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  Chapter 1


  Dangerous Decision


  In the world of Eden every action had a consequence. For every choice made there would be an outcome that was either favored or lamented. Sometimes the end result could easily be seen beforehand, other times it was unexpected or not quite what was sought out. It was always important to consider the possibilities of one’s own actions before moving forward with them, both for themselves and for those who could be affected by their decision. Even if it seemed like the right choice to make or there was no other options to take that didn’t mean it was the right path to follow.


  Of course this didn’t always stop those from following that path.


  *****


  Under the night sky all was quiet in what was once the centaur kingdom, Ruhelia. An ominous scar stretched across the land where the centaur homeland used to be, no lingering traces of the monsters who lived there remaining after disaster had befallen them. The only ones that were still among the living were a group of travelers who had made camp atop a knoll at the outskirts of the now barren landscape.


  “This is not what I expected to find,” Daniel lamented, standing on the hilltop next to a few of his mates who were also gazing upon the depressing sight.


  “How the fuck did monsters do that?” Clover asked waving ahead at the large crevice that was dug through Eden. “Even with those bomb things the ant girls were using they couldn’t have done all this.”


  “It’s all gone,” Luna sadly said with drooping wings. “Everything. Kroanette’s going to be heartbroken when she sees this.”


  “She should be here soon,” Falla guessed looking up at sky. “I’m willing to bet even if she doesn’t come from the path behind us we’ll know she got here by her screaming. I’m sure we’ll hear it loud and clear from here.”


  “I don’t understand how it got this bad,” Cindy said tilting her head in confusion. In her arms Snapper was quietly sleeping while remaining still as stone, the youngling being gently rocked in Cindy’s arms as the wraith looked over the scarred landscape with a troubled grimace.


  “There were at least buildings standing when you were here last, yes?” Specca asked.


  “Yeah, there were. Now there’s nothing. Where did everything go?”


  Daniel looked around at the bleak sight then up as something caught his eye. The girls also took notice of Kitten and Alyssa flying down towards them, the demon flapping her wings to slow her decent while Alyssa rode on her staff alongside her.


  “Did you find anything?” Daniel asked.


  “Nothing,” Alyssa answered shaking her head in disbelief. “There isn’t anyone or anything out there. It’s just… gone. Everything is gone.”


  “There is something,” Kitten remarked glancing back to the crevice. “I can see a large disruption in the magical ether over that scar. Whatever did this was caused by a tremendous force of power.”


  “Magic did that?” Clover said pointing ahead.


  “Something with a great deal of magical power,” Kitten replied. “I can see the ethereal trails of the magical currents that flow through this world very clearly, and right over there is a big distortion of energy.”


  “How big?” Daniel worried.


  “I couldn’t even cause that much of a ripple in the ether if I tried,” Kitten told him. “Master, whatever did that, the amount of power it exuded… nothing could have survived it. Not even me.”


  “What the hell did that then?” Clover asked shaking her head.


  “Whatever it was it’s gone now,” Alyssa answered with a shrug. “We flew all over, couldn’t find a single survivor or even a remnant of the kingdom that once stood here. Ruhelia was completely wiped off the face of Eden.”


  “Can you see where that energy source went?” Daniel asked Kitten.


  “No,” she said looking down in thought. “Aside from the big surge of ether lingering about out there I couldn’t make out any noticeable trails of monster energy traveling away from it. Whatever caused this is able to move around without standing out.”


  “So whatever did this is still out there?” Falla worried. “It could even be around here still?”


  “I’m afraid so,” Alyssa replied. “Though I don’t think it’s around here. Kitten and I couldn’t find anything near here that looked suspicious. Whatever did this is likely long gone now.”


  “But Kroanette’s out there somewhere,” Luna feared. “Oh no, what if she runs right into whatever did this? Or those monsters that attacked her home? Or other monsters that didn’t do this and didn’t attack her home but aren’t nice either? Or what if-”


  “Stop, Luna,” Falla ordered grabbing hold of her sister. “Stop talking about stuff like that, it’s making me more worried about her.”


  “Pip’s with her though, right?” Clover reasoned. “Kroanette’s got a fairy by her side, if anything were to try to mess with her Pip would blast it to dust without a sweat.”


  “I’m not sure Pip would be much protection against whatever did that,” Kitten said pointing to the massive crevice carved into the land. “She’s strong for a fairy, but not that strong. This thing would probably use her as a toothpick before snapping her like one.”


  “No,” Cindy whined with a frown. “I don’t want Pip being broken. I like her.”


  “You’re not helping here,” Clover barked at Kitten.


  “Kitten,” Specca scolded. “We don’t need to be thinking about something so grim at a time like this.”


  “I’m just telling the truth,” Kitten defended holding her hands up. “Though Kroanette does have her refraction bracelets on, right? She can’t be harmed by magical attacks. That’s something positive to think about.”


  “That’s right,” Alyssa agreed with a smile. “If anything tries to attack her with magic they won’t be able to hurt her.”


  “Unless of course the magic annihilated the entire land around her,” Kitten mused looking back to the crevice. “The spell itself wouldn’t touch her, but everything around her blowing up and being turned into a fiery hellstorm could easily kill her all the same.”


  Luna cried out and clung to Falla while sobbing, with Cindy watching them worriedly before she started whimpering and coddling Snapper closer to her. Daniel and the others watched them with concern then turned to Kitten with dull stares as she was smiling nervously at Daniel now.


  “You suck at comforting others, you know that?” Clover dryly asked.


  “You could have left it at she was safe with her bracelets on,” Specca scoffed. “At least for our peace of mind.”


  “Um… sorry?” Kitten slowly said with a shrug.


  “Are you?” Alyssa derided with a raised eyebrow.


  Daniel shook his head at the cambion then looked around at the ruined landscape while growing more concerned over what caused such a distressing sight.


  “She has her refraction bracelets, she’s very fast, and she has Pip with her. She should be safe until she reaches us.”


  “Um, Master?” Kitten said pointing behind him. The group turned to see a blue streak of light zigzagging around the approaching valley and several trees, a small wail being heard from it as it drew closer before it finally raced over and shot down into Kitten’s shirt.


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered as her legs kicked about above the girl’s bosom.


  “Pip?” Daniel wondered.


  “Wait, what’s she doing here alone?” Specca nervously asked as she quickly searched for any sign of a centaur that had yet to arrive. Kitten reached into her chest and pulled the fairy out, the little monster gasping for air before smiling brightly at her.


  “Hello! I found your boobies!”


  “What are you doing here?” Kitten asked. “My master told you to find Kroanette and stay with her, didn’t he?”


  “I couldn’t find her,” Pip said shaking her head.


  “What?” Daniel worried.


  “I couldn’t find her,” Pip repeated as Kitten let her flutter up into the air. “I went this way and that way and every way around the trail that led here, but I couldn’t find her. I don’t know where she is.”


  “You’re kidding me,” Alyssa feared grabbing her hat. “Again? Kroanette got lost again? And at a time like this?”


  “She really has no sense of direction, does she?” Clover flatly asked.


  “But this was her home!” Specca cried out. “Surely she had to have known how to get here of all places, wouldn’t she?”


  The group looked to each other then down in silence as they all realized that Kroanette getting lost even when heading towards her homeland was a very believable scenario.


  “We need to pin a map to her belt,” Falla suggested.


  “She can’t be lost now though,” Luna fretted. “There are bad monsters around here. She’s in danger being all alone.”


  “We need to find her,” Alyssa said looking down in frustration. “And she could literally be anywhere out there. She could have even gotten turned around and ran straight back to Trixton Pass where those monsters hunters live.”


  “I’m sorry,” Pip frowned. “I tried to find her. I really did.”


  “It’s okay,” Cindy reassured her. “You tried. And you’re not broken, that’s a good thing.”


  “Kroanette,” Specca feared. “Oh dear, where could she have gone?”


  “Should we go looking for her?” Clover asked.


  “Any idea where to start?” Kitten dryly replied. “She could have run off in any direction. She has no sense of navigation at all, and that can’t be any better during the night. She might have even charged right off a cliff by now.”


  “Kitten!” Specca shouted at her. “Stop saying such things about her! You’re not helping at all!”


  “Sorry,” Kitten said with a weak smile.


  “I really doubt you are,” Alyssa flatly retorted.


  “Daniel?” Luna whimpered looking over to him. “What should we do? Kroanette’s lost and she’s in danger out there.”


  Daniel thought for a while on what to do, knowing his centaur could be running blindly into trouble at any moment while also being anywhere out in The Outerlands at this point. After thinking carefully on what to do he turned to the girls as they waited for his answer.


  “Kitten, I want you to go back out there with Pip. Check further down the path and see if Kroanette is just a little behind with getting here. This is her home, I’m going to have faith she knows how to get back here, she could just be a little lost at the moment. Find her and guide her back.”


  “We’ll try,” Kitten said with an uncertain look towards the valley. “Though knowing her she’s likely more than ‘a little lost’.”


  “We’ll find her and her boobies this time,” Pip promised with a salute.


  The cambion flapped her wings and took off into the air with Pip zipping alongside her, the two flying off into the distance together before vanishing from sight. Daniel watched them leave with eyes that conveyed his own doubt of finding the wayward centaur before turning to the girls who had troubled looks on their faces still.


  “Nobody else is to leave the campsite,” he ordered. “I want all of you staying close until the others return. This isn’t friendly territory anymore, we need to watch our backs out here.”


  “I don’t really feel like flying around here anyway,” Falla mentioned as she and Luna were sticking close to each other.


  “Daniel,” Specca said quickly moving closer to him. “What if Kitten and Pip can’t find her? What-”


  “Right now all we can do is believe they can,” Daniel reasoned while taking her into his arms. “Maybe Kroanette is almost here, maybe Kitten and Pip will find her near the path, that’s all we can hope for right now. We know Kroanette is racing to get here, this is the best place we can be to find her. We’ll wait until she arrives, we know she’s coming here.”


  Specca nodded while snuggling closer to him in his arms, the nixie and all the other girls trying to hold onto hope that Kroanette would be there soon. Daniel gently rubbed the girl’s back while her tail wrapped around his leg then glanced over to the carriage nearby.


  “You girls go on inside. Doku and the others should have dinner just about ready. I’m going to wait out here a little longer. Go on ahead and try to keep calm about this, I’m sure Kroanette is fine and will be here any minute now.”


  The girls nodded before Specca gave Daniel a quick kiss, the nixie and the others then making their way towards their home while Clover remained behind. The girls stopped at the carriage door and looked back to see the elf watching Daniel with her twintails swaying in the breeze.


  “I’ll stay too,” Clover offered. “I’m not leaving my man out here alone in a place like this.”


  “I’ll be fine, Clover,” Daniel reassured. “I’m not going anywhere, I’m staying right here next to our home.”


  “And so am I,” Clover stated crossing her arms.


  “Clover-”


  “I’m not taking my eyes off you!” Clover shouted, catching everyone by surprise. “This is clearly not a safe place to be and like fucking hell I’m leaving you alone! I don’t care if you’re three feet from the fucking door, I’m not leaving your side when there could be who knows what watching you from the shadows.”


  Daniel smiled a little and shook his head then walked up to the elf, gently running his fingers around the girl’s bangs before nodding at her.


  “Alright, if you’re so insistent.”


  “I am,” Clover agreed taking hold of his hand. “I just got you. I’m not taking any chances with losing you.”


  “You’re not going to lose me, Clover.”


  “I’m not taking any chances,” she firmly repeated, then looked down with worried eyes while tightly holding is hand. “I’m not letting anything take you away from me. I already lost someone I loved before because I walked away when I shouldn’t have. I’m not going to let that happen again. Never…”


  Daniel watched the elf falling silent while closing her eyes, her hand gripping his firmly while taking hold of it with the other. He smirked and then saw the other girls watching with slight smiles on their faces.


  “She really is opening up more with us,” Specca marveled.


  “She’s definitely changed a lot since we first met her,” Luna mentioned.


  “Daniel really can bring out the best of anyone he meets,” Falla agreed with a warm smile.


  “I really like him,” Cindy giggled before looking down to Snapper while coddling her.


  “I think we should stay out here with Daniel too,” Alyssa reasoned with a nod. “We’ll all keep watch for Kroanette together and-”


  “I can watch over Dan just fine on my own!” Clover shouted at them. “He told you girls to get the fuck inside and stay safe so do it! What are you waiting for? Get going! Can’t you see we’re having a fucking moment over here? Goddammit!”


  Cindy stared at Clover in surprise while everyone else watched the elf with blank expressions, seeing the girl growling with frustration before quickly stepping closer to Daniel’s side and holding onto his arm.


  “Then again,” Falla dryly commented. “She hasn’t changed that much since we first met her.”


  Alyssa held in her scoff then looked to Daniel, the boy shaking his head a little with a weak smile at them before Clover tugged his arm to pull him closer.


  “Why don’t you girls go inside and see how dinner is coming?” Daniel suggested. “We’ll keep watch for Kroanette a little longer then join you.”


  “You heard our man,” Clover snapped. “Get going. We’ve got this.”


  “I can already think of one dinner conversation we’re going to have tonight,” Alyssa flatly mentioned before heading towards the ride.


  “Clover, honestly,” Specca sighed before following the witch.


  “Why was she being so loud?” Cindy asked as Falla and Luna guided her away.


  “That’s just how she is,” Falla answered with a shrug.


  “At least she didn’t wake Snapper,” Luna said as she watched the swarm sleeping peacefully with a small twitch of her antennae.


  Daniel watched the girls enter their home then turned to Clover as she was glancing up to him with a small blush and a nervous smile.


  “You didn’t need to yell at them like that,” he said shaking his head.


  “I’m sorry. I just wanted a little time with just you and me. Is that so wrong?”


  Daniel smirked slightly then gave her a kiss, the elf clutching his arm closer as she eagerly kissed back. Breaking from the gesture Daniel then looked around at the ruined countryside before them with a quiet sigh.


  “I would like to spend quality time with you too, Clover. I’m just sorry it had to be at a time like this.”


  “I’ll take any time I can get with you,” Clover assured, resting her head on his shoulder while her fingers laced with his. “And I mean it, I’m not taking my eyes off you. Especially if there’s even the remote chance I could lose you.”


  “You’re not going to lose me, Clover. You’re not going to lose any of us.”


  Clover nodded as she breathed out slowly, her eyes gazing ahead at the fallen centaur homeland with a remorseful frown coming across her face.


  “I know exactly how she’s going to feel,” she softly said, with Daniel looking to her curiously. “I know how it is to lose one’s home. She’s going to be so torn up when she sees this.”


  “We’ll be here for her,” Daniel assured, giving the elf’s hand a light squeeze. “She won’t be alone in her hour of need. Whatever happens to her in life, her family will be right there by her side the entire time to help her through.”


  *****


  “NO!” Kroanette screamed as loud as she could. All around the dark woodland monsters of The Sisterhood laughed as they watched the centaur being bound in sticky webbing by two arachne. The shrieking princess thrashed about in a futile attempt to get away as the arachne rolled her around while covering her body with their netting, her legs being pinned in place beneath her while her arms were held down at her sides.


  “LET ME GO!” Kroanette cried out as she was turned around again and again, the arachne only responding with more laughter as they used their legs and hands to quickly wrap the centaur in a thick covering of sticky silk.


  “She’s a real screamer,” a troll laughed.


  “She’s big and fat,” a mite droned while drooling. “Lots of meat to eat.”


  “Our leaders like that in their prey, don’t they?” a gremlin chuckled.


  “Well they certainly liked the centaur empress who screamed like this,” an arachne replied with a shrug. “Perhaps they’ll fancy this one as well.”


  “Wait, what?” Kroanette screamed as she turned her head to try to look at the spider. “What did you just say about the empress? What did you say?”


  The monsters stopped spinning the centaur in their web and snickered while Kroanette struggled to budge.


  “You don’t know?” one of the arachne asked. “You mean you haven’t heard?”


  “Heard what? Explain yourself this instant!”


  An arachne grabbed her hair and forced Kroanette to look up at her, the monster leaning closer with a sly grin while gently holding the centaur’s head with her other hand.


  “Oh my, are you just now returning to Ruhelia from one of your little deliveries? You poor girl, you haven’t heard the news yet, have you?”


  “What are you talking about?” Kroanette strained out as her head was being held at a painful angle.


  “The centaur empress… is dead,” the arachne hissed in her face. Kroanette stared at her in shock as her heart skipped a beat. “Our glorious leaders devoured her on her throne room floor of her palace. Last I saw of her the old hag’s corpse was strung up in front of her bastion for all to see.”


  “You see we were in Ruhelia a few days ago,” the other spider mentioned. “It was a lovely visit. So much to do and eat there. I had the time of my life eating a few of your precious children.”


  “No…” Kroanette breathed out in horror. “You lie. You’re lying… you’re lying! You can’t… you didn’t… NO!”


  “Heavens, no,” the arachne holding her gently replied. “I’m not lying at all. I was there when it happened. I saw it with my own eyes. The centaur empress had her innards ripped out until there was nothing left in her carcass. She’s dead, little horsie. She’s very dead.”


  “NO!” Kroanette screamed as she thrashed around in her binds, her cries escalating further as tears started coming from her eyes. “It can’t be true! My home! My mother! No! You fucking demons!”


  “Mother?” the arachne wondered. “Did you just say the empress was your mother?”


  “Yes! She’s my mother! I swear to the heavens if you touched a hair on her head I’ll-”


  Her head was yanked back by the spider, the centaur wailing in pain from her neck being bent sharply before seeing the spider chuckling at her.


  “I never laid a hand on her. Our leaders however touched her all over. And inside as well. But if you don’t believe me you can ask them yourself, we’re taking you straight to them as a prized catch.”


  “So sorry for your loss,” the other arachne laughed before they began spinning Kroanette around in their webbing again. “And I’m even sorrier you didn’t witness your mother’s cries of agony as our leaders ate her alive!”


  “NO!” Kroanette shrieked. “MOTHER! NO!”


  The monsters around laughed as they watched the centaur being wrapped up in the spiders’ netting, the girl screaming as loud as she could not out of fright now but rather sorrow. Kroanette screamed and cried as she was spun around before the arachne pulled the webbing across her mouth, muffling the centaur’s shrieks as she was nearly covered from head to tail in the sticky coating.


  “I do have a bit of good news for you though,” the spider said holding the crying girl’s face towards hers. “I heard from some of my friends that there was another centaur who called the empress her mother. Did you by chance have a sister?”


  Kroanette screamed into her gag while nodding, her eyes wide in terror as the arachne chuckled and leaned in closer to her.


  “Well, you’ll be happy to hear that she was not eaten alive by our leaders, or any others in our little circle of friends.”


  Kroanette whimpered and breathed sharply through her nose as the arachne showed a wicked smile while caressing the girl’s cheek.


  “No, she wasn’t eaten. Instead she jumped out of the palace tower to her death,” she laughed, with Kroanette screaming loudly into her gag again. “Dropped like a rock into the river! So there’s something to be thankful for, right? She probably died instantly from the impact… unless of course she survived the fall and drowned instead. Oh well, at least she wasn’t eaten, right?”


  Kroanette’s muffled shrieks only brought about more laughter from the dark fiends, all of them watching as the centaur wailed in agony as she was wrapped tightly in the webbing. The arachne chuckled and pinched the girl’s cheek playfully before waving the ogre over towards them. The lumbering giant stepped closer and picked up the bound centaur in one hand, the screaming girl then staring in fright at the groaning brute that watched her with a vicious scowl.


  “Don’t crush that one,” the arachne ordered. “We don’t want her bruised or dead before our leaders get their hands on her. They want her alive so that she can scream while they eat her up after all.”


  The ogre groaned and nodded then looked at her hand with a disgusted grimace as she shook the bound centaur about who was also stuck to her palm now. The monster leaned in to chomp down on Kroanette who continued to scream into her gag before a rock struck the face of the ogre, causing the brute to pause for a moment before looking down to see a troll shaking her head at her.


  “What did we just say? Our leaders want that centaur alive. Don’t kill her.”


  The ogre growled and nodded before shaking the sticky prisoner around a few times in annoyance.


  “Alright, let’s collect the others we have nearby and return to camp,” another troll said waving them forward. “I’m starving. I could go for a bite and a good fuck from one of the men we have.”


  “Me too,” a gremlin hissed. “All this scouting has worked up an appetite.”


  The ogre groaned and started walking along with the other fiends, holding the screaming centaur in its hand while a few of the monsters continued laughing as they watched her crying. Kroanette shook her head and struggled to move, her body held firmly in place not only by the strong webbing of the arachne but also the muscular hand of the ogre. As she was carried off with her captors her heart broke apart further and further by the second as she dreaded what the dark monsters had taunted her with being true.


  ‘Mother! Hollia! Maria! Ruhelia! This can’t be happening! Please, somebody wake me from this nightmare! DANIEL!’


  *****


  Hollia watched the sight of a few lanterns passing by quickly on the tunnel walls as she and her companions rode the rails with the ant girls in their underground convey. Glancing to those near her she saw Sasha examining the velarite she had procured from Mika’s home along with the sword that was once wielded by another reptile girl. Beside her Mika was looking down at the floor with one leg propped up and her arm resting on it, the hunter keeping her eye downward while she remained silent just as she had been during the entire ride back to the ant girls’ nest.


  “How are you holding up, Mika?” Hollia asked, only getting a fleeting glance from the hunter in response. “When I lost my family and home I was a wreck for days afterward. But you appear to be focused still on the same day that you’ve lost so much. How do you do it?”


  “I don’t have a choice,” Mika replied shaking her head. “It’s not like I’m holding up well on the inside at all. My home is destroyed. My sisters are dead. And my little brother could be as well if not worse. Inside I’m screaming in pain. My entire life has been taken from me all in one day.”


  “You seem to be keeping your resolve rather well considering all that,” Hollia mentioned.


  “That’s because crying won’t solve anything!” Mika shouted at her, catching the ant girls and centaur by surprise. “The only thing I can do is track down The Sisterhood, find out what happened to Max, and kill them all for what they’ve taken from me! I can curse my life and this world until the sun goes down afterwards, but until then I don’t have the luxury of giving up and going home. I don’t have a home to go to anymore, I don’t have any family left beside me. All I have is my revenge to seek out, and I will have it.”


  “Heard that before,” Sasha said looking to Hollia. The centaur slowly nodded as she watched Mika lowering her head again, the hunter clutching her sword tightly while her other hand formed a fist.


  “For our fallen family and homes,” Hollia proposed. Mika turned her eye up to see the centaur smiling a little at her. “Seeking revenge is something we share in common. It’s nice to know a sorceress like you shares the same path as I do.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “It will be a big help to have your magic fighting on our side.”


  Mika watched the centaur in silence then looked back down while her hair fluttered in the wind, not saying a word as she thought about the path she was on now very carefully.


  The clacking of the wheels rolling beneath the group of monsters and lone human echoed through the tunnel as the ant girls driving the convoy squeaked repeatedly with each heave and ho of the teetering beams they worked. Hours passed while the returning scavenging party of the fallen home of the monster hunter rode the rails, not a word being spoken or squeaked among those riding with the salvaged goods. After traveling through the dimly lit passageway the ant girls driving the convoy started to apply the brakes to slow down the ride, the screeching of the wheels sounding off in the tunnel as everyone took notice of a light coming closer further ahead. The cars rolled along the rails before slowing down as the transport arrived back at the underground station where other ant girls were waiting. As the wheels screeched and the convey slowed to a stop Mika and her party noticed every ant girl in the cavern was now a lot less lively, with most of them seeming downright depressed while a few were huddled in groups as they appeared to be crying.


  “What’s going on?” Hollia wondered.


  “I believe news of their queen has finally reached them,” Sasha speculated.


  “Hey,” Tabitha called out. The group saw the neko along with Scay standing near the ride while ant girls were pushing ramps over next to it. “What’s the hunter doing back here with you? Wasn’t she returning home?”


  “There was nothing out there for me to return to,” Mika replied standing up.


  “Her home had already fallen under siege,” Hollia explained standing next to her. “Her brother wasn’t there, in fact half of her house wasn’t there either.”


  Ant girls quickly ran up the ramps and started taking supplies from the cars while Sasha got to her feet carrying her salvaged ore, the reptile girl seeing the scurrying monsters hastily unloading the first car of what supplies it had before she trotted down the ramp along with Mika and Hollia.


  “Her home was attacked by The Sisterhood,” Sasha said glancing to the human. “However it wasn’t just The Sisterhood who were there. A number of their grunts were already dispatched when we arrived.”


  “Her brother killed them?” Tabitha wondered. “Not bad for a kid.”


  “We don’t believe so,” Hollia said shaking her head. “The way the fiends were slain was too precise and powerful for a young boy to have done. Someone else killed them, though who that was we’re unsure of.”


  “So what happened to him?” Scay asked tugging on her hair. “Where is he?”


  “The only ones who can answer that for me are The Sisterhood,” Mika scorned. “I’m going with you to Green Haven to find some answers, and also to pay them back for taking everything from me.”


  “You’re coming with us?” Tabitha dryly asked. “Didn’t we already go over how this is something you’re not-”


  Mika grabbed the neko by the neck and lifted her up, the choking cat grabbing her arm in surprise while ant girls around them stopped to watch.


  “They killed my sisters! They destroyed my home! And my brother is either in their clutches or dead! I’m going with you to find out what happened there, and I’m going to annihilate every one of those accursed monsters who ruined my life! You got that?”


  “Okay!” Tabitha coughed out kicking feet. “Okay! You can come with us!”


  Mika shoved Tabitha over into Scay’s arms, the naga quickly holding onto her friend while wrapping her tail around her, then slowly looked around at seeing ant girls watching her with troubled expressions. She took a slow breath then looked to her hand that she flexed slightly, creating a flickering crimson casting ring over her palm briefly.


  “Hunting monsters is what I do,” she announced. “Count yourselves lucky to have a hunter like me helping you exterminate those vile demons out there.”


  Holding her hands to her head she tried to calm herself, the lingering echo of Aeon’s voice sounding off in her ears again as she held in her furious growl in contempt of the Dark Queen.


  “I’m going to go for a walk to cool off,” she said before turning to Hollia. “I’ll meet up with you all later. I just… need to clear my head.”


  “Take your time,” Hollia replied with a nod. “We won’t be leaving for Green Haven until tomorrow. We’ll be with my knight when you’re ready to return.”


  Mika started walking away before stopping, her eye looking down as she thought about something before glancing back to the girls. They were watching her in silence along with the ant girls nearby while others had resumed unloading supplies from the convoy.


  “Something else?” Sasha asked raising an eyebrow.


  Mika shook her head then walked off with her cape fluttering behind her, the ant girls in her way stepping aside as the hunter made her way out of the cavern with a focused expression on her face.


  “Great to have her on the team,” Tabitha grunted rubbing her neck.


  “She could be useful,” Hollia mused. “With her magic aiding us fighting against The Sisterhood should be easier.”


  “Where’s she going?” Scay wondered. “She’s all alone. What if the ant girls give her trouble for being down here?”


  “I pity the ant girl who tries picking a fight with that sorceress,” Sasha commented looking down at her supplies. “Let her go, she’ll be fine on her own. Let’s go inform my master what we found and then I can get to work fixing my sword.”


  “Where is my knight anyway?” Hollia asked holding her spear up at her side.


  “He and the others went back to the cave with the drinks and brawling ant girls,” Tabitha said pointing to a tunnel to the side, her eyes remaining locked onto the one Mika ventured into.


  “We were waiting for you to come back,” Scay happily said. “And not just because Forrus scared Tabitha earlier by snapping at her.”


  “She did not scare me!” Tabitha shouted at her. “The only reason I’m here is because you dragged me away before I could skin that mutt for trying to bite me!”


  Hollia and Sasha glanced to each other with smirks then started walking off while Tabitha was being held back by Scay and waving her fist around in the air.


  “What was with those looks?” she shouted at them. “Like fucking hell a filthy lycan would intimidate me! Hey! Are you listening to me?”


  “Never do,” Sasha plainly called out.


  “See you later, you two,” Hollia replied with a wave of the hand.


  Tabitha growled in frustration then pushed Scay off her with a grunt. The naga smiled nervously and giggled with a twitching eye as Tabitha slowly calmed down before looking back to where Mika left.


  “Tabitha?” Scay asked. “Is something wrong?”


  “That look she had in her eye,” Tabitha cautioned. “Something else is going through her head right now.”


  Mika made her way down the tunnels of the ant girl nest, her gaze remaining forward while ant girls were scurrying about all around her in their daily routines. Many looked at the hunter curiously while passing by, some slowing down and stopping to watch the woman walking through the corridor without giving any of them a second glance. After rounding a corner an ant girl stepped up before her along with a few others, the monsters squeaking at the human while having pickaxes held over their shoulders as they stood in her way. Mika slowly eyed each of them before stepping aside to move around them, the monsters then quickly getting in her way again and squeaking at her with stern expressions.


  “Stand aside,” Mika ordered, the ant girls shaking their heads at her while more were gathering nearby. “I’m not your enemy, you’d do well to keep it that way.”


  One of the ant girls stepped forward and grabbed Mika by her chest armor, the hunter then immediately holding up her hand towards the monster’s face while summoning her magic. A crimson and black casting ring formed before her palm while crackling with magical energy, the bright glow illuminating the stunned monster’s face as Mika slowly shook her head.


  “If you want to fight me then you should know I will not hold back,” Mika scorned. “My enemy is The Sisterhood, they are the ones I wish to slay with my power, however if you’re so insistent on getting in my way then I’ll use you as target practice! Do you hear me?”


  The ant girl let go of the human and backed away with hands held up, herself and all the underground monsters staring in surprise at the human as she glanced around at them while keeping her magic up.


  “I’m in no mood to play with any of you. You want my help in getting rid of The Sisterhood? You want me to aim my magic at them and not you? Then get out of my way or else I’ll make you get out of my way. Move it!”


  The ant girls quickly scrambled away in a hurry while squeaking, leaving Mika behind as she slowly lowered her hand and recalled her magic. She started walking forward again down the empty tunnel, venturing further into the darkened nest where only a few torches were set up on the walls here and there along the way.


  After making her way deeper into the nest through the winding tunnels she finally came up to the cavern she had been searching for. Entering the cave she looked around at seeing the ancient cenotaph from earlier resting in the middle of the chamber while ant girls were patrolling in groups of three all around it. Some had pickaxes and shovels, others had satchels filled with bombs, and a few were holding large sledgehammers over their shoulders as they marched about with focused expressions. Mika began walking towards the centerpiece, her eye set forward while noticing all the ant girls stopping and taking immediate notice of her. She stopped at the edge of the cenotaph’s steel base and looked down at the glowing writing lining the platform’s edge, silence filling the cavern while she glanced around to see all the ant girls watching her carefully. Taking one step onto the base all the ant girls squeaked and tensed up. Another step was met with them drawing their tools in a threatening manner. And one more step had Mika bumping into something that wasn’t seen.


  “Mika?” a girl’s voice exclaimed. After a quick squeal of excitement Mika was lifted up into the air and shook around, something all the ant girls watched in bewilderment while the human had a blank expression on her face.


  “It’s so good to see you again!”


  “Is that Mika?”


  “Yay, she came to see us again!”


  “She came to see me! Not you two!”


  “Nuh uh, she wanted to see me! Nobody wants to see you!”


  “She wanted to see me, she just couldn’t tell you weren’t me since you’re invisible!”


  “No way, she wanted to see me the most! I’m her best friend!”


  “No, I’m her best friend! Let me hug her!”


  “I want to hug her, she came to see me after all!”


  Three girls argued in circles as Mika was shook around in the air, the human sighing quietly while being hugged by one of the invisible girls before being taken into another’s arms as each of the three hidden monsters fought to take turns hugging her. After floating about in the air for a while Mika cleared her throat and spoke up.


  “Hey! Mind putting me down now?”


  After a pause she was then set down while three shimmering veils of light flashed around her, the rippling distortions then fading away as the trio of desuwraiths became visible.


  “Hello again, Sara, Lara, Tara,” Mika plainly spoke.


  “What are you doing back here, friend?” one of them asked with a curious smile.


  “Thanks again for showing us how that lift thingy worked,” another mentioned while looking to two of her hands in amazement.


  “We were able to see Nuci again thanks to you,” the third praised with a hop. “Thank you so much.”


  “Sure,” Mika replied as she started walking past them towards the central alter. Before she could get closer two hands quickly grabbed her shoulders, the human glancing back to see one of the desuwraiths holding her with a worried smile.


  “Wait, where are you going?”


  “Um, you’re not supposed to get near that thingy,” another added shaking her head.


  “Nobody is supposed to go near it,” the third agreed with a nod. “Why are you going near it?”


  The ant girls around the area watched the human closely as she lowered her head in silence. After a moment she shook her head and looked back to the desuwraiths.


  “I need to go down there for something. Stand aside.”


  “What? Go down there?” one repeated as the three turned to each other in concern.


  “But you can’t go down there,” another insisted shaking her head.


  “Nobody is supposed to go down there,” the third agreed as the sisters faced Mika while remaining on guard. “Only we can. Nobody else.”


  “Why do you want to go down there?”


  “You shouldn’t want to go down there.”


  “You’re not allowed to go down there.”


  Mika eyed each of the desuwraiths then smiled curiously and shrugged.


  “I wanted to meet the guardian of the City of Eden,” she politely said. “Nuci, right? She’s the one guarding the Dark Queen and her city, isn’t she? Would it be alright if I go down there to say hello to her?”


  “You want to meet Nuci?”


  “Is that all?”


  “That’s all you want to do?”


  “Yeah, that’s all. Please?” Mika sweetly asked.


  The desuwraiths looked to one another in silence then smiled at the human while stepping back.


  “If that’s all you want, then I guess that’s alright.”


  “Yeah, go ahead and meet her. She’s really nice, you’ll like her a lot.”


  “We were afraid you were going to do something bad like steal the key from her and use that to unleash the Dark Queen from her prison and thus ending all life on Eden as we know it. But if you just want to say hi to Nuci then you can go down there.”


  “Thank you,” Mika replied with a nod. She walked over to the alter and took off her glove, pausing for a second as she noticed the desuwraiths smiling and waving at her while the ant girls around the chamber were watching her curiously. Mika smiled weakly and waved back then held her hand on the alter, in doing so causing it to glow brightly while green triangular outlines lit up in the air between the three statues surrounding her. The lines shifted to blue then purple before turning yellow and spinning around, the sight keeping the attention of everyone in the cave as the triangles finally stopped while pointing downward and turning back to green. The emblems turned into circles that began to stretch out overhead and overlap one another, the searing light of the rings crossing through each other before lowering down onto the floor in a wide loop around the monuments.


  Mika watched the dais with its glowing white emblems lighting up around her fingers along with a downward arrow appearing below her palm, something she questioned if humans really did create somehow. The hunter then paused for a moment as an echoing chuckle sounded off in her ears, her expression turning serious as she knew the Dark Queen was watching her. With a grunt she pushed down on the alter, the top lighting up with a warm glow while the ground shook a little. The circular platform began lowering where the bright rings were set in the floor, a rush of air shooting up around the edges as the cenotaph began dropping down into the shaft below.


  “Hey!” Tabitha shouted from the cavern entrance. Everyone turned to see the neko and Scay running into the chamber towards the centerpiece. “What do you think you’re doing? Mika! Stop!”


  “It’s okay,” one of the desuwraiths said as the sisters held out their hands to stop the girls before them. “She’s just going down there to say hello to the guardian.”


  “Yeah, she wants to be friends with her like she is with us.”


  “She’s more my friend than she is either of yours,” the third sneered.


  “Nuh uh, she’s my friend the most!”


  “No way, she likes me way more than either of you!”


  “You’re both so stupid, why would she like either of you more than me?”


  “We’re not the stupid ones, you are!”


  “Yeah, you, not us!”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid!”


  “So stupid!”


  “I know you are but what am I?”


  “Stupid!”


  “So so stupid!”


  “You idiots!” Tabitha shouted as she pointed to Mika. “Nobody is supposed to go down there, Daemon even said so!”


  “But she just wanted to be friends with Nuci,” one of the desuwraiths curiously said.


  “Yeah, that’s all she’s doing.”


  “She even said so.”


  Tabitha saw Mika glancing to her with a stern expression, the hunter then looking down before the platform lowered out of sight. The steel doors began closing over the shaft as Tabitha growled in anger.


  “No, that’s not what she’s doing at all!” she argued before ducking under the desuwraiths’ arms and dashing towards the shaft along with Scay.


  “Wait, you can’t go down there!” one of the desuwraiths called out after the girls.


  “Nobody is supposed to go down there!”


  “Daemon even said so!”


  Tabitha and Scay jumped down into the shaft before the steel doors slammed shut behind them. The desuwraiths scrambled over to it along with the ant girls, all of them looking around at the sealed platform before the sisters began hopping about in a panic.


  “Oh no, not good! Not good!”


  “So not good! This is bad! Very bad!”


  “This is so bad it can’t possibly be good!”


  The desuwraiths whined and trotted about anxiously before turning to all the ant girls who were watching them.


  “This is so not good!” they all cried out together.


  Tabitha and Scay dropped down onto the lift as it continued descending down the darkened tunnel. Scay looked around in wonder at all the glowing lines and etchings in the statues and surrounding walls while Tabitha focused her sights solely on Mika who watched them from the center of the platform.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Tabitha sharply asked, hands grabbing hold of her swords as she tensed up. “Nobody is supposed to go down here for any reason, Daemon made that crystal clear to us.”


  “He never told me that,” Mika retorted. “Then again I was gone while finding my home ruined and my little brother missing. I guess that bit of news slipped by me.”


  “Why are you going down here?” Tabitha demanded.


  “To see the guardian, Nuci. Didn’t the desuwraiths explain that to you?”


  “I don’t believe that for a second,” Tabitha snapped. “We watched you blow up on those ant girls while threatening to blow them up with your magic, we followed you as you made your way straight to this place after leaving the station, and by the look on your face making friends with the guardian is the last thing on your mind right now. The tense look you’re trying to hide in your eye, I can see it clearly. Something’s gotten you rattled, mind sharing what that is?”


  “What’s wrong, Mika?” Scay asked tilting her head. “Are you feeling tense? Do you want a hug? Or to be stabbed?”


  “No, thank you,” Mika calmly replied. “The desuwraiths already gave me plenty of hugs, and I’ll pass on the stabbing. I just need to speak with the guardian down below, that’s all.”


  “Speak to her about what?” Tabitha carefully said while slowly approaching her.


  Mika watched the two monsters carefully getting closer, the naga slithering around a statue before stopping behind the human while the neko kept a sharp eye on her with hands gripping the handles of her swords.


  “The Dark Queen needs to die,” Mika replied while narrowing her eye.


  “She’s sealed away forever,” Tabitha said shaking her head. “She’s not going to hurt anyone where she is.”


  “You’re wrong. She can still harm others even from down here.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because she’s spoken to me,” Mika answered, with Tabitha and Scay jumping with a startle. “And the words she uses can hurt just as badly as any blade.”


  “What did you just say?” Tabitha slowly questioned.


  “That monster needs to die,” Mika sternly said grabbing her sword. “So I’m going to do my job.”


  “You’re going to let her out?” Tabitha gasped.


  “No, I’m going to kill her. No matter the cost.”


  In a flash Tabitha drew out her swords just as Mika did with hers, the two clashing with a fierce strike of their blades before the hunter spun and cast out a blast of blue light towards the advancing naga. Scay was thrown back into the wall before tumbling up against it into the air then dropping down with a thud, her whine being overpowered by a strong clash of swords between Mika and Tabitha. The neko swiped at the human’s sides with her swords, each strike being blocked by the hunter as she knocked the monster’s attacks aside before following through with a downward slash. Tabitha darted to the side and struck around with her sword, the strike being knocked back by Mika’s sword before she swung with her other katana towards the woman’s head. Mika ducked under the attack, swung back with her blade to parry Scay’s dagger that the naga stabbed at her with, turned to block one of Tabitha’s blades followed by the other, then spun around to avoid Scay’s attack again before punching her in the head. The naga was thrown to the side before she quickly slithered around the platform with a strained grunt, the monster circling the lift rapidly while Tabitha locked swords with Mika in the center. The two pushed against each other with fierce growls before Scay raced over and tackled Mika to the ground. She swiftly wrapped herself around the woman while grabbing her head, wrestling her down in a roll on the floor before Mika shouted with a bright red flash coming from her hand under the naga’s body.


  “AHHH!” Scay screamed as streaks of flame and light shot out between her coils, the naga crying out as Mika pulled her hand free and held it to the monster’s chest. A blast of blue energy shot Scay back with a wail, the monster’s tail quickly unraveling as she held her arms around herself with her tail twitching below her.


  “That hurt! Waaah! Why are you so mean? I was just going to stab you!”


  Mika grabbed her sword and quickly parried a downward slash of Tabitha’s blade, the neko striking again and again with both her swords to keep the hunter pinned down.


  “Have you lost your mind?” Tabitha shouted as she kept attacking the hunter. “You’re trying to release a harbinger of death and you don’t even realize how fucking stupid that is?”


  “She has to die!” Mika yelled before kicking up with her foot, knocking the neko back into a stumble while scrambling onto her feet again. “She has to die, there’s no other way!”


  “She’s sealed away, you fucking bitch!” Tabitha argued. “And that’s the way she needs to stay!”


  “That’s not good enough!” Mika shot back. She swung her blade to the side, parrying Scay’s dagger before the naga ducked under her second swing and whipped her tail around into the woman’s gut. Mika grunted hard as she was thrown back into a statue before Scay struck down at her shoulder, her dagger striking against her shoulder plate with a few sparks before Mika grabbed her hand and stopped it from piercing her chest next. The naga kept her body pressed against Mika while trying to drive her dagger into the woman, her other hand holding Mika’s with her sword held against the statue down to the side.


  “You can’t let that bad monster out, Mika!” Scay pleaded with a twisted smile. “If she gets out we’ll all- nrrghmmm DIE! HAHA! I really want to stab you now, I’m not even kidding! I’m going to do it! I AM!”


  Tabitha ran over and held one of her blades towards Mika’s face while having the other poised to slash at the human, both monsters keeping her detained while Mika struggled to hold back Scay’s dagger.


  “You’ve lost your mind, Mika,” Tabitha scorned. “How do you even know the Dark Queen was somehow talking to you from way down here underground? How could she? You’re obviously hearing voices in your head, a sure sign you’re going crazy!”


  “HAHAHAHA!” Scay laughed while going cross-eyed. “I want to wear your skin! You’ll be my friend then, won’t you? PRETTY PLEASE?”


  “Like I was saying,” Tabitha said while keeping her eyes focused on Mika. “A sure sign. See her? That’s you in a week at most.”


  “I know she talked to me,” Mika grunted. “I know what she’s capable of. I know what she’s going to do if left alive. I have to kill her, I have to before it’s too late.”


  “And just what is she going to do if you don’t kill her?”


  “She’s going to take away what I have left to live for,” Mika whimpered shutting her eye. She started breathing heavily before screaming as a golden casting ring lit up below her, a wave of energy rolling away and crashing into the walls as the lift rumbled with its downward decent. Scay and Tabitha braced from the force of power pushing against them before Mika yelled out with furious look on her face.


  “I WON’T LOSE MAX, I WON’T!” she roared as a crackling eruption of red and golden light exploded around her. Scay screamed from being thrown back before she slammed into a statue, the girl dropping down with a whimper while Tabitha tumbled away on the floor before stopping herself from slamming into the moving wall. Getting back onto her feet she quickly held up both of her swords to block Mika’s that struck at her with a heavy clang, the two locking into a struggle with Mika slowly pushing Tabitha back. The hunter’s armor and clothing was singed along her hand however she didn’t appear to notice or even care her own attack harmed her.


  “She won’t take him from me, she won’t!” Mika yelled while Tabitha slid towards the moving wall. “I won’t let anyone take my brother from me!”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Tabitha shouted as she wobbled in her defense. “You really have gone crazy, haven’t you?”


  “Nobody is taking Max from me,” Mika growled, the ground under them lighting up with a crimson casting ring that bled upward against the moving wall. The air started to waver with streaks of golden light rippling up from the casting base while Tabitha’s tail and bells hit against the shaft from being pushed closer.


  “Scay, a little help here!” Tabitha called out.


  “HELPING!” Scay shouted as she grabbed onto Mika from behind. She wrestled Mika around before the hunter screamed with an eruption of light blasting from beneath them, throwing Scay back into a tumble before she slammed into the central alter and wrapped around it. Tabitha was thrown into the wall behind her, smacking against it while being knocked up along it before she halted in midair above Mika from a magical force catching her. Mika held her hand up towards the neko, having three spinning casting rings along her arm and before her palm as she growled furiously at the monster.


  “Mika, stop!” Tabitha cried out.


  “Stop hurting us,” Scay whined as she slowly sat up.


  Mika let out a long yell while energy crackled along her arm, the force being exuded pushing back Tabitha’s fur as the neko stared in shock at the growing red light blooming in Mika’s hand.


  “I will put an end to the Dark Queen,” Mika scorned. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure she never speaks to anyone ever again! Nobody will stop me, nobody will keep my brother away from me!”


  “What are you talking about?” Tabitha shouted. “Didn’t you say your brother is either dead or with The Sisterhood? What does he have to do with letting the Dark Queen out to kill us all?”


  “She knows where he is, she knows where he is!”


  “Then why do you want to kill her? You’re not making sense!”


  “You don’t understand!”


  “You’re right, I have no fucking clue what you’re talking about!”


  “She needs to die, that’s all you need to know! And I will kill her along with any that get in my way! I’m not after you or your friend’s life, I’m not hunting you, but if you try to stop me from doing this I’ll have no choice but to put you down as well!”


  “Stop!” Scay cried as she grabbed Mika from behind. “Please don’t hurt my friend! I really like her!”


  Wrapping her tail around the human she pulled the woman’s arm aside, with Mika shouting as she stumbled about before releasing the magical blast of energy. The bolt of crimson light struck one of the statues nearby, exploding into a powerful blast that threw Tabitha and Scay over into the wall while Mika stumbled aside with them, the girls hitting against the moving shaft before tumbling upward with it and dropping to the ground with heavy thuds. Tabitha and Scay groaned as they slowly sat up before Mika grabbed the naga’s head and slammed it down onto the ground, knocking the monster out instantly as she did so again with a furious cry.


  “You bitch!” Tabitha yelled as she tried tackling the human down. Instead she was grabbed and thrown down onto the ground before Mika took hold of her sword and held it across the neko’s throat.


  “She needs to die,” Mika growled furiously. “She cannot be allowed to live, she cannot be allowed to speak, she needs to die!”


  “Could you at least try making a little more sense here?” Tabitha snapped. “Dammit, if you’re going to kill us over this then at least explain yourself properly!”


  “I’m not going to kill you,” Mika argued shaking her head. “You’re not the one who crossed the line with me.”


  She then slammed Tabitha’s head onto the ground hard, knocking the neko out cold with her legs kicking once below her. Standing up Mika looked down at the unconscious girls before sheathing her sword at her hip, her fierce gaze then aiming downward as her anger was only aimed at another.


  “She’s the only one I’m going to slay down here.”


  The lift traveled down the long tunnel deeper into Eden, the quiet rustling of the air passing by all that was heard as Mika focused on her task. After lowering down further than Mika thought possible into the world the lift slowly came to a stop at its base inside the underground grotto. The hunter glanced around at seeing the flourishing vegetation within the cave while hearing the tranquil splashing of the waterfalls that fed its many pools scattered about. Seeing nobody else within the cavern Mika walked off the steel platform and down the knoll towards the water that had light coming up from under it.


  “Where are you?” she called out. “Show yourself!”


  Looking around carefully she saw only a few flowers swaying gently in the grotto while the trickling of the waterfalls remained constant. After a moment she heard a rustling which she quickly turned towards, watching with a sharp eye and hand held firmly on the handle of her sword as a large flower bud near the falling water slowly unraveled its lightly colored purple petals. From within the flower a woman slowly rose up with her vibrant violet colored hair flowing down behind her, the floral monster opening her eyes and taking notice of Mika staring at her while tensed up.


  “Hello there,” Nuci softly greeted. “Who may ask are you?”


  “Are you Aeon’s guardian?” Mika demanded.


  “Aeon?” Nuci breathed out in surprise. “How… how do you know that name?”


  “Because she’s my dear friend,” Aeon spoke in their heads. Nuci jumped with a startle and quickly looked down while Mika watched her carefully. Slowly she turned her gaze down to the wavering pool before her, seeing a soft light blooming under it while a wavering silhouette appeared below.


  “Aeon!” Mika shouted drawing out her sword.


  “Aeon,” Nuci gasped. “Wait, what’s going on here? Who is this human and why is she down here?”


  “Why, she’s come to let me out of course,” Aeon chuckled. Nuci looked to Mika in surprise as the hunter kept her furious glare fixated on the unseen monster’s shadow. “She came all this way just to see me in person. Such a nice friend to have.”


  “What is she talking about?” Nuci worried. “My dear child, who are-”


  “Enough with your callous tongue, Aeon!” Mika yelled. “I’ve come to rip it out along with your heart!”


  “Spoken like a true monster hunter,” Aeon complimented. “Mika Harollson, you’re a credit to your profession. By all means, come slay me. I encourage you to with all your might.”


  “Please lower your sword and calm yourself,” Nuci requested holding out her hand. “Mika, is it? I don’t know what Aeon has said to lure you here or why, but you mustn’t-”


  “I won’t calm down until I’ve driven my sword through her accursed heart!” Mika roared before holding her hand down towards the pool, a spinning casting ring of crimson and golden light forming before her with crackling snaps of energy arching out from it. She quickly fired a blast of magical energy into the water, creating a powerful explosion against the barrier underneath with a heavy tremor. Water splashed high and away from the impact, allowing Mika to steal a glimpse of Aeon fluttering beneath her magical seal. As the pool began refilling again the chronofly chuckled in their minds while tapping the barrier with her finger.


  “Remove this seal around my city and then you and I may settle our little dispute once and for all right here.”


  “That’s not happening!” Nuci argued shaking her head. “Mika, please listen to me, you cannot-”


  “Enough!” Mika yelled at her. “She needs to die! You may have her body trapped here in that prison but her voice is able to travel to those living above, and her words are just as dangerous as she herself is!”


  “I assure you that she herself is far more dangerous than anything she may have spoken to you,” Nuci insisted.


  “You’re wrong,” Mika cursed looking back down. “She needs to die, right now. Tell me how to remove the seal, Aeon, so that I may then claim your head!”


  “With pleasure,” Aeon laughed. “The key fragments to my seal are hidden right above you-”


  “Aeon!” Nuci cried out at her as Mika looked up at the tangled roots and vines that clung to the ceiling.


  “She has them hidden over your head. Recover the key fragments from her, put them together, and place it against my seal. That will dissolve the barrier and allow me to greet you face to face.”


  “You mustn’t!” Nuci shouted shaking her head. “Mika, don’t listen to any lies she’s telling you! Please, you can’t-”


  She then stopped and stared in shock at seeing Mika holding her hand out towards her, her destructive spell base hovering before her palm as she glared at the alurane.


  “No… Mika, please don’t do this…”


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” Mika told her. “I really don’t. I may be a monster hunter, but I have no desire on harming you. She’s the only one I want to kill tonight. I know damn well how dangerous she is, but keeping her locked away isn’t good enough. She needs to die. Give me the key fragments to her seal and I’ll spare you. However if you try to stop me then I’ll be forced to go through you.”


  “Mika,” Nuci lamented with a frown. She looked down to the water with a pout as Aeon giggled in their minds. After a pause she sighed and turned to Mika with a gentle shake of her head.


  “You will not yield with this? You will not listen to my words?”


  “Her words overshadow any that you could make,” Mika said shaking her head. “I’m going to open that seal and kill her, with or without your consent.”


  “I’m sorry Aeon has done this to you,” Nuci sadly spoke. “I really am. Whatever she has said to cause such anger and pain within you, I’m truly sorry for.”


  “Just give me the key fragments,” Mika ordered.


  “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Nuci said with a remorseful smile. “You see I wouldn’t be much of a guardian if I just handed them over to anyone who asked without putting up even the smallest fight.”


  “You’re going to try to fight me?”


  “Heavens, no,” Nuci replied with a small smile. The ground rumbled a bit before large roots ripped up from the ground and rocks all over the grotto, swinging about through the air while splashing water about. Vines and tendrils overhead began constricting as they started overlapping one another to guard what was safely hidden above them. And the alurane who stood before Mika gently waved her hand before her, trailing a shimmering blue radiance that outlined a large segmented shield floating before the woman while her hair fluttered behind in a small breeze. Nuci lightly toiled her fingers together at her side, summoning wisps of green and blue light up along her arm towards her hand as she demonstrated that she too was capable of using magic.


  “I am going to fight you,” Nuci corrected before showing a weak smile. “But don’t worry, I can see you’re not a bad person at heart. I’ll try to be gentle with beating you down. Sorry in advance if I’m a little… rough.”


   


  


  Chapter 2


  Unleashed


  In the world of Eden there was a common belief when it came to those that were locked away, that being they were dangerous and untrustworthy. The simple sight of seeing them behind bars was enough for anyone to treat them with caution. If it were a dog within a cage one would assume it might attack if released. A human who was jailed likely did something to merit imprisonment. And monsters who were sealed by magical barriers might have been trapped there for a reason. Though not always true, the risk otherwise would often be too great to chance for most.


  After all, those who were caged from the world often times deserved to be.


  *****


  The gentle splashing of water falling into the grotto pools were all that could be heard as Mika stared down the guardian of the City of Eden while having her magical attack primed in her hand. Nuci kept one hand held up at her side while holding her magic shield in front of her, the alurane’s many roots lifted up around the monster hunter remaining still as the guardian tried once more to talk down the enraged woman.


  “Mika,” Nuci carefully said. “Please, reconsider your actions very closely. You do not understand what you are doing.”


  “I know damn well what I’m doing,” Mika snapped. “I’m going to open that seal and then I’m going to kill Aeon!”


  “See, that’s where you’re mistaken,” Nuci warned. “You cannot kill Aeon as easily as you think. She’s a Dark Queen, one of the four most powerful monsters in the entire world. You may have been in battles during your time but I swear you’ve never faced the likes of her before. Please understand that she must remain sealed here or else many lives will suffer. Whatever your reasons are for wanting to release her I promise you they are not worth this.”


  “Yes they are, she has to die! Right now!”


  “Why? What has she told you to make you think this? Please, lower your magic and talk to me, I implore you. I don’t wish to hurt you, I really don’t. But if you try to release her I’ll be left with no choice. I am the sworn guardian of this Dark Queen and I will do whatever I must to ensure that her seal remains in place.”


  “The only one I want to kill is her,” Mika countered. “Give me the key peacefully and I’ll spare you. You have until the count of five or else I’m taking it by force.”


  “Mika, don’t do this.”


  “Five.”


  “Please, reconsider what you’re doing!”


  “Four.”


  “Aeon, what have you told her?”


  “Three.”


  “Mika, do not make me hurt you!”


  “Two.”


  “My hero,” Aeon chuckled in their minds.


  “One.”


  “Don’t!” Nuci cried out as Mika fired her magical attack with a sharp flash. The crimson and black streak of energy shot through the air before crashing into Nuci’s glittering shield, the barrier holding strong while the impact blew water around wildly and tossed leaves and vines about in the air from the nearby foliage. Mika screamed as she focused another spell in her mind, her arm crackling with crimson and gold arcs of light while she ran towards the alurane with her sword held back.


  “Don’t let her manipulate you!” Nuci pleaded while striking at Mika with many of her roots. The hunter slashed one apart with her sword before ducking under another, the woman jumping into the water then holding her hand out towards the alurane with a furious yell. Another root snapped around her arm and yanked it aside as she fired her attack, the magical blast of energy streaking across the grotto before exploding into a wall with burned plants and rocks flying about. Nuci yanked Mika down against the edge of the pool while more of her roots tangled around the woman’s body, firmly ensnaring and keeping her pressed against the rocks while water splashed around her.


  “Mika,” Nuci cautioned with a hand held out to her. “Please, don’t do this. I don’t wish to cause you injury.”


  Mika yelled out while focusing her magic, a bright red light coming from the water as distorted glyphs were seen below its surface.


  “Mika, don’t!” Nuci cried out. “Don’t hurt yourself with-”


  Without pause Mika screamed as she released her spell, a powerful explosion erupting from the pool with rocks and water being thrown all around. From underneath Aeon watched with an amused smile as the destructive magic rippled across the barrier while tearing apart Nuci’s roots with a vicious shockwave.


  “Mika, you’re going to hurt yourself using magic like that!” Nuci warned. “Please, control yourself!”


  Mika stumbled to her feet and charged the alurane with her sword, the blade clashing against Nuci’s barrier with bright flashes from each furious strike. Holding her hand out against the monster’s barrier a large casting ring of red light and emblems formed before her, the circle crackling with energy before rupturing with a wild shockwave shooting outward against the shield. Water splashed and flew around while the ceiling above cracked with rocks dropping down between the vines.


  “Stop, please!” Nuci begged before waving her hand before her, casting out a powerful burst of magical force that threw Mika across the pool and onto the ground with a hard impact. Mika tumbled back onto her feet and braced herself as Nuci waved her hands around before her, a bright aqua glow shimmering in the air with a casting ring made of dozens of tightly overlapped bases forming in front of her. The slowly spinning glyph drew torrents of water from the pool below up in front of it before they shot out in blinding fast bolts of kinetic liquid. The first hit struck Mika’s chest, clanging loudly while puncturing a dent in the steel, before another two struck Mika’s belly and arm, blasting the woman back with a scream before more blasts struck her with the strength of iron clubs.


  “I’m sorry,” Nuci whimpered as Mika tumbled back with a shriek as she took the magical bolts of water one after another. Sliding back along the ground the human groaned in pain while her sword remained on the wet rocks further ahead. With a furious shout Mika waved her hand before her, creating a powerful barrier of red and gold light that shimmered with angular lines and circular glyphs within it. She got back to her feet before a barrage of the alurane’s ballistic water crashed through the shield instantly and struck her all over, the woman flying further back with a hoarse cry before rolling to a stop with a bleeding lip.


