single blow, the axe went through the skull in a clean strike. A child would have great difficulty landing such a precise attack against a troll.”


  “Then what killed it?” Hollia wondered. “What did all this?”


  The monsters then turned to see Mika stumbling down the stairs in a panic, the human grabbing the wall for support and looking around with shaky breaths before seeing the others watching her.


  “He’s gone,” she whimpered. “He’s not here. He’s not… he’s not…”


  “Mika… I’m sorry,” Hollia softly said. “I really am.”


  Mika slowly walked forward with uneven steps, her expression being of terror while she stumbled off-balance. Looking around the destroyed cottage she felt her world crumbling apart, a searing pain digging into her heart as she feared the last of her family had been taken from her.


  “Max… Max… Max… Max…”


  She stopped, slowly looked up, wavered slightly, and then collapsed with a thud as she lost consciousness. An ant girl knelt down and turned her head, seeing the human out cold with tears running down her cheek. Looking to the others she squeaked a few times, the monsters then exchanging curious glances with each other as a quiet wind rolled by.


  “What in Eden happened here?” Hollia asked. “There are quite a few dead monsters lying about and I doubt her little brother is responsible for that.”


  “I’m not sure,” Sasha replied. She then flung the axe down into the troll’s corpse before looking around the area with a sharp eye.


  “The only one who could answer that for us is that missing boy.”


   


  


  Chapter 15


  Buried Secrets


  In the world of Eden it was normal for everyone to make mistakes from time to time. Some were quite small, like burning one’s stew for lunch or taking a wrong turn down a beaten path. And there were others which had more dire costs, like trusting someone with malicious intentions or releasing one of the worst evils ever to walk Eden. It may be possible to be forgiven for some of these faults, others wouldn’t be excused so easily if they were too severe. Whether these actions were accidental or intentional the consequences would always have to be faced eventually.


  It was just a matter of who was going to face it and what it would be.


  *****


  All was quiet and dark around Mika, her body floating amidst the vast nothingness while her sorrowful expression hardly did enough to show the pain she was feeling in her heart.


  “Max…” she whimpered. “Not you too… no… please, just let me wake up! Let me wake up to see my family again!”


  She screamed and thrashed around violently in the void, the furious roar she gave sounding off before vanishing into the dark as she desperately tried to wake herself from the horrible nightmare she had been living.


  “Wake up!” she yelled hitting herself over and over again. “This can’t be real! This can’t be happening! There’s no way! Wake up, Mika!”


  She felt no pain from the blows, rather the one in her chest grew all the more as she feared there was no avoiding the harsh reality that awaited her.


  “No! I can’t lose him too! I lost everyone else, I can’t lose Max too! No! Please don’t let him be taken from me as well! Goddammit! Why? You took my parents, you took my sisters, he was all I had left! He’s the only one I had left to live for!”


  Mika screamed while arching back, her anger and pain becoming blinding as she cried and yelled out into the void.


  “Mae! Milly! Max! NOOOOO!”


  “Calm down.”


  Mika jumped and looked around, hearing a voice that seemed to come from everywhere while nothing was seen at all with her.


  “Who’s there? Who said that?”


  “Mika Harollson,” the woman’s voice curiously spoke. “I’ve seen such hardship in your life as of late, it really is a shame that you’ve had to endure so many horrors in a short time. Though knowing the woman you are and how strong you can be, surely you can muster the resolve to make it through these difficult spells. I have faith that you can.”


  “Who are you?” Mika shouted. “What do you want?”


  “I wanted to let you know your brother still lives, Mika Harollson,” the woman replied. Mika froze with a gasp as the voice chuckled in the darkness. “He is very much alive, and I’m happy to say he’s in good health too. So there’s no call for you to scream your lungs away.”


  “He’s alive? How do you know? Where is he?”


  “He’s safe, though quite out of your reach for the time being.”


  “WHERE IS HE?” Mika roared. “Where’s my brother?”


  “I said calm yourself, there’s no need to shout. I can guide you towards him, I can take you to your dear little brother in due time. But I must insist that you get a hold of yourself first and speak in a normal tone. That’s not asking too much, is it?”


  “Who are you?” Mika demanded looking around. “Where are you? Show yourself!”


  “I’m close, and yet very far away,” the woman cryptically said. “Listen to me. Your brother is safe for the time being and I can help with reuniting you two. However, I must humbly request that you aid me with something very important first. You may be the only one who can save me as well, Mika Harollson.”


  “Save you? Save you from what? Who are you?”


  “I’m the only one who can help you find your brother. The sooner you assist me the sooner you can see him again. It’s quite a fair trade actually.”


  Mika slowly glanced around at the dark void then looked ahead, feeling as though she was being watched by someone right in front of her.


  “If you know where my brother is then tell me. Help me get him back and then I’ll help you with your problem.”


  “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. You’re the only one who can help me, and I’m sorry to say I just can’t risk losing this chance by giving up the only bargaining chip I have. Please, I don’t want to be the bad girl here, I really don’t. I just need a hero to save me or else I’m lost. I’m begging you, please help me.”


  “Help you with what?”


  “I’m trapped. Locked away and left to die in a horrible place. Even with my magic I’m powerless to escape. Please, I need someone to rescue me. And that someone is you.”


  “How do you know where Max is then? If you’re trapped somewhere how could you possibly know where he is?”


  “Because I can see him, just like I can see you. I can see everything, Mika Harollson. Everything. I’ve been watching over Eden for far longer than you could imagine. It’s very interesting seeing where you humans have been and where you’re going in life. Very interesting indeed.”


  “We humans? You’re a monster, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, I am. I know it’s strange for a monster to be asking a monster hunter for help but I don’t have a say in the matter. You’re the only one I can turn to.”


  “And why is that? Why would you think I’d trust a monster with anything she said, let alone help her with whatever trouble she was having?”


  “You don’t trust monsters? That’s odd, I thought you did now. I’ve been watching you spending a lot of time in their company without you killing them. In fact you came back to your home with monsters, having been saved by a monster even. You don’t honestly think we’re all that bad still, do you?”


  “You’ve been watching me?”


  “Mika Harollson, I’ve been watching everyone,” the voice arrogantly replied. “And yes, that does include you and your ill-fated battle in Nibelvale. My condolences for your losses. Your sisters fought quite well against those wretched fiends. Honestly, those troublemakers have been such an eyesore lately. All the death and suffering they’ve caused… all the anarchy… it brings a tear to my eye really.”


  “Don’t remind me about that battle!” Mika yelled out. “And don’t you dare disparage my sisters like that! Who the hell do you think you are spying on my family and belittling us?”


  “I wasn’t ridiculing them, I was being sincere with my words. And you should choose yours more carefully, you really shouldn’t be so cruel to the one who kept your brother alive this far to begin with.”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  “Your little brother has lived thus far because of my intervention with his fate,” the voice explained factually. “If it wasn’t for me he would have been dead long before you arrived home. He would have been raped and killed by monsters most foul. Thanks to me however, he avoided such a gruesome fate.”


  “You saved my brother’s life?” Mika retorted. “Bullshit! Why should I believe any of what you’re saying? Why would I believe the idea of a monster wanting to save my little brother at all? That’s absurd!”


  “If I can prove to you that I saved his life by my actions will you come to my rescue?”


  Mika slowly looked around at the darkness while struggling to calm down, the woman taking a moment to collect her thoughts before closing her eye and lowering her head.


  “I need you to save me. You are the only one I’ve foreseen that can do it. You may be a monster hunter but for me you’re the only one who can be my monster savior. So, if I can prove that I have seen all that I claim and am able to help you find your brother again, will you please come to my aid?”


  Mika hesitated while hearing the voice of the woman in her head, the monster’s words seeming desperate and pleading more than anything else. After a long silence the hunter looked forward with a narrowed eye, feeling as though she were staring right at the unseen watcher who was looking back at her.


  “Prove to me that you kept him from dying and that he’s still alive, then I’ll consider it.”


  “Very well. Thank you for the chance to prove myself. Time to wake up then, Mika Harollson. And, please keep all of this between us for now, alright? I don’t quite trust those you are with to offer me any sympathy.”


  “If you’re lying about Max you’ll receive none from me as well.”


  “I assure you I speak the truth, and I’ll show you just that.”


  “Your name,” Mika demanded. After that only got silence she continued. “Tell me your name. I won’t help you at all if you don’t tell me at least that much.”


  “Fair enough. My name is Aeon. And my future is in your hands, Mika Harollson.”


  Slowly Mika could feel her body falling asleep, or rather waking up as she now felt like she was lying down on something. Her eye opened to show she was on the floor in her home, her vision gradually clearing to reveal red beams of sunlight coming through the broken wall of the sales floor and crossing over bare shelves and tables that still stood inside the shop. Sitting up from where a pile of ripped clothing had been used as a headrest for her she saw ant girls packing all the wares and supplies that remained into boxes before scurrying off with them.


  “You’re awake,” Hollia spoke up. Turning to the side Mika saw the centaur standing next to the front counter with her spear in hand and a curious eye on the human. “Are you alright now?”


  Mika carefully stood up, catching her balance for a moment before looking around to seeing the sales floor having been cleaned out by the ant girls. Turning to the side she saw Sasha leaning against the counter’s end while watching the human with a raised eyebrow. At her feet was a crate that had clumps of silvery ore in it along with a reptile girl longsword that stuck out over the edge.


  “I wasn’t sure which velarite you intended for me to take,” Sasha said crossing her arms. “The raw ore you had in your storeroom or the sword that was made by a reptile girl who you appeared to have killed before taking.”


  “I’ve also killed orcs, lycans, and nagas,” Mika bluntly quipped. “You saw for yourself what we had here before those ant girls took everything. There’s no hiding the truth. I’ve killed a lot of monsters in my life. Do you expect me to apologize to you for every one?”


  “You really are a monster hunter,” Sasha scoffed as she picked up the crate. Glancing around at the empty store she then spoke to Hollia. “The ant girls are nearly done collecting what remains in the back room. After that we’ll be ready to leave.”


  “What about her?” Hollia asked keeping her eyes on Mika.


  “We searched the perimeter of your homestead while you were asleep,” Sasha told the human. “We found no other monsters lurking nearby nor any sign of your brother’s whereabouts. Whoever killed these lowlifes could have taken him, or perhaps he ran when things got dangerous. All we know for certain is nobody else is here, nobody that’s alive anyway. At any rate you’re free to do as you wish. We’ll be taking our leave soon.”


  Mika remained silent as she lowered her head. After a moment she slowly walked forward with a distant look in her eye, the woman making her way out the broken wall and onto the rubble before glancing back to the two monsters.


  “I suppose this is the price I pay for my actions in your eyes,” she solemnly said. “Maybe I do deserve it. Though I’d rather pay that price alone than have Max do so. He doesn’t deserve such a fate, that much I know for certain.”


  “No, he doesn’t,” Hollia agreed. Sasha remained silent while watching Mika, the human taking a moment to look around the destroyed interior of her home before walking off outside.


  “She may be a monster hunter,” Hollia sighed. “However I do feel some sympathy for her loss. I know how it feels to lose your family, it’s truly the worst feeling of all.”


  “Can’t say the same,” Sasha said walking away. “My family were dishonorable assholes.”


  Mika went across the burnt ground outside her home, her gaze going around at the quietly rustling trees and worn road beside her ruined home. What was once considered sanctuary for her and her kin had become nothing but a bleak monastery where monster hunters once lived. She blinked then narrowed her eye while clenching her fists before glancing around at the air.


  “Alright, Aeon. If you’re there then prove your words to me now or else never speak again.”


  “Very well, Mika Harollson,” Aeon calmly spoke in her mind. “Let’s go for a walk while I tell you a very unique tale. Make your way to the back of your home and it will all become clear very soon.”


  Mika scoffed then started walking off to the side of the cottage while a few ant girls rushed past her into the home to loot whatever else they could. It appeared they were taking more than what was once in the sales floor, that being anything at all they could get their hands on, but she didn’t care. There was nothing else at the cottage she wanted other than the truth about what happened to Max.


  “Truth be told, I saved your brother’s life by accident,” Aeon admitted. “You know of the elven forest, Green Haven, yes?”


  “Yep,” Mika flatly replied.


  “I was actually trying to save someone else’s life, the daughter of the late priestess of the forest. The Sisterhood were going to do… very nasty things to that poor girl.”


  “What does this have to do with Max?” Mika snapped as she walked around the building.


  “See those copycats up ahead?”


  Mika slowly approached three copycats who were piled up near the backdoor, the human remembering passing them earlier in her frantic state. She then finally noticed what the copycats had chosen for their form, a shocked look coming across her face as she saw that herself and her two sisters were mimicked by the shapeshifting monsters.


  “Look closely,” Aeon encouraged. “These three monsters were going to rape and kill your brother. I know because I saw his fate, just as I can see everything in time. He was to be raped and taken away by the fiends, used as their personal breeder until his death. You can see how they managed to get into your home, how they tricked your poor brother into letting them get close to him. They really are sneaky cats, aren’t they?”


  “Oh my god,” Mika breathed out as she saw her double in the form of a copycat with a gouged eye, ironically being the same eye she herself was missing now.


  “As luck would have it however they were foiled. See how they died? It wasn’t by sword or spear, it was by arrow. Your brother has never fired a bow in his life, has he? He couldn’t have killed these monsters like that at all.”


  “What are you getting at?” Mika demanded. “What happened to them?”


  “The elven child I helped escape Green Haven did so by the only way she could, through a special gateway in their forest used to bring in water from a faraway land. In her attempt to flee the gateway was damaged, and it randomly sent her flying off into the unknown away from her captors. The elven child who goes by the name of Grace landed here in your home, Mika Harollson.”


  “You expect me to believe that?” Mika argued. “An elf was here with Max?”


  “Not just her,” Aeon chuckled. “Lelu. Does that name sound familiar?”


  “Lelu,” Mika recalled. “Yes, Mae said Max had a friend named Lelu when she met up with us after returning home briefly. She was someone new to the area.”


  “Indeed she was. After all she originally came from Ruhelia.”


  “Ruhelia?” Mika repeated with a startle.


  “Your sister only saw the young girl when she was behind the front counter, unable to see her bottom half that she fearfully hid from her. She had no idea she was talking to a centaur the entire time.”


  “What?” Mika shouted shaking her head. “Now there’s another young monster in the story? I don’t believe any of this, I can’t! Why would Max even let monsters into our home?”


  “Bluntly put, they ran in out of fright of The Sisterhood or were magically teleported into your home without meaning to. They came across your brother by chance. He didn’t choose to kill them however, rather he let them stay willingly. Seems he found them to be nothing like how monsters are known to be and harbored no anger towards them.”


  “You’re saying my brother let a centaur and elf stay here with him?” Mika derided. “That’s impossible to believe. Max may not have shot these copycats himself but someone else could have that you’re not telling me about. And there’s no way Mae wouldn’t be able to see she was talking to a centaur, she may need glasses but she’s not that blind. And Max wouldn’t act like that with monsters at all, he’d either grab the nearest blade and try to kill it or run away for safety. What proof of any of this can you show me?”


  “Would you like proof that centaurs have been there recently? Head to the forest nearby, near the two tall trees that meet with your backyard. There’s something there that wasn’t when you last left.”


  Mika grunted then looked to the copycats, seeing the likenesses of herself and her sisters in them along with multiple puncture wounds that showed they had been slain by arrows.


  “That elven child saved your brother’s life, but she wasn’t the first to perform a noble deed here. Please, Mika Harollson, you need to know what your brother did for Lelu.”


  “What he did for her?” Mika asked as she started walking towards the trees.


  “The poor girl and her mother ran all the way there to your home from The Sisterhood who gave chase every step of the way. Although the child managed to flee unscathed her mother wasn’t so fortunate. She was critically wounded, and yet pushed on with all her might to see that her daughter would survive somehow.”


  “What does that have to do with Max?” Mika questioned while walking into the woods.


  “Stop there,” Aeon said, with Mika halting and showing a puzzled expression. “Look to your left.”


  Mika looked over to see only trees nearby, nothing appearing out of the ordinary at first glance. Searching the area she took a few steps closer before seeing something carved into one of the timbers.


  “Jessa?” she wondered as she saw the name carved into the wood.


  “That was Lelu’s mother’s name,” Aeon sadly explained. “She didn’t survive any further than this. Gremlins saw to that.”


  Mika slowly held a hand out onto the engraving then looked down, seeing that she was standing on a fresh patch of dirt that had a circlet of flowers resting at the top near the tree’s base.