  “I thought you were an expert monster hunter,” Aeon tiredly remarked in her mind. “She’s beating the shit out of you with water.”


  “Shut up!” Mika roared as she made a mad dash towards her blade. She dodged and waved around incoming blasts of water that passed with hard swashes of air before jumping into a roll, the woman grabbing her sword and following through with a fierce slash of the blade. She cast out a shadowy arc of light that shattered when another of Nuci’s water blasts tore through it, the hunter continuing her dash towards the alurane with a fierce cry while narrowly avoiding the endless shots cast out from the guardian. From the ground roots and vines ripped up and swung at her, knocking aside her sword before slapping her in the face, right before another three ballistic bolts of water struck her chest and head. Dropping back into a roll she held her face with a strained groan while collapsing to the ground, taking another four hits from the hard water to her side which knocked her over with a painful cry.


  “I warned you,” Nuci lamented shaking her head. From the dirt more roots shot up between the rocks and snapped around the hunter’s arms and legs, holding her down on the ground while Nuci slowly shook her head in remorse. Mika yelled and thrashed around before a vine whipped around her mouth and silenced her, the hunter’s muffled screams electing a soft sigh from the alurane.


  “Mika,” she worried as she dissolved her casting base before looking down at the wavering water towards Aeon with annoyance. “Aeon, what did you do to this poor dear to make her choose this path? Stop tormenting her this instant with whatever game it is you’re playing.”


  “But I’m having so much fun,” Aeon giggled, right before Mika yanked her right arm up while tearing out the root that held onto it. Nuci flinched as the hunter then yanked her other arm free before striking her sword down at the roots holding onto her feet. Tearing apart the vine around her mouth she opened it to throw a few obscenities towards the alurane before she was struck down onto the ground by a powerful burst of magical energy. A flickering blue shield revealed itself to be pressing the hunter down, her arms and legs pinned in place by the glowing barrier while Nuci merely held a hand out towards it.


  “Mika, please stop,” Nuci again spoke with a tired sigh. “I’m not even using all my magical prowess yet and I’d really wish not to use any more than I am right now. You cannot beat me, so please do not hurt yourself trying any further.”


  Mika growled furiously while trying to push up against the barrier, the strength it had seeming unwavering as it refused to budge at all. She summoned a counter spell in her hand to break the shield, the green triangular flash rippling against the translucent barrier over her before fading while the alurane’s magic remained strong. Mika yelled as she tried again, watching in frustration as Nuci’s magic wasn’t able to be countered at all.


  “You can’t interrupt my magic, Mika,” Nuci remorsefully said. “Mine is simply too powerful to be canceled out that way. And let this be a warning to you, even my power pales in comparison to-”


  Mika yelled out in anger as she tried counter spell after counter spell, the woman smacking the barrier with her free hand while thrashing about beneath the immovable shield.


  “Mika, please calm down,” Nuci sighed shaking her head. “This isn’t any good for either of us.”


  Mika tried again and again, being unable to dissolve or even budge the alurane’s powerful shield that kept her pinned down. With each failed attempt she grew angrier and more anxious, the woman pouring all the power she had in a desperate attempt to bypass the alurane’s defense.


  “You can’t win like that,” Aeon whispered in her mind. “She’s far stronger than you are in terms of magical strength. She may not look it but she’s one of the more powerful monsters in the world, after all she was chosen to watch over me. You’ll have to go about this another way if you wish to open my seal.”


  “And what way is that?” Mika cursed through her teeth.


  Listening to the Dark Queen’s words in her head she glanced over to see Nuci watching her with a saddened frown. After a while Mika relaxed and stopped fighting against the barrier, dropping her resistance and gazing upward with a distant look in her eye. Seeing the hunter having given up with her struggle Nuci dissolved her shield with a wave of the hand, allowing Mika to slowly get up on her knees while having her head lowered.


  “Are you done now, Mika?” Nuci worried. “Please, you have to understand that-”


  “I understand perfectly,” Mika softly said, resting both hands on the ground before her. “You’ll do whatever it takes to keep Aeon sealed away. You don’t want to hurt anyone in doing so, but if you have to then you will. That’s your duty, right?”


  Nuci nodded with a concerned look as Mika kept her head lowered while appearing to bow to the alurane.


  “And you need to understand something about me,” Mika continued before glancing up to her with a furious glare. “I will never allow anyone or anything to take my little brother away from me. Should anything dare try, I will destroy it no matter the cost. That’s my duty.”


  “I’m not trying to do anything of the sort to you,” Nuci assured. “I promise I wish no harm or misfortune upon you or your sibling, I never have.”


  “You don’t, but Aeon does,” Mika growled. “And as long as she’s alive, as long as she can speak freely from behind her seal, she can do just that. She could take everything from me, everything I have left to live for in this horrible world. And I can’t allow her to do that. I CAN’T!”


  With a furious cry from the woman a flash of crimson and neon black light erupted below, spreading out wildly into a tangled web of a casting diagram that covered the ground around her along with stretching down into the nearby pools. Mika’s hands gripped the ground tightly as she focused all her attention into casting a very specific spell, one that Nuci quickly took alarm to seeing.


  “What are you doing?” she cried out in shock. “Maelstrom? You… you can cast that?”


  She quickly thrust her roots at the hunter from all sides, all of them being deflected and burned away by magical flashes as a golden and dark light bloomed underneath her. Nuci gasped then thrust her hands forward with a stern expression, a bright flash of blue light sparkling across a domelike barrier surrounding Mika while a few spikes of crimson light shot up around her.


  “Impossible,” Nuci feared. “How… how could it be fully cast already? And how could she cast that spell to begin with, only alpha witches can do that.”


  “She’s very talented,” Aeon commended with a chuckle. “She learned one of the most destructive spells in all of Eden, and she mastered casting it in such a short amount of time. Isn’t she so amazing? Hahaha!”


  “Mika! Stop!” Nuci cried out as she focused her power around the hunter. To her dismay her magical light was knocked away by the hunter’s spell base as a powerfully dark aura began building below the woman.


  “Oh, that’s right,” Aeon pouted. “Once Maelstrom is cast from the ether it cannot be countered or stopped by other means. Even though you have so much power over her you’re powerless to stop it. Only she can stop the spell, and I just don’t think she wants to right now.”


  “Mika, you can’t cast that underground!” Nuci shouted shaking her head in fright. “You’ll bring everything down upon us! You’ll die!”


  Multiple red spikes of energy shot up around Mika from the ground, tearing through the vines and ceiling above with sharp flashes. Nuci flinched from each root being seared away while rocks and loose debris started dropping down from the impacts.


  “Mika, no!” Nuci cried out as she channeled her power around the hunter, a bright sparkly dome of light crackling from it being negated by Mika’s spell base. The alurane looked around nervously as more red spikes of light shot up around the hunter, all while Mika glared at her with her hands gripping the dirt now.


  “You mustn’t cast that down here!” Nuci pleaded. “Please, you’ll die! Everything will come down atop you!”


  “I’d be a little more worried about yourself at the moment,” Aeon laughed. “Uh oh, looks like she’s about to unleash it. This could be bad, especially for those other two over on the lift.”


  “What?” Nuci gasped. She looked over then covered her mouth in horror at seeing Tabitha and Scay slowly getting up on the platform, the two rubbing their heads as they began sitting up with groans.


  “Dammit,” Tabitha grunted getting back onto her feet with her swords. “That stupid human, I knew she would be nothing but trouble for us.”


  “My head hurts,” Scay whined with a cringe. “Tabitha, can you hold me? Please?”


  The two blinked then looked over to see a bright red and black glow emanating from Mika’s spell base below her while crimson lights were shooting up around her in sharp flashes.


  “What the hell is she doing now?” Tabitha said tensing up. She ran towards the hunter along with Scay while having her swords held inversely at her sides. “Mika! Stop whatever it is you’re doing, right now!”


  “I don’t think I like these pretty lights,” Scay worried as they raced up to Mika, only to then be knocked back by her protective shield before hopping about as multiple beams of light shot up around them.


  “What the hell is this?” Tabitha yelled as the two darted further away from the hunter. “Mika, what are you doing?”


  “Please stop whatever it is you’re doing!” Scay wailed. “It’s really getting scary!”


  “Oh no,” Nuci feared as she saw the newcomers then turned to Mika and waved her hands around frantically. “Mika, you’re not alone down here, you have to stop-”


  At that moment Mika unleashed her magical spell, the woman holding her hands out to either side as she let loose a powerful scream. The tangled mess of glowing lines all around her promptly exploded as a nightmarish array of crimson and black beams blasted up on all sides. The energy spikes then shot outward in all directions while tearing apart the ground below and the ceiling above, the beams searing away the roots and vines instantly while cleaving through rock like it was paper.


  “Mika!” Tabitha screamed as she and Scay franticly stumbled back in fright, both seeing a slicing array of light racing towards them while tearing apart the ground with a vicious rumble.


  “I don’t wanna die!” Scay whined as the two tripped to the ground and held each other close.


  “NO!” Nuci yelled as she held her hands out with a bright flash of blue light flaring up around her. A blinding light erupted in the grotto followed quickly by a sudden tremor before flickering blue and red hues covered everything. Tabitha and Scay watched in shock as the hellstorm of magic Mika unleashed was halted from spreading further by a silvery blue barrier that surrounded it on all sides. The Maelstrom spell continued to push against it, its magical beams of energy constantly clashing against the alurane’s barrier while behind them Mika was now standing atop the glowing barrier of the City of Eden after her spell had annihilated all the ground and water under her.


  “Holy shit!” Tabitha shouted. “What the fuck is going on down here?”


  “Pretty and scary lights!” Scay cried holding her friend closer. “I’m so scared and happy at the same time! Waaaaah! Yaaaaay! Waaaaah! Yaaaaaay!”


  Mika watched her attack continue to press against Nuci’s barrier, the two spells appearing to be in a deadlock as the Maelstrom couldn’t advance nor be pushed back. Her hair and cape flowed behind her in the current of wind that circled her, eye focused on the alurane who was staring at her in disbelief from the other side of the flashing barrier.


  “Mika!” Nuci cried out shaking her head. “What have you done?”


  Mika glanced up, seeing the flashing blue light of Nuci’s barrier having encased her entirely as her magical onslaught crackled against the ceiling of the blockade.


  “Aeon was right,” she mused looking back to the alurane. “The only thing you could do to stop the spell from tearing apart Eden from below was to halt it with all your magical power.”


  “Mika! What have you done? Do you have any idea how many ant girls reside above this chamber? Their nest would have collapsed down here had I not intervened!”


  “Aeon knew you would stop it. She’s proven to be able to see such things quite well to me.”


  “You risked the lives of all those unsuspecting ant girls, of those two dears that came down with you, and yourself even, all on Aeon’s word that I would stop you like this?”


  “I told you, I’ll do whatever it takes to slay her,” Mika retorted. “You shouldn’t underestimate those you just met.”


  “You seriously need to reconsider those words yourself, Mika!”


  “At any rate you can’t touch me now,” Mika said raising an eyebrow. “Not if you want to contain Maelstrom as you’re doing. Looks like you’re in a stalemate.”


  Nuci shook her head with a look of desperation before showing absolute fright at seeing something below the hunter. Mika then looked down, her eye widening slightly as she saw what the alurane also did.


  “No! NO!” Nuci shouted as she saw six unique pyramid shaped relics resting against the City of Eden’s barrier, each of them resonating with quiet hums. They were made of a sleek black steel, all small enough to be held in a single hand, and all having engravings of irregular patterns glowing brightly all over them with green light as they appeared to cause rippling distortions of air around them and against the seal.


  “Mika!” Tabitha yelled as she and Scay ran up to the barrier. They saw the hunter standing still inside the crackling pillar of light then looked around at the strange clashing of energy flashing before them.


  “What the hell is she doing?” Tabitha demanded. “What is all this?”


  “Hey, who’s that?” Scay asked pointing to Nuci. Tabitha turned to see the alurane shaking her head with tears forming in her eyes.


  “Mika, don’t do it!” she desperately pleaded. “You don’t understand what will happen!”


  “Are you the guardian of the City of Eden?” Tabitha asked. “What the fuck, girl? Why didn’t you stop this crazy human from getting this far? Isn’t that your job? To stop anyone from getting close to the City of Eden? You had one job! How hard was that?”


  “Um, Tabitha?” Scay feared pointing at something.


  The three girls watched as Mika was knelt down with two of the relics in her hands, her eye going between the two as she examined them closely. They were weightless in her hands, yet each one gave off an unsettling aura that rippled through her arms. She eyed the trinkets for a moment before slowly holding them closer together. They shook in her hands as they got near each other before snapping together along the flat edges with a sharp clang, their engravings glowing sharply as an energy pulse rippled out from them.


  “Don’t put the key together!” Nuci cried out. “Don’t do it!”


  “Key?” Tabitha repeated. She then jumped in surprise along with Scay as they realized what she was doing. “Mika! Wait, don’t do it!”


  “Stop! Please stop!” Scay begged.


  Mika slowly brought another of the relics closer, it too resonating in her hand with a powerful surge of energy before it snapped into place alongside a flat edge of the other two.


  “Mika!” Nuci shouted as loud as she could. “Don’t do it! Please, listen to me! You can’t let the Dark Queen out!”


  “Don’t let her out!” Tabitha cried out. “You’ll kill us all!”


  “Daemon said not to do this!” Scay whined covering her face with her hair. “Listen to him! Nrrghmmm letting the Dark Queen out is bad!”


  Again Mika brought another relic closer to the key, the piece rumbling in her hand before snapping into place with an energy surge resonating through the human’s hand.


  “She has to die,” Mika cursed as she took hold of another piece of the key. She slowly turned her gaze up at the alurane, watching the monster shaking her head while her hands trembled as they held the powerful barrier in place.


  “This is the only way for me,” Mika said before bringing the fragment closer, the piece rattling in her hand before snapping into place with the others. “This is the only path she’s allowing me to take. I’m sorry, but she’s left me no choice.”


  “Aeon!” Nuci shouted downward in anger. “Stop manipulating her! Enough of this!”


  “Aeon?” Tabitha repeated. She and Scay blinked then looked down, both seeing a wavering image of a butterfly fluttering in place below the glowing floor under Mika. With the clashing red and blue lights constantly at odds with each other in front of them the two girls couldn’t make out the monster’s details yet they suddenly had a very good idea as to what it was they were seeing.


  “Is that…” Tabitha nervously asked. “Oh shit. Oh shit! Mika, this isn’t funny! That’s the Dark Queen below us! Stop what you’re doing now!”


  “Don’t let her out!” Scay whined hopping around in circles. “Please, I’ll be your best friend if you don’t! I mean, Tabitha is always going to be my bestest best best friend, but you could still be a best friend too! Just don’t let that monster out and kill us all, please!”


  Mika stood up with the final fragment in one hand and the key in the other, the other pieces holding together in the shape of a pyramid with a missing top. The hunter watched Nuci with a harsh stare, seeing the alurane shaking her head with tears falling while she continued to hold Mika’s spell in place. The crimson lights began to flicker and snap loudly as the Maelstrom started to run out of energy. Nuci’s blue barrier started to push in slightly as it was able to fight back against the diminishing spell while smoke and dust swirled around the pillar of magic.


  “She has to die,” Mika repeated before placing the final piece on top of the key, forming a complete pyramid with glowing engravings that pulsated in tandem with the seal below her. The complete Key to Eden flashed with a green hue before emanating a soft glow and a chilling aura. Holding the key out before her with both hands she stared down Nuci as the alurane turned pale from seeing the key assembled, the hunter then kneeling down as she turned her eye to the ancient relic that pulsated in her hands.


  The hunter’s spell finally fizzled out with its crimson beams flickering away as they ran out of energy, leaving the woman remaining down on one knee atop the City of Eden’s seal while Nuci’s glittering barrier surrounded her. Silence befell the grotto as everyone stared apprehensively at Mika who was holding the key just above the seal, her eye going from Nuci’s terrified face down to the glowing barrier under her feet. Aeon smiled coldly as she tapped the barrier with her finger and nodded, with Mika glaring at her then ahead at Nuci who slowly shook her head in fright.


  “Mika,” she breathed out. “Do. Not. Do. It.”


  “Don’t,” Tabitha stressed through her teeth. “Don’t do it. Don’t do it.”


  “Please, Mika,” Scay whimpered shaking her head. “Don’t let her out.”


  “She has to die,” Mika cursed.


  “Why?” Nuci desperately asked. “Why does she need to die? What has she told you to make you her puppet like this? Please, whatever she said it doesn’t matter. She can’t-”


  “She can, and she will,” Mika shakily argued. “She’ll take the last thing I have to live for away from me. She’ll take my whole world away from me. I have to do this, no matter how dangerous it may be. I have to silence her for good.”


  “Mika,” Nuci feared as the hunter turned her eyes down towards Aeon. “If you unlock her seal it can never be reformed again. Aeon will be free, she’ll be able to go wherever she wants and hurt whoever she wants. You cannot beat her in combat, I promise you. She’s using you, influencing you with your fear. Please, don’t let her control you like this. I’m begging you.”


  “Listen to her,” Tabitha urged. “For fuck’s sake, don’t you see how crazy this is? You’re about to unleash a Dark Queen onto Eden. You can’t be that insane.”


  “Why would you want to do such a thing?” Scay worried.


  “Because if I don’t kill her she’ll take Max away from me!” Mika cried out. “She’ll make it so I lose him forever, and I can’t lose him! I can’t lose my brother!”


  “What are you talking about?” Tabitha demanded. “How is she going to take your brother away from you? Just what is it she can do from down there that could cause you so much trouble?”


  “SHE’LL TELL HIM THE TRUTH!” Mika screamed, then to everyone’s horror slammed the key against the barrier floor.


  “MIKA!” Nuci shrieked, her voice then being lost in a deafening roar as the seal over the city flashed a blindingly sharp white. The key crackled with energy against the barrier as the grotto rumbled violently, all while Mika yelled in anger and frustration as she held the relic down against the seal. Nuci’s magical barrier shattered as a wave of ominous energy flooded the cavern. In a flash Mika was struck with a powerful burst of energy, throwing her far back along with Tabitha and Scay as the ground ruptured with searing gleams of light breaking through. Before the girls even hit the ground Eden seemed to erupt below them, a powerful bang sounding off while the cave was struck with immense force.


  High above ant girls in the tunnels jumped as the entire world appeared to shake around them, the monsters quickly scrambling about in a panic as they clearly sensed something was off.


  At the entrance to the City of Eden ant girls and the desuwraith sisters were frozen in fear as a menacing aura suddenly washed over them along with a loud tremor rolling through the area.


  “Oh no,” one of them whimpered.


  “Oh no oh no.”


  “Oh no oh no oh no.”


  Ant girls throughout the nest were knocked around as their home was shaken about while all were rendered stunned as they felt something frightening flooding the tunnels and chambers. Their antennae twitched wildly as every ant girl halted what they were doing right away while tensing up.


  “What was that?” Hollia cried out as she regained her footing. Looking around the cavern she and the others were in she saw rocks dropping from the ceiling while the ant girls were squeaking frantically in confusion. Some were falling from the upper level while others were knocked off the walls entirely by the sudden quake.


  “Something feels wrong,” Forrus worried. “Very wrong. This isn’t them digging again, is it?”


  Saffron looked around quickly while her antennae twitched wildly, her senses for danger being escalated to frightening levels now by something that just seemed to appear all around them.


  “Master?” Rulo quickly asked as the girls then saw Daemon watching the area sharply, his teeth gritted slightly while his hand was clutching his sword’s handle. He clearly felt what had passed through as well and already had a good idea what it was. Without a word he sprinted off through the crowd of ant girls, knocking a few of them aside as he dashed out of the cavern at high speed.


  “Master, wait!” Rulo shouted as she charged after him.


  “This can’t be good,” Hollia feared as she and Forrus quickly followed. Saffron squeaked loudly in the air and waved her hand to get the attention of her sisters before another heavy tremor struck the cavern. Ant girls quickly squeaked and ran around in a panic while Saffron steadied her footing, the girl blowing her bangs away from her eyes before squeaking loudly in frustration to get her sisters to calm down.


  Daemon ran at full speed down the tunnel, something that passing ant girls stared at in awe at seeing while his girls followed further behind. Rocks and boulders dropped about in the corridors while a stifling aura of dread flooded the tunnels. Dashing past ant girls and rounding a corner he was then joined by Sasha who sprinted alongside him from another tunnel with a waving tail.


  “Master, what was that?” she quickly asked. Being met with only a small growl from the angered cambion she began to fear the worst.


  After racing through the shaking tunnels Daemon and Sasha ran out into the cavern where three desuwraiths were hopping about in distress atop the steel platform.


  “This is not good!” one of them cried out with all four arms waving around. “This is so not good!”


  “This is bad! Very bad!”


  “What do we do? What do we do? What do we do?”


  “What is going on here?” Sasha demanded as they ran over to them. The desuwraiths looked to Daemon then to each other before quickly running over and hopping around him in a panic.


  “We’re so sorry! Really we are!”


  “We thought she wanted to be friends! She tricked us with friendship!”


  “We didn’t mean to let her by, we just thought it was okay to let her by this one time! Honest!”


  “Who went down there?” Daemon demanded. “Tell me right now.”


  “Master!” Rulo shouted as she and the other girls quickly ran into the chamber. Saffron followed behind along with more ant girls before they all stumbled aside from a tremor shaking the cave again.


  “My lord, what’s happening?” Forrus asked as they rushed over to him. “My fur is standing straight up on end now, something very unsettling is in the air.”


  “Where are the statues?” Hollia said as she noticed the platform was empty. “The lift isn’t here. Did somebody go down there again?”


  “Who went down there?” Sasha yelled pointing down.


  “Mika did,” one of the desuwraiths said holding her hands up defensively. “She said she wanted to talk to the guardian.”


  “She went down there and then your two friends did as well.”


  “What were their names? Tamatha and Slay?” the third wondered.


  “No, it was Tackleba and Spay,” the first argued.


  “That’s stupid. Their names are Tarranda and Vlay.”


  “You’re so stupid. Those aren’t their names at all, stupid.”


  “Tabitha and Scay?” Forrus growled.


  “Oh, that sounds about right.”


  “Yeah, it was them. Definitely them.”


  “Totally them. They went down there.”


  “Why did you let them get by?” Sasha shouted in anger. “You’re not supposed to let anyone down there, remember? That’s your job!”


  “We’re sorry,” one of them sniveled.


  “Mika said she wanted to talk to the guardian and be friends with her.”


  “And then Tabitha and Scay jumped down after her. We couldn’t stop them in time.”


  “You idiots!” Rulo yelled out. “How could you fuck up like this?”


  The desuwraiths dropped to their knees crying, each rubbing their eyes with two hands while having the other two waving about in a fit. Daemon growled at them then turned his glare over to the closed steel doors in the platform as another tremor rolled through the cavern.


  “What is that damned neko doing down there?” Forrus scowled.


  “What are any of them doing down there?” Hollia demanded. “There’s no reason for any of those girls to be there at all.”


  Sasha looked around at the platform floor then turned to Daemon with growing concern as he kept a focused glare down at it.


  “Master? You don’t think…”


  *****


  Inside the underground grotto smoke and dust lingered in the air while rocks continued to drop from the cracked ceiling. Tabitha and Scay slowly got up and rubbed their heads before quickly looking forward. They saw Mika standing nearby with her back to them, the woman’s cape fluttering gently behind her while she held her sword in both hands before her. Slowly Tabitha and Scay came closer and stared in shock at seeing half the cavern floor missing now. Where the pools of water once rested atop the City of Eden’s barrier there were now large holes instead. The ground they were standing on was torn up and cracked, revealing various holes and drop-offs into the unseen below while hinting that there wasn’t much holding it up still. Nuci slowly stood up on her flower which remained suspended by its large stem that grew out from the wall behind her, the pond that had been below her before now gone to reveal nothing at all except for total darkness underneath. Water that continued to pour into the grotto from above now fell down into the dark void below them with a gentle trickling. The cave’s light had diminished drastically as only the soft glowing engravings from the lift and its statues provided any illumination.


  “Oh no,” Nuci quietly feared. She held her hands out and waved them slightly, creating sparkling blue radiances that weaved about through the air in slow circles to brighten the area. As they did the girls saw the cavern light up more however complete darkness remained below them.


  “The seal… it’s gone,” Nuci dreaded. “Oh dear god, no. This can’t be happening. This can’t…”


  The girls slowly turned to Mika as she kept her glare focused down at the darkness, her eye carefully searching for any sign of the Dark Queen while paying the others no mind.


  “What have you done?” Nuci breathed out. “What have you done, Mika?”


  “Aeon!” Mika shouted. “Come here and face me!”


  “You stupid human,” Tabitha hissed as she clutched her swords. “Do you realize how much you fucked up just now?”


  “Where is she?” Scay asked looking around at the darkness below them. “Where’s the Dark Queen? I don’t see her. I don’t see anything down there.”


  Mika looked around at the dark void below then held her hand down, forming a crimson casting ring around her palm as a black and red light flared up before it.


  “Aeon! Show yourself!”


  “I’m right here,” Aeon spoke, with the girls quickly turning around to see the chronofly standing behind them. Her wings gently fluttered with wavy distortions of air rolling away from them, her green eyes had a cold glow to them while her smile was just as menacing, and her mere presence made Tabitha’s fur stand on end while Scay felt like she was going to faint from the Dark Queen’s aura smothering her.


  “Mika Harollson,” Aeon said walking closer. “Thank you so much for undoing that nasty seal that was keeping me trapped in this world. I honestly can’t thank you enough for your efforts, after all I’ve been waiting inside that gloomy city for years beyond your imagination for someone as compassionate as yourself to come along.”


  “Aeon!” Nuci screamed as she held her hands out towards the chronofly. A bright flash of silvery blue light erupted from the ground and swirled around Aeon before instantly stopping in place with a sharp clack echoing throughout the cave. The glittering lights from the alurane’s spell crackled around Aeon before vanishing with another sharp clack sounding off. The chronofly glanced to Nuci and smirked before gently flicking her fingers towards the alurane. In doing so another sharp clack echoed out while Nuci froze in place, her body and even her hair remaining perfectly still while she whimpered with teary eyes.


  “Don’t make me laugh,” Aeon sneered. “And don’t be so rude, Nuciferyne dear. I was in the middle of speaking to my good friend-”


  “AEON!” Mika roared as she ran forward and thrust her hand towards the chronofly, her magical spell then firing out not even an inch before freezing in place just as she did with a sharp clack sounding off.


  “Mika Harollson,” Aeon finished turning to the human with an amused smile. Tabitha and Scay quickly stepped off to the sides as they saw Mika remaining still on one foot while appearing to charge Aeon, the hunter’s body and cape not moving in the slightest while her magical attack was glowing brightly in front of her hand.


  “Mika?” Scay worried.


  “What… what’s happening?” Tabitha nervously asked. “What happened to her?”


  Aeon calmly walked up to Mika, held a hand to her cheek and gently caressed it with a curious murmur, then lightly walked her fingers down along the human’s arm towards her hand where her spell was frozen in place. Glancing to either side with a slick grin she watched Tabitha and Scay tense up while trying not to shake in fear, the chronofly then turning her eyes to Mika and slowly shaking her head.


  “Oh, Mika Harollson,” Aeon sighed. “Such a headstrong monster hunter you are. I will admit you do have an outstanding reputation of being one. So many of my lesser sisters have met their end at your hands. You truly are to be feared among the weaklings who scurry about in the world. But honestly now, do you even think your actions through? Do you not think before you act in the slightest?”


  She gently brushed Mika’s hair with a chuckle before admiring the spell ring around the hunter’s hand along with the burst of magical energy coming from it.


  “You’re capable of conjuring such powerful and intricate spells so quickly. You channel the magic perfectly with your body and soul, you see the spell patterns and tethers so clearly in your mind, and you’re able to bring forth all manner of destructive power in a matter of seconds. You’re not a simpleton, Mika Harollson. At least, you’re not in that regard.”


  Aeon then held a finger below Mika’s wrist and slowly moved the hunter’s arm up. Everyone watched in surprise as the chronofly moved Mika’s hand and magical attack that was still frozen next to it upward to aim at her face. The hunter started breathing sharply through her teeth and nose as she saw the glaring red light facing her while being unable to move her body at all.


  “What are you doing?” Tabitha cried out. “Mika!”


  “Don’t blow yourself up!” Scay whined grabbing her hair.


  “I’m not trying to!” Mika shouted. “I can’t move my body at all!”


  “Aeon, don’t!” Nuci pleaded while remaining still. “Please don’t hurt her!”


  “I’m not going to hurt her,” Aeon innocently replied. “It’s her own ignorance that’s going to be her undoing. My my, you put quite a bit of power into this attack, Mika Harollson. So much indeed.”


  She gently waved her fingers around the burst of magic, drawing crackling trails of energy behind them while watching Mika staring in fright of the blast that was aimed right at her.


  “I wish I could say I was surprised by your actions but I honestly can’t. I knew you would come straight for me if provoked, I knew you would unlock my seal even with all the warnings telling you not to, and I knew you would attack me head-on without any concern for your own wellbeing. I can tell I certainly struck a nerve with you, I had to have. You so clearly wanted to skin me alive, so much that nothing at all, even common sense, could stop you. It’s adorable actually.”


  “Listen quickly, her weakness is-” Nuci started to shout before her mouth and tongue froze in place with a loud echoing clack sounding through the grotto, her eyes staring in terror at seeing Aeon showing a cold smile towards her.


  “Ah ah,” she said gently shaking a finger at the alurane. “I knew you were going to try telling them my little secret, but I don’t think I’m ready for them to hear it just yet. You don’t mind keeping that little bit of information to yourself for now, do you?”


  Nuci whimpered and struggled to speak, her words being trapped in her throat now as her entire body became frozen in time. Aeon chuckled then leaned closer to Mika with a sly grin, her hands gently tracing their fingers along Mika’s arm while the human struggled to move.


  “Although, you did rescue me, just as I had hoped you would. So I’ll be generous and offer you an out from your… rude behavior with me. Acknowledge me as your only queen, serve me and only me for the rest of your time, and I’ll let you live. I’ll even keep your dirty little secret from your brother, how wonderful is that? Just say you belong to me, Mika Harollson. Say you’ll do the right thing and bow to your new queen.”


  “Fuck you,” Mika retorted. “I’ll never bow to you, I’ll never surrender to you, and I’ll never acknowledge you as anything but a horrible demon that needs to be put down for good!”


  Aeon watched her curiously for a moment then turned to Tabitha while crossing her arms with a simple shrug.


  “Well, I tried, didn’t I?” she playfully said before snapping her fingers.


  An echoing clack sounded off as Mika’s magic blasted forth and tore through her head, with the other girls screaming at seeing the bolt of magic tearing apart the human’s skull with a powerful bang. Blood and flames blew out from the blast as her body was thrown back from the force off the ground and down into the dark abyss below.


  “Mika!” Scay wailed while hiding behind her hair.


  “What the hell?” Tabitha cried out. “What the hell just happened?”


  Aeon laughed as she looked back to where the hunter’s body had fallen, her eyes holding only malice in them while her smile held no kindness at all.


  “You know, as much fun as that was I feel as though I was a teeny bit too hasty with it.”


  With a snap of her fingers a loud clack echoed out, the other girls then watching in shock as Mika’s body flew back up through the large hole in the ground before landing down where it was before. From the air blood and flames appeared to fly backwards into her head that reformed before the spell returned to her hand and remained there. Everyone stared in surprise at seeing Mika standing where she was before in the same pose with her magic primed in her hand and her head in one piece again.


  “Wha… what… what th…” Mika shakily breathed out.


  “What just happened?” Scay quietly asked.


  “She just killed Mika… and then brought her back,” Tabitha said bewilderedly.


  “I reversed time,” Aeon explained. Tabitha and Scay looked to her in disbelief while Mika was staring at the chronofly in stunned silence now. “I can control time itself. Didn’t you know? I’m a chronofly. It’s my little… talent.”


  “You can… control time?” Tabitha repeated.


  “You didn’t deserve that little kiss just now, Mika Harollson,” Aeon coldly said to the human’s face. “After all you said and did for me, especially after what you said to me, you deserve much, much more. And I am a generous queen. Yes I am.”


  She held Mika’s hand with its spell then aimed it down towards her waist, the human glancing down to it with a frightful whine before seeing Aeon smiling wickedly at her. The chronofly twitched her eyebrow then snapped her fingers, unfreezing Mika’s attack with a loud echoing clack that then shot through and tore apart her innards. Mika screamed with blood coming from her mouth as everything below her stomach was blasted out behind her in a splatter of gore and fire. The girls watched in horror as Mika shrieked in agony while being frozen in place still, her eye rolling back into her head as she wailed in unbearable pain.


  “That’s just for starters,” Aeon taunted as she snapped her fingers again, reversing time with another echoing clack through the air with the magical attack zipping back into Mika’s hand while her body reformed to how it was before. Mika struggled to hold her voice in, the feeling of what she went through having remained clearly in her mind.


  “As you can see,” Aeon said as she raised Mika’s hand to aim the spell at her heart. “Even death cannot spare you from my wrath.”


  A flick of her fingers again sounded off the same haunting clack as well as caused the spell to shoot through Mika’s chest armor and then her body, the woman screaming with smoke coming from her mouth as her magic punched a hole clear through her. The human hoarsely gasped before falling silent, her eye going out of focus while blood dripped from her mouth.


  “Fucking hell,” Tabitha breathed out as Aeon again reversed time with her magic, putting Mika back together and waking her with a startle and sharp breathing.


  “I can kill you,” Aeon said holding Mika’s fiery spell over her stomach. “Over and over and over again for all time.”


  She snapped her fingers, the loud clack sounding off in everyone’s ears while Mika felt her magical spell shooting through herself with an agonizing scream and blood splattering across the ground behind her. Scay covered her eyes with both hands while Mika gurgled blood before she fell silent again. Aeon chuckled and snapped her fingers, reversing time and undoing the fatal blow which left its horrible and painful effects in Mika’s mind.


  “It’s really no trouble at all,” Aeon promised with a happy smile as she moved Mika’s attack to face her throat. “In fact I enjoy seeing you swimming in agony that I so graciously bestow upon you.”


  Before the human could say a word Aeon snapped her fingers, causing the magical attack to blast through the hunter’s neck and sever her head clean off her shoulders.


  “Holy shit!” Tabitha cried out as Mika’s head dropped into a roll off to the side.


  “No more!” Scay whined shaking her head. “Stop killing her, please!”


  Aeon waved her hand back, reversing time with a resounding clack echoing through the cave. Mika’s head rolled back and hopped back onto her body before she screamed in both pain and horror of what she was experiencing.


  Nuci screamed in her throat as Mika was brutally struck down again with another shriek of pain.


  “She’s crazy,” Tabitha breathed out as she stared wide-eyed at seeing Mika restored again to before the fatal blow, only to then be mutilated by her own attack once more while the chronofly laughed wildly.


  “Make it stop!” Scay cried out while hiding behind her hair. The echoing clack sounding off followed by Mika again screaming in agony as her magical attack was shot through her couldn’t be blocked out by the naga no matter how much she tried.


  Again and again Aeon laughed while moving time forward and back, each time letting Mika’s fiery attack shoot through her only to then undo the fatal strike and fire it through another part of her body. Although she was restored completely each time it happened the blinding pain and trauma of literally dying over and over again took a steep toll on Mika’s mind, something Nuci felt her heart breaking upon seeing as the human couldn’t even form any words with her constant screaming.


  After a while of relentlessly killing and restoring the human Aeon paused while poised to snap her fingers again, her eyes resting on Mika who was struggling to breathe as well as hold onto her senses. Slowly the hunter’s vision focused to show the chronofly watching her with an amused smile, the monster then turning her sights over to Nuci who was crying while still frozen in place.


  “Aww, is this too much for you, Nuciferyne?”


  She smirked then smacked Mika’s hand aside, letting the spell finally fire out away from anyone to strike into a wall with a powerful blast. Turning her gaze back to the human she saw Mika’s eye twitching while tears were coming out, the hunter’s tolerance for pain having been exceeded by far with the fatal blows she had endured over and over again.


  “I suppose I could stop there,” Aeon mused thoughtfully. “After all Mika Harollson did free me from my prison, something I’ve often dreamed about. Perhaps I should try being nicer to the poor dear.”


  She snapped her fingers, this time releasing Mika from her hold. The woman dropped forward and was caught by Aeon, the two slowly lowering down onto their knees as the chronofly gently brushed the human’s hair with a gentle smile on her face.


  “There there,” Aeon quietly said. “It’s all okay now, Mika Harollson. It’s all okay now. Aeon’s here.”


  Mika slowly caught her breath and shut her eye, her hand tightening on the handle of her sword as Aeon glanced to her with a smirk.


  “Still thinking you can kill me?” she asked leaning back and shaking her head. Mika opened her eye with gritted teeth, seeing the chronofly merely watching her with an amused smile. “You’re planning on swinging that little sword of yours at me. Well you should know right now that won’t work at all with killing me. But here, try this instead.”


  To everyone’s surprise she gently took Mika’s hand and placed it on her own chest, the hunter staring in disbelief as Aeon had given her a pointblank shot at her.


  “Go ahead and try,” Aeon dared. “Though be warned, if you’re unsuccessful I’ll be forced to discipline you again.”


  Mika glanced down to her hand on the monster’s chest then to Aeon as the chronofly had a slick smile on her face. Looking around she saw the other girls watching her anxiously, none of them saying a word while fearing this was certainly a trap for Mika.


  “Well?” Aeon innocently asked. “You wanted to slay me, didn’t you? Don’t tell me you’re scared to do your job, monster hunter.”


  Mika grunted before glaring deeply at the chronofly, her hand giving off a crimson glow as a casting ring formed around her wrist. Aeon merely glanced down to it briefly then back to Mika before raising an eyebrow at the woman, showing no fear or concern at all to the hunter channeling her magic into an attack right against her. Without batting an eyelash Aeon then moved her hand up in the blink of an eye, catching Tabitha’s blade that struck at her head with her fingers and holding it in place. Everyone stared in shock, Tabitha especially, at seeing the chronofly holding the sword at bay with her fingers while keeping her eyes on Mika.


  “Did you really think I wouldn’t see that coming?” Aeon plainly asked. “You fool. I see everyone’s path very clearly. I knew exactly when and where you would choose to attack.”


  She slowly turned her sights up to Tabitha who was staring in fright at the Dark Queen.


  “And you should have known what would happen from trying something so horrendously stupid.”


  With that she shoved Tabitha’s sword back with great force, so much so that the handle struck into the neko’s chest and punctured her heart. Tabitha hoarsely cried out as blood dripped from her mouth, her voice being lost as she wavered slightly before dropping dead.


  “TABITHA!” Scay screamed in horror.


  Nuci cried while shutting her eyes, the haunting laughter of Aeon’s voice tearing into her heart as she was pinned in place by the chronofly’s power.


  “Damn you!” Mika shouted before firing her magical attack. Almost instantly everything became quiet, with Mika showing a stunned expression at seeing Aeon merely smiling at her while being unharmed.


  “Mika Harollson,” Aeon playfully scolded while shaking her head. “Haven’t you learned by now?”


  “But… how?” Mika breathed out looking to her hand. “What… what happened?”


  “I moved,” Aeon simply replied with a shrug. Mika stared at her with an open mouth as the chronofly giggled and leaned to the side while lowering her wings, showing that Mika’s blast of magical energy was frozen behind her in midair.


  “You… what?” Mika shakily asked.


  “I moved aside, let your little spell fire outward, and then moved back; all in the time it took you to blink,” Aeon explained with a smirk. “Mika Harollson, have you not yet grasped the fact that I can control time? Do you honestly believe I can be struck down by something I can see coming a mile away, something I can easily dodge without breaking a sweat even if it’s right in my face? I can avoid any attack. I can move faster than anything in the world. I can control time itself. I see everything that’s going to happen in this world. Do you get it now?”


  The girls stared at Aeon in disbelief, seeing firsthand that the chronofly’s words were indeed true. It was hard to argue with her after witnessing her blocking Tabitha’s sneak attack that nobody else saw coming along with dodging a pointblank magical strike from Mika.


  “You give me too little credit, Mika Harollson,” Aeon sighed while reaching back with her hand. She gently grasped the crimson bolt of energy with crackling sparks coming off her fingers, then pulled the frozen spell around as if moving an ordinary object.


  “I see everything you’re going to do before you do it. That being said…”


  She stopped, let go, and then flicked her fingers, launching the magical attack through the air with a loud hiss before it struck Scay in the chest. The naga only had time to scream for a moment before she exploded violently back across the floor. Nuci screamed in horror with wide eyes, her brokenhearted cries going ignored by Aeon as she smiled coldly at Mika. The hunter stared in shock at seeing the naga’s bloodied corpse littering the ground nearby then gasped as Aeon clutched her throat with one hand.


  “She was going to rush me in another five seconds,” Aeon reasoned. “Not that she had another five seconds anyway. Now then, it’s time you understood this. I am your queen, Mika Harollson. Remember that, or else I’ll remind you, again and again and again. Remember your place. Remember who rules you. But most of all, remember the pain.”


  With that she crushed Mika’s neck with a sickening crunch, the human letting out a gurgle before her head rocked to the side with a frozen look of shock on her face. Aeon shoved the body aside and stood up, dusted herself off, then snapped her fingers. A loud clack echoed through the cave as time reversed for the three slain girls, with Mika’s neck snapping back into place as she was sat upright again, Tabitha jumping back to her feet with her sword yanking out of her chest, and Scay literally reforming again from a haze of blood and gore. The three girls snapped back to their senses before quickly scrambling away from the Dark Queen, all of them staring at her with heightened alarm as she glanced around at the girls with an amused smile on her face.


  “You all look rather scared now,” she chuckled. “Still… oh my, seriously? You still haven’t learned your lesson yet?”


  Turning her glowing eyes to Tabitha she showed a cold smile while the neko gripped her swords tightly on reflex.


  “Your little plan of striking me from behind in twenty one seconds is both cliché and ill-fated. I assure you it won’t end well for you, but if you insist on testing fate then by all means go ahead and try whenever you like.”


  Looking over to Scay she crossed her arms and slowly shook her head as the naga trembled with a quiet whine.


  “You are fast, my dear, but not fast enough. I can see you’re planning on rushing me the moment I turn my back to you and… wow, you really want to stab me. Too bad that won’t be happening. Ever. I can always see you coming, remember that.”


  Scay glanced to the dagger in her hand then to Aeon with a nervous frown as the chronofly set her sights on Mika, the hunter gripping her sword firmly in hand while struggling to keep her composure.


  “Maelstrom won’t work on me,” Aeon playfully warned shaking her head. “You’re going to try using it in a few seconds, but you should know you won’t even be able to cast it in time, let alone strike me down with such pathetic power. Oh, and don’t bother trying to swing that little knife at me like you’re planning on doing now instead. You won’t get far with that attempt either.”


  Mika glanced to her sword then around at the other girls, all of them looking at her worriedly then to Aeon as she laughed and held a hand to her head.


  “Unbelievable. You’re all still going to try and kill me down here. I can see each and every way you may dance towards me, and it’s all just so laughable that you think you can actually succeed! You still don’t get it do you?”


  She instantly appeared behind Tabitha, the neko turning to her with a yelp before slashing both her blades in a cross attack at her. The chronofly caught the swords with her bare hands and leaned closer to the frightened girl’s face while holding the blades without a care.


  “You can’t sneak up on me,” Aeon taunted before vanishing and appearing behind Scay, the naga trembling in fear as she peeked behind to see the chronofly gently running a hand through her hair.


  “You can’t touch me,” Aeon said, then appeared behind Mika in the blink of an eye. The hunter spun around and backed up while keeping on guard, staring in frustration as the chronofly showed a wicked smile with a dreadful aura flowing around her.


  “And you can’t kill me,” Aeon stated waving a finger at the human. “I see everything, girls. I control time itself after all. So do yourselves a favor and push any delusions you may have of killing me out of your heads right now. There isn’t a single soul within Eden that can keep me from assuming my rightful place as the queen of this world. That’s my future, and it will be coming true, I assure you.”


  “Way to go, Mika,” Tabitha scorned with a harsh glance to the woman. “This is all your fault. Thanks a lot for fucking us all over with your insanity.”


  “What do we do now?” Scay whimpered while holding her hair over her face. “She knows what we’re going to do before we even do it. I don’t even know what I’m going to do before I do it, but she does. She’s cheating.”


  “We’re all going to die, thanks to her,” Tabitha hissed at Mika. “You actually thought you could strike down a Dark Queen? Didn’t Daemon make it perfectly clear that these monsters are not to be fucked with?”


  “Oh, but she tried so hard though,” Aeon mockingly pouted. “You have to at least give her credit for challenging me to begin with. It was stupid, yes, but brave.”


  Slowly she walked towards Mika with a gentle flutter of her wings, the hunter tensing up while debating whether to try her luck with attacking the Dark Queen again despite her likely knowing what she would do before she even did it.


  “All this, simply to keep your dirty little secret a secret,” Aeon slyly said, with Mika growing more anxious from those words. “You really are so easy to control, Mika Harollson. It’s almost sad really.”


  “What secret?” Tabitha asked.


  Mika turned to her with a strained grunt before Aeon grabbed her hand and spun her around to hold her from behind. With a solid grip on her hand holding her sword and the other arm held behind her back Mika struggled to move while the chronofly laughed as she aimed the woman’s blade up next to her neck.


  “Why yes,” Aeon sneered. “What secret indeed. Should we tell them, Mika Harollson? Should we tell them what you fought so desperately to keep hidden from the world?”


  “Damn you!” Mika cursed as she let go of her sword. In the blink of an eye Aeon was then holding the sword herself while keeping it poised to slice the woman’s neck. The hunter grabbed the monster’s wrist and struggled to pull it away to no avail while Aeon smiled curiously at the girls.


  “Would you like to know? It’s actually a very juicy piece of information if I do say so myself.”


  “Aeon!” Mika shouted. She gasped as the chronofly pressed the sword against her throat, her body freezing on reflex while Aeon put more pressure on the woman’s arm behind her back.


  “Yes, I think they deserve to know why you did what you did,” Aeon mused. “In fact, I think all of your little friends should hear this. I’m certain they’ll find it very interesting.”


  “You can’t,” Mika breathed out in fright. “Stop this, please.”


  “Mmmm, but I’m having too much fun,” Aeon cooed into her ear. “Besides, it’s obvious you’re more fearful of others learning the truth about you than you are of me. I find that to be a little hurtful actually. If you should fear anything in this world it should be me. Honestly, I’m feeling a little jealous that I can’t make you feel such despair and agony as the truth so easily could.”


  “What is she talking about, Mika?” Scay asked.


  “What truth?” Tabitha questioned.


  Aeon laughed as Mika looked at the girls with fright, the chronofly then grabbing her hair and yanking the woman down to her knees with a painful cry. Mika struggled to pry the monster’s grip off her while Aeon gave a fanciful wave with the sword.


  “Yes, I think it’s time for Mika Harollson’s dirty little secret to come to light. But, not down here. It’s so gloomy and stifling down here. I think we should go higher up, where all your friends are waiting for us. I’m sure they’ll be excited to hear the tale as well.”


  “NO!” Mika cried out as Aeon yanked her head back, the chronofly smiling coldly down at her with a flick of the blade at her side. “Stop, you can’t!”


  “Can’t I?” Aeon mocked. “Oh, Mika Harollson. You continue to underestimate me. Tsk tsk. And after Daemon Warrick warned you today not to underestimate those you meet.”


  Mika’s eye widened as the chronofly leaned closer to her face with a cruel gleam in her eyes.


  “You never learn, do you?” Aeon coldly taunted. “Well now you need to pay the price for your arrogance and insolence towards me. I told you to bow to me, and you foolishly refused. Let this be a lesson to you, Mika Harollson. If you will not kneel before your queen, you will suffer.”


  She glanced around at the girls then rested her eyes on Nuci, the alurane crying while being unable to move or speak still.


  “You may wish to move yourself from this hole in the world before it collapses. It’s all going down in one minute,” Aeon warned before tapping her foot on the ground. A wide casting ring flashed underneath the four girls while crackling with energy, the neon green lights burning the floor while sizzling where they floated above the holes in the ground. The sheer power emanating from the casting ring sent a tremor through the cave, rocking the place and causing the ground to start cracking apart. Tabitha looked around quickly at seeing the casting base they were standing on, the symbols it had intertwining with the lopsided circles that slowly spun within the ring being of the same design as those that were written into the steel floor above at the lift’s entrance.


  “Wait, what’s happening? What are you doing?”


  “Scary lights!” Scay whined as she quickly wrapped her tail around herself.


  “Now then, ladies,” Aeon said as she turned her eyes down to Mika. “Let’s go up above and have a nice little chat with your friends, shall we?”


  Mika screamed as Aeon tapped her foot, a bright emerald flash erupting in the cavern before vanishing to reveal the girls were gone. Nuci suddenly jerked forward as she was able to move again, her scream finally escaping her throat while the cavern began to rumble.


  “Aeon!” Nuci cried out. She looked around at seeing the cave beginning to collapse while more of the floor broke away into the dark void below. “Oh no, oh dear lord no. This can’t be happening. This can’t… she can’t… Aeon… no…”


  Looking up she showed a heartbroken expression while everything before her dropped down into the darkness. The ancient lift wavered on its platform before falling as well with the cavern floor, the walls cracking and slowly crumbling apart while Nuci held her hands to her chest with shaky whimpers.


  “Why, Mika?” she mourned. “Why did you let her control you? What did she do to you?”


  The ceiling began breaking apart with loud tremors as the alurane sighed and lowered her head. Slowly she curled back down on her flower bud before its petals closed over her. The plant then began to shrink and pull into its stem that retracted into the wall behind it, the roots that remained in the cave rustling before retreating into the rock. Everything in the grotto collapsed towards the City of Eden that rested far below in the unseen void, the distant crashes caused by the falling debris being heard by nobody as the city’s only resident had finally taken her leave.


  *****


  A bright flash blinded Mika while a forceful gust of power rocked through her body. Dropping to her knees she tried to steady her mind while catching her breath, the glaring lime hue shining off the steel floor throwing her senses off for a moment before it gradually faded away. Slowly she looked ahead as the light diminished, seeing Daemon along with his companions, the three desuwraith sisters, and a large group of ant girls all standing near the steel platform in silence while showing surprise to what they were seeing. Even the swordsman seemed startled by it, though it wasn’t Mika who he and the crowd were staring at. Mika turned her head and saw Aeon standing behind her, the chronofly stretching her arms with a relaxed sigh while her wings fluttered behind her with ripples of distorted air waving outward. Tabitha and Scay quickly backed away off the platform while Aeon and Mika remained, all eyes focused on the chronofly as she casually looked around the cave while brushing her hair and giving the sword in her hand a light flick.


  “Not quite the fresh air I had hoped to breathe after being cooped up in that city for so long,” Aeon dryly commented. “But I suppose that will have to wait a little longer.”


  “Who is that?” Hollia carefully asked while gripping her spear tightly.


  “Is that the guardian of the City of Eden?” Rulo asked.


  “No,” one of the desuwraith’s whimpered shaking her head.


  “That’s not the guardian.”


  “That’s so not the guardian.”


  “Then who is that?” Sasha slowly asked.


  “The Dark Queen,” Daemon spoke drawing his sword with a ring. “That’s the Dark Queen!”


  “What?” Forrus shouted as everyone jumped back, all eyes staring in shock at the chronofly who gave a small curtsey to them with a wicked smile on her face.


  “How could she be free?” Sasha demanded. “What happened? What were you idiots doing down there?”


  “Tabitha!” Forrus yelled with rage. “What did you do? I’m going to murder you, you stupid cat!”


  “No! Hold it!” Tabitha shouted shaking her head. “Scay and I are innocent! Mika’s the one who let the Dark Queen out! Like fucking hell we wanted this to happen!”


  “We tried to stop her!” Scay pleaded as everyone looked to Mika in disbelief. “The guardian tried to stop her! But we couldn’t stop her! She just wouldn’t be stopped!”


  “Mika?” Hollia breathed out. “You… you let the Dark Queen out?”


  “Why did you let her out?” one of the desuwraith’s shouted hopping up and down. “What is wrong with you?”


  “You were supposed to be making friends with the guardian! You lied to us!”


  “You weren’t supposed to be dooming the entire world! How stupid are you?”


  Saffron stared at Mika while holding her bangs aside, her jaw lowered slightly as she watched the human whimpering with a remorseful frown while being rendered squeakless.


  “Yes,” Aeon declared stepping forth. “Mika Harollson was my savior. She fought valiantly against my oppressive guardian, assembled the key to my dreadful seal, and granted my freedom just as she promised me. But where are my manners? Allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Aeon, the one true Dark Queen of Eden. And the pleasure of my presence is all yours, you humble worms.”


  “MIKA!” Sasha yelled out with fire in her eyes. “Why? Why did you do this?”


  “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Rulo shouted. “Are you seriously that messed up in the head?”


  “You damned fool!” Forrus cursed. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”


  “I can’t believe it,” Hollia scorned. “Have you truly gone mad, Mika? Why would you do such a thing?”


  Saffron merely raised her hand to flip off the hunter while slowly shaking her head with a harsh glare at the human.


  Mika opened her mouth to speak, words faltering in her throat as everyone glared at her with understandable fury. Even Daemon showed anger very clearly towards the hunter, his hand gripping his sword tightly as it gave off a soft glow while his other was clenched into a tight fist.


  “Why did you do it, Mika?” he asked turning his eyes back to the Dark Queen. “What reason could you have for siding with this dark creature? Explain yourself.”


  “Yes,” Aeon mused looking to Mika with a sly grin. “Tell them, Mika Harollson. Tell them all why you were so kind as to free me from my eternal prison. Tell them just what motivated you to release me.”


  Mika looked back to her with growing anxiety as the chronofly chuckled while lightly tapping the hunter’s sword against her palm.


  “Tell them all how my new reign over Eden came to be. Or else I will.”


   


  


  Chapter 3


  Lost and Found


  In the world of Eden unfortunate events would happen to everyone from time to time. The most obvious cause would be lustful monsters getting their hands on the men they sought after, however this wasn’t the only thing that could go wrong in the world. Encounters with bandits or dangerous creatures, getting lost in The Outerlands, having one’s home wrecked from the inside out, or maybe even failing a task because of a misunderstanding. No matter what went wrong it was always important to keep a calm head, stand strong, and work through the problem however possible.


  Sometimes a simple mistake could still lead to great opportunities.


  *****


  Under the night sky Daniel and Clover were seated on the carriage while Lucky was sitting down on the grass before them. The horse turned his head one way then another now and again, seeming to be somewhat relaxed while remaining cautious of the surroundings. There was an unmistakable ominous feeling in the air, something Daniel and Clover were well aware of while gazing up at the stars together.


  “You think she can find her way back here?” Clover asked.


  “It’s her home,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “She grew up here, she knows this place very well. She should be able to get back without any trouble.”


  “She’s Kroanette,” Clover sighed. “Getting lost is what she does best.”


  She glanced down and noticed Daniel’s hands clenching at his sides, his withheld frustration being evident as he struggled to hold onto hope his mate would find her way to them soon. Clover scooted closer and took hold of his hand, his eyes turning to her as she gently uncurled his fingers in her lap and traced hers over his palm.


  “I remember when Zoey wandered off before,” she recalled with a small smile. “We were out hunting one day, further out from our grove than normal, and after a while I noticed she wasn’t behind me anymore. I. Freaked. Out.”


  “You did?” Daniel wondered as a faint smile came across his face.


  “I screamed her name at the top of my lungs. I was scared shitless. We were out there in The Outerlands, just the two of us, and she vanished without a sound. I didn’t get scared of anything back then, I was ready to take anything on anytime. But the thought of losing her, I couldn’t stand that for more than a minute. I couldn’t… I couldn’t bear to lose her no matter what.”


  “What happened to her?”


  “She was hiding in a tree,” Clover sighed with an annoyed smile. “She was never lost at all, she just wanted to see me flip out like that.”


  Daniel laughed as Clover shook her head and eyed his palm while moving her fingers around his.


  “She knew how nuts I was about her, and she knew damned well I’d lose my shit if she pretended something happened to her. That girl, she always loved to play those pranks on me, getting me riled up and worried sick about her.”


  “Sounds like you two had fun back then,” Daniel commented. He then curled his fingers around hers and caught her attention. “Though I can understand why she did those things. It doesn’t sound like she was trying to be mean, she just wanted to see that protective side of you. The girl she fell in love with.”


  “Maybe,” Clover admitted looking down to their hands. “I was pretty protective of her. She wasn’t the best shot with her arrows, even after I taught her how to fire them properly. But she didn’t even need them. I always had mine ready to shoot anything that tried to mess with her. She was my world… I couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to her.”


  “You really are a shining example of an elf, Clover,” Daniel praised. Clover looked to him curiously as he rested his other hand over hers. “There are some things you elves fabricated about yourselves, but there are others that hold true to the stories about your kind. That you’re protective of others, that you help those who are in trouble, and also that you’re one of the most beautiful races in the world.”


  Clover turned bright red while freezing in place, a faint whine escaping her throat as Daniel gently held her fingers and admired each one.


  “Your skill with a bow is unmatched, you gracefully handle arrows with these fingers without any trouble, and you possess a guardian spirit that’s rare to find in this world. I can understand why Zoey fell for you, Clover. After all I myself have as well. You’re an amazing woman.”


  “D-D-Dan,” Clover stuttered before shaking her head and trying to force a stern expression. “It-It’s n-not like- I m-mean I only- you can’t- and I- and-”


  “Still retreating back into your shell?” Daniel playfully asked. Clover looked down with a quivering lip as he held a hand to her cheek while closing his other around hers. “You don’t need to hide who you are on the inside, especially with me. It’s alright.”