  “That is where she now lies. She was put to rest there by your brother’s hands.”


  “What?” Mika breathed out.


  “Search the grave if you want proof. The fallen centaur and mother of that poor girl now lies beneath your feet.”


  “Max buried a centaur here?”


  “He did so in respect for his friend,” Aeon explained, with Mika looking up in surprise. “Although there wasn’t much left of the poor woman after the gremlins got hold of her, your brother laid her remains to rest to help ease Lelu’s troubled spirit. Go on, Mika Harollson. See for yourself.”


  Mika looked down to the dirt before quickly dropping to it and digging with her hands. She shook her head with shaky breaths, fearful if Aeon really was telling the truth. She dug through the dirt hastily before coming across a woman’s face buried within it, a startled gasp coming from Mika as she backed up and stared in shock at the sight.


  “The gremlins that killed her ran away scared because they recognized who lived at this cottage,” Aeon continued. “Lelu however remained as she was too frightened to go anywhere all by herself. Your brother allowed her sanctuary here.”


  “Why would Max let her stay though?” Mika asked. “Why would he want a monster in our home?”


  “He couldn’t kill her,” Aeon empathized. “His response to Lelu when asked why he wouldn’t end her life was simply that he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bring himself to kill a frightened girl. He felt sorry for her.”


  Mika gulped then slowly started digging again, her eye remaining focused and unblinking as she needed to know for certain if this was a dead centaur she was seeing or not. After tossing out more dirt to the side she stopped as she saw a horse leg buried in the ground, the human’s eye then slowly going up to the face of the woman as she fell silent. Very carefully she brushed aside more dirt, revealing the remains of the centaur’s torso along with her only front leg that was still attached.


  “Your brother allowed Lelu to stay for safety from the monsters outside,” Aeon praised. “He gave her food and shelter, and even a pillow to sleep on at night.”


  “Lelu stayed here overnight?” Mika asked looking up.


  “She did, and she didn’t rape your brother at all,” Aeon calmly said. “She was even spared her original predestined death at the hands of those copycats when the elven child arrived and killed them herself. Mika Harollson, you may be a monster hunter and don’t quite trust our kind that much, and that’s understandable. But your brother has already given some monsters a chance to show they’re more than lustful evils in the world. And his kindness was rewarded, as that young centaur has become a very loyal friend to him. I dare say she’s just as protective of him as you are.”


  Mika looked down to the fallen centaur in stunned silence, a quiet wind rolling through the area and blowing leaves about while she struggled to believe what she was seeing and hearing.


  “How… how could you know all this?” she softly asked. “How could you have seen all this?”


  “I told you, I can see everything, Mika Harollson. It’s my gift. I can see the past, present, and even futures of all living things in this world. For example, I’ve seen in your past that you came across a very unique individual recently who was also kind and caring towards monsters. Daniel Sorres was his name, yes?”


  “You saw that too?”


  “Yes, I see everything. And you had to have seen how it is possible for monsters and humans to coexist peacefully with each other. He was doing just that, even telling you just that despite your reluctance to listen. Well, know that your brother too doesn’t believe all monsters are pure evil, at least not anymore since he made friends with two of them.”


  Mika looked down to the centaur’s remains then over towards her cottage, seeing fallen monsters littered about the destroyed residence while ant girls were running off with arms filled with more supplies taken from the home.


  “And you yourself know for a fact that not all monsters are pure evil,” Aeon gently accused. “Daemon Warrick and his companions, they’re not demons to you, are they? The guardian and her three helpers who watch over the City of Eden, you offer your faith in them to keep the Dark Queen sealed away, don’t you? Ask yourself, is it really impossible for your brother to have befriended these two wayward monster children? Would he really be so cruel as to attack or send them away in their hour of need, or do you think your brother might show his heart to those unfortunate girls as a caring person?”


  “Max…” Mika breathed out. She shut her eye for a while and thought about Aeon’s words, the woman then looking down to the centaur who lay beneath the ground after having been put there by her own brother.


  “You really see everything?”


  “Yes, I do. Everything in time I can see very clearly. Though there are some exceptions, slight disturbances in the timestream that are hard to predict, but mostly I can see everything.”


  “So you know that my brother is still alive? You know where he is?”


  “Yes.”


  “But you won’t tell me where he is?” Mika whimpered. “Please, I need to find him. If you know all this and where he is then please tell me. You can do that, can’t you?”


  “I’m sorry, Mika Harollson. But if I do that you’ll choose to leave me where I am and go after your brother.”


  “I’ll come get you after, I swear!” Mika shouted at the sky. “Help me find my brother and I’ll be in your debt, I’ll come save you even if you are a monster! Please, tell me where he is!”


  “I’m sorry, but this is the only way I can be freed. I’ve seen your future path, Mika Harollson. You will choose to leave me where I am should you be told where your brother is first.”


  “I have to find him now!” Mika cried out as she stood up. “If you have any heart at all then tell me where he is, I have to get to him! I swear to the heavens that I won’t forsake you, I’ll come find you just as soon as my brother is safe! Please believe me!”


  “I wish I could. I’m sorry, but as I said I just can’t risk losing my only chance at being free. I don’t want to be cruel, I really don’t, but I need you to come save me, you’re the only one I can turn to. Please, help me and then I’ll gladly aid you in finding your brother again.”


  “I can’t just leave him out there!”


  “I assure you he’s perfectly safe.”


  “How can you assure me of that? Look at what happened to my home! What did happen there? What killed those monsters? And where did my brother and those two monster children who were with him go? Tell me!”


  “I can’t tell you that otherwise I’ll have nothing to bargain for my life with. My time is short, I need a hero now more than ever. Please, your brother was merciful towards monsters in need, can’t you do the same for me? I’m begging you, save me from dying alone here in my prison and I’ll help you with whatever you want after. Please, Mika Harollson.”


  Mika held a hand to her head, struggling with deciding on what to do. After a while she shook her head and looked up at the sky.


  “I’m sorry, but I just can’t let Max be taken from me. I can’t leave him alone out there, I have to go find him. No matter what I can’t lose him too, I just can’t. I’ll search everywhere around here myself, if there’s a clue to where he went I’ll find it. I don’t have time to go on a rescue mission when my brother is out there, probably scared and lost.”


  “But, Mika Harollson… I’m begging you here. Don’t you believe what I’ve said after all I’ve told you?”


  “I do,” Mika promised. “You knew about Lelu, you knew where her mother was buried, and you knew about my encounter with Daniel Sorres. I believe you can see the past and future with your magic, I do. And I’m holding onto hope that what you say about him being safe for now is true as well. But if you won’t tell me where Max is then I’ll just have to go look for him myself. He’s my priority, he always is. I’m sorry, Aeon. But I can’t do anything else until my brother is safe and sound with me again.”


  “Have you no heart? If you don’t come save me soon I’ll perish for certain, I can’t wait for another hero that won’t be coming. I need you to save me now.”


  “Tell me where he is, I’ll go find him, and then I’ll come save you. I trust what you said, Aeon. If you want me to help you then you need to trust me too. Until then I’m going to go look for him myself.”


  She started walking away before Aeon began laughing in her mind, the hunter stopping with a confused expression as the unseen monster suddenly found great amusement in her actions.


  “I knew it,” Aeon chuckled. “I knew you wouldn’t come for me no matter how much I begged or even if I showed you proof of my ability to see all of time. I just knew you would still refuse my request, even when I poured my heart out to you. I saw this happening clear as day, and yet I was still curious if I could sway your fate with my words. Seems I couldn’t, you were always going to choose your dear little brother over me, no matter how much I pleaded for you to save me.”


  “Aeon?” Mika asked looking up.


  “Oh well, it was a fun experiment anyway. And not like I had anything to lose. After all, you are going to come free me, Mika Harollson. Right now.”


  “And why do you think that?” Mika cautiously said.


  “I’ve demonstrated two points to you very clearly that you cannot argue, Mika Harollson. One being my ability to communicate with others even from my confined location, and the second being that I truly do know the past, present, and futures of everyone in the world. You do know this to be true, don’t you?”


  “You’ve got some tricks,” Mika slowly agreed. “Though not enough to trick me into abandoning my search for Max to come help you.”


  “Oh, heavens no. I won’t trick you at all. It’s just we’re going to play a different game now. Instead of you coming here to rescue me, you’re going to come here and try to kill me.”


  “And why am I going to do that right now?”