  Clover opened her mouth to speak, getting only a small sound out before hesitating and turning her head away.


  “I’m not… trying to hide…” she slowly said before glancing back to him. “I mean, I’m not… it’s just…”


  “You’re scared,” Daniel empathized. “Scared that you’ll lose us, lose me, just as you did with Zoey.”


  “I don’t want to be,” Clover insisted. “I don’t want to be afraid anymore. I know you’ll always be here for me, that the other girls will be too. It’s… it’s just-”


  Before she could finish Daniel pulled her over and kissed her, silencing the elf who stared at him with wide eyes. Slowly she closed her eyes and held onto him as he kept her close, the feeling of his kiss sparking a warm feeling within her that eased her worries and relaxed her mind. To her surprise Daniel pulled her closer with one arm holding her securely around her waist while the other gently caressed her cheek. Although everything was already dark around them her world faded completely away as Daniel became the only thing she could focus on. After the kiss finally ended Daniel watched the blushing elf remain in place with closed eyes and a quivering lip. When her eyes opened he saw the real Clover behind them clear as day, the benevolent soul who gazed back at him with nothing but adoration in her eyes.


  “I love you,” Daniel genuinely told her. “And I promise you’ll never lose me. You’ll never lose any of us. So don’t worry about showing us who you really are. We want you to. I want you to.”


  “Dan,” Clover whimpered with tears forming now. “I… I…”


  “You don’t have to be afraid anymore,” Daniel promised holding her cheeks, the girl quickly grabbing hold of his hands while feeling a wave of emotion beginning to break through. “You don’t have to be afraid of losing us or being alone ever again. I swear I’ll always take care of you, so that you can smile that smile of yours that you often hide from the world. I’ll take care of you, so please don’t hide yourself anymore. You don’t have to.”


  “Dan… I LOVE YOU!” Clover cried out before kissing him fiercely. He dropped down onto the seat with the elf lying atop him, her hands holding his head while she kissed him with more passion than he expected. Holding his elf close he relished the sensation of her love coming through very clearly, along with feeling her aura glowing more radiantly in his mind now. The dark green light from her star became rekindled within his thoughts as her monster energy could easily be felt now.


  ‘Her aura, I can feel it so clearly. Her love isn’t being held back anymore, it’s free once again. Clover…’


  Clover purred while passionately kissing her mate, her feelings for him having suddenly spiked from his loving words towards her. She felt a surge of emotion flowing wildly through her now, her arousal quickly rising as well as her love for the man that truly cherished everything about her and wished to keep her with him. The elf held her mate in their embrace for as long as she could before breaking for air, a gasp escaping as they parted lips while she leaned back above him. As she did Daniel watched his elf in awe as not only had she lunged at him with unrestrained love but something else happened as he took notice of her dark green star in his mind.


  Time seemed to slow down. Literally. Daniel saw Clover leaning back with a deep blush on her face, her eyes opened slightly to show they were unfocused as she was still reeling from the kiss, her hair gently flowing back in the air, and all happening at a snail’s pace. Everything seemed to slow down, and not only that but it all came into focus like never before. Without averting his eyes from his elf he saw Lucky out of the corner of his vision with perfect detail, he noticed a few leaves falling from a tree nearby and could make out the ridges on each one from where he was, the fine texture of paint covering the carriage’s roof was brought into crystal-clear focus, and his hearing picked up the faint whistle of the wind as it slowly blew by. The entire world around him slowed to a crawl while Daniel was able to make out everything with precise detail without even trying to focus on any of it, his perceptual awareness having become so acute that everything around him was prominent.


  ‘What is this? What’s happening?’


  A flash of an insignia raced through his mind, the fleeting glimpse of a sharp looking eye within a circlet bathed in dark green light passing by before everything snapped into motion again.


  “Dan!” Clover moaned before kissing him again. His arms flailed around above her for a moment before he regained himself and held the girl close. As perplexed as he was about what just happened he slowly fell back into the moment with Clover and closed his eyes, enjoying his mate’s affection just as she was holding him dearly with a quickly beating heart.


  “I love you so much!” Clover quickly said before kissing him again. Her hands gripped his vest while she felt Daniel holding her back and rear with his hands, something that only accelerated her growing desire for him.


  “I want to be with you forever!” Clover confessed before resuming her kiss. Daniel felt her aura growing even more with her love for him, the star in his mind burning brightly while Clover believed she was melting in his arms from the increasing pleasure flowing through her.


  “I want to have babies with you!” Clover blurted out before kissing him fiercely again. She grabbed his shoulders and rubbed her hips against him, every thought in her mind being of her mate in every sense.


  “I want to suck your cock so hard!” Clover cried out then kissed him deeply again. This time however she only managed to get out one more passionate moan before she was yanked back with a sharp yelp. Daniel jumped with a startle as he too was ejected from their tender moment to see Clover leaning upright with a strained expression and someone holding her twintails back in a firm grip.


  “What was that last thing you said?” Kitten demanded, the demon sitting on the roof of the carriage with Pip nestled in her bosom and her glowing eyes glaring at Clover who she was holding up by her hair.


  “K-Kitten?” Clover gasped before whining as her twintails were yanked back even more.


  “Did you just say you wanted to suck off my master right now?” Kitten asked through clenched teeth.


  “I… uh… well…” Clover stuttered before looking down to Daniel with a nervous smile. He was looking between the two girls with the elf still holding onto his vest before Kitten pulled Clover’s head over to peer into the girl’s terrified eyes.


  “You do realize you’re not allowed to do such a thing with my master yet, right?” Kitten hissed. “You haven’t been given that right by the others yet. If you even touch his penis let alone try to suck it I’ll hack off your hands and shove them down your throat instead.”


  “I wasn’t going to do that with him now,” Clover defended grabbing her hair. “I… I just got caught up in the moment, it slipped out. That’s all- ow! Let go, stop pulling my hair!”


  “Kitten, let her go,” Daniel ordered. “She didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “She was asking to suck you off,” Kitten argued. “That’s crossing the line for her.”


  “I just said I wanted to, that’s it!” Clover whined with a cringe. “Excuse me for speaking my mind with the man I love! Now let go, your pulling my hair out!”


  Kitten shoved the elf aside with a scoff, the girl grumbling as she rubbed her head while Daniel sat up and held her by the hips. Clover blinked then looked at Daniel with a shaky smile as he watched her curiously.


  “I… um…” she quietly said before losing her voice. After she trembled nervously she lowered her head with an embarrassed groan as she realized what she had just blurted out to him while being caught up in the moment. Daniel opened his mouth, paused as he could see the elf fidgeting in his lap with eyes that glanced up to him then back down again, then turned to Kitten in question as the cambion was watching Clover with a dull stare and a slowly waving tail.


  “Did you two find Kroanette?”


  “Not a trace,” Kitten said shaking her head. “I’m sorry, master. We searched the distant meadows and hilltops in a wide arc from here. There’s no sign of Kroanette or anyone else having come through recently.”


  “We couldn’t find her boobies no matter how hard we tried,” Pip sulked. “And I tried really hard. I really did.”


  “So she really is lost,” Daniel sighed. “I wish I could say I was surprised, but I guess I can’t be.”


  “What do we do now, master?” Kitten asked. “If that centaur is running blindly through Eden there’s no telling where she might end up.”


  “We tried calling to Twilight for help,” Pip mentioned. “We thought she could find her for us. She didn’t answer. She’s probably sleeping again.”


  “Twilight could probably help us when she’s able to talk again,” Daniel mused while rubbing a hand down his face. “But that might not be until tomorrow. I don’t like the idea of Kroanette being lost out there like this all night.”


  “It’s not the first time she’s gotten lost though,” Kitten pointed out with a shrug. “She always does this, it’s not that big of a deal.”


  “It is when there are monsters out there who destroyed the centaur kingdom,” Daniel corrected. “She’s in danger out there, we need to find her and bring her home quickly. I really wish she hadn’t run ahead like she did, she should have stayed with us where it was safe.”


  “Do you think she’s in trouble?” Pip worried. “Is she going to be okay? Are her boobies going to be okay?”


  “She’ll be fine,” Clover reassured. “She’s a centaur, if she comes across any danger she can outrun it. She may be going in circles out there but nothing should be able to catch her at least.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Daniel worried, his eyes gazing around at the dark wilderness with obvious apprehension. “Losing a monster race to talk to is one thing, but I can’t lose her too. Dammit, I wish I could do something here. I’m her mate, I can’t just sit here and do nothing while she’s out there alone and in danger.”


  Kitten watched Daniel trying and failing to hide his growing fear for his lost mate. She glanced around at the girls then took Pip out of her chest and lightly tossed her over towards Daniel. The fairy fluttered around before landing on his head, she and the others then seeing Kitten standing up with her wings extending out behind her.


  “I’ll keep searching, master. I won’t rest until I find her and bring her back safely.”


  “Kitten,” Daniel said before the cambion pointed to Clover with a stern expression.


  “You’re my master’s property now, so you’d better comfort him until I get back. And by which I mean emotionally. Keep your mouth off his penis or else I’ll skin you alive when I return.”


  Clover glanced to Daniel then nodded quickly at Kitten as the demon watched her closely with a harsh stare. Kitten breathed out then looked around the dark area before smiling worriedly at Daniel.


  “I’ll bring her back, I promise. I can see how much pain this is causing all of you, and I don’t want that to continue. Stay here, stay safe, and I’ll be back with Kroanette before you know it.”


  “Kitten, I’m not ordering you to go back out there,” Daniel said shaking his head.


  “I want to,” Kitten assured him. “I want to make you happy, and returning your missing property would do that, yes?”


  “We’re not property,” Clover growled in ire.


  “I’ll do anything for you, master,” Kitten continued. “Anything to be closer to you.”


  “Kitten…” Daniel quietly spoke as the demon showed a proud smile while arching her wings back.


  “I will not fail you. No matter what, I won’t fail you or your wishes.”


  With that she took off into the air, flying high through the sky before racing away out of sight into the darkness. Daniel and the girls watched the demon soaring off before he smiled a little and leaned back in the seat with Clover turning to him in question.


  “She really has changed,” Daniel said.


  “She always treats us like things,” Clover dryly pointed out. “We’re nothing but your sex toys in her eyes.”


  “Is that why she played with you girls the other night?” Daniel questioned. “She’s trying to open up just like you, Clover. It just might be more difficult for her, having friends and a family isn’t something a succubus would normally desire. You have to remember what she is at her core, what her inner nature compels her to be.”


  “She’s a sex-crazed succubus,” Clover flatly answered. “She only thinks about getting your pants off. That’s about all that’s going on in that head of hers.”


  “She volunteered to go find Kroanette for all of us,” Daniel reminded her. “Didn’t you hear what she said? She said she saw how much pain this was causing all of us. She’s not just looking for Kroanette for me, she’s doing so for all of us.”


  “She doesn’t care about us,” Clover said shaking her head.


  “Yes she does,” Pip spoke up.


  “What makes you say that?”


  “She made me stay in her boobies the entire time we were out there looking for Kroanette,” Pip said with a tiny hop. “It was so amazing, they were so bouncy and soft and-”


  “Wait, she made you stay in her chest?” Clover asked in confusion.


  “Uh huh, she sure did.”


  “Why?”


  “There were some birds flying in the sky,” Pip answered looking down with a small smile. “I got really scared. But before they could come closer Kitten grabbed me and put me in her boobies. She said I wasn’t to come out no matter what until we got back here. She was protecting me.”


  “So?” Clover questioned with a shrug. “She only did that because Dan loves you. You’re his property, remember?”


  “No, it wasn’t just that,” Pip assured. “I could tell she wanted to protect me. The way she kept her hand near to shield me, the way her boobies cradled my body, and the way she kept looking down to me now and again to make sure I was okay. She was being very careful with protecting me. She wanted to.”


  “But why didn’t she say any of this to Dan?” Clover asked looking to him in puzzlement. “I’m sure she would have gotten attention from you for doing all that. She didn’t even mention it when she was here.”


  “She didn’t protect Pip to be praised by me,” Daniel realized. “She protected Pip because she wanted to. That was it.”


  “I felt so safe with her,” Pip added. “Just like when Triska has me between her boobies. It felt the same. It did.”


  “She wanted to?” Clover wondered as she looked towards the horizon where Kitten flew off. Daniel chuckled and held her close on his lap, the elf glancing to him timidly while holding onto his arms as he gazed out at the night sky.


  “She’s trying to open up and be nicer to you girls. Who she is now is a big change from who she was when she first came into this world. She may be a little rough and difficult at times still, but she’s warming up to us.”


  “I suppose if anyone could get her to change her ways it would be you,” Clover admitted while snuggling closer to Daniel. “You got a demon to behave herself, a swarm being nice, and you even managed to drag the nice girl out of me. How do you do it?”


  “I’m simply looking for the kindhearted girl within,” Daniel answered holding her chin to keep her gaze on him. “Though sometimes I need to dig deep to find that person with some people.”


  “Sorry for being so much trouble before,” Clover softly said while leaning closer to his lips. “I really am. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”


  The two kissed while Pip fluttered nearby, the fairy watching them with a curious eye while her wings quickly whirred behind her. During the kiss a low growl was heard, with the girls looking at Daniel in wonder then down to his stomach as he smiled weakly.


  “Sorry to ruin the moment,” he apologized before Clover started laughing. Pip giggled and quickly zipped around them in a blue blur, with Daniel watching the fairy fly in tight circles with playful laughter before seeing Clover smiling kindly at him.


  “If you were hungry you should have said something,” she mused shaking her head. “I’m sure the others have dinner ready by now.”


  “I know, I just wanted to wait a bit longer for Kroanette,” Daniel said looking off towards the valley. Clover pulled his gaze back to hers and slowly shook her head while caressing his cheek.


  “Your pet demon is out there looking for her right now. In the meantime you need to eat if you’re hungry. Besides, you’ll need your strength for when Kroanette gets here.”


  “I will? For what?”


  “Because you’re her mate, aren’t you? I bet my bow the first thing you’ll want to do is ride her in the bedroom out of relief you have her back. Am I right?”


  Daniel smiled amusedly to that then nodded as he glanced away.


  “That is something I was planning on doing with her when she gets back, yes.”


  “Well then you’ll need your stamina,” Clover insisted before pulling him onto his feet atop the carriage. “Look, Kroanette may be lost again, but she’ll be back. You’re her mate, if that’s not enough to draw her here then nothing is. Just make sure you have the strength to fuck her hard when she returns, you need to teach her a lesson for running off like she did after all, right?”


  “I suppose that is one way of looking at it,” Daniel chuckled as the elf nodded in agreement. “Thank you, Clover. I’m glad you’re here with me.”


  “This is where I belong,” Clover said looking down to their hands that were holding each other. “This is my home. My family. And my mate.”


  “And I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Daniel finished, with Clover looking up to him with loving eyes that seemed new to see on her. Daniel saw the elf tenderly holding onto him while being fixated on only him, the sight of the caring girl she really was being seen without any veil over her heart now.


  “Dan,” Clover softly said stepping forward, leaning closer for another kiss with eyes that started to close. “Thank you so much for everything. I love you more than any-”


  “Hey,” Specca called out from below as she walked out of the carriage. “Dinner is all set. Any sign of Kroanette or-”


  “For fuck’s sake, we’re having a moment here!” Clover roared down at the nixie. Specca jumped with a squeak while the elf held onto Daniel tightly now. “Kroanette’s still lost! We’ll come inside in a minute! Just leave us the fuck alone right now, would you? I’ve waited forever to have this moment with Dan!”


  Specca stared at them with wide eyes and an open mouth, seeing Clover snarling at her like an animal while holding onto Daniel who was smiling weakly down at the stunned nixie. Even Pip had halted her flying to watch Clover in stunned silence.


  “Um… we’ll be there soon,” Daniel finally spoke up with. “Thank you, Specca.”


  Specca remained silent with a bewildered expression for a moment then walked back inside with an annoyed huff while muttering Clover’s name. The elf breathed out then noticed Daniel watching her with a raised eyebrow while Pip was still flying in place near them. With a nervous laugh Clover then clung to him while burying her face in his chest.


  “Just… wanted to savor the moment with you,” she admitted glancing up to him.


  “We’ll have plenty of them together,” Daniel assured with a weak smile. “No need to bite the heads off your co-mates to get that.”


  “Sorry.”


  Daniel brought her up by the chin to kiss her again, gently brushing her hair back around her ear and causing her aura to flare up again in his mind, and then climbed down the side of the carriage before holding his hand up towards her.


  “Let’s go inside and join the others. Hopefully Kitten will return with Kroanette before we finish eating.”


  “Hopefully,” Clover agreed softly with a bashful smile. She reached out and took his offer, letting the human guide her down onto the ground with a quickly beating heart before they walked into the ride with Pip circling around them in a blue blur. Clover held onto Daniel’s arm while resting her head on his shoulder, something she enjoyed for only two more steps before they stopped as something caught their eye right away.


  “Daniel?” Specca nervously said while lying on the courtroom floor with a feisty jinx straddling her. “A little help?”


  Star meowed while leaning over the trembling nixie, the cat’s tails swaying about in the air while she kept a firm grip on Specca’s tie. The jinx’s eyes were staring intently down at the girl while a sly smile was spread across her face, her free hand gently caressing Specca’s cheek while her legs held the girl’s waist securely below her.


  “Star?” Daniel asked, with the jinx glancing over to him with a mew. “What are you doing with Specca?”


  Star winked down at the nixie before warping over to Daniel on her knees, the cat meowing with a cheerful smile up at him with tails wagging and hands grabbing hold of his crotch. Everyone watched her with blank stares as the jinx tilted her head with a mew, her eyes glancing down to her hands as they lightly squeezed what they were holding then smiled weakly at him as she slowly moved them to hold onto his waist instead.


  “What were you doing with her?” Clover inquired.


  “She just pounced on me,” Specca said getting back onto her feet. “She was sitting by the clock meowing to herself when I called over to her to say dinner was ready. And then she instantly tackled me to the ground and held me there while appearing to get all riled up.”


  “Why?” Daniel asked looking down at the jinx. Star meowed and rubbed her belly with an innocent expression. “You’re hungry? That’s what Specca was trying to tell you, we have dinner ready for us in the dining room.”


  Star shook her head and meowed again before smirking at Specca and pointing to her.


  “What are you trying to say?” Specca huffed. “I was just telling you it’s time to eat, why did-”


  She then noticed Star’s hungry smile at her, the cat nodding slowly while purring anxiously. Specca blinked then took a step back while holding a hand over her chest as she realized what Star was thinking.


  “Oh my… no, I didn’t mean… me.”


  Star snapped her teeth at the girl with a sharp smile, prompting Specca to jump back with a squeak as she saw the look in the jinx’s eyes. Star giggled and started crawling towards her with a purr, seeming to be stalking her prey that Specca began to feel like she was.


  “Stop looking at me like that,” Specca insisted scooting back more. “You can’t… I’m not… you need to stop-”


  Star instantly warped before the nixie with a loud yowl, claws bared and fangs displayed in her smile as she got in the girl’s face with a very hungry leer set on her. Specca screamed and ran off into the dining hall as Star meowed in laughter while shaking her head.


  “Star,” Daniel tiredly said with a dull smile. “Stop scaring her like that.”


  The jinx looked back to him with a shrug and meowed before warping over and holding onto his other arm. She snuggled against him before Clover yanked him closer to her with an annoyed grunt.


  “Knock it off,” the elf barked out before Star pulled Daniel over towards her. “I was walking with- hey! Let go, I was with him first! Wait your turn!”


  Daniel watched the two girls yanking him back and forth while Pip merely laughed playfully as she flew in circles around them. With a tired exhale he shook his head before slowly taking one step after another towards the dining room, with Pip circling them constantly while Star and Clover kept yanking Daniel side to side with frustrated glares at each other.


  *****


  Inside the dining room Daniel and his family had gathered to eat and await the return of one of their missing members, however only two among them were enjoying the dishes of seasoned mutton slices and sweet rolls that were prepared by Doku that night.


  “This is so yummy!” Cindy squealed as she more or less shoved handfuls of the food into her mouth. Sitting on the table in front of the wraith Snapper was gobbling down chunks of meat that were set in a bowl for her, the youngling snarling with buzzing wings as she quickly devoured her food before kicking her legs about in the air as she did a headstand in the now empty bowl. She plopped down onto her back with flailing hands and feet before rolling onto her side with a long clicking screech, the young child scrambling around in circles as she snatched up bits of meat that were lying on the table around her with eager growls.


  “It’s so good!” Cindy moaned as she pushed more of the mutton pieces into her mouth. She then watched Snapper scrambling over towards her plate with a screech, the youngling getting within an inch of chomping down on the girl’s food before Cindy quickly snatched her up in her arms.


  “No, Snapper,” Cindy said shaking her head. “This is my food. I wanna eat it. You had yours already.”


  Snapper screeched with a wide smile then quickly latched onto the wraith’s face, chewing it apart like a vicious animal as she got both enchanted sand in her mouth along with the food that was smeared over Cindy’s face from her own eating.


  While Cindy tried pushing more handfuls of her dinner into what was left of her mouth and Snapper mauled her face with quickly buzzing wings, the rest of the group merely sat before their own plates of the warm cooked meal while not eating a bite.


  “I can’t stop thinking about her,” Alyssa sighed shaking her head. “It would be one thing if she was just lost like usual, but knowing there are murderous monsters out there with her that razed her home to the ground this is way worse. Dammit, I’m worried sick now. This is completely ruining my appetite.”


  “It looks so good too,” Luna pouted as she poked a fork at her meal. “I wish Kroanette was here to eat with us.”


  “I can’t do it,” Falla said dropping her knife and fork. “I’m really scared for her, I can’t eat like this. I can’t stop thinking about whatever wrecked her home coming after her next.”


  “We have to stay optimistic here,” Specca softly reasoned. “I’m certain she’ll be here any minute now. She’s just running a little late after getting lost again, that’s all.”


  Squeak merely stared at her food for a while before slowly looking around at the others and squeaking quietly. Atop her head Pip was sharing the same concerned expression the ant girl had.


  “Perhaps I shouldn’t have made so much,” Doku worried glancing behind her. On the kitchen counters were plates of seasoned mutton, fresh rolls, bowls of salads and mashed potatoes, several pitchers of juice, and another freakishly large chocolate cake that was set aside with white frosting adorning its layers.


  “You have to show me how you do that,” Clover mentioned looking back at all the food then to Doku questionably.


  Star merely stirred her salad with a troubled look on her face before meowing at Daniel. The girls all turned to him, except for Cindy and Snapper who were still chewing away at their meals or each other. Sitting at the middle of the table surrounded by his mates Daniel had a distant look on his face as he stared at his meal without interest, something he had been doing ever since he sat down with them.


  “Daniel?” Pip asked.


  “Is it not to your liking, my dear?” Doku quietly asked. “I’m sorry if it doesn’t taste good. I must admit I was rather distracted thinking about Kroanette, I hope the food didn’t suffer because of that.”


  “No, it’s not that,” Daniel said before holding a hand over his eyes. “Every meal you make is exceptional, Doku. It’s just even though my body is hungry my spirit is more troubled than anything.”


  Looking around he saw concerned frowns coming across all the girls while Cindy finally pulled Snapper off her face now that there wasn’t much left of her head. As she slowly regenerated with Snapper mauling her chest now with hungry growls Daniel took a slow breath and forced a smile that didn’t hide his feelings at all.


  “I’m sorry. I know we shouldn’t be worrying like this, it’s not helping us at all and only making us feel worse with every passing minute. Part of me is certain Kroanette will come running through those doors any moment now, that she’ll race in here and be reunited with us. Kitten may even be the one to bring her back, she’s out there looking for her right now and if anyone could find her out there at this hour it would be Kitten. But the other part of me… isn’t so certain.”


  “Should we go too?” Alyssa asked. “I get could get Lucky ready to ride and-”


  “We don’t know where to go,” Daniel interrupted shaking his head. “Kroanette… may not even be close to this place if we’re being honest. We could all split up, head off in different directions out there, and still likely not find a trace of her.”


  “But shouldn’t we try and-” Alyssa fretted before Daniel held a hand out to silence her.


  “And worse yet,” he continued. “We could lose more of our family in the night. It’s dark, it’s dangerous out there, and I don’t want any of you going out there and becoming lost like Kroanette is or worse. It’s bad enough we have to hope that she finds her way back to us tonight, I don’t want to add to that horrible feeling with more of you becoming lost out there.”


  Alyssa slowly nodded and lowered her head while the girls exchanged troubled looks with one another. Daniel sighed while sitting back, feeling very clearly the growing concerns in his family yet not knowing how to quell them at all.


  Cindy’s head finally reformed again as Snapper began hacking up sand to the side, the wraith’s vision focusing to see everyone having worried expressions while none were eating their meals still.


  “How come nobody else is eating?” she asked before coddling Snapper close. “It’s really good. Was I not supposed to be eating now? I’m sorry if I’m being bad. It just looked so good, I couldn’t wait.”


  “No, it’s fine,” Daniel assured her with a small smile. “We’re just worried about Kroanette. It’s taking away from our appetites right now. You can eat if you like, Cindy. I wish I could right now, I’m really hungry actually. I’m just so concerned about Kroanette being out there right now to eat anything.”


  Cindy looked down to her meal then to Snapper as the swarm turned her smile up at the girl with a few snaps of her teeth. Slowly she brushed the youngling’s hair and held her cheek, with Snapper nuzzling against her palm with a purr and a buzz of her wings.


  “She’ll be back,” she spoke up, with all eyes turning to her as she smiled gently at the child. “I know she’ll come back here. She has to.”


  “Why do you say that?” Daniel wondered.


  “Because she wouldn’t want to stay away,” Cindy reasoned at him. “She’ll want to come back here as soon as she can. And she won’t let anything stop her. I know she won’t.”


  “How do you know that?” Specca asked.


  “Because I wouldn’t let anything stop me from coming back here if I got lost out there,” Cindy answered. She set Snapper down on the table and caressed the child’s cheeks, the swarm watching her constantly with a small buzz of her wings.


  “I love it here. I’m so happy. There’s great food, so much to eat, so much to taste. So many great things to taste…” She then looked around at the group with a happy smile. “And you’re all so nice. I like being here with you. I really do. I was always alone when not with my mom. I never knew what it was like having friends or even a home. I love this so much. I don’t ever want to leave.”


  “You love being here with us that much?” Specca said with some amusement.


  “She loves the food that much,” Clover dryly mentioned with a dull smirk.


  “I love Daniel that much,” Cindy clarified towards Daniel, not with a cheery look on her face but rather a timid smile. “You make me feel… happier than anything. I don’t know how you do it. My mom used to hold me when I was sad or confused, and it was so comfortable. But when you hold me, when you protect me… it feels different. It feels… better.”


  “Cindy,” Daniel softly said.


  “If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t have found out what any of this was like,” Cindy continued, slowly shaking her head while the girls all listened to her curiously. “I would be alone. All alone. And I wouldn’t have even realized how sad I was then. I have Snapper now. I have lots of yummy food to eat. I have friends. And I have you, someone who really cares about me even though I was a bad monster before. I don’t want this feeling to ever stop, Daniel. I don’t ever want to go or lose you.”


  Snapper looked at Cindy with a few light clicks then turned to Daniel as he remained silent from the wraith’s tender words. Cindy gently brushed Snapper’s hair then smiled gently at him with a nod of approval.


  “I wouldn’t ever want to lose this. So I know Kroanette wouldn’t either. She has to love you too, so much. So she’ll be back. Nothing will keep her from coming back to you.”


  “Cindy,” Daniel finally said with a growing smile. “Thank you. Thank you for saying that.”


  “That’s so beautiful!” Luna sobbed as she grabbed leaves from her skirt and blew her nose.


  “And here we used to think all sand wraiths were heartless monsters,” Specca mused as the girls smiled kindly at the sand wraith.


  “Only Daniel would have thought to give them a chance like this,” Alyssa reasoned shaking her head. “He gave all of us a chance, and we’re so lucky he did.”


  Pip quickly flew over and held onto Cindy’s chest, the tiny fairy looking up at the wraith who smiled down at her.


  “You really like us that much?” Pip asked.


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a big nod.


  “You promise?”


  “I promise.”


  “You’ll always stay with us?”


  “Uh huh.”


  “You promise?”


  “I promise.”


  “Yay!” Pip cheered as she quickly darted down into the wraith’s chest. Cindy laughed as Pip squirmed around between the mounds before she popped her head up and hopped about.


  “These boobies are staying with us forever! And so is she! Yay!”


  “You’re silly,” Cindy giggled before seeing Snapper crawling across the table towards Daniel. All the girls watched as the young swarm made her way over to him while keeping her eyes locked solely onto him and not all the food she passed. She hopped onto his lap and held onto his chest, her eyes and smile remaining focused on him as her wings buzzed a few times.


  “Snapper,” Daniel gently said, taking the child into his arms and holding her up closer to him. The swarm cawed with a buzz of her wings, hands pawing at his vest while she tilted her head one way then another as she stared at him.


  “We don’t want to leave you,” Cindy softly promised. Everyone saw the sand wraith watching Daniel with a caring expression most wouldn’t have assumed her kind would be capable of showing others.


  “You make us so happy, Daniel. We don’t want to be without you. Kroanette will come back. She won’t want to be without you. Nothing will stop her from coming back to you. I’m so sure of it.”


  “You’re right,” Daniel agreed turning his gaze to Snapper. “This is her home. This is her family. She’ll find her way back to us, she has to. This is where she belongs.”


  Snapper clicked her teeth as Daniel brushed the swarm’s hair and gently flicked one of her antennae, getting the child to squirm about while blinking a few times before cawing at him with a wide smile.


  “This is your home too, right? You’re part of our family now, aren’t you?”


  Snapper screeched with a buzz of her wings as Daniel caressed her cheek then promptly chomped down on his hand. Everyone jumped and remained silent while Daniel froze with a stunned smile on his face. Snapper growled while tugging on Daniel then looked up at him with a curious gurgle as he just stared at her while holding in his voice.


  “Every fucking time we try to have a moment with her,” Clover flatly said.


  “That was such a nice one too,” Specca sighed.


  Daniel chuckled then started laughing, with the girls watching him curiously as he slowly and carefully pulled his hand out of Snapper’s mouth then set her down on the table while petting her head.


  “I think Snapper’s right,” Daniel admitted. “It’s dinner time, we should be eating and not worrying like this. Kroanette’s gotten herself lost plenty of times in the past and she always finds her way back to us. All we can do is hang onto hope that she comes back to us soon.”


  “That’s true,” Alyssa agreed with a small smile. “Every time she’s gotten lost before she finds us or we find her again. She doesn’t get into trouble when wandering around out there, she just makes us worry ourselves sick about her.”


  “Except for when bandits ambushed her when you guys went to Flairwood without her,” Clover recalled thoughtfully. “If I hadn’t shown up and killed them they would’ve-”


  “Clover!” Specca shouted. “You’re not helping!”


  Clover smiled nervously as the other girls shot her disgruntled looks, silence filling the hall again before Daniel lightly tapped his knife against his glass to get their attention.


  “The point is all we can do is wait for her to return, either on her own or if Kitten finds her first. She’s going to be devastated about what happened to her home and family, that’s all we can prepare to help her deal with. There’s no sense in worrying ourselves sick over what else could go wrong here, it’s all out of our hands at the moment. We have to do the only thing we can do; stay together and wait for her to return to us.”


  The girls looked to each other with troubled frowns then down while remaining silent, all of them trying to convince themselves that Kroanette would be just fine even with the odds stacked against her.


  “She’ll be back,” Clover spoke up, with everyone then seeing her picking up her glass and gently swirling the drink around. “Destroyed home or not, dangerous monsters or not, I seriously doubt anything will keep that girl from returning to her family here.”


  “She will,” Luna hoped looking down to her meal.


  “We’ll see her soon,” Falla agreed with a slow nod.


  Squeak nodded and squeaked something while looking at the empty space at the table Kroanette would normally sit at.


  “My mate will return,” Daniel promised. “And when she does I’m going to teach her a lesson for running off and making us worry about her so much like this.”


  “We all will,” Alyssa added with a slight smile. “She’s going to be in trouble when she gets back. Yep yep.”


  “After we console her from the loss of her homeland,” Specca agreed. “Once that’s been dealt with her family will make sure she never runs off and scares us like this again.”


  Daniel nodded as he thought about his missing mate, her smile and caring voice coming to mind while the size and softness of her breasts didn’t elude his thoughts completely. With a small amused smile he shook his head, knowing he had to hold off on any perverse thoughts of his dear centaur until her broken heart was mended from her great loss. After a pause he blinked then looked down to see Snapper now sitting on his plate which was completely bare of food. The swarm was smiling up at him in silence as everyone took notice of the youngling having at some point replaced Daniel’s dinner on his plate.


  “You little sneak,” Daniel mused before gently petting Snapper’s head. The swarm snapped her teeth a few times while buzzing her wings before Daniel gently set her aside on the table and shook his head.


  “We have plenty more, my dear,” Doku said. “I’ll fix you up another plate right away.”


  “No need,” Daniel said as he stood up. “I can get it. You girls go ahead and eat, there’s no sense in letting all this wonderful food go to waste.”


  Everyone nodded and started eating, although slowly, while Daniel began making his way over to the counter in the kitchen area. As he did he took notice of his family trying their best to enjoy the meal they had while in each other’s company. Cindy especially as she resumed shoving food into her mouth with passionate murmurs. Snapper was hopping about on the table before she tried jumping onto Clover’s plate with a screech, the elf yanking it away just in time. While the girls ate and watched with some amusement from Snapper hopping around trying to reach Clover’s meal that she was holding overhead Daniel smiled a little at the sight, his gaze then slowly going over to the empty space that his centaur always sat at during their meals together.


  “Hurry back, Kroanette. You may have lost one family in this world, but I promise you’ll never lose this one. We’ll always be here for you.”


  *****


  “Excuse me? W-What d-do you mean y-you brought them h-here?” a woman’s voice frantically stuttered.


  “Just what I said. We brought them here for you,” a tiny girl replied with.


  “Why? Why in Eden w-would you d-do that? I never asked s-such a thing of you!”


  “But you said you needed them.”


  “I never asked for y-you to bring a h-human child here! How could you do this, Vale? This- this- this is a catastrophe!”


  “I don’t understand. You said you needed a human for your alchemy, we brought you one just like you wanted. I did good!”


  “Huma-… no! No, Vale! I sp-specifically said I needed huntan seeds! Huntan! Not a h-human! And I certainly never asked for you to b-bring me children of any r-race here, and yet you brought th-three!”


  “You didn’t specifically say that,” Vale dryly retorted. “You stutter and slur your words so much. It’s hard to understand you most of the time.”


  “I’m st-stuttering because I’m in a p-panic, Vale! Oh dear, oh no, oh my. This is h-horrible! How could you e-e-even think that I w-wanted you to bring these ch-children here in the first p-place?”


  “You said you needed a centaur for your alchemy, I’m certain you did.”


  “Cenlurean roots, from cenlurean flowers, Vale! That’s wh-where h-huntan seeds can be f-found!”


  “But… you wanted an elf, I’m double certain you said you needed an elf.”


  “The cenlurean flowers are f-found in the elven grove of G-Green Haven! Elves live there!”


  “…so what you’re saying is you don’t need a human, centaur, or elf?”


  “No I don’t! Heavens no!”


  “But we have all three now.”


  “I’m well aware of the problem, Vale! This is- oh dear- and they- arg! You never should have b-brought them here! Oh dear, this is t-t-terrible! You’ve made us into k-kidnappers, Vale! Of children no less!”


  “I’m sorry!”


  “Are they- are they at least okay? You didn’t hurt them, did you? Please tell me you didn’t h-hurt them, Vale.”


  “We didn’t hurt them at all. I promise.”


  “Oh thank goodness. You need to take them back at once. Return them t-to their homes r-right away!”


  “Um…”


  “Why are you looking at me like that? Vale? What’s w-wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong, well except for us possibly being kidnappers of children now. But… I don’t know if we should take them back where we found them.”


  “And why in Eden shouldn’t you?”


  “Because there were lots of mean monsters attacking them. If we put them back where we found them they might get hurt being there.”


  “You- you found these three children d-during a m-m-monster attack? Oh dear, that’s horrible.”


  “Yeah, it was kind of bad. They were lucky we were there or they could have died.”


  “Oh my, you s-saved them from a monster attack, Vale? That… that’s wonderful. You saved their lives, that was a g-great thing you did.”


  “…totally why we brought them here. To save them. Because we’re heroes. Not kidnappers. Yeah, that works.”


  “Oh my, the poor d-dears. Are they okay? Where are they, Vale?”


  “In the storeroom.”


  “What? Why are they in there? We have p-plenty of c-c-comfortable beds for them to rest in.”


  “That’s where you keep all your ingredients for your alchemy, in the storeroom.”


  “…you only brought them here because you thought I n-needed them for my a-alchemy, not because you wanted to s-save them.”


  “Don’t think about that. Think about how we saved their lives from bad monsters. We did good. Praise us! Praise us!”


  “Vale… wait, you put them in the st-storeroom?”


  “Yes, that’s what I said. But not because I thought they were just ingredients for your potions. Honest.”


  “Oh d-dear! There are very d-dangerous elements in there! Vale!”


  “Um… whoops?”


  The frantic clacking of hooves was heard before a door was quickly opened, the light from the hallway outside glaring into the dark room that it illuminated while standing in the doorway a figure was all but obscured in the bright flash. As the light adjusted from being pitch black within the small room all became visible again. The shelves lining the walls contained boxes and baskets filled with the most random assortments of artifacts and flora. Colorful flowers and strangely shaped fruit, jars of insects and gooey appendages, tomes stacked about in no particular order with loose sheets stuck between their pages, crystalline rocks and powders, and a single green ball that appeared to be inhaling and exhaling as to prompt the question whether it was alive or not.


  And lying on the floor were three children all bound in sticky webbing while appearing to be unconscious. Grace remained still with her arms bound to her sides and ankles tied together, along with a large clump of webbing wrapped around her mouth. Max was stuck to the floor with his hands tied together and legs wrapped in webbing. And next to them Lelu was motionless on the floor while having webbing binding her arms to her sides, legs to her body, and even her tail to her rear.


  Standing in the doorway staring at the children in disbelief was a young woman who clearly wasn’t human. Her legs were that of a goat while her short tail that was nervously swaying behind appeared to be of the same animal. With her nervous trembling her white and golden laced skirt fluttered about, although it didn’t reveal anything underneath as her lower body and legs were covered in white fur. Her top half appeared more human in appearance, such as her moderate bust wiggling in her low-cut white summer blouse with a silver medallion adoring her chest with a round blue gemstone embedded in it. She kept her hands close to her chest in apprehension, as she commonly did when frightened by something, with her arms having the same white fur covering them along with frilly lace armbands set below her shoulders. Her light brunette hair was very curly while resting down around her neck, just as curly as her two horns that grew out on the sides of her head which resembled those of a ram. Her light blue eyes stared at the three sleeping children from behind her rectangular glasses while she failed to speak anything above a quiet utterance, the monster then snapping to her senses and turning to someone behind her with absolute shock clearly displayed on her face.


  “Vale!” she cried out while grabbing her hair. “You- they- and- but- you- why- no- how- and-”


  “I said I was sorry!” a tiny monster whined. She hovered in the air with square angular wings, the edges appearing to be perfectly straight while the insides were gray with acute segments that seemed more like they were crafted that way rather than being natural. The way they moved also would strike many as odd as the wings weren’t actually attached to her body but rather remained fixated behind her back in the air and shook with wavy distortions of air seen below them. Being a mere twelve inches tall the tiny woman floated about kicking her legs in a fit while dressed in a short black and green kimono, her belt being bright red while on her feet were tiny black shoes. Sheathed at her left hip in a scabbard was a large, for her, sword, although by normal sized standards it resembled a sharp butcher knife with a silver handle, the weapon having glowing blue metal at the end that hinted it was no ordinary blade. Her long black hair was tied up in a ponytail while she had two large bangs dropping down on either side of her face, a pair of antennae poking up overhead with small white balls on the ends. Three small freckles adorned her cheeks while her eyes which were a dark green were fighting back tears as she thrashed about in the air with her distress.


  “Don’t be mad at me, I’m sorry! Please forgive me, Silly!”


  “My name isn’t Silly! It’s Syliandanchevas!”


  “But Silly is a much more cute and pronounceable name! Silly the fey. The Silly fey, hehe! Isn’t that so cute?”


  “N-No it isn’t!” the fey argued with a light stomp of her hoof. “Oh, n-never mind about th-that, what about the ch-children? Why- why are they tied up?”


  “We didn’t want them running away,” Vale replied with a shrug.


  “And why is that elf gagged?”


  “We had to do it,” Vale answered with a disturbed frown. “She’s got a very dirty mouth, Silly.”


  “My n-name isn’t- ARG! N-Never mind that, just- just- just answer me, why w-would you think I w-wanted children for m-my alchemy in the f-first p-place?”


  “We weren’t going to ask questions,” Vale said shaking her head slowly. “We figured it would be best not to know.”


  Silence filled the hall as the fey merely stared at the tiny monster in stunned silence. After a while they looked to the side as quickly skittering footsteps caught their attention.


  “So, are these three to your liking, Silly?” a young arachne proudly asked as she skittered along the elegantly furnished hallway. Her long silver hair was styled into waving locks that flowed behind her back, a red bow tied up behind her head for added flair, while her eight red eyes showed her eagerness along with her bright smile. Her abdomen sported a green angular design while dressed over her shoulders and down her back was a brown fur shawl with a red diamond adorning the front button. She scurried up in front of the girls, looked between them in anticipation, peered inside the storeroom at the three children who were slightly younger than her and bound in her webbing, then turned to the fey while awaiting her response. After a long pause she was finally given one.


  “Bermuda. My name is not Silly! It’s Syliandanchevas! Syliandanchevas! For the last time, stop c-calling me th-that ridiculous n-nickname!”


  Bermuda looked at her for a moment with a few of her eyes blinking then smirked with a simple shrug.


  “But that’s rather difficult to pronounce. Silly seems like a suitable nickname.”


  “I’m not silly!” the fey cried out hopping up and down. “Oh, n-never mind that for n-now! Why in Eden did you bring ch-children here?”


  “I’m not following,” Bermuda said with a perplexed face. “These are what you requested, aren’t they? A human, an elf, and a centaur. We brought you all three just as you wanted.”


  “I sp-specifically said to Vale I needed huntan s-s-seeds found in cenlurean flowers wh-which grow in the elven f-f-forest of Green Haven! Never once did I s-say I needed children of a-any race!”


  “Huntan seeds,” Bermuda plainly repeated. She paused for a moment then turned to Vale with all eyes narrowed at her. “Vale, that’s not at all what you told me we were out there to collect for her.”


  “I misunderstood her,” Vale admitted with a shrug. “My bad.”


  “You… what?” Bermuda shouted. She looked into the storeroom then to the fey while pointing to the children. “You mean to tell me you don’t need those three for your experiment?”


  “For heaven’s sake, n-n-no! Why would I w-want children for m-m-my alchemy? What did y-you think I would d-do w-with them?”


  “We weren’t going to ask questions,” Bermuda answered shaking her head slowly. “We figured it would be best not to know.”


  “So… what should we do now?” Vale nervously asked.


  “We need to get them out of here,” Bermuda insisted pointing to the children. “Vale, we have to take them back, quick!”


  “But I can’t,” Vale said shaking her head. “We just got back and I’m really tired. And also what about all those monsters that were attacking when we found them?”


  “We killed them all,” Bermuda argued. “There’s no more left there to hurt them. Just… just hurry and let’s take them back before they wake up, right now!”


  “But there wasn’t anyone else there, Bermuda,” Vale worried. “What should we do, just drop them off and leave them there in the middle of nowhere with monsters lurking nearby?”


  “Oh d-dear,” Syliandanchevas fretted. “They were all a-alone? Is that true?”


  “We found them in a cottage being attacked by several other monsters,” Bermuda explained. “We managed to dispatch all of them easily enough and then, well, we apparently kidnapped these three thanks to Vale afterwards.”


  “I’m sorry!” Vale whined shaking around. “It’s Silly’s fault, she never speaks clearly! I didn’t know what she was saying!”


  “I sp-speak p-perfectly clearly, V-Vale,” Syliandanchevas argued with a pout. “I just g-get a little fl-flustered when in a p-p-panic. And stop c-calling me Silly!”


  “Anyway,” Bermuda continued with a sigh. “We didn’t see anyone else around the area, these three were all alone. The cottage we found them at is still there-”


  “Half of it anyway,” Vale dryly mentioned.


  “Hey! You blew up most of the house with your stupid knife!”


  “And you blew up even more with your magic and your stupid face!”


  “Watch your tongue or else I’ll spin you up in my webbing and leave you for a week up in the attic!”


  “Don’t make me draw this out!” Vale shouted grabbing hold of her knife. “I’ll do it! You know I will! I’m warning you! I’m a pixie on the edge!”


  “Stop!” Syliandanchevas shouted. “W-wait a moment h-here you t-two. Back up. You… you s-say you blew up their home?”


  “Bermuda blew up most of it,” Vale flatly accused.


  “It’s still there!” Bermuda frantically defended. “I’m sure they can fix it up again in no time! Nothing to worry about!”


  “Oh dear,” Syliandanchevas lamented. She looked back to the three unconscious children then slowly shook her head, taking a slow breath and gradually calming her nerves. “Well… it was fortunate you saved their lives from those bad monsters, but still… what to do with them now? We need to find out where to return them to, they must have families who are going to be worried sick about them.”


  “I am so sorry,” Bermuda begged. “We didn’t mean to cause any harm, we just…”


  “You didn’t cause harm, Bermuda,” Syliandanchevas assured her. “You two saved their lives, that was a good thing you did for them. Not so much blowing up their home, but at least you got them here in one piece.”


  Bermuda and Vale nodded and looked to the newcomers with concern while Syliandanchevas stepped away holding her hands to her cheeks in an effort to keep calm.


  “I’m going to go inform VelRyan that we have… guests. You two, please take them to some comfortable beds rather than leaving them there on the hard floor. And untie them, they’re not prisoners here and we don’t need them freaking out when they wake up… although I’m sure they’ll still be rather startled by all this at any rate.”


  “You’re… going to tell him about this?” Bermuda feared with a cringe.


  “I have to, dear,” Syliandanchevas replied glancing back to her. “Though knowing him he likely already knows about them being here. You know very little escapes his eye, especially in his own home.”


  Bermuda gulped and slouched back from those words. Syliandanchevas waved them towards the storeroom then started walking off down the hall.


  “Hurry now, make our guests more comfortable. Afterwards meet me in the observatory and you can explain to VelRyan what happened with your little mishap.”


  Bermuda opened her mouth to speak in protest while reaching out for the fey, words becoming lost in her throat as she feared what would happen next. Vale watched Syliandanchevas walk away then scratched her head in puzzlement.


  “See, she was talking just fine then. I understood her. Why can’t she talk like that all the time? This never would have happened if she had just talked more clearly about what she wanted us to do.”


  “This never would have happened if you had taken two seconds to question what she asked you to bring her!” Bermuda shouted at the pixie. “Honestly! A human, a centaur, and an elf? Didn’t that strike you as a little odd? She doesn’t use live sacrifices in her work!”


  “You didn’t question it either!” Vale shot back. “You just went along with it!”


  “I don’t question her motives or requests, that’s not my place!”


  “And it wasn’t mine either, I couldn’t speak back against her orders, even if they did sound really, really, really strange. I trust her with my life after all she and VelRyan have done for me. Whatever they ask of me, it shall be done. That’s my code!”


  Bermuda grabbed her hair while growling in frustration before lowering her head with a defeated sigh. The two then looked into the storeroom at the unconscious kids while Bermuda leaned against the doorframe and gently hit her head on it.


  “This was supposed to be a simple mission,” she muttered in discontent. “They trusted us to venture all the way out there to assist her with a simple task, and we screw it up horribly.”


  “It’s not a complete screw up,” Vale reasoned with a shrug. “We saved their lives. We’re heroes. We did good.”


  Bermuda nodded slowly as Vale fluttered over and looked at the children with a curious eye, the arachne then turning her gaze down the hall while showing a very nervous frown for what VelRyan would be told soon.


  “I really hope father sees it that way.”


   


  


  Chapter 4


  Fight Against Time


  In the world of Eden one had to be careful who they chose to fight and when. Even if it was needed to be done for whatever reason the notion of going up against a marauding bandit, a bloodthirsty criminal, or a lustful monster in the wild wasn’t something to be taken lightly. Some were more powerful than they appeared, others had tricks up their sleeves that none may suspect, and there were those that obviously shouldn’t be challenged at all unless absolutely necessary due to their overwhelming strength or magic. To confront a greater foe in these times would require bravery, resolve, and sometimes luck to prevail.


  And if all that fails then the rest is up to fate, and those that fight against it.


  *****


  Inside the underground cavern all eyes were on Mika as she remained silent and still while on her knees. Behind her Aeon watched the human with a sly smile, lightly tapping the hunter’s sword against her palm while her glowing green eyes never bothered to even glance at anyone else in the cave. Everyone of course took notice of the chronofly with growing apprehension, if not simply for the overwhelmingly haunting aura she filled the surrounding area with. Although she had the physical appearance of a giant butterfly there was no mistaking a far more malicious spirit within her beautiful figure.


  Mika slowly turned her gaze towards Daemon as he kept his sword drawn and eyes moving from the chronofly to the monster hunter with a clear look of umbrage on his face.


  “Why, Mika?” he repeated. “Why would you release the Dark Queen? What reason could you possibly have for doing this?”


  “Yes,” Aeon chuckled. “Tell them, Mika Harollson. Tell them why you came down to the city’s seal, why you fought the guardian, why you used the key that she had hidden down below to undo the seal. Tell them what your motivation was in all that, they’re just dying to know.”


  “I wanted to kill you,” Mika cursed looking back to the monster over her shoulder.


  “Well, we gathered that much,” Aeon laughed with a shrug. “I don’t think anyone here believes you, a monster hunter, wanted to free me simply out of the goodness of your heart.”


  “The truth,” Tabitha said, with Mika quickly turning to her in trepidation. “You said she’ll tell your brother the truth if you didn’t kill her. What truth?”


  “Ah, now that’s the right question,” Aeon replied holding her sword out towards the human. “What dirty little secret were you prepared to face a Dark Queen over in hopes it wouldn’t get out? Oh my, it must be something sinister to make you go to these lengths, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Mika shut her eye and lowered her head, hands clenching at her sides as she held in her voice.


  “Explain yourself,” Sasha demanded. “What pitiful little secret could you possibly have that would justify letting the Dark Queen go free for? Answer me, Mika!”


  “You won’t even defend yourself or your actions?” Forrus scowled. “Look at us, Mika! Tell us what the hell you were thinking, if you even were thinking!”


  “Don’t play stupid or silent with us!” Rulo shouted. “What the fuck were you thinking? Answer us!”


  Mika remained silent with her head lowered from those words. Aeon watched her curiously for a while, seeing the human refusing to speak further on the matter, then sighed with a bored expression on her face.


  “Well this isn’t any fun if you won’t play along, Mika Harollson,” she pouted. With that she shrugged then threw the sword through the air, the blade streaking across the cave in the blink of an eye before lodging itself through Sasha’s chest.


  “Sasha!” Daemon shouted as the reptile girl jerked back from the hit, a stunned look of horror on her face as she stared at the blade that was pierced through her. Instantly Aeon appeared before her, taking hold of the sword as all eyes turned to her in shock.


  “Maybe now she’ll talk, right?” she mused looking back to Mika. “Or do you not care if anyone else dies because of your actions?”


  Yanking the sword aside swiftly she sliced through Sasha’s body, the reptile girl dropping dead as the chronofly started walking back towards the hunter. After two steps she turned and waved her hand sharply, a loud clack sounding off as Daemon and his group were halted in place from charging the chronofly. All off them remained still while appearing to be stuck running forward, rage seen in their eyes while Tabitha and Scay remained behind as they stared at Sasha’s body with disbelief.


  “You bitch!” Rulo shouted while remaining still as stone.


  “What is this?” Forrus snarled. “What accursed magic is at work here?”


  “You will die for that,” Hollia growled. “You despicable monster.”


  “Ah ah,” Aeon taunted shaking a finger at them. “It’s not your turn to play yet. Calm down.”


  “I’m going to kill you!” Daemon yelled out. Aeon looked at him curiously then walked over, examining his face while gently grazing his sword with hers as she got closer. All the girls watched her carefully while she showed a slight smile and shook her head.


  “You hide your feelings so well,” she mused softly. “Yet this is the truth, plain and obvious. You do care for that reptile girl, don’t you?”


  Daemon narrowed his eyes while black scales started to appear up along his arm from his gloved hand while even reaching up alongside his neck and cheek. His eyes grew far colder while the irises shifted to a more narrowed demonic appearance, the pointed bones protruding from his arm and elbow drawing surprised looks from Mika, Hollia, the desuwraiths sisters, and all the ant girls.


  “My… knight?” Hollia slowly said with wide eyes. “What… what’s happening to you?”


  “He’s really pissed off, that’s what,” Rulo cautioned. “That’s his real form starting to show now. You only see it when you’re about to be torn apart limb from limb like that queen is.”


  “He’s not human, is he?” one of the desuwraiths nervously asked.


  “He doesn’t look human to me.”


  “I really don’t think he’s human.”


  “He’s no human,” Mika slowly spoke. “Not even close.”


  “Whoa,” Tabitha quietly commented as she and Scay swore they could feel Daemon’s furious aura very clearly. “Starting to see more reason why Charlotte is so interested in him.”


  Saffron looked over Daemon in awe and faintly squeaked something while all the other ant girls in the cave seemed squeakless at what they were seeing. Aeon however merely smiled curiously at him without a care as his monstrous form was easily slipping through his human appearance.


  “You would only show this side of you for her, wouldn’t you? Yes, just as I thought. You keep this side of you so suppressed, yet it is she who can bring it out of you so easily. Why don’t you just admit it already, you love that girl. You want to mate with her. You want to fuck her senseless. If only you could, right?”


  Looking down to the Archlight’s Blade she chuckled while lightly tapping it with her own sword.


  “Ah, if only Valentina hadn’t cursed- I mean bestowed upon you this holy blade. I’m sure you would have ravaged that reptile girl into submission long ago. Perhaps you would have done so upon first meeting her. She certainly was begging for it back then, wasn’t she? She practically threw herself at you, and yet you declined like a noble knight. All because of this blade. Be honest, if it wasn’t for this weapon holding you back you would have her as your sex toy every night, wouldn’t you?”


  “I’m going to kill you,” Daemon swore. “Slowly. Painfully. I’m going to make you wish you were never released from your cage!”


  “Well that’s not very nice,” Aeon pouted. “Oh dear, it seems I’ve gone and upset you, haven’t I? Perhaps I have crossed a tiny line with you, I’ll take the blame for that. I’m just so excited to be out and about again, maybe I’m being a little too rough with you. Tell you what? Let’s try this again, shall we?”


  She waved her hand towards Sasha, a loud clack echoing out before the reptile girl appeared to leap up onto her feet with blood shooting back into her from the air. Her wound vanished along with the tear in her shirt before she jumped with a gasp, the stunned girl quickly looking around before seeing Aeon smiling coldly at her while resting a hand against Daemon’s cheek.


  “Are you okay, dear? We were worried sick about you. Him especially.”


  “Y… you. You!” Sasha roared as she tensed up.


  “Calm down. You’re alright now,” Aeon droned. “Well, none of you are going to be alright in the end, but you know what I’m talking about.”


  She waved her hand back, throwing everyone away with a fierce magical force. Mika watched as everyone around the area, all the ant girls, desuwraiths, and Daemon along with his group were blasted back as a ring of power struck them very quickly. They tumbled away along the ground before scrambling to their feet again, with Daemon and his girls looking themselves over quickly at noticing they were no longer held in place before seeing Sasha shaking her head with an angry growl.


  “Sasha?” Daemon asked. “Are you alright?”


  “I think so,” Sasha said looking around at herself, her eyes then noticing Daemon’s arm having shifted to his monstrous form. He glanced to it then back to her in silence while his arm slowly returned to normal, her gaze going from the retreating scales to his own as a faint blush formed on her cheeks.


  “Seems I struck a nerve killing you,” Aeon giggled. “You should have seen the look on his face, Sasha. Killing his pet reptile girl really brought out the monster inside him.”


  Sasha jumped with a much deeper blush before looking down and trying to calm herself. Daemon glared at Aeon while his sword gave off a soft glow, the chronofly watching him with an amused grin while Sasha slowly turned a stern glare towards her as well.


  “What did you just do? What happened to me?”


  “I reversed time, my dear,” Aeon explained with a fanciful bow. “It’s a little talent of mine. All of time, past, present, and future, are my domain. What do you think? Pretty neat, huh?”


  “You… reversed time?” Hollia questioned.


  “She’s a chronofly,” Tabitha explained. “She can control time at will. Stopping time, rewinding it, doing whatever the hell she wants with it. That’s what she does. She even knows everything we’re going to do before we do it.”


  Aeon smirked and nodded to that as those in the room who hadn’t heard of such things before stared at the chronofly in disbelief.


  “She can control time?” Forrus slowly repeated.


  “You saw it yourself,” Tabitha said to Sasha. “We saw it too. She killed Mika down below. Then undid it, redid it, and undid it, over and over again. Same to us as well.”


  “I don’t like dying,” Scay whined. “It hurts. It really hurts.”


  Sasha looked herself over carefully then Aeon as the chronofly merely winked at her.


  “That’s unbelievable,” Hollia said shaking her head.


  “Seeing is believing,” Tabitha stressed with her. “You know there was probably a reason why she was locked away. Maybe this could be it, what do you think?”


  “It’s true,” Daemon agreed. “She’s a time controller. That’s why she was sealed away. Her magic over time itself is chaos waiting to happen.”


  Daemon’s girls looked to each other in question while the ant girls around the cave along with the desuwraiths were keeping a nervous eye on Aeon, all of them not braving a single step closer as not only was her aura downright terrifying to them but talk of her being able to control time itself didn’t give them any confidence in challenging the Dark Queen at all.


  “Yes, it’s true,” Aeon admitted. “I see everything. Nothing surprises me, as dull as that can be sometimes. I can rewind or stop time at will, the entire timestream is my domain. Eden is my kingdom. And I am the only queen it shall ever have. Any questions so far? I hope I’m not losing you all with this very simple concept.”


  Daemon and the girls remained silent while cautiously watching the chronofly, the woman looking around at everyone with a curious eye before giggling and turning back to Mika.


  “They catch on quick, much faster than some monster hunters I know. At any rate, I spared that girl’s life to give you another chance to come clean in front of everyone. So then, kindly tell us all your little secret that you fought so desperately to hide from the world. Come on now, don’t be shy, Mika Harollson.”


  Everyone watched Mika slowly getting up onto her feet, the human keeping her head lowered and her eye shut as she remained silent. Aeon waited a moment for the human to give an answer she still wouldn’t give then showed a wicked grin.


  “Or should I just tell your brother right now?” she dared, with Mika turning to her with a furious growl. “Haha, I see that sparked a reaction in you rather nicely. So, what will it be? Either you tell them, or I tell your brother.”


  “Mika,” Hollia carefully said. “Explain yourself. Not because she’s ordering you to, but because we want to know what the hell was going through your mind that warped your judgement so severely.”


  “And it had better be a good reason,” Rulo threatened. “Or else the Dark Queen is going to be the least of your worries.”


  “I hardly think that will ever be true,” Aeon laughed at her. “But I applaud your enthusiasm with that threat.”


  Mika slowly breathed out then looked to Aeon with a dull stare, seeing the chronofly chuckling while walking up towards her.


  “Speak,” Aeon ordered, holding the sword out towards Mika’s throat. “Everyone’s waiting.”


  “The truth is I’m a monster myself,” Mika reluctantly spat out.


  “You are?” Scay gasped in surprise. “Wow. What kind of monster are you? You look so human.”


  “I am human,” Mika dryly retorted. “It’s a figure of speech.”


  “What do you mean you’re a monster yourself?” Hollia questioned.


  Mika glanced around at seeing everyone watching her, waiting for her to explain her actions, then glared at Aeon who had the most eager smile on her face as she knew for a fact that the hunter was going to continue. Fearing Aeon would enact upon her threat Mika turned her eye away from everyone while feeling a sinking feeling in her heart.


  “I love my brother.”


  “What does loving your own family have to do with any of this?” Tabitha demanded.


  “No,” Mika said shaking her head, then turned to the neko with a strained expression. “I love him.”


  Tabitha eyed the human carefully then showed a curious look as Mika took a shaky breath.


  “I’m not saying this because he’s my brother, or because he’s family. I’m saying this because… I love Max.”


  “I still don’t understand what you mean by this, Mika,” Hollia spoke up shaking her head. “What does loving your sibling have to do with releasing a harbinger of death upon the entire world?”


  “I LOVE MY BROTHER!” Mika shouted out. “Like a MATE!”


  Looking around she saw only confused stares from everyone except for Daemon, Sasha, and Tabitha.


  “I still don’t get what she’s talking about,” Forrus scoffed shaking her head.


  “Neither do I,” one of the desuwraiths spoke up.


  “I’m not getting it either.”


  “Good, I thought I was the stupid one for not following.”


  “She’s in love with her brother,” Tabitha realized. Everyone turned to the neko as she watched Mika with a curious eye. “Not in a familial way, but rather a romantic way.”


  “What’s so bad about that?” Hollia asked. “I always thought human women used their men for breeding all the same. What difference does it make if she’s his sister?”


  “It’s taboo,” Sasha pointed out. All eyes turned to Mika as she lowered her head in shame. “It’s considered a sin among humans to engage in such relations with one’s own family.”


  “Yes, it is a sin to them,” Aeon agreed with a smug grin. “The very idea of her wishing to lay with her brother is horrendous among the eyes of humans. Her feelings for her brother are considered immoral, ghastly, and sick by human standards. But I’m afraid that’s not the full truth of this matter, is it, Mika Harollson? Please, do continue.”


  Mika glared at her then turned her eye away as everyone was watching her closely now.


  “I didn’t mean to,” she shakily defended. “I couldn’t help myself. I dedicated my entire life to protecting him, watching over him, always keeping him in my sights. He was the only one I thought about, the only one I wanted to be near, the only… I didn’t mean to develop these feelings for him! I couldn’t help myself!”


  “Now now, Mika Harollson,” Aeon taunted. “Don’t waste time pleading indifference about all this. The mere fact that you love your brother in the most romantic way isn’t all there is to this tale. Let’s pick up the pace and get to the good part, no sense beating around the bush after all.”


  Mika growled while clenching her fists, a single tear coming out of her closed eye as she tried not to relive her actions within her own mind again. She shook her head then turned her vicious glare towards Aeon as the chronofly smiled curiously at her.


  “So what happened?” Scay wondered tilting her head.


  “I raped him!” Mika shouted, with everyone showing surprise as the human kept her furious eye on the chuckling chronofly. “I had a weak moment a few months ago. My sisters were away, Max and I were alone, and… I raped him like a monster!”


  “Mika,” Hollia softly said.


  “I drugged and knocked him out so he wouldn’t know, so he wouldn’t remember! I ripped off his clothes and fucked him on the kitchen table! I humped him until he finished inside of me, and then I cried all night because of the terrible thing I did to my own brother! That’s my secret! I fell in love with Max and raped him because of it! Are you happy now, Aeon? Is that what you wanted me to say?”


  “I’m quite amused, yes,” Aeon politely answered with a nod. “Thank you for sharing that with us, Mika Harollson.”


  “You raped your own kin,” Daemon carefully said. “That’s why you tried to kill Aeon? To hide your sin from the world?”


  “She threatened to tell him the truth,” Mika defended. “He can’t know, he can’t know what his sister did. I can’t lose him like that. If he knows the mistake I made he’ll never look at me again, he’ll hate me forever. She can’t tell him the truth, I can’t allow it!”


  “So that’s why you let her out?” Tabitha shouted. “All because you wanted to silence her from spilling your secret? You stupid human, what’s to stop her from both telling your brother the truth and destroying the world now? How is this any better for you?”


  “I had to try,” Mika sternly answered. “Max is all I have left in this world, he’s the only family I have now. I know I can’t be his mate, I understand that, but I’m still going to protect him just as I swore to myself I would!”


  “From Aeon? Or yourself?” Sasha snapped. “This was all done because of your selfishness, all a vain attempt to hide your mistake in his eyes. You’re not doing this to protect Max, you’re doing this to protect yourself!”


  “I wonder which your brother would find more shameful,” Forrus scorned. “The fact you treated him like any other monster in the world would, or that you released a Dark Queen in your stupidity to hide your dirty secret from him.”


  “You stupid girl,” Hollia scoffed. “You’ve damned the world with your recklessness. This is far worse than you abusing your own brother, you’ve just sentenced us all to a dire fate because of you fearing him knowing the truth.”


  Mika held in her voice as she glared at Aeon, the chronofly nodding slowly with a slick grin on her face while keeping the hunter’s sword held to her throat.


  “They’re right you know,” Aeon laughed. “You’ve only been thinking of yourself. That’s it. If you had even bothered to consider the implications of releasing me you would have seen how foolish you’re being. All of this, all to mask your incestuous love towards your brother. How selfish and idiotic of you, Mika Harollson.”


  Mika whimpered and shook her head, struggling with the heartache of those very true accusations. Slowly she turned her eye towards Hollia, seeing the centaur glaring at her with understandable anger.


  “Wouldn’t you have done the same for Maria?” she shakily asked. Hollia showed a glimmer of curiosity as Aeon slowly started walking around the human. “If it was the only way you could see her again, to let her live, to keep her with you… wouldn’t you have done the same as I and tried, even if it seemed hopeless?”


  “I… but…” Hollia slowly replied.


  “Or what about your pack?” Mika asked Forrus. “Your family, your sisters, wouldn’t you have done anything you could to keep them in your life? To protect them, to let them live on. Would anything have stopped you if you had the chance to save them?”


  “That’s different,” Forrus argued.


  “Or what about Daemon?” Mika continued as she looked to the cambion. “You all seem so dedicated to him, protective of him, he obviously means a lot to you. What lengths would go to keep him in your lives, to keep him safe, to keep him near you?”


  Sasha and Rulo glanced to Daemon as he watched Mika closely, the two then looking to each other with small glimpses of concern to that thought.


  “I know I messed up,” Mika whimpered. “I know what I did was wrong. I knew from the start letting her out would be asking for trouble. But I had to try! I had to try, it was the only way to keep what remained of my life in one piece! I know I’m a monster, I know I’m a horrible sister for Max, but he’s all I’ve got in this world now, he’s everything to me! I had to do whatever I could to keep him in my life!”


  Daemon and the girls exchanged silent glances with one another while Aeon rolled her eyes with a dull sigh, the chronofly then grabbing Mika by the shoulder and forcing her down to her knees in front of her.


  “Touching speech,” Aeon droned. “It doesn’t do shit to excuse your actions, but it was a nice try anyway.”


  Mika looked to the monster’s hand then saw her blade held down by her neck, the hunter’s eye slowly going back to see Aeon smiling wickedly at her with wings fluttering once behind.


  “Well, now that you’ve come clean about your sins in front of everyone, it’s time for you to die, Mika Harollson. I gave you a chance to kneel before your new queen before, and you refused. This is the fate you chose, one that cannot be changed.”


  “Please,” Mika begged. “Don’t tell Max. Do whatever you want to me, just don’t tell my brother the truth about what his sister did. Don’t hurt him with that.”


  “Oh, I’m telling him everything, Mika Harollson,” Aeon taunted. Mika’s eye widened as the chronofly chuckled while pressing the blade against her neck. “I’m going to tell him everything you did. How you raped him like a lustful monster of Eden, how you released me to take the world back as my own, how you’ve fucked up in every way imaginable. I’ll make sure the history books tell of your sorry tale from start to finish, that your name will be synonymous with any other Darker One who roams my Eden.”


  “No, you can’t,” Mika feared.


  “But don’t worry,” Aeon scorned as she drew her sword back to strike. “I won’t kill your brother. I think it’ll cause even more agony with your soul should I take him as my pet. I promise to fuck him far more vigorously than you ever did. I’ll do so until he’s begging me for it every day, until he can only think of me and not his pitiful sister who raped him!”


  “NO!” Mika screamed as Aeon grabbed her hair while winding back to swing her sword.


  “Join your sisters in oblivion, Mika Harollson!” Aeon yelled. She wound back to behead the monster hunter with a cruel laugh then jerked to the side with a painful cringe.


  “MASTER!” Sasha shrieked with wide eyes, her cry drawing everyone’s attention but Aeon who was dazed now to see the reptile girl arcing back with a deep blush, a wide open mouth, a twitching tail, and shaking hips as Daemon’s hand was firmly grabbing her crotch from underneath between her legs. Sasha shakily looked over to him in shock as he kept his glare focused on Aeon, then to everyone’s further surprise he yanked the reptile girl’s underwear aside and forced two fingers into her womanhood that prompted her to scream while nearly collapsing back against him.


  “MA- AHHH!” Sasha cried out with eyes shut tight. All of Daemon’s girls stared wide-eyed from seeing the swordsman choosing now to finger the reptile girl in front of everyone.


  “Master,” Rulo breathed out in awe.


  “Why… is he doing that now?” Hollia slowly asked.


  “Why couldn’t it be me instead?” Forrus quietly lamented.


  “OH MY GOD!” Sasha wailed, her hand grabbing his chest for balance as she felt her legs wobbling below her. “Wha- what are- AHHH!”


  “Okay,” Tabitha spoke up with a bewildered expression. “Today’s the day everyone loses their common sense.”


  “That was happening today?” Scay wondered. “Really? I had no idea. I wish I could have planned for that.”


  Saffron stared in squeakless wonder at seeing Sasha squirming around from Daemon’s touch, the reptile girl moaning and dropping back against him while her tail whipped around his leg to keep him near. The mere fact he was doing such a thing to her was overwhelming for Sasha, and along with the sensation it brought she felt even more shocked that it was actually happening.


  Mika watched Daemon driving Sasha crazy with his moving fingers while being greatly confused about his timing to do such a thing. She then noticed Aeon was holding her head with a strained expression after having halted from executing her.


  “What’s happening?” Mika asked.


  “Uncertainty causes her pain,” Daemon explained while pushing a finger into Sasha’s ass, the reptile girl then shrieking before reaching around with her other hand to grab his waist for support. “If you do something you were not destined to, something you never would have done before at that time, it throws the timeline off-course and causes her discomfort.”


  “Uncertainty?” Mika repeated. “That causes her pain?”


  Daemon continued to stimulate Sasha into a screaming moan while whipping up his sword into the air, the blade glowing brightly as he swung down and cast out a powerful streak of light towards Aeon’s side. The chronofly yelled out in anger and pain as she held out a hand towards the incoming blazing arc of energy, halting the attack before it could hit with a wavy distortion of air around it and a loud clack echoing throughout the cave. Clenching her hand she shattered the magical attack with a loud snap, her eyes glaring at Daemon while they glowed deeply.


  “You… foolish worm. You think you can stop me at all with something as pitiful as this? I don’t give a damn what you do to that bitch, it makes no difference for me!”


  “Ma-” Sasha moaned before Daemon yanked her closer with his firm hold on her genitals, pulling her into a fierce kiss that she stared wide-eyed at seeing herself. Everyone saw the reptile girl practically melting in pleasure in his arm, her hands gripping his chest tightly while her hips shook uncontrollably from what his fingers were doing in her. After noticing Daemon was still watching Aeon out of the corner of his eye and not the passionately moaning reptile girl hanging on him everyone turned to see Aeon again holding her head with a strained expression on her face.


  “It’s working,” Rulo realized. “She’s hurting now.”


  “From what?” Scay asked. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”


  “Daemon wasn’t destined to do that to Sasha now,” Tabitha clarified. “The fact that he suddenly is now is causing Aeon discomfort. It’s weakening her.”


  Mika quickly spun around and grabbed the handle of the sword, angling it towards Aeon’s head before the chronofly yelled with a flash of neon green light coming from her wings. Mika halted in place with a sharp clack echoing out, hands gripping the sword tightly as Aeon growled at her with a vicious glare.


  “No you don’t,” Aeon hissed. “I’m losing my interest in playing with you all now. Your time ends here!”


  A large casting ring seared itself across the ground all across the cavern, its haunting lime light brightening the cave while multiple inner rings appeared and circled about through one another within it. The same foreign lettering was seen lining the rings while a current of wind blew through the air, waves of distortion rolling outward from the enraged chronofly as her magical power filled the cavern. Blurred trailing images appeared behind those they washed over, their hearing and sight distorting slightly as waves of chrono magic collided against them and seemed to warp time around them.


  Slowly Mika started to step back with Aeon turning the blade towards her again, the human watching in frustration as her body reversed in time against her will with the chronofly regaining control over her power.


  “Goodbye, Mika Harollson,” Aeon cursed.


  “Mika!” Hollia yelled as she charged forward with her lance. She was stopped as the circle below them lit up under her feet, the centaur freezing in her tracks with a furious yell as green light washed against her hooves.


  “You bitch!” Rulo roared as she ran forward with her hammer, the orc also being frozen before getting too close to the chronofly who was starting to push Mika back down onto her knees. Scay whipped along the ground wildly towards Aeon before she too froze in place with an echoing clack sounding out.


  “No fair!” she whined while perfectly still. “I want to stab you! Pretty please? I’ll be your best friend!”


  Daemon tried to lift up his sword again however it slipped right out of his grip as the blade had become firmly lodged in place, the enchanted weapon remaining still in midair while green casting rings faintly circled the handle and blade. The cambion grabbed the sword while Sasha struggled to draw in a breath, his arm flexing as he used a great deal of strength that did nothing to budge the sword at all.


  “You’ll all get your turn soon enough,” Aeon hissed. “All of you will die down here together! But first I’m going to peel this human apart for daring to defy me!”


  “Why isn’t she dazed still?” Tabitha asked before turning to Daemon. He at this point had stopped stimulating Sasha who was clinging to him in a daze of her own. “Why did you stop? Keep doing that to her, I don’t think Sasha minds!”


  “It’s only temporary,” he called out. “If I keep doing it I’m merely following my new timeline, she’s adjusted to the change already.”


  “I told you,” Aeon laughed as she angled the sword towards Mika’s neck, the hunter struggling to push forward as her body was locked by the chronofly’s magic. “You can’t beat me with such pathetic tricks as that. I don’t care what any of you do, I don’t care at all, because your fate remains the same. You’re all going to die! Every last one of you, everyone who dares defy their queen, you’re all- AHHH!”


  The chronofly screamed and cringed as her casting circle below them flickered, her voice being heard along with another wild cry that had suddenly started. Everyone looked over to see Forrus howling while arching back, being held by Tabitha from behind who had a firm grip on the wolf’s hair along with her crotch.


  “Howl for me,” Tabitha ordered as she stuck her fingers into the lycan’s womanhood. Forrus gasped and glanced back to her in shock as the neko growled with a stern smile. “I said howl, wolf. Howl for me right now like a good dog!”


  “Tabith- AHHH!” Forrus screamed as the neko yanked her hair back and started fingering her deeply. Tabitha pushed the stunned wolf down onto her knees then pressed her fingers in more while leaning closer to the lycan’s ear.


  “Howl for me,” Tabitha ordered again while pushing Forrus forward onto her hands. “Loud! Right now! Do it, wolf!”


  “What are you doing, you stupid-” Forrus barked before Tabitha smacked her ass hard. The wolf howled while having her head held back, claws digging into the ground while one of her legs twitched on reflex.


  Mika watched Tabitha subduing Forrus from roughly fingering and holding her down by the hair then felt her body able to move again. Without pause she lunged forward, pushing Aeon back a step as she groaned from the painful flux in the timeline’s newest deviation. Angling the sword back she pressed it towards the chronofly’s neck with a loud scream, a purple casting base then forming below her through Aeon’s that crackled with energy.


  “Aeon!” Mika yelled as she locked into a struggle with the chronofly. Small violet wisps of light floated up around from her spell while her sword flickered with a crimson hue briefly, her glare remaining fixed on Aeon who slowly recovered from her headache to return the furious look.


  “You… insolent… little… human!” Aeon roared as Mika felt her body starting to reverse again. She began to move backwards once more with her sword pulling away from Aeon as the chronofly focused her power again.


  “This isn’t working now!” Tabitha cursed. “She’s recovering too quickly!”


  “Then get your hands off me!” Forrus yelled swatting the neko’s hands away. She growled furiously at the cat while struggling to keep her body still. “What the hell were you thinking? How dare you touch me like that!”


  “It was something I never would have done, that’s the point!” Tabitha shot back. “I was only trying to stun Aeon by doing that, that’s it! It’s not like I enjoyed doing that to you in the slightest!”


  “Uncertainty is her enemy!” one of the desuwraith’s shouted out.


  “We should use that against her!” another declared.


  “But how? I don’t know what to do!”


  “Me neither, I’m not certain what that even means!”


  “You’re both so stupid, it just means we have to be uncertain about what we’re doing!”


  “You’re stupid, you don’t even know what that means either!”


  “I know what it means! …I think…”


  “See, she gets it!”


  “I don’t get it!”


  “What do I get?”


  “God, you’re both so stupid!”


  “We know you are, but what are we?” the other two childishly retorted.


  “Enough of your blabbering!” Aeon yelled waving her hand aside. The three desuwraith’s locked in place with whines as they couldn’t even move their mouths to speak, the monsters watching Aeon in fright as she growled and pushed the sword by its blade towards Mika.


  “Somebody do something, quick!” Hollia shouted. “Mika can’t overpower her like this!”


  “Do something crazy!” Rulo ordered. “Anyone, just… do something!”


  “Something we would never normally do,” Tabitha quickly said to herself.


  “Something we would never choose to do,” Forrus fretted. “How can we choose to do such a thing if we would never normally consider it? What would it even be?”


  Saffron jumped with a clap of her hands, the ant girl then sprinting over towards Daemon and pouncing against him while knocking Sasha aside. The reptile girl stumbled a few steps then stared in shock as Saffron wrapped her arms around Daemon’s neck and passionately kissed him, the swordsman watching her in confusion as she forced her tongue into his mouth while pressing her breasts against him. Everyone saw the ant girl hopping on one foot while kissing Daemon then noticed Aeon still pushing forward with her attack against Mika, the chronofly showing no signs of fatigue or ire at all.


  “That’s not working either,” Scay said. “It’s not making Aeon weak.”


  “She hasn’t even noticed what Saffron is doing,” Tabitha pointed out.


  “Then that means…” Hollia slowly contemplated.


  “That is something she would normally do,” Rulo reasoned. All the girls blinked then looked to Saffron with rage while Sasha was fuming with sheer anger.


  “What the fuck?” Rulo shouted out. “I’m going to squash you for thinking about kissing my master!”


  “She is kissing him!” Forrus yelled. “And she’s still doing it! Saffron!”


  “HOW DARE YOU!” Sasha roared as she grabbed Saffron and pulled her away from Daemon. She lifted the ant girl up by the tunic and growled furiously while Daemon merely watched Saffron with a raised eyebrow. Saffron smiled weakly and shrugged at Sasha, the reptile girl snarling with what appeared to be more anger towards her than Aeon herself now.


  “Mika!” Scay whined, with everyone then seeing Aeon now pushing the sword by its blade into Mika’s shoulder guard, the steel creaking and being split by the sword’s edge while the human struggled to move her body or fight back against the chronofly. Below them the hunter’s violet casting circle flickered while Aeon’s flashed brightly, the chronofly’s power surging again as she smiled wickedly at the human.


  “I win,” Aeon announced as the sword started to push into Mika’s shoulder, the human holding in her scream as the steel slowly sliced into her while being unable to be pushed away in the slightest.


  “Do something you’d never normally do!” Hollia shouted at the others. “Hurry!”


  “Like what?” Tabitha yelled. “Sullying my hands with this mutt’s filthy pussy was all I could think of!”


  “I’m going to kill you for that, just so you know,” Forrus barked at her.


  “Something we would never normally do,” Sasha said to herself. “Something we were never destined to do, something we would never even consider doing.”


  She blinked then dropped Saffron with a strained expression as she pondered a way to throw Aeon off, the reptile girl pausing for a moment to reconsider what just sprang to mind as it was certainly something she would never do.


  “AHHH!” Mika cried out as the sword cut through her shoulder, drawing blood down her side in a stream as Aeon laughed wildly. The chronofly pushed the sword with one hand while using the other to grab Mika’s face, something she used to pull the human towards her and into the sword that peeled through her flesh without any restraint.


  “Die,” Aeon coldly ordered as her fingers began to apply pressure to the human’s face.


  Sasha cursed Mika’s name in her mind for forcing her hand in this and prayed Daemon would forgive her. Without pause she then spun around and to everyone’s surprise punched Daemon right in the face, staggering the cambion back a step with more surprise than actual pain. Sasha lunged forward and slashed her claws down his cheek, slicing three cuts open on it before she punched his chest as hard as she could. The cambion stepped back with a grunt while watching the girl carefully, seeing a frustrated glare and teary eyes watching him as she hissed through her teeth.


  “What the fuck are you doing?” Rulo cried out.


  “Sasha?” Hollia nervously asked.


  “Something I would never do in my life,” Sasha cursed before she punched Daemon in the face again, knocking him back a step before he recovered and watched the girl punching his gut again.


  “Sorry, master,” she begged before scratching his face with her claws again. “Please forgive me.”


  Aeon staggered with a painful cry, the newest distortion in the timeline being way off for how things should be going. Mika screamed as she was able to move forward again, the girl throwing all her weight towards the chronofly while pushing the sword ahead to strike down the monster. Her casting circle flared up below her, purple wisps of light flowing upward around the hunter before forming into glowing balls of energy that began to build up in the air.


  “Finish it, Mika!” Hollia shouted. “Now’s your chance!”


  “Hurry, before she recovers!” Tabitha yelled.


  Mika screamed while channeling all her magic into the attack, the balls of energy flowing down around her and into the sword as it flashed crimson in her hands. Aeon yelled with eyes shut tight as she struggled to freeze time before her, her magic causing Mika’s strike to blur and slow down yet unable to halt it completely.


  “You… can’t… beat… me!” Aeon cried out.


  “Watch me!” Mika yelled before swiping hard with her sword. The powerful attack blasted forward against Aeon, the chronofly screaming as the blade’s slash cast out a blindingly hot arc of energy that clashed against the monster’s body. Everyone watched as the attack flared outward past the chronofly in a slow, crackling wave, with Mika letting loose a powerful roar before lifting her sword up high above her. Glowing black and crimson casting rings appeared down around the blade to the hilt, wisps of neon red light sifting through the air into the sword as Mika prepared another attack to throw at the screaming chronofly.


  “I’m not holding back anymore!” Mika roared. She swung down with her sword, casting out a furious wave of crimson light with dark streaks of magic flowing through it, the fiery spell carving through the ground and engulfing Aeon in its bright light. The chronofly screamed as the attack raced through and crashed into the wall of the cave further away, a powerful explosion detonating while the entire cavern rumbled from the force.


  All eyes watched in marvel as Mika stood with her sword held down and a powerful torrent of deadly energy blowing away from her, the woman’s cape fluttering wildly behind her along with her hair while her furious yell lasted a little longer still. Slowly the wave of crackling magic died down and vanished, leaving a smoking crevice that led all the way towards a large hole that was struck into the side of the cave. Mika’s cape finally dropped down as the casting circles below from both her and Aeon vanished, the human wavering slightly as she felt a wave of fatigue hit her from the magic expenditure. Slowly she looked around the area, seeing ant girls and the desuwraith sisters staring at her in stunned silence while dust gradually settled within the cavern. The Archlight’s Blade wavered then dropped to the ground with a clang, with Daemon glancing down to it briefly then back to Mika while blood dripped from his chin.


  “Did… did she get her?” Rulo asked as she was able to move again.


  “That was an extraordinary amount of magic you used, Mika,” Hollia complimented.


  “Is she gone?” Scay wondered spinning around in circles with her tail. “Is she? Is the bad monster gone now?”


  Daemon and the girls behind them observed the aftermath of Mika’s attack while keeping on guard, all of them then noticing something else in the cave that caught their attention.


  Mika breathed out and stepped back. She smiled a little at the sight of her magical attack’s onslaught then glanced behind to see Daemon and the girls all looking up at something. She paused for a moment, sensing an ominous presence still nearby, then carefully looked upward. High up in the air Aeon was fluttering her wings while having wisps of smoke coming off her body, the chronofly watching Mika with a death glare while green neon waves of light rippled behind her wing’s movements.


  “But… how?” Hollia breathed out.


  “Shit,” Tabitha cursed through bared teeth.


  “She’s still alive,” Forrus feared.


  “But that attack was right in her face,” Rulo nervously pointed out. “How could she still be alive? She was hit with it!”


  “She dodged it,” Mika softly said in horror. “She dodged the attack’s hit at the last moment.”


  Aeon looked to her hand and slowly formed it into a fist, flexing her fingers afterwards with distorted waves of energy rippling outward from them before turning her glowing eyes down to Mika again. The human started to lift her sword up only to then notice it was gone from her hand. Almost immediately the blade was struck right through her from behind, a strained cry coming from the woman as she saw the blood-soaked steel piercing outward through her chest armor. Everyone watched in surprise as Aeon had suddenly appeared behind Mika while having the hunter’s sword rammed through the human.


  “Mika!” Hollia cried out.


  Mika screamed with blood coming from her mouth before shakily looking back to Aeon as the chronofly held onto her shoulder.


  “Stupid human,” Aeon scorned.


  Mika’s legs wobbled before she dropped to her knees, her hands slowly reaching up to the sword sticking out of her chest while she felt her strength quickly leaving her. Aeon yanked the blade out with a slick crunch, with Mika coughing out more blood as she stared at the hole in her armor in shock, then slowly walked around to the human’s front and held the sword up to strike her down with.


  “Nothing can stop my rule,” Aeon vowed. “It is destiny. It is preordained by the fates of Eden. I am the queen of this world. And nobody, nobody, will take that from me!”


  Mika slowly looked up to see Aeon glaring at her with glowing eyes while her wings gave off a haunting glow. The chronofly remained poised to finish the hunter off while Mika struggled to move, her body having almost no strength left in it while blood dripped down her chin.


  “I told you,” Aeon taunted with a cruel smile. “I see everything that happens, everything that ever will happen. You can never beat me, nobody can. Time is my domain, fate is my will, and this world belongs to me. I am the one true queen of Eden. Nobody can take that from me. Nobody! Especially a foolish monster hunter such as yourself! Never mind me keeping your brother as a pet. I’m going to peel him apart when I see him, I’ll be sure to rip out his heart before he dies and send him to the underworld to meet his rapist sister afterwards! But you, you die right now, Mika Harollson!”


  Aeon lifted the sword up high, with Mika seeing images of Max flashing before her eye as she faced the end. The chronofly then swung downward, only to suddenly stop as a sharp root struck outward through her chest with a crunch. Everyone stared in stunned silence, Aeon included, as the bloody root was thrust through the chronofly from behind. Dropping the sword onto the ground with a clank Aeon slowly looked to Mika with blood coming out of her mouth, the human returning the same shocked expression as silence filled the cave. The chronofly then looked over past Daemon and his girls at something, with everyone but Mika who was starting to drift into a daze turning to see large violet flower petals wrapped in a bud growing near the wall. Slowly the flower opened up, revealing the guardian of the chronofly tucked inside. Nuci rose up with her violet hair flowing down behind her, her eyes slowly opening with tears seen in them while her heartbroken expression was easily noticed by all.


  “Who… is that?” Rulo slowly asked.


  “The guardian of the City of Eden here,” Daemon answered.


  “Nuciferyne!” one of the desuwraiths cheered with a hop.


  “She’s alive! Yay!”


  “We were so worried about her! And us! But mostly her!”


  “She’s the guardian of the Dark Queen?” Sasha questioned.


  Everyone looked over to see Aeon staring in shock at Nuci, the alurane merely looking back with teary eyes and a quiet whimper while having one of her roots spiked up from the ground and piercing the chronofly through the heart.


  “You…” Aeon breathed out. “Weren’t… supposed… to do… that…”


  “I’m so sorry,” Nuci wept. “I’m sorry, Aeon. I really am.”


  “No,” Aeon coughed as Nuci’s root slowly pulled out of her and slinked back into the ground. The chronofly wavered before dropping to her knees, her wings drooping low behind her as she shakily held a hand over her bloody wound.


  “You… can’t… kill me…” Aeon softly droned. “You’re… not destined… to kill… anyone…”


  Mika’s vision blurred before focusing to see Aeon staring at her in stunned silence, the chronofly then dropping to the side with a thump while her eyes went out of focus. The human slowly looked up as her eye fluttered closed, wavering slightly on her knees for a moment longer before dropping to the other side amidst the silence in the cave.


  *****


  Mika’s eye slowly opened along with a weak groan escaping her lips, the world coming into focus to show she was inside a smaller underground room within the ant girls’ nest. She noticed a few torches lit in the chamber, showing several ant girls who had their hands chained above their heads while they sat back against the walls of the room along with herself. Seated on the hard ground she slowly looked up to see the thick shackles and chains that kept her hands bound together, her gaze then turning down to her chest where her armor had been removed to reveal her bloodied shirt with a hole above her breasts. She saw her skin appearing perfectly fine through the tear, her wound inflicted by Aeon having vanished entirely while her shoulder too was no longer throbbing in pain or baring a large cut in it.


  “He shouldn’t have done that,” Rulo spoke up, with Mika turning to see the orc along with Saffron standing nearby watching her sharply. “I don’t understand why my master saved your sorry ass after what you did.”


  “What happened?” Mika asked.


  “What happened? You nearly damned the world to hell! That’s what happened! You let the Dark Queen out and almost got everyone in Eden killed! What the fuck were you thinking?”


  “She had to die,” Mika scorned.


  “So you risked the lives of everyone in Eden?” Hollia questioned as she stood beside a large steel gate that was opened for her. The centaur slowly walked into the underground jail while two ant girls remained near the door behind her, herself along with Rulo and Saffron watching Mika closely who merely lowered her head in silence.


  “You risked the lives of everyone. Ourselves, yourself, your precious little brother. You risked all of us on a chance that you could slay a Dark Queen, a monster who you knew perfectly well belonged locked away in her crypt because of how dangerous she was. You did all this, simply to hide your dirty secret of your forbidden love of your brother. Do you really believe you did what was right, Mika?”


  “I had to try,” Mika replied.


  “I see,” Hollia mused. “You really are limquar del medsian.”


  “What?”


  “It means ‘fucked in the head’ in our language,” Hollia scoffed. “Mentally unstable or downright insane.”


  “Wouldn’t you-”


  “No, I wouldn’t, Mika!” Hollia shouted. “I understand how you perceive this, how you believe yourself to be just in your decision. However I do not agree with you. If I had the choice to save Maria, my mother, my entire people from the wrath of The Sisterhood should I release and then kill a Dark Queen, if in by doing so I would somehow spare them their dire fate, then I would have to say I wouldn’t do it! I wouldn’t, Mika! That risk is far too great to take, I would have to be the most selfish centaur in the world to test such a gamble!”


  Mika opened her mouth to speak before Hollia knelt down and clamped a hand over it to stop her.


  “And even if I did succeed,” Hollia scorned. “Even if I by some miracle managed to slay a Dark Queen and my family and people were allowed to live again, I couldn’t dare face them afterwards. How could I? I would have just risked the entire world, all of its inhabitants’ lives, for my own desires. I would be mortified with myself and my greed, I would have been shunned by everyone I saved, and I would be forced to run myself through with my own spear in a feeble attempt at redemption for such a reckless and downright despicable decision!”


  Mika stared at her in stunned silence as Hollia drew back and stood up.


  “You risked your own brother’s life with your actions, Mika. The very one you claim to wish to protect. You don’t care about him at all, you only care about how you’re viewed by him and others. You only wish to protect yourself from embarrassment. You’re a horrible sister for him, Mika.”


  “I… but…”


  “You fucked up,” Rulo snorted. “We were lucky her guardian was able to kill her, because if she hadn’t and that Dark Queen got out of here everyone in Eden would have died, including your bratty little brother.”


  “Aeon’s dead?” Mika wondered.


  “Nuciferyne killed her,” Hollia said. “If she hadn’t we would all be dead, and it would be all your fault, Mika. Your brother would have suffered far more than he would have simply knowing the truth about his sister, he would have gone through hell itself all because of your blind foolishness.”


  Mika lowered her head remorsefully while closing her eye, feeling her heart aching from their words while cursing herself from the truth of them. Hollia shook her head then glanced to Rulo and Saffron while crossing her arms.


  “However,” Hollia reluctantly continued. “We do owe you credit for something, Mika.”


  The hunter slowly looked up to see the centaur eyeing her with a solemn expression.


  “Though your actions were very misguided and selfish, something wondrous has come of it. The Dark Queen is dead. That’s one less horror in Eden to be concerned with. As angry as we are for what you did, you did also lend a hand in putting that monster to rest once and for all.”


  “But… I failed to kill her,” Mika lamented looking back down.


  “I never said you were the hero of the story, Mika. You just presented the opportunity for another to become one. Bottom line, you did screw up, there’s no defending that. But there are only three Dark Queens in Eden now instead of four. That’s something we are thankful for.”


  Hollia turned to walk out of the room then glanced back to Mika, having a glimmer of sympathy for the human in her eye.


  “You were fortunate things worked out this time, Mika. But luck won’t always be on your side. You have a gift with your magical prowess, your courage in the face of danger is commendable, it’s only because of your singlemindedness that you keep falling further in life.”


  Mika turned her gaze towards the centaur as Rulo and Saffron walked over to her, the three girls watching the human who seemed at a loss for words.


  “I wish you luck, Mika,” Hollia said.


  “For what?” Mika softly replied.


  “For getting back onto your feet. You’ve fallen quite hard and far now. I’m not sure how you could possibly atone for what you did, or how you could even look your sibling in the eye after you risked his very life without thinking. I wish you luck with moving forward now. You’ll certainly need it.”


  The three girls left the jail, with the steel door being closed and locked with a clank behind them. The ant girls still in the room watched Mika in silence, seeing her lowering her head while starting to quietly cry. She slumped down against the wall with her hands held up above her, her heart breaking at the realization of just how much danger she nearly cast the world and her little brother into because of her reckless actions.


  “I’m so sorry, Max,” she whimpered. “I’m sorry for everything, I’m sorry for not being there for you, I’m… I’m sorry being a monster myself. I just… I can’t lose you. I can’t bear to lose you too. If something threatens to take you away from me I just… I just lose all self-control and common sense. Please forgive me.”


  Hollia, Rulo, and Saffron made their way through the nest together, passing numerous ant girls that were once again busy scurrying about with their work in every direction in the tunnels. Many stopped to squeak and salute Saffron along the way, the lieutenant merely nodding and waving back while walking forward with the orc and centaur.


  “So,” Hollia mentioned glancing to the longhaired ant girl. “What was that business of you kissing my knight the way you did earlier?”


  “Yeah,” Rulo snorted with a glare at the ant girl. “That’s right. What the hell were you thinking kissing my master like that?”


  Saffron merely showed a mischievous smile while slowly licking her lips, the girl squeaking once afterwards and keeping her eyes forward as she calmly walked between the two girls. Rulo growled loudly before she snatched up the ant girl by her collar and held her off the ground, something that instantly got the attention of all surrounding ant girls as they quickly stopped and tensed up while Saffron merely watched Rulo with a blank expression on her face.


  “Nobody kisses my master like that!” Rulo shouted while shaking the girl about. “How dare you do that to him, and right in front of me too! I’m going to beat the shit out of you for that, you stupid bug!”


  “I’m surprised you just now remembered what she did,” Hollia said with a raised eyebrow. She blinked then looked around the tunnel while Rulo was shaking and berating Saffron, the centaur then walking off while having her hands held up defensively. She made her way over towards a bend then looked back just in time to see all the ant girls in the tunnel swarming Rulo with loud squeaking, the monsters getting into a wild brawl with dust kicking up and rocks flying about.


  “Also surprised you’d pick a fight with Saffron when all her subordinates are literally five feet from you on all sides,” Hollia flatly added. Shaking her head she then trotted off while more ant girls rushed over to join the fight against the pissed off orc. After trotting deeper into the nest she came upon the entrance to the City of Eden, the cavern being filled with the sorrowful wails of someone that many ant girls were gathered around.


  Hollia slowly approached the front of the crowd, passing curious ant girls and coming up next to the three desuwraith sisters who stood together with concerned looks on their faces. Glancing to the side she saw Daemon also watching the sight with a solemn expression while Sasha stood behind him with her face buried in his back and hands gripping his shirt, the cambion returning the look before they watched the crying alurane before them.


  “I’m so sorry, Aeon,” Nuci wept, the woman having moved herself over to where the chronofly had been struck down in the cave while having more of her roots seen sprawled up through the dirt around her. The alurane was knelt down in her flower bud, arms holding Aeon tenderly in her lap as the chronofly remained motionless with a few tendrils gently wrapped around her chest and shoulders. Below the Dark Queen the ground had various purple and green flowers blooming, all of them appearing to cradle the woman’s body and wings while keeping them from touching the dirt.


  “I’m so sorry I had to do that,” Nuci whined with eyes shut tight. “Please forgive me, I didn’t want to. I never wanted to do such a thing. I never wanted any of this to happen.”


  “What’s going on?” Hollia quietly asked.


  “She’s sad Aeon’s dead,” one of the desuwraith’s said.


  “She’s really sad she’s dead.”


  “I’ve never seen her so sad before.”


  “But why?” Hollia questioned. “Why does she care for the Dark Queen so much? My knight? Do you know the reason?”


  “I don’t,” Daemon answered shaking his head. “However I have wondered. She’s openly expressed fondness towards the chronofly before, not exactly a trait a guardian to a Dark Queen would possess.”


  “Sasha?” Hollia said looking to the reptile girl. “Are you feeling remorse about this turn of events as well?”


  “No,” Sasha snapped. “I’m feeling dead inside after I attacked my master like that. I’m so sorry, master! I never wanted to do such a thing, I swear!”


  “I know you didn’t,” Daemon said glancing back to her. “I’ve already told you I understood why you did what you did. It’s alright, you needn’t concern yourself about it.”


  “But I hurt you,” Sasha whined. “I hurt you… I can never forgive myself for that! I shouldn’t have done such a horrible thing, I never should have enacted on that inexcusable idea that popped into my head. How can I make it up to you, master? Please, tell me what to do! I’ll do anything you ask!”


  “Just forget about it and get off me,” Daemon answered. “And stop crying, there’s no need for your tears.”


  “This is all Mika’s fault,” Sasha hissed as she leaned back a little, revealing a murderous glare as her tail shook behind her. “If it wasn’t for her none of this would have happened! I’m going to kill that girl!”


  She turned to run out of the cave to do just that before Daemon quickly grabbed her hand and pulled her back.


  “You need to calm yourself, Sasha,” Daemon ordered. “Don’t let your anger control you like this.”


  “Why did you heal her?” Sasha demanded. “She’s the cause of all this suffering and pain tonight, she nearly had the world handed over to that Dark Queen on a silver platter, and she made me draw your blood in order to subdue her! Why did you show her mercy after all she’s done?”


  “I’m not showing her mercy,” Daemon corrected shaking his head. Sasha looked at him curiously as did Hollia, the swordsman turning his eyes over to Nuci and Aeon as the alurane continued crying her heart out over the fallen queen.


  “She made a very grave error, one that would have cost not only the life of her beloved sibling but also all those of the world. Mika isn’t an evil person at heart, there was no ill-intention behind her actions, she wants to do good in her life. What she did this time however is going to hurt her far worse than anything I could do to her. This is a mistake she’s going to live with for the rest of her life.”


  “I see,” Hollia softly mused. “You are punishing her for her sin. You’re making her live with it.”


  “Killing her would be showing her mercy,” Daemon said to Sasha. “This is something she will live with. How she could atone for such a sin I’m not sure of, that’s up to her to figure out. However I’m sure she won’t choose to end her life to spare herself the pain, she’ll wish to see her brother again and not be viewed as a demon in his eyes. She’ll want to seek forgiveness and redeem herself. Let her try, that fight is something she has the right to take on.”


  Sasha lowered her head with a growl, seeming to struggle against dashing out of the room and slaughtering the hunter for her actions regardless. Daemon then lifted her chin to face his gaze, his eyes staring directly into hers as she gently took hold of his hand.


  “The Dark Queen is dead. We’re all alive still. The world isn’t ending tonight. Despite Mika’s blunder everything turned out okay for us. No sense in cursing what was done, all we can do is move forward.”


  “I still don’t like her,” Sasha muttered.


  “I’d imagine a lot of people here don’t,” Daemon replied with a shrug. “At any rate, let your anger go and leave her be with her fault. Isn’t that the reptile girl way? To let others live with the shame of their defeat?”


  “Yes, master,” Sasha said with a nod. She took a slow breath then smiled timidly at the swordsman while shifting her hips slightly. “At least I got to taste heaven itself from your touch earlier. I’m never going to forget that feeling for as long as I live.”


  “I am sorry for treating you like that so suddenly,” Daemon mentioned. “It was callous, even if it was only to-”


  “Don’t you dare apologize for what you did. Never mind subduing Aeon with your actions, I’m eternally thankful I got to experience you doing that to me for real instead of just in my dreams. And I do implore you to touch me however you want should you ever wish to, I would love nothing more than to receive your touch more often.”


  “Sasha,” Daemon said, then fell silent as the reptile girl sighed softly and nodded.


  “I know, we need to stay focused with your quest. I’m just telling you the truth with how I feel.”


  Daemon gently held her cheek as she gazed into his eyes, the swordsman then turning to see Nuci crying with Aeon in her arms while Sasha gently rested her head against his back again. Hollia smiled a little at Daemon and Sasha then looked over to see Forrus and Scay standing next to the steel platform watching something other than the weeping alurane. She then noticed Tabitha was on the stage tapping the steel with her fist as she appeared to be examining it closely.


  “Tabitha?” Hollia asked trotting over to the two other monster girls. “What are you doing?”


  “What does it look like?” Tabitha snapped while crawling around on the platform and hitting it in different places. “I’m trying to figure out how this thing opens up again.”


  “But why?”


  “Hello!” the neko shouted at her. “The City of Eden is down there, completely unguarded and filled with untold riches! All that’s stopping anyone from grabbing what wonders that place has is this stupid gate!”


  “But, Tabitha,” Scay worried. “The City of Eden is a long way down from here. It’s really far down.”


  “Let her jump then,” Forrus muttered. “Cats always land on their feet, right?”


  “They do?” Scay curiously asked her. “I didn’t know that. I usually land on my head when I try.”


  “Tabitha, I don’t believe you can go down there now,” Hollia said shaking her head. “The doors only opened when the lift came back up.”


  “Then how do we get it to come back up again?” Tabitha yelled stomping on the gate. “This isn’t funny! There’s an entire city of lost treasure down there and this stupid thing won’t open now that the fucking queen is gone! This isn’t fair!”


  “Is gold all you ever think about?” Forrus scoffed.


  “I’m not thinking about just gold, you stupid mutt,” Tabitha hissed at her. “There could be anything down there, anything your feeble mind could even begin to dream of! I’d be the richest and most famous neko in Eden if I could get my hands on that treasure!”


  “Again…” Forrus flatly said.


  Hollia watched Tabitha stomping on the steel gate with frustrated meows, the neko then resorting to literally clawing at the platform in any attempt to open the doors again. After rolling her eyes at the neko’s singlemindedness Hollia then turned to see Rulo and Saffron standing nearby, with the orc having several lumps and bruises on her face along with a stubborn scowl. Saffron merely blew her bangs away from her eyes with a calm appearance, having not a single scratch on her while standing behind them were several more ant girls with stern expressions and clenched fists that kept a close eye on Rulo.


  “So,” Hollia innocently said. “What did you learn?”


  “Fuck off,” Rulo snapped.


  “So nothing, I see,” Hollia mused, then glanced to Saffron with a raised eyebrow. “As for you, you are indeed safe here in your nest with your fellow sisters. However a fair warning to you, should you overstep your boundaries with my knight again while not in the company of your sisters you will be in deep trouble. And not just by this orc.”


  Saffron merely watched the centaur holding a sharp eye on her then squeaked with a smirk. Hollia and Rulo exchanged cautious glances then turned their focus towards Nuci as she continued crying with Aeon held dearly in her arms.


  “Why is she crying?” Rulo asked wiping some blood from her nose. “Shouldn’t she be happy the Dark Queen is dead? We should be celebrating here.”


  “She appears to have had some bond with the Dark Queen,” Hollia guessed. “Though how that could be I have no idea.”


  “What, she liked that evil bitch?” Rulo snorted. “Was she that lonely down here?”


  “She had us,” one of the desuwraiths said. “She wasn’t alone down here.”


  “We were always there for her, we liked her.”


  “We’re her best friends. We have been for a super long time.”


  Daemon slowly walked up to the alurane with Sasha sticking close to his side, the two seeing Nuci sobbing while tenderly holding Aeon’s head on her lap. The chronofly’s wings lay spread out on the bedding of flowers beneath her, the alurane’s vines and tendrils gently holding the queen as Nuci herself was doing.


  “Why is it you cry for her?” Daemon asked. Nuci slowly looked up to him with heartbroken eyes as the swordsman knelt down in front of her. “You know what she was, better than anyone else in the world. You know the danger she posed to Eden, what she would have done had she flown free from this underground domain. How is it you care for her so deeply even knowing that?”


  Nuci remained silent while gently brushing Aeon’s bangs away from her face, the alurane then looking back down to the chronofly and speaking not a word to the cambion.


  “I can’t say I’m sorry for her demise,” Daemon solemnly continued. “And I don’t think you can blame those among us that will breathe in relief that the Dark Queen is dead. However, for whatever reason you may have for your feelings, I will voice a silent prayer for Aeon if only to help ease your pain.”


  “You don’t have to,” Nuci quietly said. “I know such a prayer would be hollow coming from you, I can’t expect you to truly wish for her soul to find peace. Thank you for your compassion towards me, even though I must appear to be crazy to you in mourning her death. I understand how this must look to all.”


  “Why do you care about her?” Sasha asked. “Should the reaper ever be slain I’m certain my master wouldn’t shed a single tear for her, nor would I or anyone I could even imagine. Why do you care about Aeon like this?”


  “I have my reasons,” Nuci cryptically replied. “I don’t expect anyone else to understand them, nor do they have to. I know that Aeon being removed from this world will incite relief and possibly joy in all of you, and I can’t condemn that. She truly would have torn apart Eden with her chrono magic, she would have ended so many lives and brought endless suffering to many more. I’m not blind to this.”


  “Yet you still weep for her?” Daemon questioned.


  “I’ve cried for her long before she met her end today,” Nuci told him. “Long before you were even born, Daemon Warrick. Aeon… was someone truly special to me from the day I came into this world. Long before you ever learned to hold a sword, before the state of this world was so dire, before… before the Dark Queens even stood in Eden.”


  Daemon and the surrounding monster girls watched her curiously as the alurane turned her saddened eyes down to Aeon, her hand gently caressing the chronofly’s cheek as a tear rolled down hers.


  “Before the Dark Queens even stood in Eden?” Sasha repeated.


  “You wouldn’t understand, nor would it matter,” Nuci sighed. “They’re just memories to me, they always have been. Nothing more now. I don’t expect you to offer any prayers towards this Dark Queen, nor do I expect you to show mercy towards the others. That isn’t in your place, nor shall it ever be.”


  “Yet you would?” Daemon wondered. “You would deem the Dark Queens worthy of receiving mercy and compassion?”


  Nuci remained silent as she cradled Aeon’s head in her lap. After a while she nodded and looked to him with worried eyes.


  “Yes. I made a promise to my mother long ago, that I would never kill anyone. I would never kill anyone no matter what and always try to find the good in everyone I meet. This was a promise that I held dear and above all else. There have been many times in the past that it has hindered me acting as a guardian you would have surely been, but it was a promise that I wished to uphold regardless.”


  “Why were you this one’s guardian?” Sasha questioned. “You seem like too gentle of a soul to be entrusted with this task.”


  “Perhaps I am. I detest violence and absolutely condemn the act of killing others. I couldn’t even kill Mika when she came for the key to release Aeon. Well, I could have. Easily. But I didn’t want to. I wouldn’t let myself do it, even though it meant she would unlock the seal. I just couldn’t bring myself to end another’s life.”


  “But you killed Aeon,” Hollia pointed out.


  “I had no choice,” Nuci lamented. “It was apparent she would have killed you all, escaped here into Eden to bring a horrible reign to the world, and brought suffering to all those that resided in it. There was no stopping her… no reasoning with her… no reminding her…”


  “Reminding her of what?” Sasha asked.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Nuci said looking down again. “I tried so long to reach her… for so long I tried to reach out to her… but it didn’t matter. She was gone. She always was… I just didn’t want to see it.”


  Daemon watched the alurane carefully while the other girls exchanged puzzled looks with each other.


  “If you would all be so kind,” Nuci gently said. “Could you allow me to be alone with Aeon right now? I understand you all won’t feel any sympathy towards her and I can’t blame you, but if you must celebrate her passing please do so away from here. Let me stay with her a little longer in peace, so that I may say goodbye and pray for her soul.”


  “If that is what you wish,” Daemon replied standing up. “We’ll leave you be.”


  “And tell Mika I’m not mad at her,” Nuci added. “I can tell she’s a good soul, she was just hurting from what Aeon was tormenting her with. She must have had her reasons for doing what she did, and I doubt it was for any malicious intention.”


  “You may not be mad at her, but we sure are,” Rulo grunted.


  “I agree with you that she’s a good soul,” Hollia admitted crossing her arms. “Doesn’t change the fact she needs to use her head more before acting so foolishly.”


  “That and she’s an idiot who nearly brought about the end of the world,” Forrus dryly added.


  “She’ll pay the price for her actions,” Sasha spoke up. “She’ll live with the guilt and shame of her poor decisions. I doubt she’ll be able to face her brother until she atones for what she’s done. Perhaps now she’ll think more clearly and not underestimate those she meets in the world.”


  Daemon watched Nuci gently cradling Aeon in her lap then turned to leave, with his group following after before they all stopped and noticed Tabitha still banging her fists on the steel platform.


  “Tabitha,” Daemon called out, with the neko looking to him with a meow. “Leave the guardian to her mourning in peace.”


  “But the City of Eden is down there unguarded and unlocked!” Tabitha cried out. “I’m not passing this chance up, I need to get down there and see what lies in that city!”


  “You can’t go down there, my dear,” Nuci sighed. “The ancient lift fell into the city along with my flower garden. There’s nothing to take you down there anymore.”


  “What?” Tabitha shouted. “You mean I have to dig in order to get down to that place now? Goddammit, there’s got to be another way!”


  She started banging and scratching frantically on the platform with fevered meows, her tail waving anxiously above her while everyone but Scay watched with dull expressions.


  “Such unrelenting greed in that one,” Forrus scoffed.


  “I say we let her dig herself into a hole and leave her down there,” Rulo oinked.


  “Unfortunately she did save our lives in the monster pit,” Hollia sighed. “I don’t think we have any right to be that cruel to her.”


  “Tabitha?” Scay worried. “I don’t think that’s going to get the doors to open.”


  “And even if that did it’s a long way down to the city,” Sasha dryly pointed out. “Though I suppose that minor detail hasn’t entered her brain yet.”


  Saffron shook her head then squeaked and pointed to the neko. A group of ant girls quickly ran over and grabbed the cat by the arms and legs, all of them then carrying the screaming feline out of the cavern with Scay quickly following after them. Saffron watched them go then looked to Daemon with a proud smile, seeming to awaiting his response to her help. She merely received a silent look from the swordsman before he started walking out along with his group. Saffron chuckled a little then waved all her sisters to leave as well, the ant girls marching out of the room on command while giving the alurane and fallen queen curious looks on the way out. After everyone had left Saffron walked up to Nuci where the three desuwraith sisters remained at her side and squeaked a few times, the alurane slowly looking up to see the monster watching her carefully.


  “You don’t have to seal the cave away if you don’t wish to,” Nuci answered. “Your nest isn’t in any danger, I assure you. You and your sisters are perfectly safe.”


  Saffron nodded then looked down to Aeon, seeing one of the world’s most dangerous monsters lying peacefully on a deathbed of flowers. The ant girl then squeaked at Nuci while tilting her head in question.


  “To explain why she’s special to me would be very difficult,” Nuci gently replied. “She’s someone who… is very precious to me. Someone I’ve known all my life. I know that must not make sense to you, but it’s true. You don’t need to worry though, she’s not going to be harming you or your sisters. She won’t be hurting anyone else ever again.”


  Saffron glanced down to Aeon for a moment then squeaked at Nuci before walking off. The alurane watched the ant girl leave the cave then turned her saddened gaze back down to Aeon while the three desuwraith sisters knelt down around her.


  “Is it okay if we stay?” one of them asked.


  “Yes,” Nuci softly answered. “You can stay with me, girls. I appreciate that.”


  “Was this Dark Queen not really evil?”


  “She was…”


  “But you were friends with her?”


  “Not quite…”


  “You liked her?”


  “Very much…”


  “How come?”


  “Girls… you wouldn’t understand. Nobody could.”


  “Please tell us,” the three pleaded together.


  Nuci sighed and gently brushed Aeon’s hair, taking a moment to admire the chronofly’s face that finally had a peaceful expression that she hadn’t seen on the woman in the longest time. The alurane leaned down and held Aeon dearly, with the desuwraiths watching in silence as Nuci took a shaky breath while she dealt with the passing of someone who was more important to her than anyone would have imagined. Her vines and tendrils hugged the body as she felt her heart aching for the loss, as even though Aeon was known as a Dark Queen to the world, the alurane knew her by another title that she quietly whispered to the fallen chronofly.


  “I love you, mother.”


   


  


  Chapter 5


  Worthy of Their Love


  In the world of Eden everyone went through troubling times at one point or another. Some would experience heartache from losing someone close to them. Others could be subjugated at the hands of lustful monsters that would offer no mercy or rest. And there were those who might fall into depression when life turned bleak and unforgiving around them. Whatever the reasons were these difficult periods could be soul crushing to many, especially if they were left alone to deal with it themselves. Having someone to hold their hand, to comfort them, to remind them that hope wasn’t lost was invaluable. Even those that put on a mask to hide their struggle would need a caring heart to help them carry on.


  After all, everyone needs help lifting their spirit now and again.


  *****


  Sitting atop their enchanted carriage Daniel and Star were gazing up at the night sky together. Nearby Lucky was sitting on a bedding of tall grass as he turned his head one way then another, seeming to be on alert and sensing a disturbing presence nearby despite the calm night under the stars and moon.


  “I wonder if she’ll come back to us tonight,” Daniel pondered. Star mewed while resting her head on his shoulder, her tails gently waving about behind them while she held his hand.


  “It’s one thing to be worried sick about her, it’s a whole different thing being worried sick about her and fearing how she’ll take seeing what remains of her home. What am I supposed to say when she gets here? How can I even begin to say how sorry I am for her loss? What can I do?”


  Star slowly glanced to him while remaining silent, her expression appearing calm while her eyes watched Daniel trying to repress his anxiety the best he could.


  “Honestly, I do feel rather useless here,” Daniel sighed. “I can’t do anything to help guide her back to us, I can’t say anything to soothe her loss from this tragedy, and I can’t even find her while she’s out there somewhere, lost and alone. I can’t do anything for her, I can’t do anything for the girls here who are worried sick about her. I can’t do anything at all, it’s all so-”


  “Stop it,” Star said, with Daniel pausing for a moment before jumping and seeing the jinx showing an irritated scowl at him. “Stop being so weak and afraid. It really makes you less desirable in our eyes.”