  “Because if you don’t I’ll speak to your brother directly,” Aeon slyly replied. “There’s so much I could tell him. What happened to his sisters, what fate lies in store for him… or maybe I’ll tell him your secret, Mika Harollson.”


  Mika remained still and silent while listening to the monster’s words. She felt a very heavy feeling growing in her chest as Aeon chuckled in her mind.


  “Yes, you know the one, don’t you?”


  “I don’t have any secrets,” Mika snapped. “You can’t threaten me with your lies-”


  “Haha! Lies? Look who’s lying now, Mika Harollson. You know very well I can see your past without any trouble at all. I know everything you’ve ever done in your life. And that includes what you did two months and three days ago.”


  Mika froze as her heart skipped a beat, her eye going wide while a cold sweat formed on the back of her neck.


  “By the looks of it you remembered, didn’t you? Yes, how could you forget? That day is probably always on your mind, although you hide the guilt you feel for your actions very well even today. With the way you carry on it’s almost as if that event never happened. Although we both know it did…”


  “No…”


  “Yes, it was a beautiful sunny day-”


  “No.”


  “Your sisters were out shopping while you and Max stayed home together-”


  “No!”


  “It was a special day for you. You even made tea for the occasion-”


  “Shut up!”


  “You were waiting for that moment for so long, eagerly awaiting it while keeping your feelings hidden so well as you always have-”


  “Shut your fucking mouth!”


  “What’s wrong, Mika Harollson? Afraid to admit the truth? Still think you can hide from it?”


  Mika trembled while shakily breathing, her eye staring off into space while Aeon’s words echoed in her head. She covered her ears and dropped to her knees, straining to push both the monster’s taunts and the dreaded memory she had out of her mind.


  “No… I didn’t… I didn’t… I didn’t…”


  “You did.”


  Mika looked forward with a gasp as Aeon spoke directly into her ear. The world around her became perfectly silent, only her ragged breaths being heard as she feared what Aeon knew about her.


  “Poor, poor Mika Harollson,” Aeon sighed. “You dedicated your life to protecting your brother, focused on him so heavily because he meant so much to you. In fact he became the only thing that kept you fighting, that pushed you to become a fearsome monster hunter, that you chose to live your life for. He became so much more in your eyes, something that was more than just special. Everything you did you did for him. All for him. All for the one you love.”


  “He’s… my brother…”


  “All for the one you love.”


  “He’s family…”


  “All for the one you love.”


  “He’s… he’s…”


  “All for the one you…”


  Mika felt her heart stop in the instant it all played back for her in her mind. It flashed by, so quickly, yet was glaringly vivid and too long of a fleeting moment to bear.


  “Max, I made us some tea,” Mika said walking over to the kitchen table. She set down a cup before the boy who was seated while holding her own, a warm smile on her face as she kept her eyes focused on her little brother.


  “Thanks, I could use a drink,” Max said wiping his forehead. “Busy day today. Though I think I chopped enough firewood for us to last a while now.”


  “Good thing we have such a strong man in our lives to take care of us,” Mika quipped before sipping her tea.


  “I’ll pretend that wasn’t sarcasm,” Max retorted before drinking his. As he did Mika watched him with a caring smile, her eyes showing eagerness to them while she lightly drummed her fingers on her cup.


  “It was a mistake…” Mika whimpered.


  A teacup crashed onto the ground with a shatter, having been dropped by Max who was slumped down in the chair after passing out.


  “It was a mistake!”


  Mika set her cup aside and gently held Max’s head, the woman’s smile becoming softer and more loving as she started breathing more heavily.


  “I didn’t mean to… I didn’t want…”


  “Yes you did,” Aeon taunted her. “You knew exactly what you wanted, Mika Harollson.”


  Mika used her arm to knock all the plates and dishes off the table with a clatter. She picked up Max and set him down on the stand, her hands trembling slightly as they caressed his cheek and brushed his hair. The smile she now had was more anxious while she had trouble controlling her excitement, a lustful leer coming across her face as she looked over her sleeping brother.


  “You loved him, didn’t you?” Aeon mocked. “Every time you said those words you really meant them, isn’t that right?”


  “I…”


  The eldest sister slowly got up on the table and straddled her brother, her eyes going over him while she gently ran a hand through his hair.


  “I…”


  The woman held her hands over his overalls before yanking them off his shoulders, the girl grunting eagerly as she quickly pulled his clothes off before tossing them aside.


  “Say it, Mika Harollson. Admit the truth that I already know. Admit to yourself how you really feel about your dear little brother.”


  “I… love…”


  “Max,” Mika breathed out as she held his head. She shook hers as a tear started to form then smiled awkwardly down at the sleeping boy. “I’m sorry, Max. But I can’t deny this any longer. I can’t… I can’t lie to myself anymore.”


  “I love…”


  Mika leaned down to his face while brushing her hair aside, taking a moment to eye over her sleeping brother before sighing in defeat of her most prominent desire.


  “I love you,” she said before kissing him.


  “I love my little brother!” Mika admitted before breaking down into tears. “I couldn’t help it, I couldn’t fight it! I know it’s wrong, I know it’s not right, I know… but I… I couldn’t stop… I couldn’t stop myself! I only dreamed about him, only thought about him, I only… I couldn’t help myself from wanting him like that! I fell in love with Max!”


  Mika sat up with a hungry smile down at Max, the woman then pulling off her shirt and tossing it aside.


  “Just sleep, Max. I’ll take care of everything. You won’t ever know, you won’t have to. You can’t, you’ll never understand how I feel. But that’s okay. I can still have you like this, I can still have you in my own way. I can still be yours, yours and yours alone. I’ll always take care of you. Forever and ever.”


  “It was a mistake! I had a weak moment, I never should have… I shouldn’t have…”


  All was quiet inside the cottage while Mae and Milly were out shopping. No customers came, no monsters crept nearby, not a sound was made during that peaceful day. Nothing except for the rhythmic creaking of a wooden table in the kitchen.


  “Raped him?” Aeon mocked.


  “NO!” Mika screamed as she dropped down, her eye shut tightly while she cried out from reliving the horrible memory all over again. The way she rode atop Max while he was knocked out from her drugged tea, the way she nearly broke the stand with how rough she humped him, and the way she had locked up completely at the end, a stunned expression coming across her face when she felt Max releasing inside her. And she remembered what happened afterwards, how the reality of what she had done struck her right away, and how her heart broke at realizing what she did to her beloved brother in her lustful state.


  “I’m sorry!” Mika cried out. “I’m sorry, I know it was wrong! I just couldn’t stop myself! I had to have him, I had to be with him, I had to feel him inside me! It was too much for me to bear, I couldn’t hold back any longer! All those years I watched over him, took care of him, watched him grow… I had to… I had… I…”


  She coughed and dropped to her side out of breath, the woman gasping and crying while feeling her heart aching from the painful secret she bared.


  “You really do love your brother,” Aeon said in amusement. “It’s so funny to behold. His dear older sister dedicates her life to protecting him, providing for him, caring for him, only to one day realize she fell in love with him. Probably should have tried to get a boyfriend or something before that happened, or at least look at other males in the world. Maybe then you wouldn’t have developed those forbidden feelings for your little brother.”


  Mika cried and slowly sat up with her hands over her face, her heart feeling both pain from the memory as well as beating more quickly when thinking about the one she secretly loved. Wrong or not she couldn’t push her feelings for Max away entirely just as she never could before.


  “Oh, don’t cry, Mika Harollson. It’s not so bad. I’m sure your brother will understand when I tell him what you did.”


  “NO!” Mika screamed looking up in fright. “You can’t tell him! Nobody can know, nobody can know that I did that to him!”


  “You did fail to get pregnant with his child during your attempt. Perhaps he’ll offer you another go in order to try again, haha!”


  “Aeon!” Mika yelled stumbling to her feet. “Don’t you dare tell him!”


  A while of silence passed before Mika growled with a narrowed eye, seeing exactly where this was going and what the monster was planning.


  “Then come and stop me, Mika Harollson,” Aeon challenged in her mind.


  “You really are a monster,” Mika cursed.


  “Am I? I tried to be nice and ask politely for your assistance, and yet you still refused. Instead you wanted to go looking for the sibling that you raped in order to satisfy your pent-up sexual desires. Tell me, who’s the real monster here?”


  “It was a mistake!” Mika shouted. “I regretted it the moment it ended, I never should have done that! I shouldn’t have let my feelings come out like that, I shouldn’t have given in to my emotions! It was all a mistake!”


  “I’m sure he’ll believe that. I’m sure he’ll still be able to look at you the same way after hearing that his dear sister humped him for his seed just like another lustful monster in the world would have done. Just a simple mistake, right?”


  “Aeon, I swear if you try to tell him I’ll kill you!”


  “Then come and do so. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Where are you?” Mika growled while clenching her fist, a rolling wave of crimson and black light coming off it from her anger rising. “I promise I’ll come straight to you and send you to hell! Tell me where you are, Aeon!”


  “In the City of Eden.”


  Mika froze with a wide eye, the echoing laughter of the monster sounding off in her head as she realized just who she was talking to.


  “You’re… the Dark Queen?” she faintly asked.


  “Guilty as charged.”


  Mika felt a cold chill run down her spine as she looked around the area, seeing nobody at all yet now knowing that the Dark Queen herself was watching her very clearly.


  “Impossible, you’re sealed away. You can’t…”


  “My magic can reach outside of my prison in special ways, I cannot truly be buried away in this world and so easily forgotten. I can still see the timeline of this world unraveling day by day. I can see you humans crawling through the dirt like lost, scared little children. And I can see you perfectly from here, Mika Harollson. That flabbergasted yet muddled look you have on your face, it’s really befitting someone as pitiable as yourself.”


  “Why?” Mika breathed out. “Why are you tormenting me? Why are you doing this to me at all? Why are you even talking to me?”


  “I already told you, you’re my chance at being free. It’s quite simple actually, of all the interweaving timelines and destinies that cross near my city yours has a chance of freeing me. At least it does ever since I helped that elven child escape The Sisterhood, who in turn kept your brother alive to be used as motivation for you to come here and do as you’re told. And, to answer your next question before you even bother uttering it, no, I didn’t save her out of the goodness of my heart. It was part of a deal I made with another, something that doesn’t concern you at all.”


  “You’re the Dark Queen?” Mika said while trying to force a stern expression. “You’re the one locked away beneath the ant girls’ nest?”


  “Yes, the very same.”


  “If that’s true then I’m not letting you out,” Mika argued shaking her head. “Forget it. There’s no way in hell I’d ever let you go free! You’re not baiting me into unlocking your seal, no way!”


  “You will come and open my seal,” Aeon chuckled. “Because if you don’t I’ll tell your brother you raped him like a monster. I’ll even tell your queen that the famous Mika Harollson fucked her own little brother, and although she’ll only hear whispers of such a tale I assure you I can ruin your image to every human that walks Eden without any trouble from where I am. Either you come and open my seal, or else your world ends, Mika Harollson.”


  “You can’t…”


  “I can, and I will. The only way I won’t is if you come and kill me. So what do you say, monster hunter? Still want to send me down to hell, or would you rather the world know how you used your little brother as a sex toy?”


  “I did not!” Mika cried out. “I never used him like that, I only… I… argh! How can I even trust that you know where Max is anyway? How can I trust you when you say he’s still alive?”


  “Well, I suppose in all honesty you’ll just have to take my word for it,” Aeon laughed. “I am telling the truth, whether you choose to believe me or not. Your brother does still live, he’s not at the end of his time just yet. Although, would you really want to take that chance? Would you want me to destroy the bond you have with him all because you risked me being a liar about him living?”


  Mika growled and held her hands over her ears, doing nothing to cease the amused laughter of the Dark Queen while she felt her world breaking apart. She imagined losing Max, the last of her family, not by him being killed by monsters but instead learning the horrible truth of his sister’s incestuous actions with him.


  “If he finds out what I did…”


  “I do wonder how he’ll take it. Shall I ask him now?”


  “NO!” Mika yelled looking up. “Leave my brother out of this!”


  “Then come make me. The key to my seal is with the guardian at the base of the city entrance, all you have to do is use it to undo my seal and then we can settle our dispute right then and there. That wouldn’t be so difficult for a monster hunter of your reputation, would it? You’re not afraid of fighting me, are you?”


  Mika snarled with clenched fists, refusing to give an answer that the chronofly already knew.


  “You are scared, I can see it. I suppose I can’t blame you, I’m nothing like the petty little monsters you’ve faced before. Tell you what, I’ll try to be polite just one more time, since I feel so sorry for you. Come to my city and release me, apologize dearly for your insolence and grovel before your new queen, and I’ll leave you and your brother alone. I promise.”


  “Like hell I could ever trust you,” Mika snapped. “And I would never kneel before you as my queen.”


  “Can’t say I didn’t give you a chance. So what will it be, Mika Harollson? Will you come face me like the monster hunter you claim to be, or would you rather your brother learn just what kind of monster you are?”


  Mika growled and glanced back to the cottage, seeing a group of ant girls gathered near the side along with Hollia and Sasha.


  “I’ll be watching you, Mika Harollson,” Aeon warned. “Choose your path wisely. Should you not open my seal by midnight tonight then I’ll have no choice but to let your brother know the truth about his dear sister and her immoral love for him. Come face me in person and I’ll tell you exactly where your brother is before you test your worth as a monster hunter. The choice is yours.”


  Mika remained silent while a quiet wind passed by, the human struggling to calm her breathing and feeling as though a sword was pressed against her back in the most threatening of ways. With a whimper she held a hand over her face, trying with all her might to hold in her tears while deciding what to do.


  “Max… I’m sorry… I didn’t mean for my love to make me do that. I know I’m a horrible sister, I just… couldn’t control my feelings. If you ever found out what I did… I would lose you forever. I can’t… I can’t lose you too. You’re all I have in the world now.”


  She grunted and wiped a tear away before looking towards the cottage with a stern glare. Glancing to her hand she flexed it, creating a small casting ring over it while black and red lights flickered around her fingers. Slowly she growled with a furious look coming over her, the hunter feeling a sudden eruption of emotion fueling her as she clenched her fist tightly with magical sparks crackling near it.


  “I’m not going to hold anything back, not when I only have one thing left to lose. I promised Mae and Milly I’d protect Max, and I’ll do so with every fiber of my being. I don’t care what stands in my way anymore, whatever I have to face I’ll do so with all of my power. If slaying a Dark Queen is the only way to keep him with me, then so be it. I won’t lose him, I won’t!”


  She dashed towards the cottage while becoming determined in her goal, knowing that confronting a Dark Queen would be the worst of all monsters to face and the most dangerous for any hunter. Yet in comparison of losing her brother forever she didn’t care, rather she became focused on throwing all her magical wrath at the monster that dared threaten her and what family she had left.


  The ant girls that remained by the cottage held boxes of various supplies in their arms, each squeaking with one another while a few were taking turns kicking a troll on the ground to see how many bones they could break. As they snapped another four in the corpse Sasha and Hollia glanced around at the fallen monsters nearby with discontent while holding their repair materials and new spear.


  “These wretches need to be stopped once and for all,” Hollia cursed. “They’ve ruined far too many lives, more so than even Mika and her family has with their hunting.”


  “I agree,” Sasha said with a nod. “The sooner they’re gone the sooner my master can resume his quest uninterrupted.”


  “I shall gladly lend a hand with his pursuit of those key fragments,” Hollia proudly offered. “I do owe him my life for all that he’s done for me and I shall happily pay that price in full.”


  Sasha slowly turned to give her a death glare, with Hollia merely watching her with a curious smile and swaying tail before tilting her head slightly.


  “Something wrong?”


  “You’re not having any delusions of getting close to my master, are you?” Sasha hissed.


  “Delusions?” Hollia lightly laughed. “No no, nothing of the sort. I know very well he is my knight and I do plan on serving him however he needs, be it a steed to ride or a lover to ride.”


  “WHAT?” Sasha yelled out furiously. The ant girls slowly took a step back as they felt an aura of death coming from the reptile girl now. “You honestly think you’re going to be his lover?”


  “Why is that so surprising?” Hollia giggled. “He’s already taking you, Rulo, and Forrus as his mates, isn’t he? What’s the harm in having me become his as well?”


  “He’s only going to have ME as his mate!” Sasha roared. “I’m the only one he needs!”


  “I see, you’re very adamant about keeping him to yourself,” Hollia mused with a curious look. “I can’t say I blame you, he certainly is the perfect male to have as a mate in this world.”