  “S-Star?” Daniel stuttered, seeing the jinx yanking her hand away with a scoff then hopping off the ride.


  “You promised to take care of us, remember?” she sharply questioned glancing back to him with a harsh glare. “Or did you just want to fuck us and that’s it? Were those comforting words you spoke only to get us to be your doting sexual relief out here?”


  “Wh… no… I…” Daniel managed to get out, words failing him as the cat spoke in a clear and sharp tongue.


  “It’s nice to know when we need you the most you’re absolutely clueless on what to do,” Star sneered before walking off into the woods. Daniel stared in stunned silence as she left then quickly scrambled off the carriage, dropping to the ground with a thump, and chased after the jinx in the dark forest.


  “Star? Star!” he called out while running blindly through the woods. Beams of moonlight pierced through the branches above, providing only a little light in which to guide his way.


  “We’re counting on you,” Star’s voice said all around him.


  “Star! Where are you? Come back!”


  “We’re depending on you.”


  “Wait, come back! How are you talking right now?”


  “We need you.”


  “Star? Star!”


  Rounding a large tree he quickly came to a stop, his eyes staring in horror at the sight of a large black tar pit resting under the moonlight that had turned into a deep crimson hue while stuck deep within the dark sludge was a familiar centaur.


  “Daniel,” Kroanette whimpered, the sticky black mire having all but swallowed her body up to her chest. She slowly sank with the dark bile gurgling around her, her eyes showing a heartbroken soul behind them as she slowly shook her head.


  “Kroanette,” Daniel breathed out.


  “Why didn’t you come for me?” Kroanette wept. “You promised you would take care of me. You promised you would always be there for me.”


  “Kroanette! Hang on, I’ll get you out!” Daniel shouted. He quickly looked around for anything to pull the centaur out with then turned to see only her head remaining above the sifting black tar.


  “Why didn’t you protect me?” she sniveled. “I needed you and you weren’t there. Why didn’t you come for me? Why didn’t you help me?”


  “Kroanette!” Daniel yelled as he dashed towards the centaur, getting only two steps closer before his feet were stuck in the heavy sludge. He cried out in horror as he watched Kroanette silently slip down into the tar, his painful screams echoing into the shadowy woods as he started to sink down into the dark bile himself.


  “No! I’m sorry, Kroanette! I’m sorry, I wanted to help you! I wanted to save you! Please forgive me! I’m sorry I failed you, I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you! I’m sorry for being so useless to you all!”


  “Stop it!” Star yelled from behind. Daniel looked back to see the jinx standing at the edge of the black pool while watching him with frustration. “Stop letting your emotions control you! Stop condemning yourself! Stop letting us down, Daniel!”


  “Star?” Daniel quietly said.


  “We need you,” Star told him. “We need a man who will take care of us, just like you promised to.”


  “But-” Daniel worried, looking back to where Kroanette sank before Star warped in front of him. The jinx remained atop the tar as if it were solid for her, the cat giving him a hard slap before grabbing his head and forcing him to look at her.


  “Stop blaming yourself for Kroanette leaving! You did not fail her! You did not let her fall! You didn’t do anything wrong! Stop thinking about her dying out there, stop letting go of hope that she’s going to return to us any minute now. You need to have faith that she will return, you have to believe in her! You have to remain firm!”


  Daniel stared at her in stunned silence while feeling greatly confused about what he was seeing and hearing.


  “Stop letting your fear of losing us pull you down,” Star begged. Daniel tried to speak but couldn’t, his eyes fixated on the jinx who was almost crying now while holding onto him. “You promised to take care of us no matter what, so do it. We need you, Daniel. We need you to help us stand in this world, we need you to be a man for us and remain strong, even in the worst of times.”


  “Star… I…” Daniel said, looking down to see his legs sinking further into the tar before she pulled his gaze back onto her again.


  “No matter what you need to own up to your promise,” she ordered. “You can’t give up on that just because one of us runs awry. Even if one of us is truly lost the rest still need you, Daniel. For warmth, for comfort, to cry with, to hope for better days beside. You need to protect us, all of us, from being alone.”


  “Star…”


  “We need you!” Star pleaded. “We need the man who saved us from being alone and miserable in this world, who was stronger than anyone we’ve ever known! Don’t run away from your responsibility to us, don’t forget who you are to us, don’t forget your mates are counting on you! That hasn’t changed at all with recent events and it never will! No matter what happens you can’t let go of us, you can’t!”


  Daniel slowly reached up and held her hands, his body halting from sinking further as the jinx mewled with watery eyes.


  “We’re all scared,” she whimpered. “We’re trying to put on a brave face, we’re trying to push on and hope for the best, but we’re terrified of our family breaking apart. We need you to hold us together, Daniel. We’re only here as we are now because of you. If your will and faith falter… ours will too. We’ll fall apart. Please… stand and help us do the same.”


  Daniel closed his eyes as her words echoed in his head, the moonlight above slowly turning to a soft white while sapphire specks began drifting through the air around them.


  “You have our hearts, Daniel,” Star vowed. Opening his eyes he saw the jinx smiling hopefully at him with a few tears dropping from her cheeks. “You have our strength. We’re here with you, we’ll always be with you. So please, don’t let anything pull you down. Should you fall, we shall follow.”


  Daniel slowly held Star by the back of her head, the two gazing into each other’s eyes for a moment before she pulled him into a kiss. Lifting his feet up Daniel was able to pull free from the tar that hardened and crumbled around his legs. Standing atop the dark ground he held Star close while feeling a familiar pull in his mind from this monster girl’s love. It was all around him, almost as if her aura was everywhere in the forest. After the kiss ended Star took a slow breath, a relaxed sigh escaping her lips before she smiled a little at Daniel.


  “You promised to take care of all of us,” she reminded him with a wink of her green eye. “No matter what. Allow nothing to keep you from doing so. Nothing at all, not even the fear of losing us or even if one of us should indeed fall.”


  “I promise,” Daniel agreed with a nod. “No matter what happens I’ll keep my head held high, I’ll protect each and every one of you with everything I have. I’ll be the knight you all deserve to have, and I’ll take care of you all just as I promised.”


  “All of us, not just one,” Star clarified.


  “All of you, not just one.”


  Star slowly nodded then showed a sultry smile as she shifted her hips around, dropping her skirt down to the ground that was then followed by her tunic she took off. Daniel eyed over the jinx’s figure that was flaunted before him in the moonlight as she held her arms around his neck and brushed her tails against his crotch between her legs.


  “Take care of us,” she breathed while poised to kiss him. “And we’ll take care of you, Daniel. We promise.”


  Daniel pulled her into a kiss while closing his eyes, feeling a pulse of warmth booming around him while sapphire orbs of light began to brighten the forest nearby. Everything then melted away to black, with Daniel then feeling himself lying down while slowly waking up. Opening his eyes he saw Star looking down at him with a loving gaze, the jinx having his head resting on her lap while they were on the front seat of the carriage. Blinking a few times Daniel realized he was now awake, his gaze remaining locked on the jinx who merely tilted her head slightly with a quiet mew. Her hair ruffled in the breeze while her hand gently stroked Daniel’s hair with a delicate touch. With the stars and pale glow of the moon behind an overhead cloud he was able to make out the jinx well enough to see the blush she had on her face and a tear that she quickly wiped away before showing a small smile at him.


  “Star?” he quietly asked. Sitting up on the seat he looked around, seeing Clover standing near the carriage with her quiver and bow slung behind her and a sharp eye keeping watch for their missing centaur. Alyssa was using her magic to create a bedding of flowers for Lucky to lie down on, and also fashioning a canopy overhead with large vines to help conceal the horse in its shadow. Noticing Daniel was now awake Clover walked over and hopped up onto the wheel of the ride to get closer to him, his eyes slowly going over the surrounding area before seeing her showing a worried smile.


  “You okay? You were out for a while.”


  “I don’t even remember falling asleep,” Daniel admitted rubbing his face.


  “Maybe you should go inside and rest. It’s late. We’ll keep watch for Kroanette a little longer.”


  “Are you okay, Daniel?” Alyssa asked as she came closer. “You look really tired.”


  “I guess we have been out here for a while now,” Daniel mused looking up at the night sky.


  “Go inside and get some sleep,” Clover insisted, giving him a light punch on the shoulder before hopping off the ride. “We’ve got this.”


  “We’ll be in later,” Alyssa agreed. “You’d better go inside and stay out of sight. No telling what kind of monsters might be prowling around here at this hour.”


  “Thanks for having faith in me being out here,” Daniel dryly replied.


  “We have nothing but faith in you,” Clover corrected. “You’re out here talking to monsters about living peacefully with humans and changed all our lives for the better in doing so. I have nothing but faith that you can succeed with your quest.”


  “We just don’t want to risk anything happening to you,” Alyssa continued. “You’re very important to us. The most important.”


  “It’s the woman’s job to protect the man, remember?” Clover said. “Go on inside, leave dealing with the danger to us. It’s what we do after all.”


  Daniel noticed the witch and elf showing worried smiles at him before they turned their sights onto the surrounding area, both holding in their uncomfortable sighs while Star continued to watch Daniel closely. After a moment he showed an irritated scowl, something the girls jumped a bit at seeing as his mood suddenly changed.


  “Um, Daniel?” Alyssa worried.


  “I-I didn’t m-mean anything bad by what I said,” Clover hastily defended as Daniel hopped down from the seat. “I was just saying, it’s a woman’s duty to take care of her man.”


  Daniel walked over to Alyssa and lifted the witch up into his arms, the girl yelping before watching him holding her close and turning to Clover with a stern expression.


  “It’s my job to protect my women,” he declared. “You’re all more than important to me, you’re priceless in every regard. I’m not going to go inside and leave my beautiful mates out here alone like this or expect you to be my personal guard and face whatever is out here alone. What kind of man would I be if I did that?”


  “Daniel?” Alyssa wondered before he shook his head at her.


  “You’re all coming inside where I can keep an eye on you.”


  “We’ll be fine out here, Dan,” Clover reassured. “I’ve spent plenty of nights out here alone before.”


  “And the last thing I want is for you to have to do that again,” Daniel argued with her. Clover jumped with a startle as he walked over and held a hand to her cheek. “I want all of you inside our home with me tonight, and that includes you. That’s final.”


  “But-”


  “That’s final, Clover,” Daniel sternly told her. “I know you’re trying to be tough and help with us dealing with Kroanette missing, but I don’t want you out here at night and out of my sight. I want you safe inside with your family and with me.”


  “It’s fine,” Clover reasoned with a troubled smile. “I don’t mind keeping watch out here, really. It’s my job to protect you.”


  “No, it’s my job to protect you,” Daniel countered shaking his head. “You are not a shield for me to hide behind, none of you are. You are my mate that I’m blessed with having. I love you, I want you to stay safe with me, and I’m going to make sure that happens. You three are coming inside with me for the night so I know for a fact you’re safe and sound where you belong.”


  “But… Kroanette…” Clover breathed out.


  “I have faith she’ll be fine out there,” Daniel promised as Clover gently took hold of his hand. “That’s all we can do, believe she’ll be okay. Maybe she’ll find her way back here tonight, maybe Kitten already found her, or maybe we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to find out where she went with Twilight’s help. Until then I’m going to hold onto hope that she’s fine, and I’m going to focus on the only thing I can do with any certainty.”


  “What’s that?” Clover asked before he pulled her into a kiss. Alyssa and Star watched in awe as Daniel not only gave the blushing elf a kiss but a rather powerful one by the look of it. Clover held onto his waist while feeling her heart beating faster, her breath nearly being taken away as her worries about everything else slowly started to fade. Breaking from the kiss her eyes slowly opened to see Daniel smiling knowingly at her, the same look he gave to Alyssa then Star as the girls remained speechless.


  “Take care of my girls,” he answered. “I have a lot of mates who placed their faith and hearts in me, I’d be the worst kind of man in the world if I ignored that or pushed such a responsibility aside for any reason. I need to comfort and protect the ones who mean the world to me, that’s something I’ll always do no matter what.”


  “But… we can’t…” Alyssa worried looking down. “With her gone like this… I mean I would like to, but…”


  “I’m not saying we’re going to have sex tonight, Alyssa,” Daniel reasoned with a gentle smile at the witch, his arms hopping her up a bit as he held her closer to him. “I don’t think any of us are in such a mood tonight with current events. However I’m still going to spend all the time I can with my girls and help them get through this night. It’s my job to take care of you. All of you.”


  “Daniel,” Alyssa whimpered. She quickly held onto him and buried her face in his shoulder, his hand gently rubbing her back as he tenderly cradled his witch. “I’m sorry, I’m trying to be strong and hope that she’s okay, it’s just…”


  “I know,” he gently said while lightly rocking her. “You’re all putting on a strong face to help ease our fears and so I don’t get too worried myself. It’s going to be okay. We’ll see her again, I’m sure of it. Let me handle worrying about my missing mate, you don’t need to shoulder those fears as well.”


  He kissed her head and smiled at the witch as she peeked up at him. He then gave her nose a kiss, something that drew a small smile on her face as he gently cradled the girl in his arms. Turning to Clover he saw her watching him with a timid expression she was trying to hide behind her bangs.


  “I love you all so much. Let me be the strong one here and deal with the burden placed on us. You girls have done more than enough already, let me take care of you and help soothe your reservations. That’s my job. And it’s one I intend to do.”


  “Well… since you’re being so pushy about it,” Clover conceded with a small smile.


  “I am. Now get your beautiful butt inside before I have to drag you in,” Daniel replied, with Clover hopping with a squeak before blushing brightly. “I won’t tell you again, Clover. I want you inside and with me so I can keep a close eye on you.”


  “O-Okay,” she stuttered, turning to walk into the carriage before glancing back to Daniel with a loving eye. Daniel nodded then glanced up to Star who was smiling curiously at him now.


  “Let’s go-” he said before she warped next to him instantly, gently holding onto his arm and resting her head on his shoulder. He paused for a moment then chuckled as the cat mewed with innocent eyes looking up at him.


  “Star,” Daniel finished before heading inside with the three girls. Closing the door behind them he set Alyssa down, knelt before her and wiped a tear from her cheek, kissed her on the lips, then stood up while giving her hat a small tap to tilt it forward. Alyssa giggled as she straightened it again while Star and Clover were watching Daniel curiously, both seeming to wonder what he would do next with this sudden bravado he had. Eyeing over the four main chambers of their home Daniel could feel a sense of uneasiness in the air from those inside. He then decided to venture into the library first, with the three girls quickly following after and keeping close.


  Inside the spacious archive Specca was seated at a table with Luna by her side, the nixie quietly reading a book she had placed before her while seeming to be deep within her own mind. Luna however was fidgeting in her seat while trying to hold her voice in, her cheeks having a soft blush to them while she lurched and twitched now and again. Specca calmly turned a page and continued reading her book, seeming to ignore Luna entirely as the butterfly dropped her head onto the table with a whine, hopped about anxiously, then leaned back while struggling not to scream with short gasps. Specca paid her no mind as she read her story, her eyes instead turning to see Daniel and the girls walking up in front of them.


  “I figured I’d find you in here,” Daniel mused, something that brought a faint smile to the nixie. He then watched Luna in puzzlement along with the other girls as she shook her head with eyes shut tight and arms held around herself in restraint.


  “Luna?” Alyssa asked. “You okay?”


  “What’s with her?” Clover said.


  “I’m trying to be quiet,” Luna whimpered. “Not supposed to be loud in a library.”


  “Why are you having trouble doing that?” Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow. “You feeling okay?”


  “I’m feeling great. Really great. Feeling so good right now.”


  Star meowed and tilted her head in question, herself and everyone but Specca watching as Luna gasped loudly with wide eyes, trembled wildly in her seat, then held a hand over her mouth and quietly squealed into it.


  “Luna? What’s wrong?” Daniel worried.


  “Nothing’s wrong with her, Daniel,” Specca assured.


  “Why does she look like she’s about to pop then?” Clover asked pointing to the shaking butterfly.


  “Someone’s having her dinner,” Specca mused while glancing down to Luna’s lap. Daniel and the girls blinked then walked around the table to her side. Luna was sitting on the chair with her legs opened and a tiny fairy rustling about under her skirt with happy giggles and hungry licks.


  “Oh,” Daniel realized as everyone smiled amusedly. “You’re feeding Pip tonight.”


  “Emmmmmm,” Luna whined with her mouth shut tight, the girl then dropping forward onto the table with a gasp and hands that gripped the bench tightly. “She’s so hungry.”


  “Yes,” Specca chuckled. “She does have a very big appetite for someone her size.”


  “She’s a little glutton alright,” Clover agreed crossing her arms.


  “It’s not so bad feeding her, is it?” Alyssa playfully asked.


  Luna shook a bit then clamped both hands over her mouth as she climaxed with a heavy moan, her wings fluttering behind her as she breathed deeply through her nose.


  “Pip,” Luna whined looking down to her lap. “Are you almost done? I’m really starting to get weak now.”


  “Oh,” Pip said popping her head out from the girl’s skirt. She wiped her mouth then smiled nervously and nodded. “Yes, I’m good now. Sorry. I was actually good a while ago, but you’re so tasty. I couldn’t stop.”


  “Pip,” Luna sighed with a weak smile. The fairy zipped up around her in tight circles before stopping in front of her face and kissing her nose.


  “Thank you for feeding me, Luna.”


  “Sure, Pip. Happy to help,” Luna shakily breathed out before slumping back in the chair with a soft sigh as she almost lost consciousness.


  “You know we do have a dining room for our meals,” Daniel mentioned with a raised eyebrow.


  “Yes,” Specca weakly agreed. “However Snapper is in there with Cindy along with Doku. Cindy was feeding her some leftovers and it was making Pip a little nervous due to her… well, being bite sized for the little swarm.”


  “I see,” Daniel said scratching his head. “I don’t think Cindy would let her eat Pip though. She likes Pip.”


  “I like her too,” Pip agreed holding a hand up. “Um… I’m not sure about Snapper though. She scares me still. I don’t want her to snap me.”


  “Neither do we,” Daniel said while gently taking the fairy into his hand. “Right now I guess it would be too dangerous for you to be near Snapper when she’s eating. Still, I’m sure eventually you could go near her without being in any danger. I mean she didn’t bite any of us during the night, I think she’s slowly learning not to bite everyone she sees.”


  “She bit the crap out of Star earlier,” Clover mentioned glancing to the jinx. Star meowed with an uncomfortable frown while rubbing her rear from one of the youngling’s bites before. “She was okay being held by Luna, Falla, and Doku, but she did not want to be held by Star at all.”


  “She really didn’t like her,” Luna agreed shaking her head while still in a daze. “I don’t know why though. She’s a nice kitty.”


  “She’s still a swarm,” Alyssa reasoned with a shrug. “She’s going to bite all of us at one point or another. She’s done so to Daniel enough times to prove that by now.”


  “I don’t know if Pip will ever truly be safe near her,” Specca worried. “Even if it’s just a playful bite or an accident, Pip would likely not survive if it happens.”


  “I don’t wanna be snapped,” Pip feared. She quickly zipped over and hugged Daniel’s chest with wide arms. “Save me, Daniel! I don’t want to be eaten!”


  “Pip, you’re going to be just-” Daniel said before Pip zipped to the side in a blur and raced into Star’s tunic, the jinx jumping with a yelp then smiling weakly at seeing the fairy popping her head up in her bosom with a happy smile.


  “Boobies!” she cheered nuzzling herself between the mounds. “I’m safe now! Yay!”


  “Fine,” Daniel finished for the sake of doing so.


  “Pip,” Alyssa lectured shaking her head. “Are you saying you weren’t safe with Daniel? He was the one who wanted to protect you, not Star’s boobs. Don’t you love him like he loves you?”


  “But… boobies,” Pip whimpered looking to the cat’s bust with saddened eyes. After a moment she shook her head with a whine and quickly zipped over to Daniel, hugging his face with arms and legs wide and quickly fluttering wings.


  “I love you too, Daniel!” she promised while very close to his eye. “I mean it! You’ll protect me too, won’t you?”


  “Of course, I did promise to do so,” Daniel chuckled before taking the fairy into his hand. He then gave her a light kiss, the fairy hopping with a startle before kissing back with wings buzzing behind her. When it ended Pip slowly opened her eye with a giggle before dropping back onto his palm.


  “I like when you kiss me,” she said holding her cheeks.


  “I like it too,” Daniel mused while gently brushing aside her hair with one finger to see both her eyes. “I dare say we should do it more often, if you would like.”


  “Yay!” Pip hailed, and then quickly zipped around Daniel’s head in a blue blur. She whizzed in tight circles a few times then darted down into Specca’s shirt with a gleeful cheer. “Boobies!”


  “Pip,” Specca tiredly sighed, shaking her head at the fairy rustling about under her shirt. She then smiled weakly at Daniel with a shrug, him and the other girls watching the fairy with amused smiles. “Well, at any rate we came in here so Pip could feed in peace and I could relax with a nice book. Reading always helps calm my nerves, especially now that…”


  Trailing off with that sentence Specca turned her gaze down to the book while her smile faded. Pip popped her head up above the nixie’s shirt with a worried frown at the girl, the fairy then seeing Daniel walking over and holding Specca from behind.


  “She’s going to be fine, Specca,” Daniel promised.


  “I don’t suppose you saw her outside before coming in, did you?” Specca knowingly asked while gently taking hold of his arm.


  “No. Neither she nor Kitten have come back yet.”


  “I don’t know why I’m getting so worried like this,” Specca said while trying to force a smile. “Kroanette’s always getting herself lost during our travels. It’s how we first met her in fact. This is just her losing her way at yet another important time. I’m sure she’ll be fine. She has to be.”


  Daniel gently kissed her head then noticed the other girls showing troubled frowns again. After thinking for a moment Daniel then turned Specca’s head back so she looked up at him, her eyes having a few tears in them as she saw Daniel smiling curiously down at her.


  “What does it take to be a legendary courier?” he asked, getting only a puzzled stare from the nixie.


  “What?” Alyssa wondered.


  “Specca, what does it take to be a legendary courier?” Daniel asked again.


  “Legendary courier?” she bewilderedly replied. “Daniel, there’s no such thing as that. That’s simply the fictitious title Kroanette gave herself.”


  “What does it take to be one?” Daniel quizzed her yet again.


  “I don’t understand,” Specca said shaking her head a little.


  “It’s not simply making all her deliveries on time,” Daniel explained, gently running his fingers through her hair while Pip flew up out of her shirt and fluttered beside him. “The reason Kroanette always calls herself that was because she wanted to be a legendary courier among centaurs, not just a reliable one. So tell me, what would make her legendary to earn that title?”


  “Um…” Specca said before shrugging. “I haven’t the faintest.”


  “Any guesses, girls?” Daniel asked glancing to the others.


  “Legendary courier?” Clover wondered. “I honestly don’t understand how a courier could be legendary.”


  “Beats me,” Alyssa agreed with a shrug.


  Star merely scratched her head in puzzlement as she pondered that question as well.


  “Can I get a hint?” Pip asked raising her hand.


  “Sure,” Daniel said looking back down to Specca. “Specca, how would you describe someone that’s legendary?”


  “Someone who’s very distinguished and well-known,” she reasoned. “Who’s celebrated and respected among others for surpassing normal expectations or even exceptional ones.”


  “She wants to be a great courier,” Daniel praised. “Better than great even. She wants to be the best. She wants to be the fastest centaur in all of Eden. She even gave up her right to Ruhelia’s throne all so she could chase after her dream with all four legs.”


  Daniel guided Specca up out of her seat to face him, holding the nixie close around her waist while her tail slowly coiled around his leg.


  “And in order to do that, there’s one thing she can’t do,” he knowingly told her.


  “What’s that?”


  “Fail,” Daniel answered. “She can’t be beaten by anything, she can’t be held back by anything, and she can’t be stopped by anything. To live up to being a legendary courier she would have to be unstoppable as a courier, nay, a centaur. That dream and ambition is part of her very soul, something she would never give up on.”


  “But what does that have to do with her being out there alone with dangerous monsters roaming nearby?” Specca desperately asked as she held onto his vest.


  “I believe she is a legendary courier,” Daniel said holding her cheek. “She may get lost from time to time, but she never gives up with running forward. She never sits still to complain or mope. And when she heard about her home being attacked she took off like a bat out of hell to get here. Specca, nothing will stop her from coming back to us. She can’t be stopped. Not by getting lost. Not by wicked monsters. Not even by the merciless weather itself. That’s what makes her legendary. She cannot be stopped by anything from running forward and getting to where she wants to be.”


  “Daniel,” Specca breathed out. She wiped the tears from her eyes then nodded as she rested her head against his shoulder. “You’re right. Even when she got lost she just kept on running until she found us again. She’s never once stood still when things got rough.”


  “My mate Kroanette is a legendary courier,” Daniel agreed as he held the nixie close. “She will return to us, and faster than any other centaur could. I have complete faith in that.”


  “Yes, she will,” Specca said, taking a slow breath before leaning back and smiling at him. “She is a legendary courier after all. And when she gets back we’ll tell her just that.”


  “And then we’ll never hear the end of it,” Daniel finished as he wiped a tear from her cheek. Specca let out a giggle before holding a hand over her mouth. “Glad that lifted your spirits, Specca. Things will be okay, you’ll see. She’ll come home again, either on her own or if we find her first. Either way she won’t stop in getting back to us, so we shouldn’t stop having faith in her finding her way here.”


  “Thank you, Daniel,” Specca said looking down. “I was finding very little comfort in the book I was reading, I’m glad you’re here to hold me like this and calm my mind.”


  “You’ve helped keep my mind focused and clear in the past many times,” Daniel reminded her. “Clarity is your gift you’ve bestowed upon me when I needed it the most. The very least I can do in return is help calm your mind when you need it.”


  “Daniel, I love you,” Specca said before pulling him into a kiss. The girl held onto his chest while her tail wrapped tightly around his leg, all while he kept the nixie in his arms and felt her aura brightening again from his caring and reassuring words.


  “That’s so beautiful!” Luna sobbed before tearing leaves off her skirt and blowing her nose with them. “He said such wonderful things about Kroanette, and they were all true! I wish he’d say those kinds of things about me too!”


  “How many leaves do you have on that thing anyway?” Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow.


  Daniel and Specca broke from their kiss and smiled amusedly at the butterfly girl who was watching them with very watery eyes and quivering lips.


  “What are you talking about?” Daniel said shaking his head. “I’ve always said you’re my special butterfly.”


  “Um,” Clover said with a stunned look at him. “Dan? When you say that…”


  “Not in that way,” Daniel corrected her with a smirk. “Luna is one of the most gentlest and loving girls I know in Eden. The mere fact her aura fills me with such joy and appreciation for being alive is proof enough that her heart and soul are as pure as they come. Her smile alone always lights me up inside and always will.”


  “REALLY?” Luna yelled as she bolted off the chair, tackled Daniel to the ground, and started laughing like a deranged murderer with wide, twitching eyes. “YOU MEAN IT? I MAKE YOU HAPPY? LIKE REALLY HAPPY HAPPY HAPPY? I DO?”


  Daniel just stared at her with a calm expression while standing near him Specca was slowly shaking her head at the laughing girl who shook about in her hysteria. The others glanced to each other and just shrugged, since seeing this wasn’t exactly out of the ordinary for them at this point, then watched Daniel sitting up and gently taking hold of Luna’s cheeks. The girl giggled wildly through her teeth before he pulled her into a kiss, her wings fluttering like crazy behind her for a moment then slowly calming down as she did. After the kiss ended Daniel lightly caressed the girl’s cheeks as she had a timid smile on her face now.


  “I told you. Your smile lights me up inside every time I see it. I’d do anything to keep you happy in life, Luna.”


  Luna quickly hugged him with a flutter of her wings, with him holding her close and feeling her aura brightening as well in his mind.


  “Thank you, Daniel,” she said before giving him another kiss.


  “So is Kroanette going to be okay?” Pip asked the others.


  “She’ll be fine,” Clover assured her. “You heard Dan. We’ll see her again soon. This is where she belongs after all.”


  “Yes,” Specca agreed. “And nothing will keep her from running at full speed towards her home here.”


  “Except of course her horrible navigation skills,” Alyssa commented. She was immediately whacked in the back of the head by Star, the witch dropping forward with a thump while the other girls sighed and shook their heads at her. Star meowed down at the witch with annoyance as Alyssa climbed back onto her feet with a low growl at the jinx.


  “Hey,” Daniel spoke up, with the girls turning to see him watching them with a raised eyebrow while Luna was nuzzling against his shoulder. “Let’s keep the fighting to zero tonight, okay? We need each other right now, so don’t push anyone away in the least.”


  Star and Alyssa nodded before glancing to each other with very quiet scoffs. Daniel and Luna got back onto their feet, with Pip zipping around them and landing down in the butterfly’s bosom, before Specca quickly ran over and held onto his arm again.


  “Now then,” he said while offering his other arm to Luna. The girl giggled as she took hold of it before he winked at the other girls near them. “Let’s go see how the rest of our family is doing tonight. There’s a bit of gloom in the air still, we should try to clear it before Kroanette arrives.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Alyssa agreed.


  “Whatever you say, Dan,” Clover said with a caring smile.


  Star nodded and meowed to that as well before Daniel led the girls out of the library. Stepping into the main court he glanced around at the other three chambers, hearing silence coming from the bedroom, laughter and screeching coming from the dining room, and soft voices along with splashing coming from the bathing room. Daniel then chose to enter the bathing room next with his girls following along as they felt their spirits lifting in his company.


  Sitting on the edge of their bath with her feet kicking every now and again Falla’s unfocused gaze remained on the rippling water, her wings drooping low behind while her expression was downtrodden just as it had been since she came into the room earlier. Standing in the water nearby Squeak was slowly washing her abdomen while having only a few suds covering her body in some places, the ant girl also having a distant look in her eye as she wasn’t so much cleaning herself but rather seemed lost in thought just as her co-mate was.


  “I remember when I only used to think about getting a man to get pregnant with,” Falla said, with Squeak glancing to her curiously. “Never thought about having him love me in the slightest, or even have someone to love at all other than my own child. Now I have a man who means the world to me, and co-mates who make me so happy to have with us.”


  She took a shaky breath then covered her eyes as Squeak started walking closer.


  “Now I have Daniel, a man who loves and cares for me like I’m a normal girl in this world. I have you, someone who makes me feel safe and cherished when you hold me. I have my sister, the only family I had before meeting any of you. And… I have Kroanette, a centaur who being lost out there is making my heart ache so badly.”


  Squeak came closer in front of the butterfly and gently lowered her hands, seeing the teary eyes of Falla staring back at her as she tried to keep her voice steady.


  “I never would have been this scared or worried about a centaur before or anyone else besides my sister. I suppose I should be glad I can feel this way; it shows just how much you girls mean to me. And at the same time… it’s killing me inside not knowing if Kroanette is safe or in trouble or… worse. This pain… it hurts so bad. Losing her like this is tearing into me, so much worse than I thought it could. Is this what Clover went through with losing Zoey? Is this how she felt losing her?”


  “No,” Clover said, with Falla and Squeak turning to see Daniel and the girls standing nearby with empathetic looks towards them. “Zoey died. I lost her forever. That pain was way worse than this. Kroanette’s just lost again. She’s going to come back. This is only us worrying ourselves sick over her, which isn’t so bad in comparison to what I went through with losing Zoey.”


  “She’s going to be okay, sister,” Luna reassured. “You’ll see. She’ll be back before you know it.”


  “I wish I could share your optimism, Luna,” Falla sighed. “I really do. I’ve been telling myself over and over again that she’s going to be fine, that she’s just lost and is late getting here. But still… this is different from all the other times she got turned around out there. There’s really bad monsters out there now, ones that killed her family and could do the same to her next if they find her. I can’t stop worrying about her or fearing that she’s… she’s…”


  Squeak held Falla’s cheek with a remorseful frown then squeaked at the others a few times. Daniel let go of Luna and Specca and walked over behind Falla, watching as the girl quietly whimpered with dwindling hope for their missing centaur. Kneeling down he then held the butterfly close with his arms around her, her hand slowly rising up to hold onto his as she leaned back and sighed softly.


  “I heard you sang Snapper a lullaby,” Daniel said. Falla glanced to him as he had his eyes closed and head resting next to hers. “Earlier today, you sang one for her and helped calm her down when she was riled up.”


  “Yeah, I did,” Falla admitted.


  “Can you sing it again? I want to hear it.”


  “Now?”


  “Please? For me?”


  Falla closed her eyes as the girls behind them stepped closer, everyone watching as the butterfly remained silent for a while before she started singing her lullaby in a soft and gentle tune.


  “La la laa, la la la, la lah la laaa. La la la, lah lah, lah la la laa, la la laa.”


  Falla repeated the song a few times with everyone listening closely, her words sounding kind even though her voice betrayed how she really felt inside which was depressed and afraid. When she finished and fell quiet Daniel hugged Falla close and kissed her cheek, the girl only showing a faint smile from the gesture as she opened her eyes slightly.


  “Thank you, Falla. That was wonderful. It’s such a soothing song.”


  “I don’t remember the words for it,” Falla explained. “My mother used to sing it to Luna and I when we were little, it always made us smile and forget our troubles when she did. I have the melody stuck in my head still, but the words… I can’t remember what they were.”


  “It’s still beautiful coming from your voice,” Daniel praised.


  “Thank you, Daniel.”


  “You’re going to sing it for our daughter, aren’t you?”


  “Of course I will,” Falla promised as she snuggled back against him.


  “And for Luna’s.”


  “Of course,” Falla agreed with a smirk.


  “And Kroanette’s,” Daniel continued. Falla looked back to him curiously as he held her chin and smiled at his butterfly. “That song is beautiful because it’s coming from you, Falla. From your heart. It doesn’t need words, it makes those that hear it feel happy and safe just as it is. I need you to sing that for our children, all our children in our family, and that includes Kroanette’s daughter. She needs to hear your lullaby, it would be a crime if she couldn’t experience it at least once.”


  “Daniel…”


  “I don’t ask much of you, Falla. But this is one thing I must insist upon. You must share your lullaby with our children, it’s a wonderful gift only you can give them. Kroanette’s daughter will love it, I know she will.”


  “I… I would… but…”


  “No buts,” Daniel corrected shaking his head. “Promise me, Falla. Promise me you’ll sing your lullaby for her. And in return I’ll promise that she will be born to hear it. I’ll go out there myself tomorrow at first light and find Kroanette if I must, drag her back here by her hooves, and make sure she becomes the mother to a lovely daughter that you’ll bless with your song. I’ll do whatever it takes for her child to be allowed to hear your beautiful voice.”


  Falla eyed Daniel with stunned silence as he awaited her reply, the girl then slowly smiling a little and taking hold of his hand.


  “Even though I doubt you could drag her here yourself, your voice and eyes say you’re not lying. You really mean it, don’t you?”


  “I do. Kroanette will return to her family, either on her own accord or if her mate has to go out there and bring her back home. You will see her again, Falla. We’ll all have our centaur back soon. I’ll do whatever it takes to make that a reality, so please promise me that you’ll sing your lullaby for her daughter as well as ours when they’re brought into this world. That alone is a guarantee that Kroanette will have to come back.”


  “I promise,” Falla agreed nodding with a few tears forming. “I promise I will.”


  “That’s my butterfly,” Daniel said before kissing her. Falla turned and held onto him as the girls smiled at their co-mate, her heart fluttering along with her wings as she felt her spirit lifting from his words towards her.


  “That’s so beautiful!” Luna sobbed as she tore a few leaves off her skirt to blow her nose in them.


  “Okay, seriously,” Clover mentioned while eyeing the girl’s floral skirt. “Where are you getting all those leaves from?”


  Daniel helped Falla up onto her feet and held the girl close, her wings fluttering behind as she kept her arms tightly around him. When their kiss broke Daniel lightly tapped one of her antennae, causing her to giggle a bit as he smiled calmly at her.


  “Leave worrying about Kroanette to me. All you need to concern yourself with is remembering to sing that beautiful song to our children. That’s a big responsibility that I’m going to trust you with.”


  “I’ll sing to them every night,” Falla promised. “To all of our little girls.”


  She blinked then glanced to Squeak in the bath before smiling weakly at Daniel.


  “Although, if Squeak becomes a queen and has an entire nest of children, I’m not sure if-”


  “Too late,” Daniel jested shaking his head. “You promised. You have to sing to each and every daughter Squeak has. I’m holding you to that just as you all hold me to my promise of taking care of you girls forever.”


  “But, Daniel,” Falla whined hopping up and down.


  “No buts,” Daniel said glancing to Squeak. The ant girl slowly climbed out of the bath and watched him curiously with a faint squeak. Daniel reached over and brought her closer by the waist, holding both girls near him as he lightly chuckled and winked at the ant girl.


  “No matter how large our side of the family grows, I will always protect and cherish our daughters just as much as my other little girls.” Squeak blushed and slowly smiled as Daniel moved his hand down to her hip. “I know ant girl queens have lots of children in their time. I promise not to slack off with helping your nest grow as large as it can. All I ask is that the queen would be content with just one king giving her those children.”


  Squeak nodded with a few tears forming in her eyes, her hands holding onto his arm and chest as she pressed herself closer to him.


  “Daniel,” Specca spoke up. “Ant girl queens have a lot of daughters during their time. Squeak would be capable of having dozens… no, hundreds of daughters for her new nest.”


  “The most difficult part of that isn’t going to be making them,” Daniel said, giving Squeak’s rear a light squeeze that she hopped with a squeak to. “And although it will be a challenge to love and hold each of them when they’re young I’m more than up for meeting that expectation. No, the most difficult part of having a large, flourishing nest of ant girls from my love of Squeak is going to be something that I may have to ask all of you to help with.”


  “What’s that?” Luna wondered.


  “Naming all our children,” Daniel answered with a shrug. The girls all giggled as Squeak lowered her head slightly with a bashful smile at him. “It’s going to be a large undertaking naming each and every one of our beautiful daughters since there’s going to be so many, but I think we’ll manage it together.”


  “You’re serious,” Clover said in awe. “You’re going to populate her nest all on your own? Dan, how are you going to do that? You’d have to be fucking her every day to make sure she’s always pregnant.”


  “Well while I don’t think of that sort of responsibility as a bad thing,” Daniel mentioned with a twitch of his eyebrow at Squeak, the ant girl blushing brightly from hearing him say that. “It wouldn’t be required to keep mating with her continuously for her nest to grow.”


  “It wouldn’t?” Clover wondered.


  “Ant girl queens are extremely fertile,” Specca explained as she saw Squeak nuzzling her head on Daniel’s shoulder. “They give birth to children very easily, and in large numbers. Once Squeak turns into a queen ant girl she’ll be able to have multiple daughters from a single offering of Daniel’s seed.”


  “She’ll have children much faster than all of us ever could,” Alyssa said. “And from the same amount of effort Daniel would give to all of us.”


  Daniel lightly tapped Squeak’s rear, the ant girl smiling anxiously at him now as he nodded in approval.


  “I’m still going to put in all the effort I can to take care of my queen,” he proposed. “Not just to have a thriving nest of beautiful daughters, but also to make sure my mate knows how much I love her and to make her always happy.”


  “And you’re going to take care of all her children?” Pip asked. “Every single one?”


  “I’m going to take care of all my children, from all my mates, with everything I can. Most monsters don’t get to grow up with a father in their lives to watch over them. I intend to be there for my little girls. Every single one of them,” Daniel vowed. He looked up thoughtfully for a moment then smiled weakly at Squeak and shrugged. “Although a small break now and again to catch my breath may be needed. Hope that’s okay with you.”


  Squeak and the girls laughed and nodded as Daniel held her and Falla close, his eyes going around at each of his mates before stopping on the ant girl again.


  “It doesn’t matter if the way you have children is different from your co-mates, all that matters is that we do have a family and remain together. You’ll have your own nest, a man who will always love and care for you, and you’ll have Falla to sing her lullaby to all your offspring.”


  “Wait, wait a minute,” Falla nervously said. “Daniel, that’s… that’s too much. She could have hundreds of daughters, I can’t… I mean I just couldn’t…”


  Daniel and the girls smiled amusedly at seeing her stuttering some form of protest while Squeak turned to her with pleading eyes and batting eyelashes.


  “No, don’t do that,” Falla whined. “That’s not fair. Squeak, I can’t…”


  Squeak moved closer and held Falla in her arms, squeaking softly while leaning in close to the butterfly’s face. Falla quietly uttered something as Squeak shook her head slowly and bumped their antennas, the ant girl gently wagging her chest and rubbing her breasts against Falla’s chest.


  “Squeak… no… I… but…” Falla breathed out. She whined with eyes shut tight then sighed in defeat. “Fine, I’ll sing to all your children too. Just… not every night, okay?”


  Squeak giggled and hugged her while Daniel and the others laughed a bit. Falla held Squeak and shook her head before giving Daniel a stern smile over the ant girl’s shoulder.


  “Thanks a lot, Daniel. My voice is going to be hoarse by the time all our babies are grown up.”


  “I’ll make it up to you,” Daniel promised with a wink. “You help all our children sleep well at night, and I’ll do the same for you.”


  “You’d better,” Falla purred. “I’m your responsibility too.”


  Daniel nodded then looked around at seeing his girls smiling in awe at him, all their auras in his mind feeling brighter while their faces showed very clearly they were feeling more at ease and loved than they did earlier.


  “Now then, it’s getting late and we could all use our rest. Before we turn in for the night though I think there are a few more members of our family that I need to tend to. Let’s go see how they’re doing and then we can all head to bed together.”


  The girls nodded while Falla and Squeak quickly darted over and held onto his arms, with Daniel chuckling at seeing them taking their turns at holding onto him while the others gathered closer. He escorted the girls out of the bathing room and into the court, his eyes then going over to the dining hall while all the girls kept theirs locked solely onto him.


  “What has gotten into him?” Specca whispered to Alyssa as Daniel led the girls into the dining hall. “He seems so… different than earlier.”


  “I’m not sure,” Alyssa quietly replied. “He woke up from a nap and was suddenly so assertive and protective of us. He hasn’t shown this bolder side of him for a while.”


  “That must have been some nap,” Luna mentioned.


  “Whatever happened I’m liking this side of him a lot,” Clover softly praised. “If this is really who Dan is then we’re fucking lucky to be his.”


  Star nodded slowly while watching Daniel leading the girls into the hall, the jinx’s tails slowly waving behind while she had a calm smile on her face.


  Daniel and the girls made their way through the archway and over towards the kitchen area of the dining room where three others were cleaning up leftovers from the group’s dinner that night. Although it was mostly just two who were ‘taking care’ of the excess food.


  “This is so yummy!” Cindy squealed as she shoved one handful after another of meat and bread into her mouth. The sand wraith stood at the counter where all the dishes from dinner were set aside on, steadily devouring everything she could get her hands on while her little helper was doing the same. Snapper was hopping from one platter to the next with buzzing wings, the youngling hastily chomping down the leftovers with hungry snarls and quickly scampering hands and feet.


  “Look at her go,” Specca marveled. “She just loves eating like no other.”


  Cindy grabbed a large platter of mashed potatoes and beanstalks and literally dumped it all into her chomping mouth, with everyone watching in disbelief as the sand wraith gobbled down the food while wiggling her hips and chest in merriment.


  “Where’s she putting it all?” Falla wondered. “She always eats so much yet her figure never changes.”


  Snapper stuck her face in a bowl of gravy and slurped it all up while kicking her legs, knocking away plates and cups with a clatter as she downed the seasoned sauce to the last drop. With a large burp the swarm then scrambled over the empty bowl and started munching on mutton slices that she hastily shoved into her mouth.


  “We need to be careful with these two,” Specca worried. “If we’re not vigilant they could eat us out of house and home very quickly.”


  “Snapper’s so hungry,” Luna said as they saw Snapper eating just as much as Cindy. “I didn’t know babies ate so much like that.”


  “Most babies don’t,” Clover mentioned shaking her head. “But swarm apparently do.”


  “Don’t let her eat me too,” Pip worried as she quickly flew over onto Daniel’s shoulder and held his head. “I’m not food. I’m not.”


  Cindy shoved fistfuls of food into her mouth again and again, each time drawing a passionate moan from the wraith as the various tastes she experienced were just as moving to her as the other girls felt with Daniel making love to them. She drank down a pitcher of juice with a gurgled cry of joy, stuck a large mound of cake into her mouth that she squealed in sheer bliss from, and then moved onto the salads that she quickly pushed into her mouth with hungry groans.


  “She’s like a bottomless pit,” Alyssa commented. “She just keeps eating and eating, she never stops.”


  Star merely nodded slowly while watching Cindy quickly devouring all the leftovers from dinner, seeing very easily that the wraith was clearly enjoying it and likely only wanted more still.


  “She does like to eat, doesn’t she?” Doku asked, with the group then seeing the harpy walking over beside them with her head turned towards the giggling sand wraith. “I suppose it does make cleaning up after our meal easier, and I’m happy she’s enjoying my cooking this much. Though her table manners… leave a little to be desired.”


  “Just a little?” Falla dryly said as Cindy let out a long burp before continuing to eat everything she could get her hands on. Doku slowly shook her head at the sight then turned her unseen gaze towards Daniel with a troubled frown.


  “I don’t suppose there’s any news of Kroanette’s return, is there?”


  “Not yet,” Daniel answered shaking his head. “We probably aren’t going to see her tonight, if she’s this late getting here she must have really gotten turned around out there.”


  “I see…”


  “We’ll see her tomorrow though.”


  “How are you certain of that?”


  “Because either she finally makes her way here on her own or I’ll go out there myself and bring her back.”


  “I see…” Doku again said lowering her head.


  “You don’t believe Dan would do that for her?” Clover questioned with a raised eyebrow.


  Doku shook her head at Daniel with a very faint smile, almost being forced, before Daniel let go of the two girls at his side and stepped closer to the harpy.


  “I’m certain you would go out searching for her, Daniel. But… I’m just very worried about what will happen to her tonight. I know we wouldn’t be able to find her ourselves right now, it’s dark out and Kroanette has very likely raced off in some random direction other than towards her home here. Still… what if-”


  “She’ll be back,” Daniel assured as he held the harpy around her waist.


  “But what if-”


  “She’ll be back.”


  “But-”


  “No buts,” Daniel said giving her rear a light smack. The harpy yelped with a jump before trembling with a deep blush, her anxious eyes being seen with Daniel brushing aside her long bangs.


  “Kroanette will be back here where she belongs soon,” Daniel told her. “Either by making her own way here to us, by Kitten finding her out there tonight, or by me getting on Lucky and racing out there towards wherever she may be running in circles. All I would need is Twilight to tell me where she was and nothing at all would stop me from going to get her. She’s going to be back home here where she belongs soon, Doku. I promise you that.”


  “Of course,” Doku timidly replied. “I do believe you, I really do. I’m sorry for worrying like this, I don’t mean to be a bother and bring everyone’s spirits down.”


  “You’re not doing anything of the sort,” Daniel assured, his hand gently brushing her cheek while some of her hair dropped down before her eyes. “It’s okay to be worried about your co-mate like this. But you don’t have to be, I’ll do all the worrying about my mate for us. There’s no burden being placed on you, Doku. Let your man handle this and take care of you girls, just like he promised to.”


  “Daniel…” Doku breathed out. She let out a short yelp as he then lifted her up and carried her in his arms, her legs and wings freezing in place as she stared at him in awe.


  “Now then,” Daniel said with a knowing smile. “It’s late and you’ve been working way too much for us, Doku. It’s time for you to come to bed along with the girls.”


  “B-B-But I h-h-have to d-d-do the d-dishes and- and- and also-” Doku stuttered before Daniel leaned closer to her, the harpy losing her voice as her hips quivered along with her lips. He gave her a kiss that caused her whole body to lock up from, the harpy’s eyes being wide before fluttering closed as she practically melted in his embrace. When the kiss ended Daniel gently nudged her nose with his before standing upright and shaking his head.


  “No, you don’t. You’ve done way too much already. I’ll handle the cleanup tonight, all you need to concern yourself with is preparing for a well-deserved good night’s sleep.”


  “But-”


  “No buts,” Daniel told her, the harpy squeaking before burying her face in his shoulder. “I’m taking you to bed. Don’t fight me on this, Doku.”


  “…okay,” she quietly said nodding. “Whatever you say, dear.”


  Daniel smirked at the bashful harpy then looked over to see Cindy and Snapper still gobbling down what little food remained on the counter.


  “Cindy,” he called out, with the wraith quickly turning to him with a jump. “It’s time for everyone to go to bed for the night. Everyone needs their sleep.”


  “But I don’t sleep,” Cindy said shaking her head in puzzlement. “And there’s still more yummy food here to eat.”


  “You may not sleep but we all have to. It’s late and we all need our rest for tomorrow. Besides, Snapper needs her rest too; she’s just a young child.”


  “But Snapper wants to eat more with me,” Cindy pouted as she watched the swarm making short work of the remaining mutton slices. “We don’t wanna go to bed.”


  “Alright,” Daniel replied with a shrug. He turned to walk away with Doku in his arms then glanced back to the sand wraith with a playful smile. “I guess I’ll just go to bed with the girls who love me and want to stay by my side.”


  “But I do love you!” Cindy insisted.


  “We love him more,” Specca said coming closer to Daniel’s side and resting her head on his shoulder.


  “No you don’t!” Cindy yelled waving her arms around. “I love him more more more!”


  “We love him more than food,” Clover boasted as she walked over and held onto Daniel’s other arm. “That’s way more than you do apparently.”


  “No! I love him more than anything!” Cindy barked out. She looked back and forth between Daniel and the girls who were smiling amusedly at her and the platters of leftovers where Snapper was now watching her curiously from. After a fierce internal struggle Cindy quickly grabbed Snapper and started dashing past everyone.


  “C’mon, Snapper! We have to go to bed! Right now!”


  Daniel and the girls laughed as she raced out of the room then followed after, all of them making their way into the bedroom where they saw Cindy now sitting on the bed holding Snapper in her arms. The wraith had a pouty face while Snapper was just chewing on her sandy arm with kicking feet.


  “I’m a good girl,” Cindy moped. “I love Daniel more than anything. I do.”


  “I can see that,” Daniel kindly said as he came over and gently set Doku down on the bed. The harpy quickly started to get up to rush out of the room before Daniel grabbed her by the shoulders and pinned her back down on the bed, the bird yelping in surprise while all the girls were watching Daniel curiously.


  “But… I… need to…” Doku breathed out.


  “No, you don’t,” Daniel corrected shaking his head. “I’m going to clean up the kitchen, I’m going to handle the dishes, and you’re going to stay here and rest. That’s final, Doku.”


  “But I can-”


  “No, you can’t. You’re not to lift a feather with any more housework tonight, Doku. That’s an order.”


  “But… Daniel…”


  “Alyssa,” Daniel said glancing back to the witch. “If Doku tries to leave the bedroom you have my permission to punish her.”


  Doku squeaked and turned to Alyssa in fright as the witch nodded with a stern smile at the harpy.


  “Okay, Daniel,” Alyssa sweetly replied. “I’ll make sure she stays here like you told her to.”


  “But… Alyssa,” Doku whimpered. “The dishes… and the cleaning… and-”


  “Do I need to bend you over?” Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow.


  Doku squeaked and quickly shook her head, the girls giggling in amusement while Daniel stood up and turned his calm smile over to Cindy.


  “Thank you, Cindy,” Daniel said holding a hand to her cheek. “I know you don’t sleep at night, but it’s nice having my girls here together with me like this when I do. It gives me pleasant dreams knowing you’re here with me, safe and sound.”


  “I give you pleasant dreams?” Cindy wondered. “Is that good? I don’t know what dreams are. I hope that’s good.”


  “It’s very good,” Daniel agreed with a nod. He then leaned in and kissed her, the girl closing her eyes and wiggling her chest a little in excitement. Snapper looked up to Daniel with a curious gurgle as he kissed the sand wraith before he broke the gesture and pet the girl’s head.


  “You’re a very good girl, Cindy. I’m happy you’re here with us.”


  “Thank you, Daniel,” Cindy bashfully replied. She glanced down to Snapper then held her up towards Daniel with a hopeful smile. “Snapper’s a good girl, right? She wants a kiss too.”


  The others watched in nervous silence as Snapper snapped her teeth and flailed her claws around right in front of Daniel. To their surprise he didn’t flinch or back away as a sensible person would certainly do, instead he gently reached out and held the child’s hands still before giving the youngling a kiss on her forehead. Snapper stopped moving and watched him curiously as he then nudged her nose with his, something that made her flinch with a gurgle before she cawed at him with a smile.


  “Snapper’s a good girl too,” Daniel agreed lightly shaking her hands. Snapper cawed and snapped her teeth a few times then quickly lunged down and chomped on his hand. Daniel froze with a stunned smile as the swarm growled and tugged on his hand using her teeth, with only Cindy smiling happily at the youngling while the other girls were watching with exasperation.


  “Every. Fucking. Time,” Clover flatly said.


  “I guess we shouldn’t be surprised she did that,” Specca sighed.


  “I was kind of expecting her to,” Falla commented.


  Daniel chuckled as he tried pulling his hand out of the swarm’s mouth, with little Snapper growling and tugging back at first before she let go and snapped her teeth excitedly. Rubbing his hand Daniel watched with a weak smile as the youngling was chomping the air again and again before she turned around and started mauling Cindy’s chest. The sand wraith coddled the child with a loving embrace, despite the swarm tearing into her bosom with sharp claws and teeth in a very savage manner, then looked at Daniel curiously as he stood in front of the bed.


  “Aren’t you going to go sleep now, Daniel?”


  “I will soon,” Daniel replied looking to the sore mark on his hand, seeing that Snapper drew only a little blood with that particular bite. “I’m going to go clean up the kitchen and dining area before turning in for the night.”


  “I can help with-” Doku insisted before Daniel held a hand out towards her.


  “I’m going to take care of it alone,” he continued before looking around at his mates. “In the meantime you girls relax and get changed for bed. When I come back I don’t want any of you worrying yourself sick about Kroanette, hiding your beautiful smiles from me for any reason, or wearing any clothes either.”


  “Daniel,” Specca spoke from behind her hand, a stunned smile on her face as the girls showed equal surprise at his choice of words.


  “Well I suppose if you want to sleep in clothing you can,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “I wouldn’t want you to get too hot during the night though, so I’ll leave that decision up to you. At the very least I don’t want there to be any gloom in the air when I get back.”


  He turned to walk out of the room before glancing back to the girls, all of them watching him in speechless wonder as he casually waved a finger in the air as a warning to them.


  “Remember, not any gloom. If there’s anything to be concerned about let me deal with it. You girls don’t need to worry about a thing tonight.”


  “Whatever you say, Dan,” Clover managed to get out, herself and the others then watching Daniel walking out of the room before turning to each other in question.


  “What happened to him earlier?” Falla asked. “He’s never been so commanding of us before.”


  “I have no idea,” Clover said shaking her head. “He took a nap outside, and when he woke up he just… took charge. I don’t know what got into him but I love it.”


  “He completely took away all my fears for Kroanette,” Specca marveled. “His words to me and the way he held me earlier, it washed away my worries so quickly.”


  “He made me feel better too,” Luna added. “Even with all the bad things happening outside Daniel made me feel so safe and happy with him.”


  “Daniel actually told us to take off our clothes,” Alyssa commented with a raised eyebrow. “He wanted us all to be naked for him when he came back. That’s the first time he said that to us.”


  All the girls blinked, looked to each other for a moment, and then quickly started stripping down in haste while Cindy watched them curiously from the bed. Squeak smiled amusedly at the girls as they swiftly rushed around the room to take off their clothing and put it away, with Clover and Specca tripping over each other in the process while Pip zipped around in a tight circle with her skirt and stamen bra being tossed out from the glowing blur of light along with her boots.


  “He’s never ordered us to get naked before,” Falla fretted as she and Luna scrambled to hang up their clothes in the wardrobe. “What does that mean when he tells us to?”


  “It means I’m fucking stripping right away!” Clover barked back as she frantically pulled off her tunic and yanked down her skirt. “If he wants to see me naked then he’s gonna! I don’t need any other reason than that!”


  “But we can’t have sex tonight,” Specca worried as she hung up her shirt and tie. “It’s not right for us to do that when Kroanette’s missing like this.”


  “Plus there’s four of us here who haven’t gotten that right yet,” Falla pointed out looking to Star who was quickly taking off her tunic and skirt, Clover who was yanking out her leafy ribbons, Doku who was frantically fluttering around in a panic with her shawl hanging off her shoulder and a bright blush on her face, and then Cindy who was still watching the girls in puzzlement from the bed with Snapper coughing out sand in her arms.


  “Daniel said we wouldn’t be doing that tonight,” Alyssa explained as she used her magic to cast her clothes over into the wardrobe to put themselves away. “And I agree, tonight isn’t the night for us to engage in lovemaking with her being out there like she is. Our hearts wouldn’t be in it and for good reason.”


  “Then why does Daniel want us to be naked when he gets back?” Luna wondered looking down at her breasts.


  “He never said we wouldn’t be cuddling tonight,” Alyssa answered expectedly. “And I don’t know about you but I’d much rather be naked like he wants me to be when we do, especially if he’s going to be naked too.”


  As the girls ran around the room to get ready for the night with quickly beating hearts Cindy looked down to her shirt with a curious expression.


  “Daniel wants me to be naked when we cuddle? That would make him happy?”


  All the girls stopped and turned to her as the sand wraith was tilting her head one way then another in thought about that idea. Snapper finished coughing out sand and squirmed around in her arms before Cindy set her down on the bed, the youngling hopping around with a few snaps of her teeth before turning to the wraith with a curious gurgle. After a while Cindy shrugged before her clothes began to crumble apart into sand, the loose grains sifting away and being absorbed by her body as the wraith undressed in her own way. The girls all watched Cindy in silence as she stood upright on her knees and looked herself over with a curious eye, slowly turning around to see only bare skin where there was once the appearance of clothing over it.


  “Is this okay?” Cindy asked the group with an innocent face.


  “Six weeks my ass,” Clover quietly growled as she saw the wraith’s bosom jiggling with her movements.


  *****


  Inside the kitchen area of their home Daniel was scrubbing the last plate that needed to be cleaned in soapy water, a calm smile on his face as he took care of the dishes for the first time since they started living in Twilight’s study.


  “Finally managed to help out around here,” he laughed to himself while drying off the plate. “Doku’s always way too quick with the draw in doing the chores around here, it’s a real challenge doing them before she does.”


  Setting the platter down on a stack of cleaned ones he then carried the dishes over to the cupboard and put them away. Using the cloth he wiped down the counter and looked over the kitchen with a nod of approval.


  “Good to know I haven’t lost my touch with Doku spoiling us so much.”


  Making his way towards the archway he glanced over at the long dining table while passing by, his eyes going from each seat as he thought about the girls that sat there during their meals before stopping at the place where there was no chair for a certain member of the family.


  “Kroanette, wherever you are, I hope you’re okay and safe. I’ll see you tomorrow, one way or another. I promise.”


  Heading out of the dining hall he looked back to see the lamps slowly dimming behind him. Looking around the court he saw the lights fading in the bathing room and library as well while those nearby lowered down on their own with quiet crackles.


  “I wonder if it’s by Twilight’s magic that does that or if the fires just know when we’re getting ready to sleep for the night,” Daniel mused to himself. With a small smile on his face from the thought he walked along the court towards the bedroom where the lamps were faded slightly as well. Stepping around the corner under the archway his eyes slowly turned towards the bed where he saw all the girls sitting together as they watched him coming into the bedroom. Snapper was fast asleep on a small velvet cushion near the bed, the swarm remaining still as stone while curled up with a smile still adorning her face. The rest of the girls however were wide awake still, all of them completely naked while sitting atop the sheets as they awaited their mate’s return.


  “Whatever did I do to get this lucky in life?” Daniel asked as he came up before the bed and stopped, his gaze moving from one girl to the next as they all watched him with timid smiles.


  “You gave us a chance at a better one,” Alyssa answered.


  “You gave us a life,” Falla added as she and Luna held each other’s arms.


  “You kept us from being alone,” Pip said crawling forward on the bed.


  Squeak squeaked something while holding a hand over her heart and showing a loving smile.


  Daniel looked around at his harem, admiring each and every girl in their entire beauty and soul they showed him, and then shook his head before gently lifting Pip up into his hands.


  “No, that isn’t enough to deserve such a gift as all you girls,” he said, using one hand to gently brush the fairy’s hair while she sat on his palm. “Each one of you alone is priceless and means the world to me. To be able to love and care for all of you, this is more than just a gift from the heavens. This is something that I doubt any other man in the world could ever dream of having.”


  He took notice of Pip and all her features, from her sparkly wings that quickly buzzed behind her to her visible eye that watched him with growing love behind it. Her figure that although was tiny resembled that of a beautiful woman, and her aura that steadily bloomed in his mind with radiant pink light showed how deeply she cared for him as her mate. Daniel smiled at his little fairy then gave her a gentle kiss, her glow shifting from blue to a golden light for a moment before returning to normal as she held onto his cheeks with the gesture. Parting from the kiss Daniel winked at her before setting her down on his shoulder.


  “But I think I understand why it’s okay having all you girls to myself,” he mused, with all the girls showing curiosity as he nodded slowly with the realization. “I think I see what I can do to be worthy of your love.”


  “What’s that?” Alyssa asked. Daniel moved closer on the bed and held the witch’s cheeks before kissing her, the girl quickly holding onto his hands as she felt her heart beating faster. When the kiss ended Daniel admired his little witch while feeling her aura burning bright in his mind, her violet eyes gazing into his with words failing to form in her mouth.


  One by one Daniel gave all his girls a deep kiss, moving from one blushing mate to the next as they all watched in wonder before allowing their mate to hold them close with his affection. With each one he shared with his girls he felt their love for him growing more and more, their radiant stars in his mind shining brighter and brighter while never once dying down.


  Pip’s pink light bloomed profoundly, showing her love for him despite her natural attraction towards females in the world. Alyssa’s red star burned heavily, the love she felt for him being just as hot and powerful as her fiery magic itself. Squeak’s brown star’s light surged through him, the sheer strength of her love towards Daniel being felt clear as day. Specca’s bright blue star was as soothing to his soul as she herself felt by his love for her. Falla’s purple radiance shined steadily in his mind, the love she felt for him being true without a doubt. Luna’s bright green aura filled Daniel with joy unlike any other, complementing the butterfly’s pure soul and small deranged laugh she let out briefly before resuming her kiss with Daniel. Clover’s dark green aura shined brighter in his mind, proving that Daniel had truly gotten the elf to come out of her icy shell. Doku’s silver light let off a powerful radiance that almost seemed to overpower the others, the harpy’s deepest love for Daniel being felt very clearly as there was a vast abundance of it. Star’s sapphire glow her aura gave off showed that the jinx had really fallen for Daniel because of his heart and wanted to remain by his side.


  After kissing the girls and feeling a growing sense of appreciation for each one he turned to the last member of his harem that was present. Cindy slowly scooted forward on her knees before bashfully looking down at her body, her eyes going over her exposed breasts and hips before looking to Daniel with a hopeful smile coming across her face.


  “Do I make you happy being naked like this?”


  “You make me happy just being with me, Cindy,” Daniel answered as he gently held her cheeks. “And you also make me so sure how I can be worthy of having you girls as my mates in life.”


  “I do? How?”


  “Because I want to take care of you,” Daniel genuinely said, the sand wraith slowly reaching up and holding onto his hand while Pip fluttered off his shoulder into the air. “I want to take care of all you girls, to make you happy, to give you wonderful lives and futures. I want that responsibility, to be the man who is worthy of loving you all and earning your love in return.”


  “You really want to take care of me?” Cindy asked with a worried smile. “Even though… I was bad before?”


  “You weren’t bad, you just didn’t know what good was. Now you do, and you’ve chosen to be good because you want to. That’s what makes you wonderful in my eyes, Cindy.”


  Daniel leaned forward and kissed the sand wraith, her lips feeling just as soft as the other girls’ even though she was made of coarse sand. In doing so Cindy closed her eyes and let Daniel hold her close, a single tear coming from her eye as she felt a sudden boom of warmth coming from her chest. This was also noticeable to Daniel as he felt her aura in his mind becoming more noticeable. Its vibrant golden light flared up from the wraith’s growing emotions, her love for him being felt without question as both his tender words and romantic gesture resonated with the girl’s soul. When the kiss finally ended Daniel leaned back to see Cindy slowly opening her eyes with a few tears in them, her smile she had being shaky while she quietly caught her breath despite not needing air at all.


  “I’ll always take care of and love you, Cindy,” Daniel promised. “Because I want to be the one who is worthy of doing so with you.”


  Cindy sniffled and nodded before quickly leaning forward and hugging him, burying her face in his chest as he gently held her and pet her head.


  “I don’t want this feeling to stop,” she whimpered. “I don’t want this feeling in my chest to stop or go away. I want to stay like this forever.”


  “Me too, Cindy,” Daniel agreed. Looking around he saw all the girls smiling softly at them, all of them feeling the same way towards the man who took their breath away along with their hearts.


  The lamps in the bedroom slowly died down as the twilight hours came, silence befalling the chamber as the girls went to sleep for the night. Sitting in the middle of the bed Daniel gently brushed Alyssa’s hair as the witch lay in his lap, the serene look she had on her face showing how content she was dreaming in the care of her mate. Leaning against his left side Clover was fast asleep, her hands loosely holding onto his arm while her head rested against his shoulder with her long blonde hair draped behind her. On the other side Cindy was still awake as she rested against him in similar fashion, the wraith keeping her eyes upward at the human who made her feel happier than she ever felt before in her life. Looking around Daniel felt all the love his mates had for him as they slept nearby, each of them gathered close to their man while sleeping peacefully atop the bed. Even Squeak who was curled into her ball was sleeping beside her mate while quietly squeaking with each breath she made. Star was still awake as she leaned over the edge of her hammock above them, the jinx watching Daniel with a calm smile and twin tails slowly wagging behind her.


  “Are we always going to be together like this?” Cindy quietly asked.


  “Always, Cindy,” Daniel promised her.


  “You’ll always take care of us? You promise?”


  “I’ll always take care of my girls,” he agreed before giving her a gentle kiss. The wraith giggled softly and wiggled her chest while Daniel looked around at all the girls he vowed to protect and watch over, his gaze stopping on Star as the jinx hung upside-down from her hammock in front of his face with one leg hooked in the sheet above. The cat made sure to hold her long hair up over Alyssa with one hand so not to wake her while she used the other to gently hold the back of Daniel’s head.


  “All of my girls, and not just one,” Daniel said before giving the jinx a kiss as well. The cat purred softly from the token of affection before he leaned back and smiled at her. Star nodded slowly then winked with her green eye, with Daniel then showing a curious expression from it.


  “Star?” he quietly asked as the cat brought herself back up to her sleeping area. She glanced back to him and quietly meowed before lying down on the sheet with her tails gently dropping down next to her. Daniel questioned what he saw before Clover cuddled against him more and brought him back to lie down on the bed, the elf nuzzling against his shoulder while pressing her body against his just as Cindy did.


  “Don’t let me go,” Clover breathed out. “Or I’ll fucking kick your ass, Dan.”


  Daniel watched the elf murmuring in her sleep then smiled amusedly. He gave her a kiss on the forehead before holding her around the waist with his arm and doing the same with Cindy. As the elf slept in his arm and Cindy kept watching her mate with a loving smile Daniel was looking up at the ceiling, thinking back to earlier with what the jinx had said in his dream with words that sounded so clear in a voice he had never heard before yet at the same time sounded familiar.


  “Take care of us. And we’ll take care of you, Daniel. We promise.”


  Daniel remained silent amidst his sleeping mates, except for Cindy who was just staring at him with unblinking eyes, while thinking about what gave him the motivation to take charge and care for his girls when their spirits had fallen. Looking up to where Star was sleeping Daniel wondered what it was he had really seen and heard from her then, as something about it seemed more real than it first appeared.


  ‘That was just a dream I had… wasn’t it?’


   


  


  Chapter 6


  A Tale of Tales


  In the world of Eden unexpected encounters were quite common. From coming across thieving bandits or lustful monsters in The Outerlands to simply bumping into a stranger walking down the street, sometimes new faces would appear without warning. If they seemed dangerous it was normal to either fight or flee, if they looked pleasant or even cute then it would be wise to strike up a conversation and make a new acquaintance. But if it wasn’t clear if they were aggressive or friendly it would be sensible to keep on guard. Perhaps they would pass on by without a word, or maybe they would turn hostile if only because they were interrupted.


  And sometimes they may turn out to be potential friends that were never expected.


  *****


  “Wake up!” Vale called out. “Wake up! If you’re not dead, wake up!”


  Slowly Max opened his eyes, his vision gradually coming into focus to show Vale standing on his chest while cocking her head to the side with a curious face.


  “Okay,” Vale said slowly nodding. “You’re not dead. That’s good. We won’t be in trouble now.”


  “Vale,” Bermuda scolded.


  “Right. I mean, you’re not dead! That’s really good, for you! Because you’re not dead! So… yay!”


  Max stared at the pixie in stunned silence before noticing two things. One, he was lying on a comfortable bed inside a cozy room with wooden walls painted brown and lovely portraits of landscapes and villages hung on the walls. Two lamps were lit inside the chamber on nearby tables giving plenty of light for Max to make out the room he was in and also, something that caught his interest even more, two monstergirls who were right over him. Literally.


  “You look pale,” Bermuda mentioned while hanging from the ceiling by a thick mesh of webbing right over his bed. She tilted her head one way then another while her eyes blinked at different times, the arachne watching as Max stared at her with heightened alarm.


  “Are you sick?” Vale asked taking hold of his head and turning it to examine him from all sides. “Hurt? Hungry? Gassy? What is it? If it’s the second one you can blame Bermuda, she’s the one who tied you up earlier.”


  “He’s probably sick after being brought here by your freaky magic!” Bermuda shouted down at the pixie.


  “At least my magic didn’t blow up his house!” Vale barked back before looking at Max with urgency. “It’s true! She blew it up, not me! I’m tiny, I couldn’t have done that! See? Look at me! It had to have been her!”


  “You destroyed more of his house with your stupid knife!” Bermuda cried out. “Don’t listen to her, I didn’t damage your home, she did! Okay, maybe I did a little bit, but she did so way worse! I didn’t even want to be there in the first place, she was the one who misunderstood Silly!”


  “It’s not my fault she stutters so much!” Vale whined hoping up and down. “She has a speech impediment when she’s nervous or excited or just being herself! I can’t be held accountable for that!”


  “Hold it!” Max shouted, with the girls stopping and looking to him curiously. “What the heck is going on? Who are you and where am I?”


  “My name is Vale,” the pixie answered as she hovered off to the side of the bed, her wings shaking behind her as she gracefully floated up next to the arachne. “And this is Bermuda, the one who is solely responsible for all the bad things happening to you on this night. I am just a helpless bystander in all this.”


  “Vale!” Bermuda shouted while grabbing the pixie. She shook the little monster around with tiny screams before throwing her aside into a bowl of fruit atop a small table. Holding in her growl the arachne slowly calmed down then smiled nervously at Max who was pressing himself back into the bed under her.


  “Sorry about her, she can be… a real pest sometimes. Anyway, what is your-” she started before an apple clonked her on the head. Turning over to the table she saw Vale hovering above it while holding a banana out towards her in a threatening manner.


  “Don’t throw me around, you overgrown bug!”


  “You little…” Bermuda hissed with narrowed eyes. She skittered over the bed onto the floor beside it while slowly waving her hands around, the air above her crackling with wavy distortions of energy as her fingers began trailing violet wisps of light behind them.


  “You want to go?” Vale dared hovering up into the air, the pixie expertly twirling the banana around with one hand before holding it towards the arachne. Around her small cubes of blue light began to float about with vibrating pulses of energy, the magical boxes moving in straight and angular lines near the pixie while her hair flowed up behind her.


  “What is going on here?” Max cried out looking back and forth between the two monsters who were apparently going to battle with him directly in the middle. “Who are you crazy girls and where are my friends?”


  “I’ve had enough of your insolence,” Bermuda scowled as she held her hands up. Three glowing orbs of purple light formed above the arachne, the balls slowly circling around with a current of wind whistling into each one.


  “I’ve had enough of your stupid face,” Vale shot back as strange quadrilateral casting bases formed at sharp angles around her, the spell formations not having traditional glyphs but instead ridged angular designs pulsating within them. The blue light from the cubes and the ominous lime glows from the casting bases hissed with a buildup of energy forming in them.


  Max moved back as far as he could go in the bed and against the pillow while being more frightened of what was happening than confused about the situation. Before Bermuda and Vale could make a move and possibly kill the boy in the process a few knocks came from the door, with everyone turning to it as silence filled the room. After a pause it opened and Syliandanchevas walked in, the fey glancing to the two girls with a raised eyebrow while casually holding her hands behind her back. Bermuda and Vale jumped then quickly recalled their magic while smiling nervously at the fey. Laughing fearfully Bermuda slowly stepped back as the fey kept her solemn gaze on her.


  “Sil-”


  “Do not call me that ridiculous nickname now, Bermuda,” Syliandanchevas interrupted shaking her head. “It has been over an hour. He’s been patiently waiting all this time for you in the observatory. What has kept you?”


  “Well you see we- we- we- um- we-” Bermuda stuttered before quickly skittering over to Max’s bedside and holding his hand, almost fearfully doing so while she kept her eyes on the fey. “We just wanted to make sure he was okay. Just wanted to make sure he was okay and… if he needed anything. Just taking care of our special guest was all.”


  “Yeah, just that,” Vale agreed nodding. “We were being good. We weren’t going to blow up the room or anything just now. We promise.”


  “Oh?” Syliandanchevas questioned. “So you both brought him here to rest and remained by his side even though I specifically ordered you to report to the observatory afterwards to speak to the master directly about this matter?”


  Bermuda lost her voice and turned pale, a faint whine escaping her mouth while Vale glanced to her with a troubled frown. Syliandanchevas slowly shook her head then motioned for others to come in behind her.


  “And neither of you apparently wanted to check up on these poor dears,” she mentioned as Lelu came running in with Grace following after. “In fact you left them locked in their room. Not quite what I told you to do either.”


  “Lelu? Grace?” Max wondered.


  “Max!” Lelu cried out as she sprinted over to the bedside, knocked Bermuda clear across the room with a heavy thud and twitching legs, and grabbed hold of Max with his face being shoved deep into her chest.


  “I was so worried about you! They didn’t hurt you, did they? I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you, I really am! I was so scared something bad happened to you! Thank god you’re alright!”


  “Let go of my servant!” Grace yelled as she ran over to the other side of the bed, grabbed Max’s kicking legs, and yanked him out of Lelu’s grasp over to her. She pulled Max aside and onto the ground next to her, with the boy ending up on his knees while she held him by the hair, then glared at Lelu with such anger and an aura of malice that Vale slowly hovered away from the elf with a nervous frown.


  “Keep your hands off my property or else I’ll break every finger you have!” she shouted at the furious centaur before turning her vicious glare down to Max. “And you, where the fuck were you? I was banging on that fucking door telling you to get your scrawny ass over there and let me out for over an hour! When your mistress tells you to come you come, you got that?”


  “You wretched tree-hugger!” Lelu yelled before rushing around the bed and yanking Max away from the elf. Grace tackled Lelu to the ground and the two began slapping each other wildly while Max scrambled away from them onto the bed for safety.


  “What is wrong with those girls?” Bermuda groaned as she got up and rubbed her head.


  “I shall put a stop to this,” Vale declared as she grabbed hold of her blade’s handle.


  “Vale,” Syliandanchevas said raising a hand.


  “I shall not put a stop to this,” Vale corrected herself while lowering her hand. “Though now you see why we locked them in their room.”


  “How could you have known they’d be like this?” Syliandanchevas questioned.


  “You weren’t there,” Vale shuddered. “You didn’t see.”


  Syliandanchevas shook her head then stepped forward before tapping her hoof on the floor a few times. The girls stopped their fighting and looked to her while still grabbing each other’s throats, both seeing the fey taking a slow breath before holding her hands together and showing a small smile at them.


  “Excuse me, dears, but-”


  “Who the fuck are you anyway?” Grace shouted as she shoved Lelu aside, stood up before the fey, and then grabbed her by the shirt and shook her back and forth. “Who the hell are you people and why-”


  In a flash a blue streak of light bled through the air before stopping in front of Grace’s face, the elf and everyone halting in surprise while silence filled the room.


  “Don’t. Touch. Her,” Vale sternly ordered, her eyes narrowed and hands now holding her blade towards the elf. While it appeared to be a butcher knife when sheathed at her hip the weapon apparently was anything but a simple kitchen tool. It was made of very sleek steel with angular engravings set within the blade that glowed with a soft blue light. Even though it was very large in comparison to the tiny monster that was holding it to Vale it actually weighed nearly nothing and was very easy to wield. The mere sight of the strange looking weapon sent chills down the children’s spines, while Bermuda merely sighed and shook her head and Syliandanchevas slowly held a hand up to push the pixie back in the air.


  “Vale, there’s no need for that,” she calmly said, then turned to Grace who let go and backed up a step. “Please, there’s no need for violence here. We use our words here to convey our feelings, not force.”


  “Bad idea,” Vale countered shaking her head. “She’s got a real bad mouth too.”


  “Vale, please put away your knife. There’s no need to threaten our guests.”


  The pixie growled for a moment then spun her blade around in one hand before sheathing it at her side. Syliandanchevas offered a hand to Lelu to help her up, the centaur pausing for a moment before carefully taking it and getting back onto her feet.


  “Now then, are you children okay?”


  “Where are we?” Max asked. “Who are you?”


  “My name is Syliandanchevas, I’m the mistress of this sanctuary you are in. You don’t have to be afraid. You’re all perfectly safe here.”


  “Syli… what?” Lelu asked shaking her head.


  “Syliandanchevas.”


  “Silly Damn… what?” Grace asked.


  “Syliandanchevas,” the fey sighed.


  “That’s… a real big name,” Lelu said as she and Grace exchanged glances.


  “We just call her Silly,” Vale mentioned with a shrug.


  “No,” Syliandanchevas sternly argued. “They do not, and neither shall you. I am not silly.”


  “Really need to come up with another nickname for you then,” Bermuda pointed out.


  “Bermuda, do not test me right now,” Syliandanchevas replied with a dull glance at the arachne. Vale and Bermuda slumped back while the fey took a slow breath to calm herself. Looking around she saw the troubled looks on the children then turned to leave while waving them to follow.


  “Please, all of you come with me. We’ll explain everything and get this mess sorted out.”


  “Go with you where?” Grace cautiously asked.


  “To the observatory where the master is patiently waiting for an explanation to what has happened tonight,” Syliandanchevas replied with a glance to Bermuda.


  “Wait, before we go, it wasn’t my-” Bermuda started before the fey held out a hand to her.


  “Bermuda, enough stalling. He has been waiting long enough, do not make him wait any longer.”


  Everyone watched Bermuda lowering her head with a whine before slowly skittering out of the room and into the hall. Vale sighed and floated after her while Syliandanchevas turned to show a small smile to the children.


  “I am sorry for all the trouble we may have caused you. Please, come with me and we’ll get this straightened out.”


  “I’d demand to be taken home except I don’t have a home to go to anymore,” Grace snapped. “You’d better have a damn good reason for bringing me here, I’m in no mood to play around with you people!”


  “Max?” Lelu asked the boy. “What should we do?”


  Max slowly got off the bed, with Lelu quickly taking hold of his hand out of fear, then walked up towards the fey who watched him with a gentle smile.


  “If I may say,” Syliandanchevas said with a curious smirk. “You don’t seem to be terribly bothered being around monsters such as us. I was worried a human boy would be scared out of his mind being here, but you appear to be holding up just fine.”


  “He comes from a family of monster hunters,” Lelu blurted out. “And they are not going to like that you kidnapped him like this.”


  “Oh?” Syliandanchevas worried. “That’s not good. I don’t wish to bring monster hunters down upon this place. I am terribly sorry for the trouble we’ve caused you, I promise we’ll get you back home very soon.”


  Max looked down and away as he contemplated what to respond with. A gentle tap on his shoulder got his attention, his eyes turning to see Syliandanchevas motioning him forward with her hand before turning to walk out.


  “I understand you may be scared or even angry right now. I give you my word that you’re not only safe here but we will help you get back home again. Please, come with me and we’ll sort this out together.”


  “Who’s he?” Max asked, with the fey stopping and glancing back to him. “You said he’s waiting for us. The master of this place you spoke of, who is he?”


  “A man is in charge here?” Grace questioned raising an eyebrow.


  “Who is he?” Lelu repeated sticking close to Max.


  “Someone I think you’ll get along with,” Syliandanchevas answered, her eye taking notice of how Max was actually holding Lelu’s hand close to him then the look he had on his face which didn’t convey he was afraid. The fey walked out of the room while Max and the two girls exchanged curious looks, the three then following after Syliandanchevas as they had literally no other option.


  Making their way through the elegantly crafted halls of timber and smooth stone bricks Max and the girls noticed that this wasn’t exactly a dark castle or evil dungeon they had been brought to, but rather what appeared to be an urbane mansion with beautiful paintings, suits of armor standing on display, and stein glass windows that allowed moonlight in from the night sky. Lamps with white flames burned steadily among the decorated walls, the crimson carpet they walked on was clean and straight above the stone floor, and the adjacent halls they passed had stairwells and more chambers within them that got Max wondering something.


  “This place is really big. Who all lives here?”


  “Any who need to,” Syliandanchevas kindly replied.


  “Any who need to?” Lelu asked.


  “I told you, this is a sanctuary,” the fey reminded her with a giggle. “We don’t turn any away who need our help or a place to stay.”


  “Your help?” Grace dryly repeated. “What do you do besides kidnap children?”


  “We don’t kidnap children,” Syliandanchevas sighed. “Bermuda and Vale misunderstood what I sent them out there for. I do apologize for that mix-up. This place is a shelter for those who have fallen under hard times, and for those who have nowhere to return to.”


  Walking out into a large rounded hall they saw many adjoining passageways connected to it as well as three floors above with more lobbies set around the atrium levels. In the center of the grand court was a spiral stairwell that only led up through the ceiling to a higher floor, its steps seeming to float in place as there wasn’t any support or suspension for them that could be seen. Not only did the stairwell appear to be floating in midair but also were the many chandeliers that hovered around the court. Polished suits of armor, large paintings, and even marble statues were seen along the walls while the main floor had a few comfortable looking couches set around it. Max and the girls looked around at the massive court in awe, seeing the impressive décor and sheer size of the mansion they were in as well as catching a glimpse of Bermuda skittering up the stairs into the highest floor.


  “Okay,” Grace slowly said. “I’m going to assume some magic is involved here.”


  “Spectacular assumption,” Syliandanchevas giggled. “Yes, the master has enchanted this place to have a little… flair.”


  “He’s a wizard?” Max wondered.


  “Oh, he’s more than that,” Syliandanchevas gently praised. “Come, children. You’ll get to meet him shortly.”


  She led the children over to the stairwell and started to walk up before turning to see Lelu tugging back on Max with a fearful whine.


  “Um, I can’t do stairs,” Lelu insisted shaking her head. “Is there a ramp or something else I can use?”


  “You can do it, child,” Syliandanchevas assured.


  “No, I really can’t,” Lelu firmly argued. “Trust me, I can’t-”


  “Then just wait here,” Grace scoffed as she marched past. She grabbed Max’s hand and dragged the stumbling boy up the stairs with an annoyed grumble.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Lelu demanded. She quickly grabbed Max’s other hand and yanked him back, the boy then being tugged back and forth by the two girls while Syliandanchevas stood beside him with a puzzled look on her face.


  “I’m getting some answers, that’s what!” Grace barked back at the centaur. “My servant comes with me, his place is by my side, remember? Let’s go, boy!”


  “His name is Max, you insufferable tree sprite!” Lelu shouted as she tried yanking him back.


  “Let go you fucking cow!” Grace yelled while pulling on Max’s hand and neck.


  “Children!” Syliandanchevas called out. They stopped and turned to her as she slowly shook her head. “Please, keep your voices down. There are some who are resting here, some who have had very tiring trials before ending up-”


  “Shut the fuck up!” Grace yelled at her. “You bitches brought me here against my will, I don’t have to listen to you or your stupid rules!”


  Syliandanchevas closed her eyes and shakily mumbled something to herself, her hands fidgeting near her cheeks as she tried to calm down.


  “Can I say something here?” Max asked while being torn between the two girls. They turned to him in question and slowly let go, with Max straightening out his overalls and catching his breath before stepping down from the stairs with Lelu.


  “Is there another way up?” he asked the fey. “Lelu has a real tough time going up stairs, and this is way too many for her to tackle right now. Is there any other way?”


  “I’m sorry, but no,” Syliandanchevas answered shaking her head. “This is the only way up to the observatory.”


  “Then I’m not going,” Max replied stepping back with Lelu. “I’m not leaving her down here alone. She’ll freak out for sure, and for good reason.”


  “Max…” Lelu softly said with a smile. She lowered her head and held his hand with both of hers while stepping closer to his side. Syliandanchevas eyed them both for a moment then tilted her head with a curious smile.


  “You really care for her, don’t you?”


  “She’s my friend,” Max answered.


  “I thought you came from a family of monster hunters. Having a monster for a friend seems a little odd given your family background, don’t you think?”


  “My sisters are hunters, not me. I just watched over the cottage while they were out on their hunts.”


  “So you don’t hate monsters?” Syliandanchevas questioned with a finger to her chin.


  “I do,” Max told her with ire. “Monsters killed my parents. Monsters hurt and rape so many people every day. Monsters make this world a dangerous place to live in.”


  “But we’re all monsters here,” Syliandanchevas pointed out as she gestured to herself and the two girls.


  “I know,” Max admitted looking down. “And before I met Lelu I would be hating all of you right now. I would treat you all just like my sisters do when they’re out hunting for you.”


  “But now?” Syliandanchevas asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Now… I don’t know what to think,” Max said holding a hand over his face. “Look, I don’t trust you. I have no reason to. But I trust Lelu. She’s earned that from me. I don’t hate her even though she’s not human. She’s not bad.”


  “I see. And, this young elf here? Is she your friend too?”


  “She’s… um…” Max unsurely replied looking to Grace. “She’s… not… so… bad…”


  “You don’t sound too sure,” Syliandanchevas pointed out.


  “I’m really not.”


  “Fuck you,” Grace snapped.


  “But I do trust her more than you,” Max stated with a cautious look at the fey. “She saved mine and Lelu’s lives from copycats. She’s gone through hell losing her home and her mother, something I can relate to. I trust her by my side more than I do you, if that helps you understand how I feel.”


  “It does,” Syliandanchevas said with a nod. “I believe I understand perfectly.”


  “Enough chit-chat,” Grace scoffed with a stomp of her foot. “Let’s get going and meet whoever the fuck is in charge here. I aim to give him a piece of my mind with how I’ve been treated.”


  “I’m not leaving Lelu down here alone,” Max argued shaking his head. “Especially in an unknown place such as this.”


  “Fine, I’ll get some answers myself!” Grace shouted. She turned to storm up the stairs then quickly stopped, herself and the others taking notice of something standing above them on the steps.


  “Can you please keep your voice down, young lady?” a male’s voice spoke from inside a full suit of knight’s armor that stood before them. It appeared to be a man covered in head to toe by the same kind of armor that was on display throughout the building. The helmet had a pointed front with two slits for the eyes while black mesh and leather covered the joints and cracks between the shiny steel plates.


  “There are those in these halls that are trying to sleep.”


  “Who the fuck are you?” Grace spat out.


  “Master VelRyan,” Syliandanchevas humbly spoke with a bow.


  “Master VelRyan?” the children repeated.


  “Come now,” the suit laughed shaking its helmet. “Please, how many times must I ask you to just call me by my name? There’s no need for formalities between us.”


  “You’re the asshole that brought me here?” Grace demanded stepping back down quickly from the stairs towards Max and Lelu. The suit of armor walked down the steps with clacking plates before kneeling down before Max and the girls, the helmet turning to face each one while Max held Lelu and Grace back behind him.


  “Are you shielding them from me?” VelRyan questioned. His only answer was Max watching him carefully with the two girls sticking close behind him. “It seems you are. It must be true then, these two fine young ladies are your friends, aren’t they?”


  “Who are you?” Max asked. “Why are we here?”


  “I’m the master of this particular establishment,” the man declared with a graceful bow. “My name is VelRyan Avelrian. And you three are here for reasons unknown it seems.”


  “Reasons unknown?” Lelu repeated.


  “Yes. I’m actually speaking with the two who brought you here to my estate and was hoping you would be so kind as to join us so we can figure out this mystery together. How does that sound?”


  “What do you mean you’re speaking with the two that brought us here?” Grace asked. “You’re standing here in front of us right now.”


  The man laughed before removing the helmet, showing that the suit of armor was actually empty. Max and the girls jumped back in surprise as the headless armor stood up and chuckled amusedly while holding the helmet under its arm.


  “Why can’t I do both?” he jested. “At any rate I sent down this little trinket to fetch you as it seemed you were having trouble finding your way. Did my trusted companion lead you astray? My dear, was there a problem with escorting them to me? It’s not like you to get lost here.”


  “N-N-No!” Syliandanchevas quickly stuttered in a panic. “T-T-There was n-no p-p-problem! We- we- we were m-m-making good t-t-t-time coming h-here, b-b-but I’m af-f-fraid that-”


  “Syliandanchevas,” VelRyan kindly said. “Please calm yourself. There’s no cause for alarm or any reason to panic right now. Take a slow breath and speak at a pace that suits you.”


  The fey took a few deep breaths while fanning herself then nodded with a weak smile at the armor.


  “I’m sorry, Master-”


  “It’s just VelRyan,” the man sighed. “Please, don’t call me master. Call me VelRyan.”


  “R-Right, of course,” the fey replied with a few nods. “Anyway, um, we were on our way up to see you, uh, and we came to the stairs and, well, I’m afraid our young centaur friend here isn’t able to proceed. It seems she isn’t able to climb stairs so this is where we stopped, and now you’re here, um, and, uh, well, we, oh dear. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, uh, yes. I am.”


  The suit of armor faced her for a moment then turned to the children.


  “She just avoided saying my name entirely, didn’t she?”


  “I’m sorry!” Syliandanchevas squeaked out as she started shaking.


  “Haha, I’m only joking around with you,” VelRyan laughed before the suit put on the helmet. “Now then, we really do need to get this whole situation sorted out. I do have plenty of other matters to attend to still. If you children would be so kind as to accompany me to the observatory we can get this whole thing rolling.”


  “We can’t,” Max argued shaking his head. “Lelu can’t climb stairs, she’s a centaur. And I’m not leaving her down here alone.”


  “I gathered as much, which is why I’m here to help,” VelRyan humbly spoke.


  “What are you going to do? Carry her?” Grace mocked.


  “Yes.”


  “What?” the children exclaimed.


  “There may not be a man inside this suit of armor but I assure you it’s quite strong,” VelRyan answered while having the empty suit flex its arms dramatically.


  “I really don’t think I want-” Lelu started to say before she was lifted up into the suit’s arms with a loud yelp. The steel armor held the young centaur under her legs which curled up near her body out of fright, the girl shaking slightly with a terrified expression while staring straight ahead.


  “Max? Help,” she squeaked out.


  “What are you doing?” Max yelled. “Put her down!”


  “It’s quite alright, I assure you,” VelRyan laughed as the suit began walking up the stairs. “Don’t worry, young miss. You’re as light as a feather being carried by this enchanted armor.”


  “That’s not what I’m concerned about!” Lelu cried out shaking her arms around. “Put me down, put me down! Max! Help!”


  “Stop it, you’re scaring her!” Max shouted as he and Grace ran after the suit.


  “Not to worry, we’ll be upstairs in no time,” VelRyan proudly stated.


  “I’m already worried!” Lelu sobbed. “I’m scared! Max! Help me!”


  Syliandanchevas smiled amusedly and shook her head as she watched the laughing suit carrying Lelu up the stairs with Max and Grace following close behind.


  “You always were great with children, Master VelRyan,” she gently praised before calmly walking up after them.


  Lelu covered her face and cried loudly as she felt the suit of armor carrying her up to a place unknown. She heard the echoing laughter of VelRyan, the shouting of Max and Grace, and the clacking of each step the armor took up the stairs. After a while everything around her stopped, with the centaur slowly peeking between her fingers to see the helmet facing her and tilting slightly.


  “You’re perfectly safe, miss,” he gently spoke. “I promise you’ll come under no harm while in my home. And welcome, to my observatory.”


  Setting the young centaur down Lelu lowered her hands and looked around in awe with Max and Grace standing beside her. At the top of the grand court within the estate was the master’s observatory, the rounded hall having numerous tables and benches set about with tomes aplenty scattered atop them, various parchments and scrolls, several crystal orbs and shiny gemstones that glittered in the light, and many lamps with pure white flames burning steadily hung around the walls. Stein glass windows showed some moonlight coming through while others had only darkness seen in their artistic designs. A second floor was set above and around the main level, reachable by two ramps on opposite ends of the room and having bookshelves lining most of the walls. To the left was an archway with fine blue curtains that allowed a glimpse of the night sky behind them. The right side of the hall had a finely crafted wooden door with the image being a split design of the sun covering the left half and the moon being on the right. Looking up the children were even more awestruck at seeing the dome ceiling having what at first looked to be curved windows to see the sky above, however what was seen instead were stars and floating cosmic clouds that slowly drifted by as if the heavens themselves were right outside.


  “What is this place?” Grace asked.


  “My observatory,” a man spoke up. The children turned to see the master in person walking up to them. He wore black boots with white straps at the top, dark blue leggings, an auburn sweater with a black belt around his waist, red shoulder covers with white embroidery edgings, and a black cape that flowed behind him with dark blue lining the edges. A gold ring was worn on the fourth finger of his left hand while silver bands with blue gemstones were worn on both middle fingers. Around his neck a silver necklace was worn that sported a round brass locket that dangled over some noticeable muscle he had on his build. His brown hair was mostly combed and went down to his neck to meet with the very light beard he had on his face, while his blue eyes watched the children stare at him in silence as he calmly approached them and the fey who finished climbing the stairs behind them.


  “I thought that was stated a few times now,” he mentioned rubbing the back of his head with an amused smile. “Anyway, it’s a pleasure to meet you all in person.”


  With a wave of his hand the suit of armor behind the kids saluted him before walking off to the side where it stood near the wall and resumed its position of standing at attention.


  “You’re VelRyan?” Max asked.


  “The one and only,” the man replied with a graceful bow. “Nice to make your acquaintance, Max, Lelu, and Grace.”


  “You know our names?” Lelu worried. “How did you know that?”


  “I’ve been listening to you since you woke up. Couldn’t help but overhear your names in the process. Sorry to take away your chance at introducing yourselves to me, hope you don’t mind.”


  “Who… what… where…” Max bewilderedly said looking around at the hall then back to the man. VelRyan chuckled and walked past while waving them to follow. He led his guests over to where a few chairs were set with a round table that had a large glass square within it. Sitting down on her legs at the table Bermuda had her head hung low while standing on the bench at the spot next to her Vale was gazing up at the stars in the ceiling. The two girls noticed VelRyan approaching, with Vale quickly bowing in respect to him while Bermuda hastily skittered over to the man and hugged him, burying her face in his chest while whimpering nervously.


  “I’m so sorry, father!” she whined hopping up and down. “I didn’t mean to make such a horrible mess of things! I really tried to complete my mission, I really did!”


  “Father?” Max, Lelu, and Grace exclaimed as VelRyan tenderly held the young arachne with a gentle smile.


  “Now, now,” he said brushing her hair. “I already told you I’m not faulting you for this. There was a mix-up and you misunderstood what you were out there for, yes?”


  Bermuda nodded while keeping her face buried in his shirt.


  “The important thing is you’re safe. C’mon, let me see those eyes and smile of yours again.”


  The arachne slowly peeked up at him with her two top eyes, with VelRyan chuckling and brushing her hair before she looked up at him with all eyes blinking a few times. Ever so slowly a smile started to come across her face, her hands tenderly holding his as he appeared to admire his daughter, something that prompted a certain reaction from a certain someone.


  “What the fuck?” Grace shouted out. “This guy’s your dad? Your daughter is an arachne?”


  “Yes,” VelRyan calmly admitted with a smile at them. “This is my daughter, Bermuda.”


  “She’s… but you’re… how…” Max again bewilderedly stuttered.


  “I understand your trepidation towards arachne,” VelRyan solemnly said while holding his daughter, the girl again burying her face in his shirt while a few of her legs skittered a bit. “I know they’re commonly malicious and dangerous monsters in the world, and I know they’ve caused your people much harm in the past.”


  “They ate my fellow sisters!” Lelu cried out as she hid behind Max. “They killed both mothers and children without any shred of a soul!”


  “They helped take over my home with other fucking bitches!” Grace yelled in anger. “They’re all fucking demons! She’s a goddamn abomination!”


  “Enough!” VelRyan announced, with the children falling silent as he slowly shook his head. “As I said, I understand your hatred towards them. But I assure you they are not all evil. There are some that do not follow the wicked ways of their sisters and instead walk a separate path in life. You’re free to reserve judgement on them however you wish, but while in my home you will treat my daughter with respect. She is nothing like the ones you’ve seen and heard about and does not deserve your resentment or ridicule.”


  “Bermuda is an angel,” Syliandanchevas agreed. “She and her mother have been nothing but good souls to walk this world ever since I met them. She’s not dangerous, I promise.”


  “Her mother?” Grace repeated. “There’s another fucking arachne whore here?”


  Again a streak of blue light streaked through the air before stopping right before her face to reveal Vale again having drawn her unique blade towards the elf with a stern glare.


  “Don’t you dare speak about Lylyian like that!” Vale shouted. “Nobody says such harsh words about her, you hear me?”


  Grace stepped back with her hands held up at her sides, a nervous glance being made to the knife then the pixie who had small cubes of blue light flickering around her in the air.


  “Take it back,” Vale growled. “Take back what you said right now.”


  “Not after what those monsters did to my people,” Grace retorted. “Every arachne I’ve ever seen has only tormented and treated us like dirt. Those monsters helped throw my beautiful home into hell itself, and not a single one ever showed the slightest fucking remorse for doing so. Every one of those things needs to die!”


  Vale growled heavily through bared teeth before VelRyan snapped his fingers. The pixie glanced back to see him shaking his head then slowly sheathed her blade while floating back towards him. VelRyan held in his sigh then nodded at Grace while stepping closer to her.


  “As I’ve said, I understand your hatred towards them. I really do. There are good arachne in the world, but sadly they are few and far between. Your anger towards arachne is understandably justified. Even so, please do not take the name of my wife in such harsh tones while in my home.”


  “Your… wife?” Grace repeated. VelRyan knelt down before the girl and lifted his hand to show the gold ring on his finger. The elf stared at it in disbelief then him while he slowly nodded.


  “If it will put your fears at ease, you should know she’s not with us anymore,” VelRyan explained. “She passed away quite some time ago. However her spirit still lives here and with me, always. All the good that she had was passed down to Bermuda, my beautiful daughter that I love and raise to be a wonderful woman in this world just like her mother was.”


  Grace opened her mouth to speak before VelRyan held a finger to her lips, silencing the elf who froze from the touch.


  “You are more than free to curse the arachne that hurt your people and caused you such fear for them. That’s understandable and something I cannot protest. However, my wife and daughter are nothing like them. They never have been, and never will be. So I’m asking you kindly, please don’t curse their names, at least not in front of me in our own home.”


  Grace remained silent as VelRyan stood up and walked back over to his daughter. Bermuda held his hand while resting her head against his side, the man gently brushing her hair while Vale and Syliandanchevas smiled kindly at them.


  “You really loved an arachne?” Max wondered. Everyone turned to him as he showed a cautious look at the man.


  “I still do,” VelRyan answered. “I’m never going to stop loving my daughter, and of course I will always love Lylyian. That’s why I wear this ring still. My heart was and always will be hers.”


  Syliandanchevas slowly nodded and lowered her head, holding her hands together before her with a remorseful smile to that.


  “You don’t have to understand,” VelRyan continued shaking his head. “You don’t have to accept that I care for them if you don’t want to. I know hearing such things would cause most people to think I had gone mad. After all…”


  He turned to smile knowingly at the boy, glancing to Lelu at his side then back to Max while cocking his head slightly.


  “It’s very uncommon in this world to see a human caring for a monster, right?”


  Max jumped a bit and turned to Lelu, seeing the centaur watching him curiously now, then back to VelRyan while failing to form a response. The man chuckled and held a hand to his chin while observing the boy closely.


  “You surprised me, Max,” VelRyan said walking closer to him. “Downstairs you not only shielded these two girls behind you but you looked ready to fight me if pressed further. You protected a centaur and an elf, despite you being from a family of monster hunters, and were ready to fight a fully armored opponent all to keep them safe.”


  All eyes turned to Max as he remained quiet, the boy lowering his head in thought while Lelu and Grace were watching him attentively. Max questioned what had come over him earlier then noticed VelRyan resting a hand on his shoulder.


  “Good man,” VelRyan commended with a pat on the boy. “That’s exactly how I would have acted in your situation as well.”


  “It is?” Max asked.


  “Of course. Protecting a fine young lady from danger is a gentleman’s duty,” VelRyan agreed with a wink. He walked around the table while casually running his fingers along it then pulled out a chair and tapped on the bench’s glass a few times.


  “I believe that’s enough introductions for the time being. We’ll have plenty of time for getting to know one another later, but for now how about we get to the bottom of the mystery as to what the heck happened tonight?”


  He sat down at the table with Bermuda quickly skittering over to remain by his side. Vale hovered down to her spot at the table and merely stood upon it without moving the chair behind her. Syliandanchevas sat down next to VelRyan and lowered her head with a timid smile and hands held in her lap. The man motioned for Max and his friends to sit, with Lelu and Grace exchanging curious looks before watching Max for his decision. After a while to think Max came over to the table and sat down across from VelRyan, with Lelu quickly trotting over to stand at his side while Grace hopped onto the chair next to him.


  “Now then,” VelRyan said leaning back with an amused smile. “Who wants to go first and tell the tale?”


  “I’ll do it!” Vale announced holding her hand up. She hovered over to the middle of the table while showing a serious expression to those around her. “Okay, so this is how it all happened.”


  *****


  Inside the cottage at Trixton Pass the evening sunlight rays made their way through the windows of the shop area. Standing behind the counter Lelu, Max, and Grace were smiling happily at their two newest customers who had casually come in through the front door without causing any trouble or showing the faintest sign of intent to cause mischief.


  “Good day,” Vale said, having a wobbly mustache loosely secured to her upper lip that matched the same one Bermuda had on at her side. “We are two casual and completely harmless travelers. We’ve come here for-”


  “Why are we wearing fake mustaches?” Bermuda asked. “That makes no sense.”


  “Shh!” Vale shushed her. “Who’s telling the story here? Besides, we totally had those amazing disguises on so as not to raise suspicion with everyone there. We were all sneaky like, like pros!”


  “That’s not-”


  “We were pro sneakers! Back to the story, which I’M telling! So shush!”


  “We’ve come here looking for a centaur, a human, and an elf,” Vale continued factually. “We’re looking to properly come into possession of them, not kidnap or otherwise steal them by any means that could be considered a crime to anyone else of course, and the sooner the better.”


  “A centaur, a human, and an elf?” Max curiously asked with a finger to his chin. “Why ever would you want them?”


  “Because Silly asked us-”


  “Stop calling me silly!” Syliandanchevas whined. “I really don’t like that ridiculous nickname!”


  “Because someone very important to us, with a very hard to pronounce name and a god-awful speech impediment, requested that we bring her a centaur, a human, and an elf. We weren’t going to ask why, we figured it would be best not to know. That and if we get her request wrong then it’s entirely her own fault because she stutters so much that it’s impossible to understand her.”


  “Vale! I-I-I do n-not st-st-stutter as h-horrendously a-as you’re c-c-claiming! And I-I n-never asked y-y-y-you to b-b-br-bring these d-dears here! I already t-t-told you I h-had a-a-asked for-”


  “So yeah. A centaur, a human, and an elf, if you would be ever so kind. Because that is what I heard her ask us for.”


  “You’re in luck,” Max beamed holding his arms out. “We are a centaur, human, and elf.”


  “Indeed you nice and friendly children are. What say you three come with us, no questions asked? Would that be alright with you so that if anyone asks we can say you said it was okay and not that we kidnapped you?”


  “We would love to,” Lelu giggled with a hop.


  “I can see no reason why we wouldn’t want to go with you two strangers no questions asked,” Max agreed nodding.


  Grace opened her mouth to speak, however only a horrible screeching came out instead of words, the elf saying something with a very forced smile while she grabbed Max’s head and banged it against the counter repeatedly. After a few hard knocks Max dropped to the ground unconscious while Grace yanked on her pigtails with heavy snarls.


  “Vale, what are you doing?” Bermuda demanded.


  “I’m censoring what that elf said. There are children here, Bermuda. Think of the children.”


  “What the fuck is this horseshit?” Grace shouted. “None of this fucking nonsense happened at all, you goddamned anal insect!”


  “You see? Think of the children, Bermuda. Anyway, back to-”


  “Excuse me,” VelRyan spoke up. “Not that this tale isn’t progressing along in a very unique manner, because it most certainly is, but I was told there were other monsters there when all this happened.”


  “…I was just getting to that. Like I was saying…”


  “However,” Lelu suddenly added. “We can’t go with you because these mean monsters are here to hurt us.”


  “What mean monsters?” Vale innocently asked. Lelu and Grace pointed off to the side, with Vale and Bermuda then noticing a large group of dangerous looking monsters standing nearby. Gremlins, trolls, goblins, an arachne, and also an ogre that was hunched over on its knees in order to fit into the small shop.


  “Hi,” a troll said with a wave. “We’re here to break their stuff and hurt them. A lot.”


  “Oh no,” Vale frowned with a glance to Bermuda. “That’s not nice. We would never break their home and hurt them, that’s the complete opposite of what we’re here to do.”


  “Well we can’t have you harming these innocent children,” Bermuda insisted as she summoned her magical orbs of energy.


  “It’s time to be heroes!” Vale announced as she unsheathed her blade.


  “Bring it on!” a gremlin shouted as the two parties charged each other to begin an epic battle of good versus evil, right versus wrong, red versus blue, overwhelmingly cliché battle montages versus-


  “Vale, just stop,” Bermuda groaned.


  “Shh!” Vale sternly whispered. “Be quiet. They’re totally buying it.”


  “No, we’re not,” Syliandanchevas flatly said.


  “That’s not at all how it happened,” Lelu agreed.


  “You seriously thought you were fooling us with that shit?” Grace scoffed.


  “Is that what happened?” Max asked rubbing his head.


  “Of course it isn’t!” Grace yelled. “I’ll tell you what the fuck happened!”


  *****


  Inside the cottage at Trixton Pass the evening sunlight rays made their way through the windows of the shop area. Peeking in from behind the glass Vale and Bermuda were carefully watching the three children inside, none of them having smiles on their faces at that current moment.


  “C’mon, you stupid boy!” Grace roared, having Max in a headlock and yanking him towards the wall of shelves holding various armor and monster weapons. Max was thrashing about with tears in his eyes while Lelu was holding onto his arms and frantically scampering to pull him away from the elf.


  “Did I upset you, mistress?” Max sniveled. “I’m sorry for failing you yet again.”


  “MOOO!” Lelu bellowed while hopping about. “MOO! MOO! MOOOO!”


  “What the HELL?” Lelu yelled out. “I’m not a cow, you insufferable little bit-”


  “Shut up!” Grace snapped. “I’m explaining how the hell we got here in the first place! I remember every detail, so sit down and shove your ass into your mouth to keep quiet!”


  “Let’s go, little boy!” Grace snarled as she slowly dragged the crying human towards the shelves. “We need to load up all the best weapons you’ve got! It’s time to avenge my mother and kill those flabby-titted horsefuckers that took my home!”


  “But, mistress,” Max whined. “I’m but a weak little human. I can’t go into battle by your side. I’ll only get in your way, much like I am now. I’m so sorry for being a pathetic bitch.”


  “MOO!” Lelu bellowed shaking her head. “MOO! MOOOO! MOOOOOOO!”


  “Quit being such a fucking wuss!” Grace shouted at the boy. “And piss off, cow! Go find a horsecock to suck or something, you putrid pile of-”


  “My dear child!” Syliandanchevas gasped. “Where in Eden did you learn such dreadful-”


  “Stop interrupting me, goddammit!” Grace roared. “You wanted to know what the fuck happened so I’m telling you! So shut the fuck up!”


  “Told you,” Vale quietly mentioned.


  Grace struggled to pull Max forward before the boy broke free from her and Lelu’s grasp. He quickly ran over to the front counter and lowered his head onto his arms atop it while sobbing heavily.


  “I can’t do it, mistress. I’m just not ready to go fight anyone. Only my big sisters are brave enough to fight, I’m just a weak little runt who’s not even fit to be raped by any monster in this world. I’m so sorry for failing you, esteemed mistress!”


  “For crying out loud!” Grace yelled in frustration. She stormed over to Max, knocking aside Lelu without giving her a second glance, then started banging Max’s head on the counter with furious grunts. “Stop! Being! So! Fucking! Useless!”


  After a few more hard knocks Max dropped to the ground unconscious. Lelu screamed and rushed over to tackle the elf, the two locking hands and dropping to the ground with Grace shouting repetitive expletives and Lelu mooing loudly.


  “I’ve never mooed like a cow in my life, you despicable liar!” Lelu raged.


  “Funny, that’s all I ever hear from you!” Grace shot back. “Just like I am right now!”


  “Interesting story,” VelRyan commented. “Though when do Vale and Bermuda play a part in it, as well as those other unsavory monsters I’ve heard about?”


  “I was just getting to that! God fucking dammit, just let me talk already!”


  “Seriously,” Vale quietly mentioned. “Can we gag her again?”


  “After she’s done with this drivel,” Bermuda flatly answered.


  Grace and Lelu started slapping each other while constantly bickering, right before gremlins and trolls burst in through the windows brandishing rusty axes and alchemic pouches.


  “We’ve come to fuck you up!” a troll laughed.


  “And there’s nothing you can do to stop us!” a gremlin taunted.


  “Like hell I can’t!” Grace retorted as she grabbed a bow from a table. She promptly fired seven arrows from it, all of which pierced the two evil monsters in critical locations. The elf let loose a long roar as more wicked monsters crashed in through the walls, her hand moving swiftly to grab handfuls of the many arrows that were conveniently lying on the table next to her that she then launched at the intruders. She fired volleys of arrows one after another, striking down gremlins, trolls, salamander women, arachne, ogres, orcs, witches, goblins, and succubi in never-ending waves.


  “Now there are succubi in it as well?” Bermuda complained. “What is wrong with you? There wasn’t a single succubus there.”


  “Again, shut the hell up and let me tell the story!”


  Countless numbers of the demonic-hearted foes crashed through the walls and ceiling while more charged in through the backroom, all while Grace continued firing arrows relentlessly with perfect aim all around her and fire burning brightly in her eyes.


  “You’ve got to be kidding!” Lelu demanded. “That isn’t what happened at all!”


  “What would you know about anything, you stupid cow!”


  “For one there wasn’t an entire army charging us! Secondly, your aim with the bow is simply appalling! You have got to be the worst archer of all the elves in Eden! You couldn’t have struck down anywhere near that many monsters all on your own. It took you all the arrows Max had at his place to kill those three copycats that attacked us, and even then you missed with over half of them!”


  “FUCK YOU!” Grace roared before trying to rush the centaur, with Lelu doing the same while Max struggled to keep them separated.


  “What is wrong with that child?” Syliandanchevas worried.


  “I smell evil on her,” Vale cautioned.


  “I always thought elves were kindred spirits of the forest,” Bermuda mentioned. “…not anymore.”


  “Excuse me,” VelRyan spoke up, with the girls halting and turning to him. “That’s quite an exciting tale you’ve told us. It’s certainly keeping me at the edge of my seat. But what of my daughter and her friend? When did they show up?”


  “Right after I killed all those other assholes,” Grace snapped.


  “You didn’t kill a single one!” Lelu yelled.


  After the final troll dropped dead with twenty arrows piercing its body Grace stood atop a pile of fallen foes with her bow in hand and a cluster of arrows ready to fire with it. Her eyes were narrowed as she watched the last two intruders coming in through the broken wall. Bermuda slowly skittered forward while summoning her violet orbs of energy above her, the arachne having a devilish smile on her face and hair flowing back in the wind. Vale unsheathed her unholy knife of evil while small red cubes of energy formed into the image of a skull and crossbones behind her.


  “You two cunts want a piece of me too?” Grace dared as she took aim with the handful of arrows. “Then come and get it! I’ll kill each and every one of you piss-guzzling motherfuckers, and I won’t stop until you’re all food for the goddamned worms! Revenge shall be mine!”


  Bermuda and Vale rushed towards her with evil laughing, the elf screaming in righteous fury as she then unleashed her arrows just as the two monsters closed in on her. And with that the final battle had begun.


  *****


  “And then what happened?” Bermuda flatly asked. “Please do tell us.”


  “If she says she killed us too then we’ll have found a hole in her story,” Vale cautioned.


  “Yeah,” Lelu dryly spoke up. “Then we’ll have found a hole in her story.”


  “Then they used some fucking magic to kidnap us!” Grace accused pointing to Vale then Bermuda. “And they’d better have a damned good reason for their sorry-ass mistake or else I’m going to finish what we started!”


  “We never started anything like what you described,” Bermuda pointed out.


  “But I’ll gladly finish it,” Vale muttered holding the handle to her knife.


  “Very intriguing,” VelRyan commented with a hand to his chin. “This is all starting to come together, piece by piece.”


  “What?” Bermuda exclaimed. “But her story was utter nonsense!”


  VelRyan held up a hand to silence her, his eyes watching the temperamental elf for a moment before moving over to Lelu.


  “My dear, would you be so kind as to tell us your side of the story next?”


  “My side?” she questioned lowering her head. “Um, well…”


  “It’s okay, Lelu. Take your time and tell us what happened to the best of your memory. If what you’ve heard so far isn’t the truth then please enlighten us to what is.”


  Lelu glanced to Grace with a dull scowl before looking down at the table with a troubled grimace.


  “Well… okay. Here’s what actually happened.”


  *****


  Inside the cottage at Trixton Pass the evening sunlight rays made their way through the windows of the shop area. Standing together before the front counter Max and Lelu were holding hands and deeply gazing into each other’s eyes. The centaur averted her gaze with a timid smile on her face before Max held her cheek and brought her loving stare back onto him.


  “Oh, Max,” she adoringly spoke. “I’m so lucky to have found you in my life. I’d be lost, scared, and possibly even slain by this cruel world if you hadn’t taken me into your arms.”


  “My dearest Lelu,” Max said in a suave and slightly deeper voice than usual. “It is I who am truly blessed with fortune to have you in my life. I cannot think of anything more I need in all of Eden than you by my side. I’ll always cherish everything about you, my perfect little centaur.”


  “Oh, Max,” Lelu breathed out, leaning ever closer towards Max.


  “Oh, Lelu,” Max gently said, holding a hand to the back of her head and bringing her close for a kiss.


  “Oh, Max.”


  “Oh, Lelu.”


  “Oh, Max.”


  “Oh, Lelu.”


  “Oh for fuck’s sake!” Grace shouted. “What the hell is all this shit? You’re going to make me puke!”


  “Max,” Syliandanchevas timidly said. “I didn’t know you were so bold with your feelings for this young girl.”


  “I’m not!” Max cried out. “I mean I don’t have- there isn’t any- I never said- that’s not what happened!”