  She smirked then held her spear up beside her shoulder, lightly tapping it against her while raising an eyebrow in amusement at the hissing reptile girl.


  “Though be warned, I have no qualms about fighting to be his mate. If the only way to become his centaur is to take you all on then I shall most eagerly agree to do so. In my eyes, Sasha, he’s certainly worth killing for.”


  “Yes, he is,” Sasha growled with a glare at her. “And I’ll kill anyone who tries to take my master from me. Remember that before you cross that line.”


  Hollia chuckled then casually drew a line in the ground with her spear, the centaur then stepping over it and leaning close to Sasha with a smug grin.


  “Already done.”


  The ant girls glanced to each other worriedly then to Sasha and Hollia as the two glared at each other with rising tension in the air, so much so that the ant girls took a few more steps back as this was one fight they didn’t want to participate in.


  “If you make an enemy out of me you will regret it,” Sasha warned. “I haven’t minded traveling with you thus far, but if you plan on taking my master from me then I’ll have no choice but to put you down for good.”


  “It’s not that you’re my enemy, Sasha,” Hollia replied shaking her head. “Personally I do like you. However I will do whatever I must to remain with my knight, even if it means having to draw my lance at you.”


  The two growled through gritted teeth while getting ready to break out into a brawl before they both looked to the side and saw someone coming out of the broken wall.


  “Aren’t you two on the same side in all this?” Mika asked as she stepped down from the rubble onto the dirt. Everyone saw her standing there with a black cloak hanging around her shoulders, the inside being a dark crimson color, a new pair of black fingerless gloves to replace her dirtied ones, and a new longsword was held in hand. The polished blade had a wave design etched into the side, the guard being angled upward slightly just like her claymore had before, and was held tightly in the hunter’s hand as her eye went between the two bickering monsters before she shook her head slightly.


  “Besides, there’s enough dead monsters tainting the remains of my home. At least take your fight elsewhere if you’re going to spill more blood.”


  “Where did you get that?” Sasha asked looking at her sword. “I thought the ant girls took everything already.”


  “This was a personal item kept in my room,” Mika said before glancing to the ant girls. “The deal was you take everything in the sales floor and storeroom. This piece is mine still.”


  The ant girls merely shrugged at that, the idea of having one less sword out of this collection not seeming like a big deal at all, especially since they had taken more than what was agreed upon already. Mika eyed her blade as she tilted it around, the sword’s steel reflecting the sunlight while she thought about something very carefully. After the long pause she looked to the monsters who were just staring at her and waved them on.


  “Well? Are we going or what?”


  “We?” Hollia repeated. “Aren’t you going to search for your brother? Or go warn your queen about The Sisterhood?”


  “If The Sisterhood is destroyed there won’t be a need to warn the queen,” Mika argued. “And two of those fucking monsters killed my sisters, if anyone should slay them it should be me. I’m coming with you to make damned sure those monsters never harm another innocent life and to get my revenge for what they took from me.”


  “And what about your brother?” Sasha asked.


  “Are you blind?” Mika snapped. “Look at this place! The Sisterhood took him! He’s either dead or in their fucking hands as we speak! The only ones who might have a clue where he is are the same ones I’m going to tear apart limb by limb until they tell me just that!”


  Hollia and Sasha glanced to each other then to Mika as she lowered her head with a frustrated growl.


  “There’s nothing left for me here. There’s no other trail for me to follow. The only ones I can seek out, either to find where he is or avenge his death, is The Sisterhood. Going after them is the only thing I can do now.”


  She looked to the monsters who watched her in silence then grunted with annoyance.


  “Besides, who are you to complain about me assisting you? With my magic I’ll tear apart those two supposed gemini imposters before any of you can touch them. If anything you should be thankful to have a skilled monster hunter coming with you.”


  “I’m thrilled,” Sasha flatly replied. She eyed over the human then reluctantly turned and walked off. “Do what you want, it’s your life. Just don’t get in our way or slow us down.”


  “I suppose it would be handy to have a sorceress helping us,” Hollia reasoned with a shrug. “Are you certain this is what you want to do?”


  “It’s all I can do now,” Mika replied looking down. “Those demons have taken everything from me. I at least owe them a painful death for everything they’ve done.”


  “That is exactly what we plan on giving them,” Hollia promised with a pat on the girl’s shoulder. She trotted off after Sasha and the ant girls while Mika slowly walked behind, the hunter taking a few steps before looking back at what remained of her home. Standing there in the shadow of her family’s cottage she fondly remembered the time she spent with her sisters and brother, cherishing the happy memories of them as they were the only sources of comfort she had now.


  “Max, I’ll find you again. I promise I’ll come for you, wherever you are. Just stay safe for me until then, okay?”


  She slowly showed a focused expression before turning and walking after the others, sword held firmly in hand while the other gave off faint wisps of crimson and dark light. Her cloak fluttered behind while she followed the monsters she would be traveling back with to the ant girl nest, her goal being crystal clear despite how daunting it was.


  “I’ll come for you, just as soon as I slay all the evil that lurks in this land. And under it.”


  *****


  The sun gently dropped past the horizon as the twilight hours came and went, the sky becoming dark with twinkling stars now being seen behind the clouds. Sitting atop the hill where she had been waiting all day Flarah continued to watch the forest that lay before her with a calm smile on her face. Her tails gently swayed behind, letting off embers into the air as they remained radiant with fiery energy as always.


  “What are you doing, Flarah?” Twilight asked in her head.


  “Just enjoying the view, Twilight,” Flarah casually replied. “So, how does it feel knowing another Dark Queen roams free while you’re still trapped in your cage? Are you jealous? Upset? Or do you feel happy that your equal is free in Eden once more?”


  “Equal?” Twilight scoffed. “The gemini are not my equal. They’re nothing but deranged butchers who fail to match my power by even a fraction. To even call them a Dark Queen seems like a joke, they’re nothing like me at all in any regard. I am the only true Dark Queen of this world.”


  “Really? I’m sure Aeon would love to disagree with you on that. Whoops,” Flarah said before covering her mouth with a timid smile.


  “Aeon?” Twilight repeated. “You’ve been speaking with the chronofly?”


  “My bad,” Flarah slyly said. “I meant to keep that a secret a while longer. Oh well, I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore if you know. Yes, I’ve been cheating on you with Aeon. So sorry, Twilight, but you know I have an unbridled fire that needs to be satisfied constantly. You understand, right?”


  “I wasn’t aware she was on speaking terms with anyone but her guardian. And just what has that senseless insect been talking to you about? I do wonder if it has anything to do with your sudden interest in taking root where you are.”


  “Oh, this and that,” Flarah playfully replied. “You know how Aeon gets, always going on and on about knowing everything and talking about things that haven’t even happened yet. Oh, that’s right. You two don’t talk with one another, do you? You’re not friends with her like you are with me.”


  “What has she been telling you?”


  “Nothing I didn’t already know,” Flarah answered stretching out her arms nonchalantly. “Just the usual stuff. What the weather is going to be like, how things are in her city, how you’re going to die horribly and all alone. Nothing out of the ordinary.”


  “I think our friendship needs to be revisited, I’m feeling a sudden urge to tear your heart out through your cunt and feed it to you. Honestly, all you ever do is spout nonsense when I try to have a serious conversation with you.”


  “I wasn’t aware you were in a serious mood, Twilight,” Flarah pouted. “And here you wonder why I’ve run away to Aeon. You just don’t enjoy foreplay like you used to.”


  “I promise to take my time with you when you visit me,” Twilight warned. “Like you said we’re good friends, Flarah. I’ll make sure to take it nice and slow when I get my hands on you. We’ll see how defiant you remain while I rip your tails off one by one.”


  “I could say the same to you,” Flarah dared with a slick smile up at the sky. “Though you only have two, so the fun won’t last too long. Again, I’m sorry, but you’re simply horrible when it comes to foreplay with me. You’re just… not enough for me, friend.”


  “I grow tired of your drivel. Since you refuse to say anything remotely interesting I’ll leave you be for the night. You really should consider your actions very carefully, Flarah. When my twilight comes upon Eden the era of man and monster will be over. You can either be a loyal pet for me, or join the rest of them as compost to which I will grow a new world from in my light. Though honestly I’m thinking I could do without your sharp tongue, I’ve had quite enough of it to last a lifetime. Perhaps I’ll just keep one of your tails as a memento.”


  “And you have a good night as well,” Flarah bid with a fanciful wave of the hand. “Sweet dreams, my dearest friend. I look forward to our next chat as always.”


  Silence came across the area as Flarah heard not a word more from the reaper. An hour passed as she kept watching the forest before her, seeing a few lights flickering in the darkened woods from where she was while being able to perceive much more beyond that with her enhanced sight. After a while she blinked, twitched her left ear, and then without looking reached up behind her head to grab a dark heel that struck at her with heavy force. The shockwave from the impact rippled out in front of her, blowing charred grass and dust into the air while a thunderclap echoed out.


  “Now now,” she playfully scolded looking behind her. “Keep it down, little sister. You’ll wake the neighbors.”


  “You fucking bitch!” the attacker yelled out, her crimson eyes glaring at Flarah while her nine fox tails rustled wildly behind her with cinders rising up into the air. Flarah watched with an amused smile from seeing the familiar kitsune who was dressed in her typical revealing outfit growling at her like an enraged lion just as she often did with her elder sister.


  “Kindra,” Flarah laughed as she threw her back a bit with a mere toss. “That’s no way to say hello to your dear sister.”


  “We had a deal, Flarah!” Kindra roared while fire scorched the ground under her. “You promised you wouldn’t let him get involved in your doings, you promised he wouldn’t be in danger at all! It’s bad enough I’ve had to watch the gemini paint this land red with blood, but you swore that no matter what he wouldn’t be in danger from them or anyone else!”


  “I’m well aware of what our deal was,” Flarah laughed as she stood to face her sister. “And I’ve broken no promises to you. He’s perfectly safe.”


  “Safe? Safe?” Kindra yelled back. “Nobody is safe in this region with that Dark Queen on the loose! What are the gemini even doing here in this land, Flarah? Why haven’t they been taken care of like you promised they would be? Why are they still alive?”


  “Calm down, Kindra,” Flarah sighed shaking her head. “It’s not very becoming of a kitsune to get so hot and bothered like this.”


  Kindra trembled in anger while her tails shook behind her, the rustling of the furry limbs along with embers and flashes of fire erupting from them showing how enraged the younger sister was.


  “Why are they still alive?” Kindra hissed. “You promised they would be dealt with.”


  “And they will be,” Flarah assured holding up a hand. “I’ve just had to wait for the Hellfire’s Edge and Archlight’s Blade to find their way to them first.”


  “The Hellfire’s Edge was entombed in Mount Volrof and the Archlight’s Blade was to be handed down by the angels when called for in these dire circumstances!” Kindra argued waving her arms around. “What was so hard about obtaining them and arranging two fucking people to kill the Dark Queen?”


  “A few hindrances came up,” Flarah admitted with a shrug. “A witch came across the Hellfire’s Edge before it could be retrieved and the Archlight’s Blade was given to someone by an angel who has deep psychological issues. I didn’t anticipate any of that to happen. Besides things aren’t so bad around here.”


  “Have you seen the amount of death the gemini have been spreading?” Kindra cried out. “I followed a very disturbing trail all the way to this land, there are corpses tainting Eden that should never have been slain in the first place! The centaurs of Ruhelia were turned into manure, the harpies of Mount Sereen were slaughtered like chickens, three human settlements were turned into graveyards, and now the elves of Green Haven are going through hell itself! None of this should have happened and you know it!”


  “Again, calm down, little sister,” Flarah said with a gentle wave of the hand. “It’s all going to work out. The two swords of legend are in capable hands now and are going to be coming here very soon. The gemini will be dealt with just as I promised.”


  “Oh, I know the swords are coming here,” Kindra growled. “I’ve seen where the Hellfire’s Edge is, and who has it! You promised he wouldn’t get involved in any of this, you swore to me, Flarah!”


  “Daniel Sorres won’t be involved,” Flarah reasoned holding her hands out to calm her sister. “The blade is in his companion’s hands, she’s the one who can and will use it. Relax, your little human is not in any danger. In fact very good things await him soon, I promise you.”


  “He’s coming closer to this land of death with that sword in his company while traveling by the reaper’s hand! For fuck’s sake, it’s not enough you’ve endangered him by drawing his path towards the gemini, but you’ve allowed him contact with the reaper as well? How many Dark Queens are you going to allow to come near my human?”


  “I’m not sure if he’s actually yours,” Flarah mused holding a finger to her chin. “From what I’ve seen he has quite a few lovers in his care, however I don’t believe you’re one of them.”


  Kindra slowly walked closer to Flarah with a furious glare, her tails shaking while letting off smoke and flames into the air.


  “I’m the one who saved his life when he was just a boy, I’m the one who claimed him as my property when I saw him, I’m the one who’s been patiently waiting for him to reach his full potential, I’m the one who owns that human. I don’t need to be a lover for him, I don’t care how many women he sleeps with, just so long as I get what I want from him in the end! That’s all I’m after, that’s all I’ve ever expected from that boy! And I certainly can’t get that if he’s killed by all the danger you’ve allowed him to cross into!”


  “I’m not sure you’ll ever get your wish granted,” Flarah giggled. “What you claim to be possible doesn’t sound very probable, little sister.”


  “Ragnarok is real!” Kindra shouted in her face. “You know as well as I do that it is the ultimate power in this world! That human is the key to obtaining it, I’ve seen that within him! It won’t be long before he’s able to grasp it for me, and when he does I’m going to beat the shit out of you with it for everything you’ve put the world through!”


  “Ragnarok,” Flarah dryly repeated. “Oh, my dear misguided sister. I still question how you came to believe in fables such as that one. There are many powerful and unique treasures in this world, however that mythical sword does not exist anywhere in Eden. We’ve been over this before, don’t you remember? It’s not real, it’s nowhere in the world we live in.”


  “That’s because it needs to be brought forth into this world still,” Kindra hissed. “It doesn’t exist yet because nobody has summoned it before. Daniel Sorres holds the key to bringing it into this world, I’ve seen his connection to the ether and know it to be true without a doubt. He’s the one who can do it and I will not have this once-in-a-lifetime chance ruined by your asinine crusade to become a goddess that’ll never happen because you’re fucking crazy!”


  “Such cold words to your beloved sister,” Flarah pouted. “Kindra, don’t you love me still? I thought you believed in me. After all Ragnarok doesn’t exist but the ether obviously does, everyone knows this for a fact. My way of bringing order to the world makes more sense because it doesn’t involve believing in children’s tales like a naïve adolescent.”


  “Your way of bringing order to the world?” Kindra derided. “You’ve brought no order, big sister. You’ve only brought chaos and death to the world with your actions.”


  “Now now, it’s all being handled,” Flarah assured looking back towards the forest. “This is nothing to get your tails in a twist about.”


  “The gemini are on a rampage and it’s all your fault, Flarah!” Kindra yelled out. “You were supposed to keep them sealed in that city, you were supposed to be their guardian! But no, you let them out all to plunder their tomb for an accursed piece of shit from the past that doesn’t do anything at all!”


  “By itself, no. With the other three, yes.”


  “How can you even believe in that ancient rubbish when the only proof of such a thing lies within the Dark Queens’ lairs themselves?”


  “You believe in myths such as Ragnarok but you don’t believe in The Well that so obviously exists?” Flarah laughed.


  “I believe obtaining Ragnarok to instill proper order to this fucked up world is a way better alternative to letting the Dark Queens out all on a gamble that you can unlock The Well and somehow control its power!” Kindra shouted with a stomp of her foot, the hit causing a crevice to shatter open behind her.


  “But you helped me unlock the gemini’s seal,” Flarah pointed out with a sly grin at her. “Surely you had to believe in your big sister and her dreams if you willingly helped unleash the gemini into the world.”


  “I never should have trusted you,” Kindra growled. “I don’t know why I let you talk me into doing that. You promised the gemini would be dealt with before they caused any real damage, you swore to me that Daniel Sorres would never be endangered by them or any of the Dark Queens that you planned on releasing. You failed, Flarah. The gemini have ravaged Eden in a very long path of destruction all because their guardian sought to become a goddess, and Daniel Sorres is now in the hands of the reaper while traveling ever closer towards the gemini and their wretched followers. He is far from safe like you promised he would be.”