  “This is getting interesting now,” Bermuda commented.


  “What happened next?” Vale eagerly asked. “What happened? Tell me!”


  “We were about to share our love with a romantic kiss in the evening sunlight,” Lelu humbly said. “It was something out of a fairy tale, a dream come true in every way. It was, until…”


  “The bad monsters attacked?” Vale gasped.


  “No. It was worse than them. Far worse…”


  “Oh, Max.”


  “Oh, Le-” Max said as they were about to kiss, only for him to be immediately yanked away while an evil cackling filled the room. Lelu gasped in horror as she saw Grace holding Max close with a wicked smile on her face, the elf dressed in a black leather skirt and top while having demonic wings extending out behind her. Her demon tail waved around in the air while her eyes had a devilish crimson glow to them.


  “There was indeed a succubus there on this night,” Lelu cursed. “One who could only have come from the deepest pits of hell itself.”


  “What the FUCK?” Grace roared. “Who you calling a succubus, you bloated cow?”


  “HAHAHAHAHA!” Grace bellowed while holding Max close to her. “It is I, Grace the succubus!”


  “Max!” Lelu desperately cried as she reached out for him.


  “Fool! This sexy looking hunk of a man belongs to me now! You, boy. You will love me and only me for all time! Because I said so, and I always get what I want! Or else! HAHAHAHA!”


  “Never!” Max defiantly retorted. “My heart and soul belong to Lelu! You’ll never have me as yours, you wretched foul-mouthed demon from the accursed woods!”


  “Never say never!” Grace laughed as she flew them up and over the counter to the other side. “I’m going to make you love me and only me, even if I have to beat it into your adorable head! You’re going to choose me over her, even if it’s the last thing you do!”


  She started banging Max’s skull onto the counter while lightning crackled outside the windows, all while Lelu screamed in horror and Grace laughed manically.


  “Say you love me!” Grace ordered smacking his head onto the plank again.


  “Say you want me!” she demanded with another whack.


  “Say I’m the only one you want! Say it!”


  After a few more hard knocks she wound back and slammed his head onto the counter, flipping the boy dramatically over it into the air while she laughed wickedly with her shadow being illuminated behind her by another bolt of lightning outside.


  “Max!” Lelu wailed.


  “Lelu!” Max cried as he tumbled about in the air, flying over the counter and crashing onto the ground at the centaur’s feet.


  “Max!” Lelu sobbed as she knelt down and held him in her arms. “Speak to me, my dearest love!”


  “Lelu…” he weakly said, his hand shakily lifting up to hold her cheek. “I… will always… love you… and you only.”


  “Max…”


  “I’ll never… let anyone else… come between us. Never… ever…”


  Taking his last breath Max then collapsed and lost consciousness, his arms dropping to the ground while Lelu stared in shock at the sight. She slowly held his head and brushed his hair, whimpering in sorrow while cursing the fates for being so cruel.


  “No… no… NO! MAX!” she cried out into the air, her voice echoing throughout the cottage while Grace continued to laugh demonically with arms held out and wings fluttering behind her.


  “No!” Vale sobbed. “Max! No! How could he be taken away from you like that? That’s so horrible! Struck down in the prime of his life! He was so young! He had so much to live for!”


  “I wasn’t taken away,” Max pointed out. “I’m not dead. See?”


  “That story was nothing but horseshit!” Grace yelled out. “I’m not a fucking Darker One, and you’re completely braindead if you think I give a rat’s ass about my servant like that!”


  “A truly heartbreaking tale,” VelRyan sympathized. “But, I have to ask, when do Vale and Bermuda come into play, as well as all the bad monsters that attacked you?”


  “Oh,” Lelu sheepishly replied. “They… they were there too.”


  “MAX!” Lelu cried out into the air, just as trolls and gremlins burst into the shop from the windows and doorway. The centaur continued to scream her beloved’s name into the air while a blurred mess of invading monsters, Grace running around hitting herself in the head with her bow, and Bermuda and Vale rushing in to join the brawl circled her. Lelu’s hair flowed back dramatically in the wind while she held the sleeping boy in her arms, nothing else mattering to her except her unconscious love that lay sprawled on the floor beneath her as she yelled out his name.


  *****


  “And that’s what happened,” Lelu asserted factually.


  “Bull. Fucking. Shit,” Grace flatly argued.


  “It did seem a little fabricated,” Syliandanchevas giggled. “Though it was a touching tale all the same.”


  “It was more interesting to hear than the other ones,” Bermuda admitted with a shrug.


  “Poor, poor Max,” Vale lamented shaking her head. “Taken away from his one true love by a horrible demon.”


  “I’m not a demon!” Grace yelled slamming her fists onto the table. “And I wasn’t trying to steal him away from that cow! He already belongs to me anyway!”


  “He does not, you accursed wretch!” Lelu barked back.


  “Children, please calm down,” Syliandanchevas begged holding her hands out.


  “That isn’t what happened, is it?” Max asked rubbing his head.


  “You don’t know?” the fey questioned. “You were there, don’t you remember?”


  “Yes,” VelRyan mused. “Do you remember what happened, Max? Please tell us your side of the story next.”


  Max thought for a while then slowly glanced to Lelu and Grace, the two girls watching him closely for his verdict on their stories that he didn’t appear to be able to give.


  “Max,” VelRyan spoke up. “Do you remember seeing my daughter and her friend at all?”


  “Well… not really,” Max admitted.


  “I thought not. You see, while all these stories the girls have been sharing with us were entertaining, they don’t seem to match up with one another very well. At least they don’t minus one specific detail that was consistent in every one.”


  Max rubbed his head then looked to Grace, the elf merely glancing to him with a scoff and having her arms crossed stubbornly.


  “Grace knocked you out,” Syliandanchevas realized. “It happened in every story. My dear, you don’t remember what happened at all because you were unconscious during everything, weren’t you?”


  “Um… I guess,” Max said with a shrug.


  “Why did she do that to you anyway?” Bermuda asked looking to the elf.


  “He wasn’t listening to what I was saying,” Grace snapped. “So I had to beat some sense into him. And I only hit his head against the counter a few times, that’s all. And maybe I threw him onto the floor afterwards, whatever. Fucking wuss couldn’t stay standing after just that much.”


  “You’re going to pay for hurting him like that,” Lelu growled with rage at her.


  “Bring it on, cow.”


  “Excuse me,” VelRyan said raising his hand. “We can go over Max and Grace’s questionable relationship after we sort this first mystery out. Now it seems there are a few common factors from what I’ve heard. Max was rendered unconscious, Lelu was upset about that, Grace tried to fight off the intruding monsters to the best of her ability, and at some point Bermuda and Vale jumped into the fight as well. Does that sound right with you all?”


  Vale and the four children nodded as VelRyan rubbed his chin with the bigger picture slowly falling into place for him.


  “Well, then it seems we’re getting closer to understanding what really happened tonight. And I think I know who can reveal the truth of what occurred.”


  All eyes turned to Bermuda, the arachne lowering her head with a solemn expression while holding her arms under her chest.


  “My dear,” VelRyan kindly said. “Would you please share with us your side of the story? I think once we hear it we’ll be able to piece together what happened once and for all.”


  “Yes, father,” Bermuda softly agreed. She took a slow breath then looked around the table as everyone watched her closely.


  “Okay. This is what really happened tonight.”


   


  


  Chapter 7


  A New Sanctuary


  In the world of Eden there were so few places that were considered truly safe. Even a mighty city or kingdom could be attacked by raiders or monsters, roads marked for travelers and merchants could have danger waiting around any corner, and even one’s own home could be invaded during the calmest of sunny days without warning. To provide a sense of comfort, safety, and refuge to any was a daunting task in this world, but not impossible. There were those who were up to the task, both human and monster alike, and could be counted on to help others who had nowhere else to go. A true sanctuary could be considered priceless to any who needed it.


  Especially when a great danger was ever approaching without mercy.


  *****


  The sun was beginning to drop over the horizon as the day neared its end. Within a small thicket birds were chirping in the trees while a few rabbits nimbly hopped about the woodland floor. As they passed through the serene grove one of them stopped, twitching its nose and perking its ears up, and catching the attention of the others who quickly took notice. A quiet pause ensued as a bird’s repeated chirp sounded out above, the rabbit remaining still and on alert before quickly taking off along with his friends. Not a second later a bright flash washed out from the grove, sending birds off into the air with loud screeches and leaves blowing away in the wind. A perfectly square casting base resonated on the grass with vibrant lime and cerulean light, the inner weavings being angular and shifting slightly as four beams of bright green light shot up at the corners of the incantation high into the air.


  “Are we there this time?” Bermuda tiredly asked as she skittered out from the center of the spell, the arachne seeming to blur into focus out of thin air in distorted, cube-shaped glitters of white light. “I swear, this is the seventh stop we’ve made on this quest.”


  “No, it’s the fourth,” Vale corrected as she hovered out of the center of the spell after her, the pixie shifting into view from a distorted ripple of energy. “And I’m not the one who keeps demanding to exit out of the breach right after going into it. You know-”


  “You know it’s freaky as hell going through that place!” Bermuda shouted at her. “Everything’s so… weird!”


  “You’re weird,” Vale childishly retorted. “And it’s not so bad, it’s just-”


  “It gives me nightmares! Seriously, that break is just-”


  “Breach. It’s called a breach. It’s a breach because-”


  “I don’t want to know!” Bermuda shouted covering her ears and shutting all her eyes. “That place isn’t normal! I hate going through it! Everything looks so… garh! Why can’t we just travel out here in the regular world where things aren’t as crazy like everyone else?”


  “Because it would take forever for you to walk this far,” Vale flatly replied. “Bermuda, Silly entrusted us on this mission and we can’t keep her waiting. We need an elf, a centaur, and a human. And we can’t get them near Shadow’s Refuge, we need to go far out into The Outerlands to find them.”


  “I still don’t understand what she wants a centaur, elf, and human for,” Bermuda questioned. “But if that’s what she needs then that’s what she needs. Still, I hate going through that freaky place, Vale.”


  “Well suck it up,” Vale snapped. “We need to go deeper into The Outerlands to find what we’re looking for and Silly is waiting back home for us. We need to move, Bermuda. Right now.”


  “Just give me a second for my stomachs to settle,” Bermuda whined while skittering over to a nearby knoll. “They’re still a little nauseous from that trip.”


  “Fine,” Vale heavily sighed. She hovered alongside Bermuda as the arachne climbed up the hill within the woodland and looked around, the two surveying the area before noticing a large cottage further ahead.


  “Is that…” Bermuda slowly said.


  “It looks like a human home,” Vale reasoned with a shrug. “But way out here in The Outerlands? That seems kind of stupid.”


  Bermuda skittered through the woods before stopping at the tree line behind the cottage, herself and Vale peeking around a tree while staying close to the shadows.


  “A human might live here,” Bermuda whispered.


  “I doubt it,” Vale said shaking her head. “Again, we’re in the middle of The Outerlands. Monsters could be creeping around this place at any moment. For example, we are doing just that right now. Any human who lives here would have to be incredibly stupid.”


  From the back of the cottage the door opened and Max stepped out, the boy carefully looking around the area while staying on guard.


  “That looks like a human,” Bermuda pointed out.


  “He must be incredibly stupid,” Vale said.


  Max took a moment to search the surrounding area for any movement then walked back into the cottage. A few minutes later he came back out dragging a body with him, the boy grunting while pulling the limp figure out and onto the grass. Bermuda and Vale exchanged questioning looks before watching Max pulling out two more bodies and piling them up.


  “Are those… corpses?” Bermuda slowly asked.


  “Kid must have killed his family out of stupidity,” Vale worried.


  Max wiped his hands as he walked back into the home, closing the door behind him and leaving the three motionless bodies outside. Bermuda and Vale glanced to each other before quickly rushing over towards the building, with the arachne quickly and swiftly skittering along the terrain while the pixie floated perfectly level beside her. The two dashed over to the side of the home where piles of logs were stacked up next to a stump, the girls sticking close to the wall where there were no windows and staying in the shadow of the cottage.


  “Vale,” Bermuda cautioned as she stared at the bodies nearby. “Is it me, or do those bodies have furry ears and tails?”


  “That can’t be right,” Vale argued shaking her head. “That was just a boy we saw. He couldn’t have killed three monsters.”


  Bermuda watched the pixie fly over towards the bodies while low to the ground, the tiny monster circling them and hovering over them before poking one a few times. After a pause she quickly flew over to her friend and tensed up while grabbing the handle to her knife.


  “Those are monsters. That boy killed three monsters. Those monsters are so dead.”


  “Hold on,” Bermuda hushed. “I hear others talking in there. Girls. He’s not alone.”


  “Maybe they all killed those monsters,” Vale morbidly said. “In some sort of sick… bloody… monster killing party.”


  “Come on,” Bermuda ordered as she slowly skittered alongside the building towards the front. The two made their way around the corner and closer to the windows, with Vale landing on Bermuda’s shoulder and both of them peeking in through the glass into the shop area.


  “That’s a lot of weapons,” Bermuda carefully pointed out.


  “Those look like monster weapons,” Vale mentioned.


  “That can’t be right. This is a human home. We saw one.”


  “Oh my gosh,” Vale gasped. She quickly flew over to another window and pressed against it, her eyes darting around the armaments on the racks and tables with quickly humming wings. “Bermuda… those are monster weapons.”


  “How do you know?”


  “That rapier over there, it looks like a gremlin’s, it’s a plus three. And that spear, that’s a centaur’s spear, it looks like a plus seven. That over there is a troll’s battle-axe, at least a plus six. A goblin’s shortsword, that looks like… a negative one if you ask me. Not sure why they have that one. And that- oh my gosh! That’s a reptile girl’s broadsword! And it’s a plus thirteen!”


  She quickly flew over to Bermuda and grabbed her head, forcing her to confusingly stare at the shocked pixie’s expression.


  “A plus thirteen, Bermuda! Do you know that means?”


  “I have no idea what any of that means,” Bermuda replied shaking her head a little.


  “It means it’s thirteen better than a normal broadsword!”


  “Thirteen better? What are you talking about?”


  “It’s better than a standard reptile girl broadsword by thirteen! By thirteen, Bermuda!”


  “What is that supposed to mean?” Bermuda demanded while pushing the pixie away. “And how can you even tell how much better it would be in comparison to another sword just by looking at it from here?”


  “I’ve got an eye for these sorts of things, but that’s not the point here. That sword belonged to a very skilled reptile girl. If it’s here and the reptile girl isn’t, then that means someone took it from her. Whoever that someone is, they live here, and they’re a very dangerous fighter.”


  Bermuda watched the pixie worriedly then looked inside along with her friend, both seeing the large collection of weapons and armor resting proudly on display in the cottage.


  “Those are trophies, Bermuda,” Vale whispered. “Taken from mighty and skilled monsters. Monster killers live here.”


  “Monster killers? You mean like monster hunters?”


  “They’re probably incredibly vicious and savage,” Vale scorned. “If they’re able to collect so many prized weapons from so many different kinds of monsters they must be expert hunters who love to kill without mercy or remorse.”


  “Maybe we shouldn’t be here,” Bermuda nervously said. “These aren’t the kinds of humans we should be messing with.”


  “Of course we shouldn’t be here,” Vale snapped. “There isn’t a single reason why we should stay here a second longer.”


  The two started to back away before noticing Max quickly darting into the sales room from behind the curtain, the boy jumping aside as Lelu and Grace stumbled after through the drape while trying to wrestle each other down. Bermuda and Vale watched the two girls slapping each other and bumping around behind the counter while Max jumped over it and ducked down behind the stand for safety. He could be heard yelling something at the two girls who only appeared to be shouting at one another while grappling with frantic clawing and punches.


  “What in Eden is going on in there?” Bermuda wondered.


  “Is that a centaur and an elf?” Vale asked scratching her head. “What are they doing in there? Wait. A centaur and elf? Bermuda! There’s a centaur and elf!”


  “I can see that. But still, what are they doing in there if this is where monster hunters live?”


  Max tried to talk to and calm the girls down while holding his hands out, with Grace only shoving Lelu aside then grabbing the boy before pulling him across the counter with a fierce yell. Bermuda and Vale showed puzzled faces at seeing Max then being tugged back and forth by the two girls who kept trying to slap each other around him.


  “Maybe they’re trying to kill him,” Vale guessed with a shrug. “Maybe they both came here seeking revenge for their fallen families, and are arguing over who has the right to kill that young hunter.”


  “I’m not sure, it looks like the centaur is trying to protect him,” Bermuda pointed out. She watched Lelu yanking Max back and holding him face first in her chest while shouting at the elf in anger. Grace grabbed Max’s shoulders and tried yanking him away with his arms flailing around and lungs struggling to draw a breath in the centaur’s bosom.


  “Protect him?” Vale repeated. “Are you sure? Looks like she’s trying to suffocate him with her boobs. A rather malicious finishing move if I may say so.”


  Lelu cried out in desperation while holding Max in her chest, arms gripping him with all her might while Grace roared like a lion and yanked hard to pull him away. After two more heavy pulls the elf pried Max free from Lelu’s grasp, the boy gasping for air before the elf threw him onto the counter by his collar and shouted at him relentlessly while pointing to the wall of weapons nearby.


  “This isn’t right,” Bermuda mentioned shaking her head. “I don’t think he’s a monster hunter, he seems more scared of them than anything. Not to mention he’s too young to be an expert killer.”


  “Then how else do you explain what we’re seeing?” Vale asked as Lelu tackled Grace aside. The two started slapping each other repeatedly while Max slowly backed away behind the counter. Grace shoved Lelu hard against the wall then pushed her aside, the girl making a furious dash towards Max and slamming him down to the ground with a loud thud.


  “Maybe this is just an ordinary store,” Bermuda guessed with a shrug. “That human probably lives here and sells this stuff to other humans. But… still, those bodies in back. If that boy isn’t a hunter and didn’t kill them, who did?”


  Grace stumbled to her feet holding Max by the collar, the girl screaming at him with overwhelming fury. The boy tried to say something while shaking his head in protest before she yelled and slammed his head onto the counter. Bermuda and Vale stared with wide eyes as the elf banged Max’s head onto the counter multiple times before tossing him over it onto the floor with a thump.


  “I think we know who did it,” Vale plainly said as they watched Lelu rushing over to Max crying. The centaur quickly knelt down and held the unconscious boy in her arms sobbing while the elf continued to yell at them with frustration.


  “I smell evil on that girl,” Vale warned holding the handle to her knife.


  Grace shouted at the centaur and pointed to her accusingly before quickly looking over to the curtain to the backroom. She ran over and peeked through it while Lelu was shaking her head and yelling something back at the elf.


  “She may have dispatched those other monsters,” Bermuda speculated. “But still, why is that centaur and elf in there in the first place? Why are they in a human’s home?”


  “I would suggest they’re there to rape him,” Vale unsurely reasoned. “But it seems to me they’re more interested in killing him than anything else.”


  Bermuda watched Lelu and Max closely, seeing the centaur tenderly holding the boy close while weeping in remorse, then noticed Grace was now missing.


  “Where did the elf go?”


  “Who cares?” Vale said with a smile forming. “This is perfect. We have a human, centaur, and elf to take with us. And they’re young too, they won’t be too hard to get. One’s even unconscious. This is perfect.”


  Bermuda searched for any sign of the missing elf in the room before she was quickly yanked back by the arm with a yelp. She and Vale turned to see a troll holding the arachne in hand while having a large axe in the other.


  “What the hell?” the troll scoffed before looking up. “You brought your kid with you for this? What is wrong with you?”


  “Huh?” Bermuda asked. She and Vale noticed gremlins and goblins standing around them, all armed with alchemic pouches, daggers, and rusty shortswords, and then looked up to see an arachne poised on the side of the building watching them from above.


  “That’s not my kid,” the monster said scratching her head. “My daughter is back with the others. Why would I have brought her out here where monster hunters live? She’s next to useless for anything.”


  “What is that?” a gremlin asked pointing to Vale.


  “Stupid lookin’ bug,” a goblin sneered. “So stupid ‘n pointy.”


  “Can I eat?” another asked with a drooling smile. “Still hungry.”


  “Get out of here, brat,” the troll ordered while shoving Bermuda aside, the arachne tumbling over the grass with flailing legs before scrambling up onto her feet. “Go back to your mommy, we’re busy here.”


  “What is this thing?” a gremlin asked while trying to grab Vale. The pixie flew around the monster in rigid angles before zipping over to Bermuda.


  “Who are all of you?” Bermuda demanded.


  “And I’m not a thing,” Vale scowled.


  “We’re here to get rid of some pesky monster hunters,” the troll snapped. “You shouldn’t be here, little bug. It’s very dangerous for kids like you.”


  “Monster hunters do live here?” Bermuda wondered.


  “Not for long,” a gremlin chuckled.


  “We’re gonna make em’ screem,” a goblin cackled.


  “Run along, child,” the arachne overhead ordered waving them away. “You might get hurt otherwise. I’m sure it was a pain for your mother to brood you, don’t let her efforts go to waste so easily. Not like mine were with my useless drunken daughter.”


  Bermuda and Vale exchanged glances then heard a girl’s scream from inside the cottage, right before a thunderous crash echoed out along with the building shaking a little.


  “Looks like Fat Cassie’s in,” a gremlin laughed as they saw Grace rushing back through the curtain screaming something. She quickly grabbed her bow and a handful of arrows near the counter and fired them back through the doorway, tearing apart the drape while a loud groan was heard in the back of the building. The elf reached for more arrows before she dropped with her legs being pulled out from under her and was yanked back into the backroom.


  “You’re going to kill those kids, aren’t you?” Vale questioned.


  “We’ll kill anyone we find here,” the troll scoffed. “Stay too long and that may include you. Now for the last time, beat it.”


  “Is that the same centaur from before?” another gremlin asked pointing to Lelu who was fearfully watching where Grace had vanished and calling out her name. “She’s still alive? And there’s a human kid in there too.”


  “Let’s fix that,” the troll growled before charging forward and bursting through the door. The goblins scrambled over and jumped through the windows with loud crashes while the gremlins quickly followed after, with Lelu shrieking at seeing them bursting in while she frantically tried dragging Max back towards the counter.


  “We need them alive, right?” Vale asked.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Bermuda spoke narrowing her eyes. “We’re not letting those wretches harm children.”


  “You think Silly is going to harm them?”


  “Don’t think about that,” Bermuda sternly replied. “Just go make sure that elf isn’t dead. I’ll deal with these rogues in the front.”


  “What are you talking about?” the arachne above scowled. Bermuda slowly looked up to her while Vale zipped over and up along the ceiling of the building in a blur, with everyone inside trying to see what passed overhead before turning their sights back onto Lelu who was slumped down against the front counter with Max held in her arms. The centaur started breathing fearfully with tears forming in her eyes before looking past the monsters. Slowly they all glanced back to see Bermuda staring up at the other arachne while she slowly waved her hands up at her sides. The air above her wavered and crackled quietly while her fingers trailed violet wisps of the ether behind them, the young arachne glaring at her kin as three glowing orbs of purple light formed above her. The magical balls of energy swirled around in the air while drawing in currents of wind that seemed to grow stronger as the magic grew above her.


  “Who the hell are you?” the wicked arachne carefully asked while slowly backing up along the building.


  Vale raced along the ceiling of the backroom, straight down to the floor, then straight forward through to the kitchen where Grace was shrieking as an ogre’s hand was holding her. The giant monster had a few of her arrows stuck in its belly yet didn’t appear to notice, its bloodshot eyes watching Grace screaming in her hand as it slowly started to stand up where it had crashed through the side of the building. The monster opened its mouth and leaned forward to chomp down on Grace’s head with a hungry growl, the elf screaming with wide eyes as her life flashed before her and the smell of rotten meat blew past.


  “CLOVER!”


  A streak of blue light zipped across the floor then straight up before a wide arc sliced around through the air and the ogre’s throat. The brute gurgled with its eyes rolling back into its head before slowly dropping forward against the cottage with its hand letting go of Grace. The elf landed down on the ground with a yelp then stared in shock at seeing the ogre leaning against the building with blood gushing out of its neck. With a flash of blue light Vale shot back down next to Grace and struck her knife into the ground with a whack, causing the elf to scream and hop back while staring in surprise at the pixie who remained knelt down with her hand holding onto her lodged blade.


  “Are you okay?” Vale asked glancing to her.


  “WHAT THE FUCKING HELL?” Grace shouted shaking her head. “Who are you diseased freaks? What the shit is that thing? What the fuck are you? You assheads think you can just push me around like this? Do you know who the fuck I am? Do you? Goddammit, you can’t treat me like this you horsefucking, ass-eating piles of-”


  Vale showed an uneasy frown as the elf continued to cuss and yell at her while waving her arms around, the tiny monster slowly pulling up her knife from the floor and shaking her head as she took a step back from the child.


  “I smell evil on you.”


  Grace stared at her with disbelief and rage before they turned towards the front of the building as a blast of wind raced through the home. Outside Bermuda swung her hand towards the arachne on the side of the cottage, hurling one of her violet orbs of swirling energy and wind at the monster with a screaming howl.


  “What the hell?” the arachne cried as she leapt to the side. The blast of magic struck through a window before blowing apart half of the room it crashed into along with the roof with the force of a tornado. Those inside the sales floor braced themselves from the mighty gust of wind that struck by while small armor plates and piles of clothing from the tables were thrown around in the air.


  “She’s using magic!” a gremlin yelled pointing to Bermuda.


  “That can’t be,” the troll said slowly shaking her head. “Arachne… can’t use magic.”


  Bermuda glared at the terrified arachne above her then quickly flung another orb at the monster, the powerful blast striking through the wall beside the screaming foe and blowing planks and debris out from behind her. A mere second later the side of the cottage exploded and blasted out far into the fields nearby from the orb detonating with a violent burst of uncontrolled gales. Without pause Bermuda yelled out while waving her hands around, trailing crackling arcs of electricity in the air while some shot up erratically into the third whistling sphere of violet light hovering above her. She then threw the last orb of magic towards the roof, sending it through the smoke and haze before racing right into the screaming arachne’s face. A powerful blast of light erupted along with a thunderous crackle as lightning bolts scattered out in a wide explosion from the roof, sending spikes of energy all around the cottage which blasted into scorching bursts of sparks while several detonated right away atop the building and threw more charred and flaming debris into the air.


  “What’s happening?” Lelu cried out as she ducked down with Max held close.


  “What the fuck?” Grace yelled as she was thrown back from the force of the wind into the kitchen table, crashing through it and tumbling over to slam into then through the water urn in the room.


  “Geez, Bermuda,” Vale sighed as she hovered up into the air while water rushed past below her on the floor. “Would it kill you to use a little self-control with your magic?”


  The monsters in the sales floor ducked down as debris rained from above all while Lelu screamed with her eyes shut tight.


  “How the hell is that kid doing that?” a gremlin demanded. Looking up the fiends saw half the house having been blown away while their arachne companion was dangling by one of her legs from the destroyed roof. The monster’s neck was broken along with her ribs and arm, blood dripping from her mouth as she hung upside down with a leg caught between two beams while having burns and blisters all over her face and chest.


  “Um… you okay?” a goblin slowly asked.


  “That damned brat,” the troll growled as she glared at Bermuda, the young arachne looking down from the mangled roof towards the other wicked monsters with a cold stare of her own. “Kill her. Kill all these goddamned kids right now!”


  She lifted her axe up to strike Lelu down, the centaur looking up to her with a gasp as the gremlins and goblins turned towards Bermuda while brandishing their weapons. In a flash a zigzagging blue light streaked into the room, whizzed past the troll, then stopped instantly as the axe was yanked out of the monster’s grip. The troll spun around to see Vale hovering in place with her back turned to her, the pixie’s wings humming as they shook a little behind her body. In one hand she held her large knife down at her side. The other was outstretched with square casting bases formed into a cube around her hand, the magical diagrams having rigid blocky edgings that glowed with a blue light while faint tiny yellow cubes seemed to bounce around inside the box. And floating in the air before her was the troll’s axe, the handle having two square blue casting rings set around it and holding the weapon steady.


  “What… in… Eden?” the troll breathed out.


  Vale slowly glanced back to the troll, shook her head, and then flung her hand back, hurling the axe through the air at high speed right into the monster’s skull with a swift crack. The troll flew back and slammed into the wall, the monster’s stunned expression frozen on its face with blood flowing down from the clean cut it had in its head while slowly slumping onto the floor.


  “Kill that thing!” a gremlin yelled while winding back with a chemical pouch. In a flash Vale zipped around everyone in a blurred trail of light that didn’t bend or curve once but instead traveled in straight lines while turning at sharp angles. The pixie circled the gremlin then raced forward in front of her while throwing her hand ahead, the tiny monster yanking a centaur’s spear off the ground with two blue square casting bases forming around it. Vale quickly came to a stop, flung her hand back, and launched the spear behind right into the gremlin that was thrown back with a painful howl into the wall with a swift whack. The gremlin screamed in agony while clutching the spear, kicking a few times as she strained to draw a breath before slowly falling limp and letting go of the lance. The remaining goblins and gremlins quickly backed away from Vale into the sales floor as the pixie eyed each one with discontent.


  “Don’t call me a thing,” she warned while clutching her knife with both hands.


  Lelu looked around from the dead troll to the newcomers then to the speared gremlin before up at Vale while quietly uttering something under her breath. Grace carefully crept into the room and peeked over the counter to see the dead monsters and destroyed wall where Bermuda skittered in from. The arachne came up behind Vale while scowling at the wicked monsters, her eyes glancing down to Lelu and Max before noticing Grace watching her from behind the counter.


  “Who… are you?” Lelu managed to get out.


  Bermuda watched the centaur cowering on the floor with Max held close in her arms then turned her eyes onto the intruding monsters with a stern glare.


  “What is the meaning of this?” a gremlin demanded. “How dare you get in our way! You think you can protect your little friends from us?”


  She jumped a bit as Bermuda held out a hand towards her and formed a swirling ball of purple energy before it. The air began flowing into it with twirling currents as the arachne slowly shook her head.


  “They’re not our friends,” she corrected. “They’re our targets.”


  “Tar… gets?” Lelu worriedly asked. “Wait, just who are you? What do you want with us?”


  “You’re coming with us,” Bermuda said glancing back to her. “All three of you.”


  “Why? What do you want us for?”


  “They were our targets first,” a gremlin scorned.


  “And now you all are,” the other added before the monsters dashed towards the children. Lelu watched them charge forward in fright before Bermuda fired out her magical orb, the howling attack wailing through the air while lifting upward with a fierce current flowing around it. As it raced past a gremlin and two goblins it instantly yanked all the bloodthirsty fiends into the air after it into the screaming torrent of wind along with tables and merchandise in the shop. Vale dashed forward and slashed outward towards the monsters with her knife, sending out a bright blue arc of energy that sliced through the spinning funnel of wind, a few chests and heads of the monsters, and finally against the entire wall of the cottage that it seared through for a moment before exploding outward. The orb of violet light blasted by after with a fierce howl, throwing the wicked monsters out into the air along with debris, blood, and various items from the tables that were now knocked all around the room. All the monsters crashed down into the ground further away from the home, bones broken and skin torn from both the arachne’s powerful wind magic and the pixie’s searing blade attack.


  Lelu and Grace stared at the sight with wide eyes, seeing a few broken boards dropping down from the newest hole made in the cottage while none of the monsters outside moved an inch. Slowly they turned their eyes to Bermuda and Vale, the arachne breathing out and lowering her hand while the pixie spun her blade around before sheathing it at her hip. The two looked to one another with a nod of approval before turning to see Lelu shaking a little while holding Max closer to her chest.


  “Don’t be afraid,” Vale gently said reaching out for her. “We’re not going to hurt you. We’re just taking you far away somewhere whether you want to come with us or not for reasons that both concern and slightly scare us regarding your future wellbeing.”


  “You’re what?” Lelu cried out. “Get away! Get away from us, you damn arachne and… and… wha… what are you anyway? Some kind of… weird… box… thing?”


  “Don’t call me a thing,” Vale growled.


  “I don’t know who, or what, you are, but you’re not taking Max anywhere!” Lelu yelled out as she frantically kicked along the ground to get away from the newcomers. She scrambled to her feet and dashed around the counter before Grace suddenly grabbed ahold of Max and struggled to wrestle him away from her.


  “You’re not taking my servant with you!” Grace yelled out. “Let go of him, he belongs to me!”


  “Knock it off!” Lelu shouted while the two stumbled about, with Bermuda and Vale watching with confusion now. “Those monsters are going to kidnap us! They’re probably going to eat Max! Get out of the way, you accursed elf!”


  “Let go of my human, you fucking bovine!” Grace roared as she and Lelu started slapping each other around the unconscious boy. “Hey, spider bitch and stupid bug, just take this fucking cow with you! She’s more than fat enough for you to eat, you don’t need me or my human!”


  “Fat? Fat?” Lelu screamed. She tackled Grace to the floor with a furious yell, the two slapping and bickering with each other while Bermuda and Vale turned to each other questionably.


  “You insufferable little forest sprite!”


  “Fucking gluttonous grass-muncher!”


  “Soulless demon!”


  “Bulbous butt-eater!”


  “Infernal mud flopper!”


  “Hey,” Bermuda called out.


  “Did they forget about us?” Vale asked shaking her head.


  Lelu and Grace continued slapping each other while on the floor next to Max, the girls screaming every degrading name they could think for one another before a broken beam snapped off the ceiling and dropped down onto them with a loud thud. Bermuda and Vale cringed from the impact then heard silence filling the room. Slowly they peeked over the counter to see the girls out cold with the broken beam cracked in two places resting above them on the floor.


  “Well,” Vale slowly said before shrugging. “This was easier than expected. Tie them up, Bermuda. Let’s go home.”


  *****


  Inside VelRyan’s observatory everyone listened as Bermuda finished her story. After she told them all what happened she turned to her father to hear what he had to say about it, the man slowly nodding while eyeing the three children in question with a calm smile.


  “Thank you, Bermuda. I think that clears up what happened tonight pretty well.”


  “Shadow’s Refuge?” Max questioned. Everyone saw him watching Bermuda with a stunned look on his face. “Did you say your home… here… is Shadow’s Refuge?”


  “That’s correct,” Bermuda agreed with a nod. “Have you heard of it before?”


  Max looked around the observatory then to those seated at the table with him, words seeming to fail him as he distinctly recalled that particular name.


  “Max?” Lelu worried. “What is it? Where are we?”


  “Wait a minute,” Grace slowly said, hand held to her chin as she thought carefully about that name. “I’ve heard of this place before. My mom talked about it a few times.”


  “It can’t be,” Max said shaking his head. He glanced over to the drapes hung before the balcony, seeing stars twinkling in the night sky between the two long sheets.


  “Max?” Lelu asked as Max stumbled off the chair and quickly ran over to the curtains, rushing through them onto the overlook outside to see for himself. Grace and Lelu exchanged quick glances then ran over as well while VelRyan casually walked after them.


  Hanging onto the railing of the terrace Max stared with wide eyes at seeing something. The wind softly blew by with a cool touch on his skin while his gaze slowly aimed down. Lelu and Grace rushed over to his sides then jumped as they saw what was below them. The dome structure that was the observatory for VelRyan sat atop a large manor within an expansive remote property. Spacious courtyards with gardens and cobblestone roads were seen below along with adjoining sheltered walkways leading to four large buildings with multiple stories and flat roofs set around the main structure. Elegantly crafted pillars supported the dwellings while atop them on the edges were statues of what looked to be large birds wearing long cloaks and pointed cowls. A fortified stone wall surrounded the compound with circular watchtowers placed at the corners along with two smaller ones overlooking the wooden gate that led into the main piazza. The moonlight from above and the many lit torches throughout the courtyards and walkways gave enough radiance to see the grand estate at night from atop the tallest balcony that the children stood on, however beyond the front gate the land seemed to vanish into the darkness that was presumably The Outerlands.


  “Wow,” Lelu softly spoke. “This… is a big place.”


  “It is quite a sight, yes,” VelRyan commented walking up behind them. “Though if you ask me, the best view is to your left and up.”


  “Left and up?” Lelu repeated. Max and the girls blinked then slowly turned their eyes that way, their mouths opening in surprise as VelRyan looked over as well with an honored smile on his face.


  “After all, it’s what gives this place its unique name. And it’s a wonderful sight at night if I may say so.”


  “Is that…” Grace breathed out.


  “I think it is,” Max slowly said.


  While the front of Shadow’s Refuge led out into The Outerlands, directly behind the protected grounds stood extremely tall and steep mountains, the peaks being so high that it made those that gazed upon them wonder if they actually continued higher still beyond what could be seen under the clouds. However it wasn’t the sheer size of them that the children were staring at in awe, instead it was the soft crimson glow from the mountaintops that made it seem like they were on fire. Max slowly walked over to the side of the terrace and gazed at the wavering red lights that came from the mountains amidst the clouds, that sight alone being enough to confirm his suspicions of where they were. Though if that wasn’t enough what came next certainly helped; an echoing bird’s screech from the lower mountain ranges to their side. The children quickly turned to see a warm glow of light flying through the air above a rocky hillside, the same screech again being made as the light drifted up and passed over the slopes against the moonlit sky. As it did VelRyan and the children could make out a winged figure carrying what looked to be a torch with its foot while it climbed through the air towards the red lights high above the land.


  “Was that…” Lelu slowly asked.


  “A harpy,” VelRyan confirmed. “Likely a night watchwoman making her rounds through the area.”


  “Then that means…” Grace quietly realized.


  “Red Peak,” Max said pointing up to the mountain tops. “That’s Red Peak!”


  “Haha!” VelRyan laughed with a nod. “That’s right, Max. That is Red Peak above us, home to the harpies and their chieftess who resides over their kin here in Koskaysil.”


  The children turned to him in stunned silence as he looked up and admired the red lights atop the mountain.


  “It gets its name because of the fires that light their village during the night. Harpies live up there, hundreds of them. In fact, what you are able to see right now isn’t nearly all of them. The mountains actually go further up, what you’re seeing now is merely the lower settlements in their village. The ones higher up are hidden by the smoke and clouds that hug the mountains.”


  VelRyan then gestured around at the compound they were in, the children looking at the buildings and courtyards as the man gazed over his home with a proud smile.


  “And here in the shadow of those peaceful highlands lies Shadow’s Refuge. This is where-”


  “Wait a second,” Max nervously stuttered. “That’s… that’s Red Peak above us? Then that means… holy shoot! We’re nowhere near my home anymore! We’re on the southern border of Koskaysil, inside Shadow’s Refuge!”


  “That’s impossible,” Lelu fretted looking back and forth between Red Peak and VelRyan. “How did we end up all the way down here in such a short amount of time?”


  “You are welcome!” Vale happily announced as she flew out from the curtains and took a graceful bow. “It was nothing really. Just a hint of magic and a spice of awesome, that’s how I did the impossible for you. Free of charge too I might add.”


  “Welcome?” Grace repeated. “Welcome? What the hell? This isn’t a good thing you little insect, this is a nightmare! Now I’m fucking days, maybe even weeks, away from getting back home! Why the fuck did you bring me way down here to some stupid mountain anyway? Why?”


  “We made a mistake,” Bermuda sighed as she walked through the drapes. “Vale misunderstood what Silly-”


  “Do not call me that ridiculous nickname!” Syliandanchevas whined as she quickly hopped out behind her. “My name is Syliandanchevas! It’s not that hard to say!”


  “Vale misunderstood her,” Bermuda continued pointing over to the flustered fey. “We thought she wanted a human, a centaur, and an elf for her alchemy. Turns out she wanted huntan seeds which can be found in cenlurean roots of cenlurean flowers that grow in the forest Green Haven where elves live.”


  “Huntan seeds?” Lelu asked.


  “They’re a key ingredient in a healing potion I’m working on,” Syliandanchevas explained. “They’re very rare, but very powerful for certain kinds of medicine.”


  “She wanted us to go out and bring those seeds back,” Bermuda remorsefully said. “We misunderstood what she wanted and… brought you back instead. Sorry.”


  Max, Lelu, and Grace looked to each other in puzzlement then to Syliandanchevas as she lowered her head in shame.


  “Sorry about the mix-up,” VelRyan said stepping closer to the fey. He gently pet her head while she leaned closer to him with a small smile. “Syliandanchevas is the finest alchemist this side of Eden by a wide margin. She’s an incredibly skilled doctor and crafter of some of the best healing potions you can find anywhere in the world.”


  “M-M-Master V-VelRyan,” Syliandanchevas quickly stuttered while turning bright red. She continued to stammer something else but it was completely indecipherable to everyone.


  “And she can get a little excited sometimes,” VelRyan chuckled. “She’s been known to… have some difficulty speaking clearly when that happens. Just a little quirk she has. However it appears that little quirk saved all your lives tonight.”


  “What?” Grace scoffed. “How do you figure that?”


  “It seems that if Bermuda and Vale hadn’t ventured out near your home and stepped in when you were attacked you might not have lived past this hour.”


  “I had it handled just fine!” Grace shouted. “I didn’t need their help or anyone else’s!”


  “Who’s Clover?” Vale asked raising a hand.


  “What?”


  “That’s the name you called out before that ogre was about to eat you,” Vale dryly reminded her. “Was that your mom’s name or something? Just wondering, since you screamed it pretty loudly while that monster had you in its hand and was about to chew your head off. Literally.”


  “Shut up you little- grrrh- goddamned- rrrgg!” Grace snarled while turning red.


  “You were fortunate Bermuda and Vale were there to help, young lady,” Syliandanchevas mentioned. “It sounds like you all were in grave danger by those unsavory monsters. You were lucky they were able to protect you and get you away from that place before more of those brutes showed up.”


  “Yeah, we were,” Lelu shuddered holding her arms under her chest. She quickly stepped closer to Max and nuzzled against him while the boy took his time processing everything he was hearing and seeing. He blinked and glanced back to the lower ground behind him then to VelRyan as the man was watching him with a curious smile.


  “Something on your mind, Max?”


  “Shadow’s Refuge,” Max repeated. “I’ve heard of that place before. Located at the base of Red Peak. This place is…”


  “A sanctuary,” Syliandanchevas finished. “Just as I said before.”


  “A monster sanctuary,” Max remembered. “A place where monsters come to for safety.”


  “To be fair,” VelRyan spoke up with a shrug. “Humans are welcome too. We don’t discriminate against any who live in Eden. Though we rarely get a visit from a human in need, probably because of all the monsters who live here.”


  “Monsters live here?” Lelu wondered, looking back to all the other buildings set around the manor with a curious eye.


  “Oh yes, many. Those that are sick or wounded, afraid or alone, or even brought here while being close to death, we take in all who need our help. And we don’t turn any away.”


  Max quickly grabbed the railing while his eyes nervously went from one building to another, envisioning dozens upon dozens of lustful monsters watching him through the darkened windows while suddenly feeling very fearful for his life.


  “Max?” Lelu worried. “What’s wrong?”


  “What’s wrong? This is someplace I shouldn’t be! This is Shadow’s Refuge! I’m completely surrounded by monsters here! This isn’t someplace a male should ever go to, my sisters were painfully clear about that!”


  “It’s okay, Max,” Syliandanchevas reassured. “I already told you, you’re perfectly safe here.”


  “How am I safe?” Max demanded. “And how is VelRyan in charge of this place? He’s a man! Everyone here is a monster, why aren’t they… why don’t they-”


  “Rape him?” Bermuda questioned. She slowly skittered closer to Max and gently held his shoulders as the boy trembled fearfully. “Max, there isn’t a single monster on these grounds who would dare try to harm my father. And that goes for you too. You are safe here, I swear.”


  “How can you be sure of that?”


  “Because this is hallowed ground,” VelRyan explained. He pointed over to the statues that rested atop the buildings, with Max then noticing that they were actually of harpies. The boy slowly stopped shaking as Bermuda backed up, with him, Lelu, and Grace looking around at the harpy statues that were seen to be looking down upon the courtyards below them before turning to VelRyan in question.


  “This place was built in the shadow of Red Peak with the blessing of the harpy chieftess, and is considered as revered as their homes up above are. Humans know of this place as somewhere that monsters gather in numbers, likely spoken of in harsh and degrading words I would imagine. But to monsters this place is known very well in a different way.”


  “Sanctuary,” Grace recalled. “That’s what my mom said about this place. It’s a sanctuary for anyone in need of help. Doesn’t matter what race you are, you’re always welcome here no matter what.”


  “Many monsters come here when faced with great trouble,” Syliandanchevas explained. “We’re known to take in any who are sick, hurt, or even dying, and that we will heal their bodies and spirits the best we can without prejudice of what they are. We follow the shamanistic practices of the harpies to the letter and proudly represent the same level of kindness and heart that they do with all life. That’s why I’m a doctor here, I wish to help all that I can with my alchemy.”


  “My father runs this place and watches over all who reside here,” Bermuda spoke with a very clear tone of pride. “He shelters and protects them, both with the blessed land this sanctuary is built upon and because he is a powerful sorcerer in his own right. There isn’t a single soul within these walls that will dare try anything lecherous with him, they know this place is hallowed ground and there is to be no mischief caused for anyone here. And that goes for you too, Max. No monster here will harm you; they’re here to rest and recover, not to cause trouble and lose what little safe haven they have in this world.”


  “You’re perfectly safe here,” Vale agreed. “Just don’t go outside the wall. Out there all bets are off. Only in here you’re safe.”


  “I don’t understand,” Max said shaking his head. “How is it you came to run a sanctuary for monsters if you’re a man?”


  “My wife and I wanted to help others,” VelRyan answered. “When we came upon this place it was in dire need of those that wished to help the less fortunate in the world. We gladly answered that call, and I’m proud to see that we could make a difference with so many lives in doing so.”


  “My mom never mentioned a human was in charge here,” Grace sharply pointed out. “That seems like the sort of thing she would know about.”


  “She probably did,” VelRyan reasoned with a shrug. “If she knew of this place she likely knew about me too. And if she knew of Shadow’s Refuge and of who I am then she also knew something else.”


  “What’s that?” Lelu asked.


  “This is sacred land. A neutral zone. A place for any to come when in dire need of help or shelter. The elven priestess may not have liked the idea of a human man running this sanctuary but the fact stands that he is, and no matter what monsters may think of me the truth is this place is one of the few retreats they have in the world.”


  “Think about it,” Bermuda said to Grace. “Your mother didn’t want to lose safe ground for her people should they need it someday. So of course she wouldn’t have told everyone in Green Haven a human man was in charge here. They would have built up a stigma towards this place and never wanted to come even if they needed to.”


  “But… she… they…” Grace argued before looking down in thought.


  “So the monsters here, do they know?” Lelu wondered.


  “Of course,” VelRyan laughed. “I personally welcome all who come here and do my best to make sure they recover to the best of my ability. Every single monster here knows about me.”


  “And the monsters here don’t try… anything dirty with you?” Max carefully asked.


  “Not at all,” VelRyan said shaking his head. “They understand this is hallowed ground and there is to be no sacrilege of any kind. To the monsters here I’m someone they trust will take care of them while they recover, and in turn they keep their lustful nature hidden from me during their stay. I’m perfectly safe here and so are you. You could walk right up to any monster you see within these walls and they will not harm a hair on your head, they know the rules and abide by them adamantly. As we’ve said, this is a sanctuary for all. We all treat it as such.”


  Max slowly looked around at the buildings that housed monsters within them while Lelu held onto his arm, the centaur watching her friend with concern as he tried to calm down and hope their words about his safety were true.


  “No monster will threaten you here, Max,” Bermuda reassured. “I swear on my life with that truth.”


  “Alright, that’s enough of all this crap!” Grace shouted as she quickly yanked Max away from Lelu and held him tightly in a headlock. “I don’t need a sanctuary to hide in like a fucking wuss, I just need weapons! Lots of weapons to murder all those assholes who wrecked my home! Take me back to this brat’s home right now, I’m grabbing everything he’s got and I’m going to avenge my mother! And stop squirming and whining, you piece of shit! Be a fucking man!”


  “My life is forfeit, isn’t it?” Bermuda sighed.


  “We didn’t shake on it,” Vale reasoned shaking her head. “We’ll spare you this time.”


  “Let go of him this instant!” Lelu demanded as she grabbed Max’s overalls and tried pulling him free from the elf.


  “Back off, cow!” Grace snapped as she pulled back with the boy’s head. “You can hide here if you want, but I’m not doing anything of the sort! And my servant comes with me, who do you think is going to be carrying all that shit for me? Let’s go people, send us back right NOW!”


  “My dear,” Syliandanchevas nervously said holding a hand out. “Please calm down, and please stop trying to pull Max’s head off.”


  “Well I’m afraid we can’t do that right now,” VelRyan said with a shrug. The girls stopped and looked to him as he slowly shook his head. “You see Vale used most of her power just getting you three here. I’m sorry to say she won’t be able to take you back tonight.”


  “Sorry,” Vale added. “But I’m kind of tired. It’s way past my bedtime. And probably yours too.”


  “I don’t have a fucking bedtime!” Grace roared at her. “Now take me back right now! I have very important things to be doing and you’re getting in the way, and I fucking hate people who get in my way!”


  “How about this,” VelRyan proposed holding a hand to his chin. “We’ll take you anywhere you want to go tomorrow that’s safe for you after Vale has had time to rest. For tonight you’re all welcome guests and can take this opportunity to recover as well. We have plenty of warm beds to sleep in and you can enjoy a complimentary breakfast here tomorrow morning as well. After all if you do intend to go on a warpath against those who have angered you then you’d best not do so on an empty stomach.”


  Grace growled at him through gritted teeth while Lelu finally yanked Max away from her, the boy then being lodged face first into her chest as she coddled him close and backed away from the elf. VelRyan smirked and gave a slight bow to Grace as the young girl crossed her arms stubbornly.


  “Consider this our way of apologizing for ‘getting in your way’. Would this hospitality be enough to make amends for the trouble we caused you?”


  Grace looked away for a while as she growled quietly to herself. After mumbling something she rolled her eyes and glanced back to the man.


  “Fine. I suppose you do owe me big time for all this crap. But I want some fucking meat for breakfast. You try to serve me a measly salad and I’m going to make you sorry.”


  “That can be arranged,” VelRyan chuckled. “Though, if I may, would it be alright if asked you a few more questions tonight? I’m very interested to know how you three came to be attacked like you were, and what exactly you meant by ‘avenging your mother’. Could you please enlighten me as to your plight?”


  “Whatever,” Grace muttered as she marched past, grabbing Max by the hand and yanking the boy away from Lelu with her. The others stood aside as she led the gasping boy who finally managed to take a deep breath into the building while Lelu rushed after her yelling the elf’s name.


  “She’s very… touchy,” Bermuda commented.


  “I smell evil on her,” Vale cautioned.


  “Those monsters who attacked them,” Syliandanchevas worried. “You don’t think…”


  “We’ll see,” VelRyan answered as he walked back in. The fey and Bermuda followed after while Vale looked up to Red Peak with a distant gaze.


  “This land may be blessed, but I’m scared that soon it won’t be enough,” she quietly said. Hovering back into the observatory the curtain flowed gently behind her before becoming still, with silence befalling the compound while the statues of harpies continued watching over those that slept below them.


  *****


  Making their way through the dimly lit hallways Max and his two companions were being led to their sleeping quarters by Bermuda, the arachne skittering along the carpet before them while having her arms crossed and a worried expression on her face. After a while she slowly glanced back to see Max looking around the interior of the manor with a cautious eye while Grace and Lelu were staying close to him with troubled frowns on their faces.


  “I’m sorry to hear the hell you’ve all gone through,” Bermuda spoke up. “Ruhelia being wiped out… Green Haven falling under siege… and your home at Trixton Pass being raided by monsters like that. I had no idea things were so grim out there.”


  “The Sisterhood has been nothing but a curse on this land,” Grace growled.


  “For once you and I are in agreement,” Lelu quietly added.


  “Losing your mothers like that,” Bermuda sadly continued. “I’m truly sorry. Especially knowing that my own kind played a part in it.”


  “Those assholes are going to pay for what they took from me,” Grace whimpered with eyes shut tight.


  “I sincerely hope they do,” Lelu agreed before holding Max’s hand. The boy kept looking around the hallway with a careful eye while the centaur stepped closer to him then noticed Bermuda watching him with a slight smile on her face.


  “Max Harollson,” she gently said. “Brother to the famous Harollson Sisters. I’m sure your sisters are out there right now dealing with those wretches. Given their reputation I’m confident Lelu and Grace’s people will be avenged.”


  “They’re not out there avenging us,” Grace snapped. “They’re out there murdering more monsters just like they’ve always done. They’ve done so to both of our people before, they’re nothing but fucking bloodthirsty killers.”


  “Would you quit it with the attitude already?” Lelu barked at her. “At least they’re out there fighting those monsters who ruined our homes and killed our mothers. If anyone could help us get revenge for our losses it would be them.”


  “I have to agree with her,” Bermuda added. “The Harollson Sisters are well-known monster hunters, Grace. You wanted those that invaded your home to be dealt with. It should bring you some relief knowing such skilled monster hunters are after the very ones who hurt you so.”


  Grace grumbled and looked away from them while Max lowered his head with a nervous frown trying to form against his will. Bermuda saw the boy trying to hide his unease then turned around to skitter backwards while facing him.


  “I understand you’re worried about them, Max. But I have faith they’ll be just fine. Your sisters are quite famous in Koskaysil for being expert monster hunters. Vale and I were easily able to dispatch those rogues that invaded your home. I can only imagine just how many fiends your sisters would be able to dispose of on their own.”


  “I hope so,” Max quietly said. “If those monsters made it as far as Trixton Pass, did they get by my sisters… or…”


  “Don’t lose faith in your family,” Bermuda urged. Max looked to her curiously as the arachne stopped along with all of them. “They’ll be just fine. I’m sure of it.”


  “Why do you even care?” Grace asked with a raised eyebrow. “They’re monster hunters. They’ve probably killed plenty of your kind before. Why are you speaking so nicely about them like this?”


  “I have no right to place judgement on them,” Bermuda solemnly replied. “Here at Shadow’s Refuge we don’t discriminate anyone, human or monster. Max’s sisters may be monster hunters, but they’ve never personally harmed me or anyone I care about. I’ve never even met them before, so what right do I have to condemn them simply because of who they are?”


  “They kill monsters like us!” Grace shouted before waving to Max. “His sisters are going around slaughtering any of us they find like animals!”


  “And monsters kill humans,” Bermuda simply replied. “Monsters kidnap and rape humans every day. Even elves can be guilty of harming humans if they have the mind to. We’re all capable of killing, Grace. I even did so tonight along with Vale to save you three. Am I the devil because of that?”


  “I didn’t need saving! And what’s your deal anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be a pacifist or something like that? Isn’t killing going against being nice to everyone like you were taught by your dad?”


  “Here at Shadow’s Refuge we treat everyone equally,” Bermuda reasoned while gesturing around her. “Out there however, as Vale put it, all bets are off. After all it’s not hallowed ground throughout the entire world, and there are times when using force is needed to save a life. Like how we did with saving yours.”


  Grace growled something through her teeth while Bermuda glanced to Max and slowly shook her head.


  “Your sisters may be professional monster hunters, but that doesn’t make them evil in my eyes. Though they kill some, they save others. That’s their primary objective, isn’t it? To save people?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Max agreed while watching the arachne curiously.


  “How stupid are you?” Grace scoffed at the girl. “His sisters go around killing any monster they see. How don’t you see them as evil?”


  “As I see it they’re only doing what they need to,” Bermuda answered. “To protect their own from monsters who would harm them or those they care about. You need to open your eyes and see the world for how it really is, Grace. It’s not as black and white as you claim it to be.”


  “Fuck you,” Grace snapped before she stormed ahead of them. Bermuda watched the elf marching off while swearing and shaking her fist around then turned to Max with a weak smile.


  “I’m not getting through to her at all, am I?”


  “No, but you’ve certainly surprised me,” Max commented as he and Lelu watched her inquisitively. “I never thought I’d meet an arachne in person, much less one that would speak about my sisters so kindly or even defend them.”


  “We’re not all bad,” Bermuda remorsefully said. “Though sadly most of my kind… is. I wish I could say I’m sorry on behalf of what they’ve done to you all, but I doubt that would be close to enough to make you feel better.”


  Max rubbed the back of his head as he looked down, taking a moment to think about what he was going to say before turning to Bermuda with a small smile.


  “Thank you,” he said, with the arachne showing a curious expression at him along with Lelu. “For saving our lives tonight. Even if it was an accident, thank you.”


  “Even if we didn’t mistake you for ingredients for Silly’s alchemy we still would have stepped in to help,” Bermuda assured. “I may have been born an arachne but I was raised by a wonderful father who taught me the difference between good and evil. Saving you three was the right thing to do, I never had a doubt about that.”


  “Silly?” Max repeated amusedly as Lelu giggled a little.


  “It’s our nickname for her,” Bermuda explained with a snicker. “It’s so much easier to say and, well, she is sort of…”


  “Silly?” Lelu said before the children laughed a bit. The centaur looked down and away for a while before showing Bermuda a remorseful smile.


  “Thank you, Bermuda. You saved me and Max tonight, something I’ll never forget. My home may have been destroyed by arachne, but you’re not like them. I can see that.”


  “Thank you, Lelu,” Bermuda said lowering her head. “It really means a lot to hear you say that. I am sorry the pain my people caused yours. I really am.”


  “You don’t have to apologize,” Lelu assured waving a hand. “You personally didn’t do anything to hurt us. You’re not responsible for their actions.”


  The three children smiled at each other for a moment before Grace marched back and yanked Max away by the hand, dragging the stumbling boy with her while Lelu and Bermuda jumped in surprise.


  “What the fuck were you doing?” Grace demanded. “When your mistress leaves you leave with her! C’mon, boy! Take me to my room, right now! I’m fucking tired!”


  “Wha- but- wait- hold on- ow- Grace- wait, I don’t know where our rooms are!” Max pleaded as the elf shouted more curses and dragged him away.


  “Grace!” Lelu yelled before charging after them. Bermuda watched them head off down the hall then smirked and skittered after them with a curious eye on the human in the grip of the volatile elf.