  “Your precious human won’t die in all this, you can relax,” Flarah asserted crossing her arms. “Try to calm yourself, sister. When I open The Well I’ll become the goddess this world really needs. No more meaningless fighting or death among its inhabitants, only order and peace will reign in Eden just as it’s supposed to. Whatever I need to do in order to achieve that will be worth the cost, surely you can see that.”


  “You’re letting the four Dark Queens go free in the process. You’re letting the worst of all evils out of their cages.”


  “When I become the goddess of this world they’ll be dealt with easily enough,” Flarah replied with a shrug.


  “Knowing you you’re intending for others to strike them down for you without ever having to deal with them yourself.”


  “If there are those who wish to slay the horrible demons for whatever reason then who am I to get in their way?” Flarah giggled.


  “Ragnarok would bring order to all without having to sacrifice innocent lives. With that sword I could slay all the horrible and despicable evils that roam our world singlehandedly. I don’t mind killing those that deserve it, Flarah. I would find it to be an absolute delight going around Eden slaughtering the horrors that plague this world. But I don’t agree with allowing innocent lives to be taken away for no reason! I may be a Darker One in this world but I’m by no means a demon like I’m beginning to think you are!”


  “Ouch, that hurts,” Flarah pouted. “Calling me such mean names, so cruel you are. And those that perish now are not dying for no reason, they’re merely minor casualties in the much bigger picture of it all. This world needs a proper goddess to take care of it, and who better than a kitsune such as myself? We’re already believed to be near-godlike by the humans, might as well take that last little step and become a complete one in their eyes.”


  “You’re insufferable,” Kindra snarled with rustling tails.


  “Well surely I’d be a much better ruler than any of the Dark Queens,” Flarah countered with a smirk. “At least with me life would continue living. And the world would be better off without them, a much better alternative than having them locked away and waiting to escape.”


  “The gemini only escaped because you opened the door for them,” Kindra snapped. “And you’ve failed horribly at stopping them from running amok. Tell me, what’s your plan for the chronofly? Or the reaper? Or the tyrant? Those Dark Queens won’t be so simple to kill like the gemini, they’re far more dangerous and destructive with no fatal weaknesses to exploit. Do you plan to just let them lay waste to the world while you scratch your head in confusion of how to open The Well, or are you hoping there are those in the world who can clean up your mess so you don’t have to?”


  Flarah slowly shook her head at the girl then glanced back to the forest while tapping a finger on her arm.


  “Trust me, little sister. I can handle all of them easily enough. The world won’t be ending anytime soon, if anything it’ll only be shining brighter when I take control. So relax. Mankind won’t be wiped out by big, bad monsters. Your precious human will remain alive and well for you to hopelessly wait for him to summon forth a sword that doesn’t exist. And everything will fall into place just as I know it will.”


  Kindra shook with anger then turned her back to Flarah with a stern grunt.


  “You’d better take responsibility for your actions, Flarah,” she warned. “And you’d better make damned sure Daniel Sorres isn’t harmed in all this. Your path to a new world is flawed, mine is not. Do not allow what I’ve waited for to be lost all on account of you being an idiot.”


  “You’re so mean to me,” Flarah sighed shaking her head. “And here I’ve always thought of myself as being your favorite big sister.”


  “You’re my only sister, and frankly one is more than enough. How I often wish I were an only child.”


  “I love you too, dear,” Flarah cooed before looking back to the forest with a chuckle. “Though I must admit you were right about something. Daniel Sorres is indeed a very special human.”


  “Why do you say that?” Kindra asked looking over to her.


  “I won’t spoil the surprise for you. Just know that tomorrow is going to be a very big day for him. For him and many others.”


  Kindra slowly turned to face her sister cautiously, seeing Flarah giggling before glancing over to her with a gleam in her eye.


  “He may not bring Ragnarok into this world, but he’s certainly going to bring something else that’s never been seen before.”


  *****


  Running swiftly through a darkened woodland Kroanette kept sprinting as she had been doing all day. Her stomach was growling and her thirst was keeping her throat dry and sore, yet even so she pushed on with sheer desperation to reach her homeland as soon as possible. Fatigue hadn’t dropped the distressed centaur due to pure adrenaline which kept her moving, her body refusing to rest for even a moment while the notion of her home and family being gone kept her mind in a frantic state of alarm.


  “It can’t be true,” she panted while charging through bushes and knocking aside branches. “Ruhelia isn’t gone. That stupid sand wraith couldn’t have seen such a thing. It’s not possible. It’s not possible. It’s not.”


  She looked around quickly, seeing moonlight passing through the trees above while distant howls showed the forest wasn’t empty on that night. There was no trail anymore, the centaur having bolted off the road quite a while ago in order to make a straight shot towards Ruhelia, or at least so she thought as she now questioned where she was.


  “It has to be near here, it must. I know for a fact this is the way back home, I’ve been through these woods countless times when I was young. I think. Yes, I have… haven’t I?”


  Pressing forward with all her might she pushed the thought of her being lost out of her head, the wayward centaur refusing to accept that she could have once again lost her way in the world and especially when she had to get back home no matter what.


  “This is the right way. I’ll be upon my homeland’s fields in a matter of moments. Everything will be as it should be, everything will be just like I left it. Mother, Maria, Hollia, I’ll see you all very soon, I swear it.”


  She dashed through the forest, weaving around trees and leaping over fallen logs, all while never reaching the end to it as the timbers seemed to stretch onward in all directions. Searching around the passing woods Kroanette began feeling a painful sensation in her chest. At first she thought it to be the growing realization that she was indeed hopelessly lost once again, however after a few minutes she quickly found it to be her lungs straining for air while her stomach rumbled painfully to get her attention.


  “Oh dear,” she panted before running through low hanging branches that whacked her face. “I think… I think I’ve overdone it… just a tad…”


  Slowing down to a trot she tried catching her breath, the girl stumbling in her steps as her legs finally got the message through that they were about to give out. She tripped a few times then gradually came to a halt while gasping for air, her hand resting on a nearby tree to help keep her balanced while she began to feel lightheaded and incredibly weak.


  “Alright… I think… I need to rest… for just a minute.”


  After taking a few deep breaths she paused as something poked into her mind. Slowly she looked over to what her hand was resting on, seeing that it wasn’t a tree but rather something large with a leathery feel to it. Ever so carefully she looked up, her eyes widening in fright to seeing that it wasn’t a timber she had stopped next to but instead the leg of an ogre that was watching her with a cold look in its eye. The centaur let out a quiet whine before stepping away, fearfully watching the lumbering giant turning to stare at her while having a large stone club held over its shoulder that had blood smeared on it from a recent kill. It was then she heard laughter sounding off around her, the frightened girl turning about on wobbling legs to see arachne, trolls, gremlins, goblins, and mites coming closer into the clearing from all sides. The evil monsters laughed and watched the shaking centaur with hungry eyes, seeing the alarmed girl scampering about in circles before freezing in sheer terror.


  “Oh my god,” she breathed out before grabbing her whip. She snapped it hard at her side, earning only amused laughter from the many brutes that surrounded her, then slowly turned around while trying to catch her breath.


  “Get back. Get back!”


  “Look what we found,” a troll mused while running a finger along her axe’s blade.


  “More meat,” a mite droned.


  “What was our quota we needed to bring back with us?” a gremlin asked. “We already met that, haven’t we?”


  “No, not yet,” an arachne answered shaking her head. “Remember? We ate the last one we found not too long ago. We need just a bit more to bring back otherwise we’ll be in trouble.”


  “So we can’t eat this one?” another troll scoffed. “That’s just our luck. And I’m really hungry too.”


  “Orders are orders,” the arachne said with a shrug as she and another skittered closer to the trembling centaur. “Don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll be able to sink our teeth into this one soon enough.”


  “Centaurs are becoming rare delicacies in the world,” the other arachne mentioned. “Perhaps if we offer this tasty cow to our leaders we’ll be rewarded even more greatly.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” a goblin cackled hopping up and down. “Give her to them. Give her to them. We do very good. We be praised.”


  “Fine,” a troll agreed holding her axe back over her shoulder. “Just grab her so we can go. I’m starving here too.”


  Kroanette shook fearfully while clutching her whip, seeing the two arachne skittering closer while the surrounding monsters had her trapped on all sides. The arachne chuckled while they parted their hands, showing a sticky webbing glittering in the moonlight between them that caused Kroanette to whimper fearfully from seeing.


  “You’re coming with us, little centaur,” one of them sneered. “We have some very special friends we’d like to introduce you to.”
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