  “And then there’s you, Max,” she quietly said to herself. “A human who would show heart to a monster in her hour of need. A very noble soul indeed. You’re just like my father.”


  As Bermuda quickly skittered in front of where Max was being tugged side to side by Lelu and Grace and attempted to direct them towards their sleeping quarters there were a few others elsewhere who were wide awake still. Atop the spiraling stairs a suit of armor finished climbing back up to the observatory and walked over to its resting position, the enchanted suit finishing its orders to gently carry Lelu down to the ground floor then return again. VelRyan noticed the armor returning out of the corner of his eye yet did not give it a fleeting glance, both because he knew what his magic was doing and also his attention was more focused on what was before him. Seated at the table he and Syliandanchevas were looking down at the glass square in the stand while Vale hovered over the man’s shoulder, the three watching the wavering image of what appeared to be a topographical map of the region being shown through the glass window.


  “The Sisterhood,” VelRyan said while holding a hand to his chin. “Not exactly an original name.”


  “Who are they?” Vale asked shaking her head. “That’s not what the others have been calling themselves.”


  “Master VelRyan?” Syliandanchevas softly asked. “What do you think this means?”


  “How many times must I ask that you not call me master like that?” VelRyan mused with a curious glance to her. “Just call me by my name.”


  “Sorry,” she replied looking down with a blush. VelRyan shook his head then carefully examined the map while moving his hand around a few distinct areas.


  “This is the first we’ve heard of The Sisterhood, yet certainly not the first we’ve heard of rampant monster attacks. It’s unfortunate to hear that Ruhelia and Green Haven have come under siege as they have.” Moving his finger from the centaur homeland over to Green Haven a black fog formed around the settlements, the same fog that was seen in many other locations on the map.


  “Max’s sisters were going to the human village of Rees,” Vale said hovering over another marker, with VelRyan drifting his finger past it and trailing more black fog that covered the area. “By order of Queen Leanna to handle a growing monster problem around there.”


  “And those same monsters made it all the way to his home,” Syliandanchevas worried. “They knew monster hunters lived there, they must have known who Max’s sisters were. But… does that mean they… did they…”


  “The Harollson sisters are quite the skilled hunters,” VelRyan speculated as he turned his attention to another area on the map. “For now all we can do is hold onto hope Max’s sisters are alive somewhere out there. At least he’s safe here with his friends, certainly more so then they were back at his home. However a more pressing matter is what all this means in regards to the current problem at hand.”


  Vale slowly hovered back onto VelRyan’s shoulder and shook her head while Syliandanchevas nervously held a hand over her mouth and stuttered something under her breath. Although the newly placed black fog on the map showed plenty of ruined homelands and settlements, there was something immediately noticeable aside from that. When the map was observed in its entirety and zoomed out further with VelRyan gently flicking his fingers atop it to change the view there was a considerably larger amount of black fog that was already marked by the sorcerer up until now.


  “It won’t be long before Bermuda starts asking questions,” Vale mentioned with a concerned frown.


  “We can’t let her know of this just yet,” Syliandanchevas insisted shaking her head. “It’ll only make her worry and distract her from her studies.”


  “She’s going to get suspicious,” Vale argued. “We’ve already taken in twelve new patients from the southern region and six from the east. Things are getting bad out there.”


  “All the more reason not to burden her with this. You know Bermuda, if she hears what’s really happening she won’t be able to focus on anything else. We need her to help tend the new arrivals and the others we still have, and as talented as she is with her magic she still needs a few more lessons on self-control.”


  “Boy does she,” Vale agreed scratching her head. “But still, look at this. The longer we keep this from her the worse she’s going to react when we finally do tell her. I mean, look!”


  Eyeing over the map the two girls fell silent with growing concern while VelRyan remained deep in thought about what was causing this odd phenomenon. The entire region of Koskaysil was displayed with the surrounding provinces and their borders clearly marked. To the north was Rarsheele, the land mostly being of rocky mountains and a few highlands where settlements could be found. The east held the wastelands in Memgora, the dangerous and desolate landscape having more monsters than humans in it by far while also bordering the Opelega Sea. To the west was Clar Juveran, which was filled with lush forests and bountiful farmlands once you got past the steep mountains that divided it and Koskaysil. The southern region of Ventras held vast countrysides with many winding rivers and lakes that provided plentiful agriculture shared by both humans and monsters alike. Among all these places there were monsters of various races that could be found, as to be expected. However what wasn’t expected was an abnormally high amount of reported monster attacks and sightings steadily moving through all these lands like a plague.


  “We don’t want to cause a panic here yet,” VelRyan mentioned.


  Rarsheele had black fog marked across many of its valleys and highlands, showing monster attacks have been washing over the rugged region in nightmarishly high levels. The dark markings flowed to a stop at the northern border of Koskaysil, revealing those that had marched across Rarsheele were encountering resistance from something.


  “Um, VelRyan?” Vale nervously said. “This might be the perfect time to panic.”


  Memgora, which was normally already a monster-filled region, was also nearly covered by a wave of black fog that crept into Koskaysil. The trailing haze appeared to have crossed the Opelega Sea and spread out across the entire desolate region where it steadily flowed towards Koskaysil’s border.


  “This is… this is…” Syliandanchevas slowly whimpered before covering her mouth fearfully.


  Clar Juveran also had a noticeable spike in monster attacks and sightings as the black fog was marked all across the region before colliding with the eastern mountains, the lingering haze appearing to have come in from the neighboring region to the left and having great difficulty continuing forward into Koskaysil.


  “This is bad, I understand that very well,” VelRyan cautioned.


  To the south Ventras had black fog creeping up through its own southern borders, however these were shown to be hitting opposition as they appeared to come to abrupt halts in various areas. Only a small stream of fog was faintly seen making it through the land and crossing into Koskaysil through its swampy southeast border.


  Vale slowly hovered over the map, looked around at all the gently flowing dark fog seen on it, and then turned to VelRyan while holding her arms out in distress.


  “Where are they all coming from?” she cried out. “This is crazy! It’s like monsters everywhere are all choosing to come here of all places! Why? When did we ever send out a letter asking them to come play with us? I’m almost positive we never did!”


  “Why are so many coming here?” Syliandanchevas fretted. “Why are they doing this? And is all this The Sisterhood that those children spoke of? How could so many monsters organize this large of a force to invade with?”


  “It’s not The Sisterhood,” VelRyan replied shaking his head. Vale and Syliandanchevas turned to him curiously as he pointed to Green Haven and gently swirled the fog around with his finger.


  “According to what Lelu and Grace have told us and what they heard from the monsters attacking their homes The Sisterhood has only made its presence known and came to be formed recently. Grace said they’re being led by two monsters in particular who are looking to recruit others to join their newly formed army.”


  “Newly formed?” Syliandanchevas repeated. “But… that means…”


  “Exactly,” VelRyan agreed sitting back in his chair. “This wave of monsters approaching and invading Koskaysil has been steadily coming our way for over a month now. None of them have been known to say where they’re going or who they are, and none of them have declared any allegiance or even knowledge of a ‘Sisterhood’ among them. The Sisterhood that Grace and Lelu told us about, it appears to be a small splinter group of those that have been wandering into Koskaysil. They’re just as dangerous, make no mistake, but only this small few are actually following any sort of command. The rest just appear to be mindlessly marching forward into our home without a reason, at least not one that we can see yet.”


  “They’re just… coming here for no reason?” Vale curiously said. “But why? What could be drawing so many monsters into our land? It’s not like there’s an overabundance of men here or anything like that.”


  “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of warning the queen with these findings, is there?” Syliandanchevas worried.


  “Seeing as how all our past letters to the queen have been rejected I’d say that’s a fair bet,” VelRyan sighed. “You know as well as I that Queen Leanna won’t take anything we say seriously. We are after all a sanctuary for monsters and that makes us part of the problem in her eyes. We could try to warn her that Eden was coming to an end with all the proof in the world and she still wouldn’t believe a word we would say.”


  “So what can we do then?” Syliandanchevas feared looking back to the map. “Look at all the innocent humans and monsters that are suffering because of this. And these are just the ones we’ve heard about, we have so few ears out there beyond our borders. Something must be causing this, something must be bringing all these dangerous monsters into our land.”


  “Indeed something must be,” VelRyan agreed while carefully examining the map. All the black fog markers were seen to be flowing directly towards Koskaysil from all sides, all the monsters they represented having traveled towards the land from far off locations and all seeming hell-bent on making their way there despite how long it would take them and without any clear motive as to why they were.


  “The question is what, or who, is doing this.”


   


  


  Chapter 8


  Withheld Feelings


  In the world of Eden temptation was always found in many forms and places. Perhaps a treasure or valuable trinket was within grasp even though it belonged to someone else. Some monsters used the allure of beauty and sexual release to draw men towards them even though they were known to be dangerous. Or perhaps one’s own feelings were thought to be too forward or even wrong in life and were repressed despite their growing wishes for it. There was always something someone wanted at some time in their life that made them stop to think if it was right to pursue or even have. The answer of course wasn’t always given or even able to be seen clearly.


  Though occasionally someone else may be able to offer some help.


  *****


  Running along a worn dirt road across the endless rolling plains Lucky steadily galloped while pulling Alyssa’s old carriage behind him. Under the warm sunny sky Daniel and Alyssa rode on the wagon while partially in the shade from its roof, listening to the rhythmic clopping of Lucky’s hooves and a few birds chirping as they passed by overhead. Daniel held the reins to their horse as he watched Alyssa snuggling closer to his side, the witch holding onto his arm and resting her head against his shoulder while gently breathing out in content.


  “Enjoying the ride?” Daniel asked.


  “Enjoying the time with you,” Alyssa softly purred as she moved closer to him under his arm. “You’re all I need in the entire world to be happy.”


  “What about your co-mates?” Daniel jested. “Don’t tell me they mean nothing to you at all.”


  “You know what I mean,” Alyssa quipped with a snarky smile up at him. “I do love them, so very much. But you… you’re who I love most of all. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  “You’re a strong witch, Alyssa,” Daniel gently praised while holding her around her waist. “I’m sure you’d be doing just fine if we hadn’t met.”


  “No, I wouldn’t,” she desperately argued. “I would still be a rotten little witch, I’d still be alone in the world. I’d probably be dead by now if it wasn’t for you saving me.”


  “Saving you?”


  “You helped me overcome my nature,” she lovingly said as she nuzzled against his chest. “You saved me from those wolves, you saved me from being alone and hated, you gave me something wonderful to live for. You… you make me feel whole.”


  Looking up to him with a tear in her eye she held a hand to his cheek.


  “I mean it. My life would be hell if you hadn’t rescued me. I feel more alive and happy now than I ever have before. I feel complete having you with me. I don’t… I don’t ever want to lose you.”


  She started whimpering and holding onto his shirt, with Daniel keeping her close with a sympathetic smile while Lucky shook his head with a grunt as he continued running along the trail.


  “I feel whole with you, Daniel. This feeling in my heart, I never want to lose it. I can’t. I can’t go on without it. You make me so happy in life, so glad to be here with you. Nothing can compare to this. Nothing-” she said before he lifted her chin up and kissed her, silencing the witch who slowly closed her eyes and held onto his hand. She felt her love for Daniel building up within her, the heat from it surging through her body and making her feel lighter than air. When the kiss finally ended Alyssa took a calm breath before smiling lovingly at the man that held her close.


  “I can never do enough for you to make you see,” Alyssa regretted. “I can never repay you for everything you’ve given me. My life is yours, my love is yours, and yet it’s still not enough.”


  “Alyssa,” Daniel said slowly shaking his head. “You’re all I need, you’re all I could ever ask for. I love you so much, and having your love in return is more than-”


  “No, it’s not enough,” Alyssa argued as she quickly nuzzled against his chest again. “I want to do more for you. I want to protect you, but… I don’t think you need that anymore. It’s you that’s been protecting me now. You’re the one who’s been taking care of me, comforting me, fighting for me. You’re even blessing me with a daughter. What can I possibly do for you now to show you how much I love you?”


  “Take care of him,” a girl’s voice calmly said. Alyssa blinked then slowly looked around, not seeing anyone else in the empty plains that passed by. “You know how you can do that. You know how you can make him feel happy. So do it.”


  Alyssa looked up to Daniel as he watched her with a calm smile on his face, her eyes gazing deeply into his while her hands slowly moved down to rest on his waist.


  “He’s your knight, isn’t he? He’s taking care of you with everything he has. The very least you can do in return is the same. You know what his mate can and should do, especially one that he intends to take as a wife and mother of his children. Love him, Alyssa. And take extra good care of him. You know how to make him say you’re name rather passionately, yes? That would be a good start.”


  “I can’t just do that,” Alyssa quietly said to herself. “I’m not… a wild lustful monster who jumps onto his penis the first chance she gets. I have self-control, I don’t just go and hump my man whenever the mood fancies me.”


  Shaking her head she quickly looked down while hugging him close, a curious remaining on Daniel’s face as he held his witch who hid her face under her hat’s brim.


  “Of course you’re not a wild monster. But you are a woman, and he is a man. And men do desire such a thing from their women.”


  “He’s not like that,” Alyssa hissed. “He loves me for my heart, not for my body or what I can do to him in bed. I won’t behave like the same stupid horny witch I was when he first met me.”


  “You are Daniel’s mate. This is an undeniable fact. And making love to him is part of a mate’s nature, isn’t it? There’s nothing wrong with mating with the one who you want out of love itself. This isn’t lust you’re fighting against. It’s your genuine feelings for him, Alyssa. Just embrace it.”


  “Embrace it?” Alyssa softly whispered. She glanced up to him from under her hat, seeing him watching her and holding her close with his arm. “How am I supposed to do that? Am I just supposed to act how I was when I first met him? I won’t be like that again, I won’t let myself become that witch again.”


  “Just love him, Alyssa. Show him how much he means to you with everything you have. There’s nothing wrong with that in the slightest.”


  “Just love him?” she repeated while pushing her hat up.


  “You’re not a wild, uncontrollable, lustful creature of Eden. You’re Alyssa, Daniel’s mate and the one he wants to take care of forever. The one he wishes to keep close and love in every way he can. He’s shown how much you mean to him. You must repay him in some way, it’s only right.”


  “Alyssa?” Daniel wondered. He looked down to see her hands moving over his crotch and gently caressing it before she lowered her head with a small blush forming.


  “I… do want to repay him for everything he’s done for me,” she quietly admitted. “But… if I do-”


  “It won’t be a lustful witch preying upon him if you do. It will be his mate taking care of him in a way only she can. Don’t question your true feelings for possibly being malicious, you know for a fact they’re not. You don’t need to hold yourself back, you don’t need to fight your urges anymore. Embrace them, as Daniel’s loving mate. You’re free to express your love for him however you wish. And I’m certain given your expertise with it he’ll be very grateful for what you can give him.”


  “But Daniel wants us to control ourselves…”


  “And you have. But you girls seem to be taking it a bit too far. You believe that if you express more of your desire to have sex with him you’ll be viewed as lustful demons. That isn’t true at all. You have every right to have sex with Daniel, Alyssa. You are after all his mate. And you do have needs that he promised to fulfill. He wants you just as you want him. So stop fighting against what you desire so much and just embrace it, it’s rightfully yours after all.”


  “Alyssa?” Daniel asked again as the witch looked down to her hands that lightly squeezed what was under his pants then back up to him while leaning closer to his face.


  “I love you more than anything, Daniel,” she softly vowed. “You are everything to me. And I’m going to do whatever I can to make you as happy as I am.”


  “Alyssa…” Daniel breathed out before she kissed him. She fondled his crotch for a while before pulling his pants down, her hands taking hold of his growing manhood while she leaned in more with her kiss. Moving herself over to straddle his lap she broke from their kiss and moved her hands up and down with what she kept hold of while watching Daniel holding in his voice from her motions.


  “You’re my world, Daniel,” she promised. “I love you more than any words can convey. You’ve stepped up to be not only my knight but also a father to my children. The very least I can do is take care of my man in a way his devoted mate should.”


  Using one hand she moved aside her panties before lowering herself down onto him, her hand that held his erect member guiding him into her as she held in her grunt with trembling hips. Daniel leaned back with a relaxed sigh as the witch pushed herself all the way down onto his lap, her hands taking a firm hold of his chest as she breathed deeply for a moment while holding in a moan that tried to escape her lips already. Turning her loving gaze back onto him she leaned closer and started gently humping him, soft and lustful purrs being made by the witch as she kept herself on top of her mate.


  “I love you, Daniel. And if you’re going to take care of me, then I’m going to take care of you. I’m going to take such good care of you forever, I swear it.”


  “Alyssa,” Daniel said before she kissed him deeply. She started riding him more while moaning and grunting in her kiss, the feeling of him going deep inside her causing the heat she felt in her body to spike even higher. Daniel held the witch by her hip and the back of her head, the two locked in a passionate embrace as the girl rode atop her man with growing emotions. The world around them seemed to turn into a hazy blur, the only thing Alyssa being able to take notice of now was Daniel as she made love to him on the moving carriage. Breaking from the kiss Alyssa arched back with a heavy wail while Daniel started to kiss along her neck, the witch’s hands gripping his back tightly as her body continued to ride him almost on its own now.


  “I love you, Daniel! I love you! I promise I’ll always take care of you! I’m going to make you feel so good and loved every day, every single day! I won’t hold myself back anymore! I won’t hide my desires and feelings from you, even if I do seem like a wild horny monster to you again!”


  “You’re not a wild horny monster to me,” Daniel promised, with Alyssa looking into his eyes as he held her close. “You’re my mate, the one I love and want to keep forever. Don’t hide anything from me, Alyssa. Not even your sexual desires. I’ll always cherish everything about you.”


  “I want to have sex with you so bad,” Alyssa whined.


  “You can.”


  “I want to do you every day.”


  “You can.”


  “I’m not an uncontrollable monster because of it, am I?”


  “Not at all. You’re my perfect little Wildfire Witch.”


  Pushing forward into the kiss again Alyssa felt her love for Daniel burning brightly within her, almost in the same way she felt whenever he drew upon her monster energy with his Synergy. Nothing else mattered to the witch at that moment as she rode her man with growing passion and no restraint. Not the fact that them riding through The Outerlands with her old carriage didn’t make sense. Not the fact that they weren’t even traveling to anywhere specific. Not the fact that she didn’t even remember them starting this endless journey in the first place.


  And not the fact that a silhouette of a jinx was barely seen lying atop the roof of the carriage while watching them with her green and blue eyes.


  *****


  “Daniel!” Squeak exclaimed, arms holding onto her man as they rolled about in dirt under a sunny sky. Daniel came up on top of the ant girl while her abdomen landed down on the ground beside her, her hips turned still while her hands were pinned by her head by the human who smiled proudly down at her.


  “You win, Daniel,” Squeak admitted with a gentle sigh. “I submit to you.”


  “It’s not fun if you always let me win, Squeak,” Daniel laughed while the ant girl shifted her shoulders around with a sultry smile on her face. “You’re not even trying to pin me down or fight back at all.”


  “Maybe I like being submissive,” Squeak countered with a wink. “You never know.”


  “You’re stronger than I am by far yet you always hold back your strength when with me. Why is that?”


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” Squeak answered with a worried smile. “With my strength I could… even on accident… never mind, it doesn’t matter. It’s alright, Daniel. I don’t mind being a slave to your desires such as this. By all means ravage me, I’m yours to do with as you see fit.”


  “What am I going to do with you, my dirty ant girl?” Daniel mused as he started kissing her lips then down her neck.


  “I can think of a dozen things or so,” Squeak purred as he ripped open her tunic and started fondling her breasts, bringing one to his mouth to suck on while the other was roughly squeezed in hand. Squeak moaned softly while he handled her, her own hands moving to hold him close before halting just above him. After hesitating a moment she moved them aside and dug into the dirt beside them with great strength.


  “Coward,” a girl’s voice scoffed. Squeak blinked then looked around, seeing nobody nearby in the field they were in while Daniel started to move down towards her waist. She felt him pulling down her panties then held in her gasp as he started orally servicing her, the ant girl holding a hand over her mouth while the other gripped the dirt and crushed a stone.


  “So you always hold back with Daniel? You always hide your true nature from him like this? You always let him do all the work and show all the effort?”


  “Who are you?” Squeak gasped before moaning with both hands reaching down to hold Daniel’s hair. He continued eating out the ant girl while holding her legs apart, her quickening breath and loud screams escalating as she relished what he was doing with her.


  “You’re pathetic. How can you call yourself his mate?”


  “Who are you?” Squeak yelled as she was rolled over by Daniel. He yanked off his shirts and pulled the ant girl up by her waist onto her knees, the girl arching herself back slightly and seeing him caressing her inner thighs with a daring smile.


  “So obedient. So complacent. So boring.”


  “Who the hell are you?” Squeak demanded looking around. With a smack she yelped and looked back to see Daniel giving her another spank as he pulled down his pants, his attention seeming unbroken as he didn’t appear to notice Squeak was talking to anyone.


  “Why do you hold back from expressing your love for him?”


  “I do express my love for him! I’m doing so right now! Who dares insult me like this? Show yourself!”


  “Expressing your love? You’re a humping post.”


  Squeak jumped with words faltering in her mouth, the voice of the unknown girl seeming to come from directly in front of her yet nobody was seen.


  “You’re so passive and doleful. This can’t be how one of Daniel’s mates really is. Surely you wish to make love to him with all your heart. Surely you wish to show him just how much you care for him.”


  “I am, I’m doing that right now. I don’t understand what you’re saying.”


  “You’re making him do all the work. You’re letting him do everything to you. You’re not doing anything to make him happy.”


  “That’s not true. I’ve given him amazing blowjobs before, he absolutely loves it when I service him with my mouth,” Squeak defended. She yelped then glanced back to see Daniel leaning forward and using his tongue on her other hole while one hand slowly razed down her abdomen with clacking scratches.


  “I stand corrected,” the girl’s voice laughed. “You sucked him off, so that means you’ve done your part, right? You’ve shown him just how much you love him, haven’t you?”


  “What are you talking about? I am showing him how much I love him… aren’t I?”


  “Is this how you always have sex with him? Bend over and let him play with you until he’s done? Do you seriously do nothing at all and leave all the work to him like this? Why aren’t you doing anything at all?”


  “I can’t be too physical with him,” Squeak pleaded. “I’m too strong. I could break him if I’m not careful. It’s safer for him to have his way with me and for me to obediently take it. I don’t mind at all, I swear it. I’m eternally grateful he wishes to thrust his manhood into me just as he does, I’m the luckiest ant girl in the world to have a man who wants to pound me from behind with merciless love and affection.”


  “Poor Daniel,” the voice sympathized.


  “What do you mean by that? What’s wrong with us making love like this?”


  “You’re not doing anything!” the voice yelled. Squeak jumped then glanced back to see Daniel switching to eat out her womanhood again while caressing her rear. “You’re scared to really show Daniel just how much you love him. You’re just bending over and letting him use you as a humping post. Tell me, during all the times you’ve made love to him, all the times he wanted to have sex with you, is this how it ends up? Is this all you ever do?”


  “Um… no. Sometimes I’m on my back,” Squeak nervously replied.


  “Poor Daniel. All the other girls express their deepest feelings for him and try to make him feel as amazing as they can, they aren’t afraid to show him all their gratitude for what he’s done for them. And here you are doing nothing at all and leaving everything up to him.”


  “It’s… it’s not like that. I can’t get too physical with him. I can’t, otherwise I might…”


  “You won’t,” the voice assured. “You’re not a slave to your emotions. You are in control of yourself and your body, just as Daniel has always had faith in.”


  “If I take the lead I could crush him,” Squeak fearfully warned. “Whenever I climax I could risk seriously hurting my mate. I could even kill him if-”


  “You won’t. You know how to control yourself. You know what your body is capable of. Tell me, do you know how much Daniel means to you?”


  “He means everything to me,” Squeak vowed. Looking back she saw Daniel leaning upright while watching her with a loving smile, one hand being used to wipe his mouth while the other held his erection towards her wet flesh.


  “You’ve never shown it before though, have you? You’ve never fully shown all the love you have for him before, not if you’re so passive and submissive like this. Even with the other girls, you hold yourself back and refuse to let your true nature and emotions be seen. You’re afraid of yourself.”


  “If I hugged Falla too hard she would snap in half,” Squeak worried. “If I ride Daniel like the other girls do I could crush his pelvis. I can’t-”


  “Yes you can, Squeak. You have to have faith in yourself just as Daniel does. He trusts you with his very life, with his heart and soul. He loves you so much, he’s become a true knight in this world all to protect and care for you and the girls. Daniel expresses his love so clearly to you every day.”


  “How do you know all this? Who are you?”


  “Daniel has vowed to take care of you for the rest of your life, to do everything he can to make you happy and feel loved. To give you the best life he can. Isn’t it only fair that you do the same for him?”


  Daniel started to push into Squeak while holding her hip, slowly entering the girl’s exposed flesh that tightly hugged him before she quickly reached back and grabbed his waist to stop him. He looked at her curiously as the ant girl was shakily breathing with her head lowered, the words of the unseen girl echoing in her head and causing her heart to beat faster.


  “You’re his mate. You’re his ant girl. You’re his queen. It’s time you treated him like the king he is to you. Don’t hide your true feelings for him out of fear of yourself. If you really do love him, you won’t lose control or hurt him at all.”


  “Squeak?” Daniel asked. “Is something wrong?”


  Slowly Squeak pushed Daniel back and out of her, the ant girl then turning around and holding onto his arms while burying her face in his chest.


  “You love him with all your heart, don’t you?”


  Squeak slowly nodded.


  “You want to make him as happy as you can, don’t you?”


  Squeak again slowly nodded while Daniel held her with a confused smile.


  “Then give it to him. Show him just how much he truly means to you. Give your king every bit of your heart and body, every bit of your soul. Let nothing, not even the fear of your own strength, stop you from expressing you deepest love for this man.”


  “Squeak?” Daniel softly asked.


  Squeak slowly looked up to him with a gentle smile, her hands moving to hold his shoulders as she leaned closer to his face.


  “Change of plans, my dearest love,” she cooed. Before Daniel could say a word she promptly shoved him back onto the ground with a thump, holding him firmly against the dirt while straddling his lap. He started to lift his hands before she quickly grabbed and pinned them to the ground near his head, her fingers tightening with a vicelike grip while Daniel squirmed a little with a surprised look at her.


  “I’m not going to hold back anymore,” she said shaking her head. “I’m not going to hide how I truly feel about you in the slightest, not with you or the other girls.”


  “Squeak?”


  “I love you more than anything in the whole world, Daniel,” she purred while leaning closer to him. “You gave me such a bright and wonderful future outside of my nest. You saved me from being alone and helped me become a better woman in life. You chose to bless me with not only wonderful co-mates who I cherish so much but also with giving me daughters that you want to father all on your own. You… oh, Daniel, you’ve given me everything I could have only began to dream of.”


  “I love you, Squeak,” Daniel said with a gentle smile. “I always have and always will. You know this.”


  “And I love you, so very, very much. You’ve been such a wonderful knight, no, king to me all this time. The very least I can do in return is express my deepest gratitude.”


  She slowly licked her hand then reached down and caressed his erection while resting a hand to his cheek.


  “It’s about time I start showing you just how much I love you, Daniel. And I know how I should begin doing so.”


  “How’s that?” he wondered with a curious smile.


  Squeak rubbed his manhood against her crotch before slowly lowering down onto it, pushing him all the way into her while she held in her voice with a blush forming on her cheeks. Sitting down on his lap she lifted herself upright and brought his hands over to hold her hips, the girl slowly grinding against him and feeling his erection deep within her before she leaned forward and placed her hands on the dirt above his shoulders.


  “I’m going to fuck your brains out,” she declared with a twitch of her eyebrow. With that she started bouncing atop his lap, her legs tensing up as she took care not to slam down too hard on her mate while her hands dug into the ground. The sensation of riding him filled her with overwhelming pleasure, the feeling causing her nipples to quickly become firm while she became noticeably more wet between the legs. She cried out passionately as she rode atop Daniel with heavy bounces, grunting and gasping as her breasts bounced about and her antennae twitched now and again.


  “Oh my word,” she panted. “Daniel, you’re… holy fuck, you’re going so deep into me! You’re going to impale me, Daniel! My liege, please, not so deep! I don’t think I can handle your sword like this!”


  “You’re very dramatic, aren’t you?” the girl’s voice giggled. “I was rather curious how you spoke beneath those squeaks you made.”


  “Who- who are you anywa- AHHHHH!” Squeak cried out, her hands crushing the ground with loud crunches while she humped her man. Glancing down with a peek she saw Daniel was smiling up at her while now fondling her breasts, the way he was enjoying it and not screaming in agony from being destroyed by the powerful ant girl’s hips inciting a building sensation of joy within her.


  “I’m doing it,” she quietly said between loving moans. “I’m… making love to you this time. I’m fucking you for once. This is amazing. This feels so good, and I’m able to do this for you now.”


  “I love you, Squeak,” he dearly said. “You feel amazing as always. Oh, you’re squeezing me so tight, it’s like a dream.”


  “I love you, Daniel,” Squeak swore before leaning down and kissing him. She held his head with one hand while striking the other into the ground with a powerful thrust to relieve her tension, the girl moaning loudly into his mouth while her hips were practically moving on their own with just the right amount of force to stimulate Daniel without breaking him in half. Daniel held his arms around her back and kept her close, the ant girl furiously humping her mate as she became entranced by the sensation of being more aggressive in their lovemaking.


  “Daniel!” she cried out leaning her head to the side. “AHHHH! I love you so much!”


  “I love you, my queen!” Daniel said while holding a hand on her swiftly bouncing rear.


  “I’m going to love you forever!” Squeak cried out with eyes shut tight. “I’m always going to take care of you, my king! FUCK! I can’t stop, I can’t stop doing this! It feels amazing to ride you! Daniel! I don’t want to stop! I don’t ever want to stop showing you all my love! Dear fucking lord, I’m going to hump you until you cum dust! DANIEL!”


  Daniel pulled her into a kiss that she screamed loudly into, the two becoming lost in their love session with the ant girl taking the lead for the first time. As Squeak continued mating with her man with rapidly growing lust and love for him nothing else in the world mattered to her, nothing else came to mind at all. Not how they got there or why they were all alone. Not where in Eden they were in the first place.


  And not the shadow of a jinx who calmly walked away with her twin tails swaying behind her.


  *****


  “Daniel!” Specca cried out fearfully. She stumbled as they ran down an aisle of bookshelves that seemed to stretch on forever, her hand being held by Daniel who quickly led her further into the endless library while a vicious howl echoed behind them. Peeking over her shoulder Specca screamed as she saw a large serpent crashing through the aisle after them, the monster’s black scales and glowing red eyes complimenting its terrifying aura as the gigantic snake snapped at the nixie’s tail with a loud clack.


  “Specca!” Daniel said as he helped the nixie move forward away from the snake’s mouth. She screamed while holding onto his hand tightly, the girl shutting her eyes in fright while the monster behind them swerved and crashed through the shelves while chasing its prey.


  “What do we do, Daniel?” she cried out. “What do we do?”


  “This way!” Daniel yelled as he quickly pulled her to the side down a hallway lined with books on its walls and ceiling. The two faltered in their steps for a moment as the snake barreled past them, books and bricks being struck and blown about from the corners of archway as Daniel led Specca forward as fast as they could go.


  “Just keep running, Specca! I’ve got you!”


  “Look out!” Specca shouted pointing ahead. Where the passage came out into another part of the library a second snake crashed through the smaller entrance and snapped at them with loud hisses. Daniel stopped and held Specca close, the nixie staring in fright at the approaching snake before looking behind to see the other worming its way into the hall after them.


  “We’re trapped,” she whimpered while clinging to her mate. “We’re going to die. There’s no way out.”


  “Stay close to me,” Daniel ordered as he got in front of her. She quickly grabbed hold of his back while keeping as close as she could, her breathing shaky along with her legs as she looked back and forth between the two snakes that drew closer still.


  “Daniel, what-” she started to ask before he tensed up while getting into a fighting stance. With unblinking eyes Specca stared in awe at seeing him creating his magical blade and shield once again, the colorful translucent armaments casting a vibrant glow onto the walls and floor.


  “I won’t let you harm my mate,” he declared before swinging his sword at the monster. The snake lunged forward to bite him, its open mouth being greeted by his glowing blade that slashed through the creature’s head with no effort. The snake howled as it was thrown aside into the wall while Daniel darted around Specca and struck his sword right into the skull of the second beast, a wailing hiss being made by the monster before Daniel yanked his blade out and then slashed the snake away with a powerful swing. Specca dropped to her knees as she watched Daniel reach over with his shield and block the second serpent from snapping down on her with his shield, the monster’s teeth clashing against the barrier while Daniel kept it at bay with great strength.


  “Daniel,” Specca breathed out as he struck the monster down with another powerful slash of his blade. Daniel roared and stepped forward to swing his magical sword downward, casting out a blindingly hot arc of energy that tore through the entire beast’s body and reduced it to ash that blew away. Taking a moment to calm himself Daniel slowly looked around to make sure no other monsters were coming before turning his gaze down to Specca, the nixie trembling nervously on the ground while watching him with a deep blush on her face.


  “It’s okay,” he assured, his magical armaments dissolving as he knelt down to pick her up in his arms. Specca held onto his chest while never averting her eyes from his, words failing her while the world around her seemed to brighten again. Daniel carried the nixie out of the hallway into another part of the vast library they were in where a table was set up along with chairs and a couch for a reading den. Setting the blushing nixie down on the stand he looked her over with a careful eye before smiling gently at her.


  “Are you alright?”


  “Yes,” she breathed out. “Thank you, Daniel. Thank you for saving me.”


  He gently held her cheeks, wiped away a single tear that came from her eye, and then lightly nudged her nose with his while resting his forehead against hers.


  “I’ll always protect you, Specca. I love you so much. You mean the world to me, you always have. I will always keep you safe, I swear on my life.”


  “It’s still so hard to believe,” she softly said with their lips nearing each other. “I always used to read about fabled knights in shining armor coming to the rescue of a fair maiden. I always dreamed of what it would be like to have one coming for me. And then you did. You saved my life when nobody else would have, you came to my rescue just like I always hoped someone would. You’re a dream come true, Daniel.”


  “Well you are as fair a maiden as they come, Specca,” Daniel reasoned while tenderly holding her hips. “I’m just glad I was able to rescue you in time. I can’t imagine going on in this world without you with me.”


  “You saved my life, you chose to mate with me, you want to have a baby nixie with me… I don’t know what to say,” Specca whimpered with a small smile. “You’re too good to be true. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve you, but… but I’m so glad I have you.”


  “I told you, I love you,” Daniel kindly reminded her. “I did promise to take care of you forever, remember? That’s a promise I’ll keep no matter what, you can count on that.”


  “Daniel,” she said before they kissed, her hands gently resting on his chest as he held her close. They kissed again and again while her tail slowly swayed behind her, their hands holding one another in a romantic embrace after their dangerous encounter in the library. When Daniel finally leaned back from another affectionate kiss with his nixie Specca slowly opened her eyes and smiled gratefully at him, taking a moment to wipe another tear away before she hugged him and rested her head on his shoulder.


  “Thank you so much, Daniel.”


  “Is that it?” a girl’s voice asked. Specca jumped and quickly looked around, seeing nobody else nearby while Daniel continued to only pay attention to her. “Is that all you’re going to do? Kiss him?”


  “What? Who’s there? Who are you?”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me. He just fought off two giant snakes and saved your life, carried you to a secluded part of this endless library, and comforted you while saying he’s going to love you forever… and all you do is kiss him?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re horrible,” the girl’s voice scorned. Specca hugged Daniel tightly while nervously looking around, not seeing anyone else in the den with them but still hearing the girl’s words very clearly. “This man saves your life, promises to love and protect you forever, chooses to bless you with a baby girl because he wants to have a family with you, and speaks to you just like you always wanted from some make-believe knight in shining armor you used to read about. And all you do is kiss him a few times to say thanks?”


  “What are you talking about? Who are you to judge how I express my love for my man?”


  “You call that expressing your love? That’s hardly expressing anything! Why don’t you rip his clothes off and take him right on that table? Why don’t you drop to your knees and kiss him where he deserves to be kissed? Why don’t you do anything to really show you love him?”


  “What are you saying?” Specca demanded with a scowl. “What do you take me for, some nameless lustful monster of Eden? I am not a slave to my inner nature, and I will not act like some sex crazed monster with my Daniel. I am in control of myself, I am able to repress my lustful nature, I am-”


  “Doing nothing to express how you feel for him,” the girl’s voice countered. Specca was taken aback while a disgruntled sigh was heard in her ear. “You foolish girl. Of course you’re not a sex crazed monster. Of course you’re able to control your inner nature. Of course you’ve proved Daniel’s beliefs correct and demonstrated you have a gentle soul within you. That’s not the point here.”


  “Then what is your point?” Specca snapped.


  “You’re not a lustful monster, you’re a loving mate, aren’t you?”


  Specca showed a curious look while Daniel gently rubbed her back and kissed her neck.


  “You said it yourself, he’s done so much for you. He’s done everything that you’ve always dreamed of for you. Becoming a real knight to protect you, a loving mate who adores you, a father to your children that he wishes to have with you. He’s taken on so much responsibility, not just with you but for all the girls. And he’s more than up to the challenge, he’s more than ready to handle it all. Doesn’t he deserve more than just a kiss in return?”


  “But… what else should I do?” Specca worried while holding onto Daniel. He kissed along her neck up to her cheek while gently caressing her back and tail with his hands. “I don’t understand. I love him with all my heart, with all my being. What else should I do to show him that?”


  “You know exactly what to do,” the voice slyly replied. “Give your knight the sweet reward he deserves.”


  “I can’t just do that,” Specca argued. “I’m supposed to be proof of monsters who can control themselves. That’s the kind of girl Daniel is happy to see within me. If I let my inner nature control me I could very well push him away from me, push everyone away from me even. I can’t be so… so…”


  “Immoral?”


  “Exactly,” Specca agreed as Daniel kissed around her neck. “I can’t let him down, I can’t. I need to control myself around him, I need to keep my urges in check and not let them run wild.”


  “Don’t you want him?”


  “So much,” Specca whined with hands gripping his back. She felt Daniel licking up her neck to her ear that he gently nibbled on, the nixie holding in her voice as she felt her hips quivering in his grasp. “Every day I want to have sex with him. Every day I want to mate with my man. Every second I’m near him my body is begging to join with his. I want his taste in my mouth, I want to feel him all the way inside me, I want… I want him so badly. But I can’t be like that, I can’t be so disgraceful and give in to my urges so easily. I can’t-”


  “Yes you can,” the voice calmly assured. Specca looked up at the distant ceiling with confusion while Daniel leaned back and smiled at his mate. “Specca, you appear to not understand what is being asked of you. Daniel wants you to have self-control over your nature, to not run wild with it and mindlessly fuck any man you see. And you’ve demonstrated that, very clearly. This isn’t a matter of you fighting your inner nature, this is you refusing to express your true love towards Daniel.”


  “My true love?”


  “You’re his mate. You’re his lover. You’re the one he wants to have a family with. Specca, you have every right to have sex with him, you’re not a demon for wanting that. In fact if anything it would be a wonderful way of thanking him. Think about it, he’s doing so much with protecting you, cherishing you, and giving you a brighter future. He deserves something special for that, something only you can give him. Show him just how much you love him, show him just how much he means to you. Show him, Specca, just how much you can do for him in return for all he’s done for you.”


  “But…” Specca breathed out as Daniel started kissing down her neck again. “If I behave so… dirty with him, if I… openly crave such a thing, won’t… won’t I… just be…”


  “You’re not a wild immoral monster, Specca. You’re a woman who has a loving man in her life. There’s a difference. Stop being so afraid to express your deepest love for him, you have no need to be.”


  Specca rolled her head around as Daniel kissed her chest then held his head still while gazing deeply into his eyes.


  “Specca?” he quietly asked.


  “Also, consider this,” the voice mentioned. “In all those books you read about knights coming to the rescue of the fair maidens, did the maidens ever repay the knights for their bravery afterwards?”


  “Yes,” Specca slowly admitted.


  “Well, this knight has certainly saved you in life. Knowing that, how will you choose to commend him?”


  “Specca?” Daniel asked again, seeing the nixie staring deeply into his eyes while blushing. Specca gently brushed his hair with one hand while holding the back of his head with the other, her eyes glancing down to his lips for a moment before she slowly reached down and took hold of his pants.


  “You saved me, Daniel,” she gently praised. “First from those snakes in the library, then from being alone in this world, and then by giving me a family that seemed like only a distant fantasy to me. You’re more than a knight in my eyes. You’re my entire world. I can never thank you enough for everything you’ve done.”


  She then pulled down his pants and grabbed hold of what was hidden under them, her hands gently yet firmly taking hold of and stroking him with a caring touch. Daniel jumped a bit from the feeling before Specca pulled him closer, her fingers pushing aside the petals of her skirt while she scooted closer to the edge of the table near him.


  “But I know how I can start thanking you,” Specca continued with a bashful smile. “I owe you so much for all you’ve done. I simply must do something to repay you. It’s only fair.”


  “Specca,” Daniel softly said before she held his manhood against her wet flesh. She got it ready to insert then moved her hands to hold onto his hips, her eyes anxiously looking down at what was about to enter her then up to Daniel as she licked her lips in anticipation.


  “I’m not asking you to repay anything,” Daniel mentioned. “I didn’t save you because I expected something in return. I saved you because I wanted to, because I wanted to take care of you.”


  “I know that, Daniel. And you should know something else.”


  Her tail coiled around the back of his waist before she used it and her hands to pull him forward, thrusting his erection deep into her and stumbling Daniel over atop her. Specca cried out in passion as her legs hooked around Daniel, her body locking up for a moment from the sudden feeling before relaxing again on the table. With a shaky breath she smiled coyly at him above her while holding her hands to the back of his head.


  “The knight gets to have his way with the maiden after he rescues her. That’s the rule.”


  “Rule?” Daniel wondered with a smirk, his hands holding him up just over the nixie while he felt her keeping him pushed into her.


  “Well, it’s how the stories usually go,” Specca sheepishly admitted. “But I think I like this part of the story a whole lot all the same.”


  “Specca,” he said before she pulled him down to kiss him. She used her legs to push him against her again and again while her tail held onto his waist tightly, the girl moaning softly into his mouth before they finally ended the kiss.


  “I’m not one to be so forward too often,” Specca confessed with a deep breath. “But I am going to have to make this known to you, Daniel. I love you with all my heart and I always will. This isn’t me giving in to my inner nature, this is me giving in to my love for you. With that being said, I have one request I need to ask of you that I pray you will honor.”


  “What is it, Specca?” he asked while leaning closer to her.


  “Fuck me until this table breaks beneath us,” Specca purred while grabbing his hair. “And then keep going until I too break. I want to make you feel as wonderful and happy as I can, and until I breathe my last breath in this world I shall do just that. Now, please give it to me, my knight.”


  Daniel kissed her deeply and started thrusting into the nixie’s insides that quickly tightened around him. Specca moaned loudly into his mouth while her hands gripped his hair and back, her legs and tail becoming locked in place and refusing to let go of her man as he had his way with her. This lasted a full minute before the table’s legs snapped and the plank dropped to the ground with a loud thud. Specca cried out with a flushed face as Daniel ended up pushing even deeper into her from the sudden impact while he had his head smothered in her chest. Leaning up from her and shaking his head Daniel looked around at the broken table while Specca’s leg twitched over him.


  “That didn’t last long,” Daniel commented.


  “Damn things always break too soon,” Specca whined while catching her breath. She ripped open her shirt with a grunt, the buttons snapping off and flying away before she rolled them over and landed atop him.


  “But that’s not going to stop me,” she declared while tossing aside her shirt and yanking off her tie. “I’m going to take care of my knight no matter what, even if I have to break every table, chair, and bed in the world with him to do so.”


  She quickly leaned down and kissed him while her hips started humping Daniel almost on their own. His hands held onto them while her tail swayed in the air overhead, the nixie moaning loudly from the feeling of having her man inside her before arching back and holding her hair.


  “I love you, Daniel! I love you!” she swore while bouncing atop his lap.


  “I love you, my perfect nixie,” he promised before fondling one of her bouncing breasts with a firm hold.


  “Whenever you want it,” Specca panted looking down at him, her hand moving the one he had on her rear onto her other breast before she held onto his chest. “Whenever you want it, Daniel. I’ll give it to you, whenever you want it. I love you, and I’ll gladly take your love wherever and whenever I can.”


  “Specca,” Daniel said before grunting softly as she started humping him harder. She felt her emotions for her mate building swiftly within her, the feeling seeming to light her up from the inside with a powerfully warm glow.


  “I’m not going to be shy about this anymore, Daniel!” Specca said with eyes shut tight. “I love you and I want you! I want to make love to you so- AHH! Oh to hell with it. I want to fuck you, Daniel! I always have and I always will! AHHH! I’ll always show you just how much I love you every day, I swear it!”


  “Specca!” Daniel shouted before the nixie dove forward and kissed him again, holding him close and furiously humping him with a swiftly moving tail. She only wanted to express her true feelings for her mate now, nothing else at all mattering to her anymore. Not that she was allowing more of her lustful nature to shine through her normally well-mannered persona. Not that they were in an unknown and vast library. Not that they had just been attacked by giant snakes that resembled the same ones they encountered in Ashwood before.


  And not the fleeting glimpse of a jinx with long violet hair jumping down out of sight from atop the towering bookcases.


  *****


  Sitting on a large branch from one of the great trees surrounding Flairwood and gazing out at the sun slowly setting beyond the horizon and endless forest before them, Falla and Daniel were seen together with him holding his mate close at his side and her wings gently fluttering once behind her.


  “I wish we could stay here like this forever,” Falla sighed while snuggling closer to her mate. “Seriously, I can’t believe I never thought about having this before. How did I never even think of having a man in my life like this?”


  “You were just following the ways of your people, Falla,” Daniel gently reasoned as he held her near. “I don’t think ‘Falling in love with a human’ was ever part of your school curriculum.”


  “True,” Falla moped. “Though it did have a class about faking being in love with the man. That was one of the baits taught to us.”


  “What were the others?”


  “Oh, let’s see,” Falla said as she began counting on her fingers. “Granting untold riches, immortality, eternal youth, power to control animals-”


  “Wait, what?” Daniel laughed.


  “It worked,” Falla giggled. “Some humans wanted that I guess. There were lots of silly baiting methods like that we learned about.”


  Showing a remorseful smile she turned to him while resting her hand on his chest.


  “The ruse of me being cursed by witches with that deadly spell, that was all from me. Not that I’m proud to admit it though.”


  “Well for what it’s worth you were very convincing,” Daniel jested.


  “I was horrible,” Falla softly argued. Daniel looked at her curiously as the girl rested her head on his shoulder. “I was a rotten liar and completely heartless to you and the girls. All I cared about was raping you, nothing else at all mattered to me. I mean… I actually considered letting that nightmare take all their souls away so that you’d be all alone for me to… I’m so sorry, Daniel. I feel terrible about how I used to be.”


  “That’s all in the past now,” Daniel assured as he lifted her chin to meet her gaze. “You were following the ways of your people as you were taught, and you learned the error of your ways all on your own and corrected that. Who you are now is who you really are, and I’m thankful I have this beautiful butterfly as my mate.”


  “Can you really forgive me for how I was?” Falla whimpered.


  “I already have,” Daniel said before kissing her. Falla’s wings slowly flapped behind her as she held onto her mate, the two enjoying their moment high in the tree together in the peaceful grove. When the kiss ended Falla took a slow breath then hugged Daniel while watching the sun slowly fall in the distance.


  “Thank you, Daniel. I’d be lost without you setting me straight.”


  “Not completely straight,” Daniel chuckled. “You still do tell a fib or two now and again.”


  “No I don’t,” Falla sheepishly defended while burying her face in his side. She peeked up to him with timid eyes as he laughed a bit. “Well… maybe a few things slip out. But nothing really bad, I swear.”


  “It’s alright, Falla. I forgive you.”


  “Well here’s something that’s the absolute truth,” Falla asserted with a confident smile. “I love you with all my heart and soul. There is nothing in this world that means more to me than you do.”


  “Falla…” Daniel gently said as the butterfly snuggled closer to him with his arm going between her breasts.


  “Make no mistake, I do care about my sister and my co-mates, that’s a given. But my love for you is something that can’t be matched. And I’m proud to say it’s completely genuine. I hope you believe me when I say this.”


  “I do, Falla,” he replied holding a hand to her cheek. She kissed his fingers then him again, her wings fluttering on reflex as she felt her love for her man growing even stronger. When the kiss ended she rested against him while watching the sunset with a relaxed smile.


  “I promise I’ll always love you the most.”


  “Liar.”


  Falla jumped and looked around, seeing nobody else in the tree with them while Daniel continued to watch the sunset with his arm gently holding Falla close.


  “Who… who said that?” she carefully asked.


  “You promise you’ll always love him the most? Lying to his face once again. Tsk tsk.”


  “What do you mean by that? Who’s out there?”


  “You should be honest with him.”


  “I am honest with him! Nothing I’ve said is a lie!”


  “You’re not fooling anyone, not even yourself.”


  “Who the hell are you? How dare you speak about me and my man like this.”


  “You really are a giant butterfly, Falla. Spinning false words so easily and quickly like it was nothing at all.”


  “What false words?” Falla demanded. “What are you talking about?”


  “There is nothing in this world that means more to me than you do. Don’t those words sound so familiar? I could have sworn those were spoken by you not too long ago towards someone else.”


  “What the hell are you saying?” Falla growled. “I don’t love anyone more than I do Daniel, he’s my entire world. There is nothing in Eden that means as much to me as he does.”


  “Not even Squeak?” Falla showed a puzzled look as the voice chuckled in her ear. “Yesterday you said those exact same words to her, right when you two were kissing in the bedroom. Don’t you remember?”


  “Wait… what?” Falla breathed out. “How… how did you…”


  “Yes, that’s what happened, isn’t it? You embraced one another, gave each other a lover’s kiss with plenty of passion, and then you swore to her that she was the most important person in the entire world to you. That you loved her so much and were so thankful to have her with you.”


  “Wait… that’s not…”


  “You said nothing in the entire world meant more to you than she did. Why, you simply took her breath away with your words. The way she seemed to melt in your arms must have made you so happy. You really do love her, don’t you?”


  “But… no, wait… I just-”


  “You love her more than Daniel. Isn’t that right?”


  “No!” Falla shouted. She shook her head and looked around frantically for the unseen girl while Daniel continued to watch the sunset without appearing to hear her. “That’s not true at all! I love Daniel! I love him more than anything! I swear it! I’d do anything to prove that to the world!”


  “Then do him.”


  Falla jumped and fell silent, the girl searching for any sign of the unknown voice before seeing Daniel watching her with a curious smile.


  “You’re so eager to have sex with Squeak, so eager to wash her in the bath, to touch her breasts and hips, to kiss her lips. You’re always stealing glances of her, especially whenever she bends over to pick something up. Yet what about Daniel? He’s your mate, isn’t he? He’s the one who fights to protect you, wants to give you a wonderful future, and is even starting a family with you because he genuinely wants to. He’s not only taking care of so many other girls with everything he has but you as well. He does all this for you, and what do you do? You ogle one of his other mates instead of him.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “When was the last time you got down on your knees and thanked him with your lips?”


  “…um…”


  “When was last time you flaunted your figure towards him to excite him?”


  “Well…”


  “When was the last time you pressed your boobs against him in a loving and slightly teasing way?”


  “That…”


  “When was the last time you tried to have sex with him without him having to make the first move?”


  “I… but…”


  “When was the last time you really expressed your full love and affection towards Daniel?”


  Falla remained silent while feeling a sinking feeling in her heart. She slowly looked down and held a hand over her chest, the world around her becoming darker as the sun began lowering over the horizon.


  “You’re so quick to show affection and love for Squeak, but with Daniel you appear to be hiding it rather well. Sure, he kisses you and has sex with you, but you seem to be just going along for the ride when he does. When was the last time you stepped up and returned the favor for him?”


  “But… no, that’s not true. I do love him, I really do.”


  “Sure you do.”


  “It’s the truth!” Falla yelled into the air. “I love everything about him, every single thing! He makes me happier than anything else in the whole world, I mean it!”


  “Sure you do.”


  “Dammit, I do! Stop calling me a liar with this, I’m not lying! And for your information, Ms. Fucking Stalker, the reason I don’t do those lecherous things to Daniel is because I’m better than that! I’m not some sneaky giant butterfly who needs to trick Daniel into loving me with my body! I’m not some wild horny monster that only thinks about having sex with him! For crying out loud, I’m perfectly happy just enjoying the goddamn sunset with him up here!”


  “You’re content with just that?”


  “Yes I am!”


  “Then you’re a horrible mate for him,” the voice scowled. Falla was taken aback and fell silent as the voice sighed in her ear. “Lying to him saying he means the entire world to you when you don’t prove it. Letting him do everything he can to make your life better and then not returning the gratitude. Keeping your perverted eyes on your co-mate instead of him. You’re a horrible woman, Falla.”


  “How… how dare you…” Falla softly said while trembling.


  “Don’t you see how much he’s done for you?”


  “Yes!”


  “Don’t you see how much he loves you?”


  “Of course I do!”


  “Don’t you see that there is nothing he wouldn’t do for you?”


  “Dammit, what do you want from me?” Falla cried out. “What am I supposed to do differently to show how much I love him?”


  “Stop directing your passion and lust towards Squeak instead of Daniel. Stop using her as an outlet for your carnal desires and emotions. Stop hiding your true feelings for your man because you’re afraid of being too forward or immoral with him. Stop this deception with yourself once and for all, Falla!”


  Falla was rendered speechless while looking up, her wings slowly drooping low behind her while Daniel continued to watch her curiously in the small amount of sunlight that was left.


  “You think you can hide the truth of what you’re doing just because you’re a giant butterfly? You can’t deceive yourself from the truth forever, Falla.”


  “Who… are you?” Falla breathed out.


  “You’re afraid of Daniel seeing you as a lustful monster like you once were if you’re too forward with your feelings and urges. You keep yourself under control very well, in doing so you’re directing all your pent-up emotions and desires onto Squeak, treating her like a queen and worshipping her body when you should actually be doing so with the man who saved your life and loves you so much. That’s your secret, Falla, how you control your inner nature. You’re just letting it all out onto someone else so you don’t hurt the bond you and Daniel share.”


  “But… I… I-”


  “If you say you have to you’re only deceiving yourself further. What you should be doing is getting closer to Daniel, not keeping him away for what you think is his own safety. You stupid girl, he loves you! He wants to have a family with you! He loves having sex with you! Why don’t you embrace what you truly have with Daniel instead of directing your wants and needs onto Squeak? You’re not being fair to either of them! You’re keeping your true feelings for Daniel a secret and you’re letting Squeak think you love her more than you do Daniel!”


  “That’s not… true…” Falla whimpered. She started crying with her hands held to her face, the echoing words of the unseen girl striking at her heart as she tried and failed to argue against them.


  “Falla? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked as he held her close.


  “I’m sorry!” Falla wailed. “I’m sorry! I just… I just… I didn’t mean… I only…”


  “It’s okay, Falla,” the voice gently reassured. “This isn’t the first time you’ve seen the error of your ways. And this can still be corrected.”


  “How?” Falla sniveled. “What can I do?”


  “Love him.”


  Falla whimpered and wiped her tears away then looked to Daniel as held her with a caring smile. He gently held her cheeks and gave her a small kiss, the girl showing a faint smile towards him as he dried her tears and brushed aside a few strands of her hair.


  “You think if you show more love and affection towards him, if you get more physical and sexual with him, he’ll reject you because you’re acting like a lustful monster who can’t control herself, yes?”


  “That’s right,” Falla breathed out.


  “Well you’re not a lustful monster. You’re not mindlessly going around trying to rape anyone. You’re even settling down with one and only one man in your life to be with forever. You’re not a sinful monster, Falla. You’re a loving mate. There’s a difference.”


  “But… I…”


  “You mustn’t be afraid to show your true feelings towards this man. If you want to kiss and snuggle in the evening sunlight then go ahead. Or if you want to help him relax and feel exceptional with a sloppy blowjob or an evening humping under the tree then that’s alright as well.”


  “Wh… what?” Falla whispered with a deep blush.


  “Haha! Don’t act so bashful. You know very well how to take care of your man. You’ve made love to him before, right? You know how to make him feel as happy and complete as he does with you, don’t you?”


  “Well… maybe,” Falla bashfully replied.


  “Have more confidence in yourself, Falla. You’re his mate. You’re the one he wants to be with. You’re the one he loves protecting, caring for, and having sex with. You have more than enough right to mate with your mate. If anything it’ll help strengthen the bond between you. As true lovers.”


  “Lovers,” Falla quietly repeated. She gulped and glanced down to Daniel’s pants while her hands gently held onto his. “I’m not… being greedy or anything if I want it? I’m not being… too lustful, am I?”


  “Not at all. Falla, never forget you’re his mate, and you are the one he wants to be with. There will never be any doubt in his mind about you being the wild, horny monster that you once were. He knows you’re not like that now. So then you’re not going to be raping him. You’re not going to be taking him by force. You’re going to be giving yourself to him out of love, and you’re going to make him appreciate you all the more in doing so.”


  Falla slowly leaned closer to Daniel and rested her nose against his, her eyes gazing into his while her wings lifted up and fluttered once behind her.


  “Daniel?” she carefully asked. “I need to tell you something.”


  “What is it, Falla?”


  “I’m sorry, but… I was lying to you again.”


  “You were?” he worried. “About what?”


  “When I said I wanted to stay here like this forever earlier, I didn’t mean it.”


  She glanced down then pulled his pants down with a quick yank, surprising the boy with a jump along with something else that popped up in his lap.


  “In truth,” Falla continued with a sly smile at him. “I want to do more with my man than just sit here and watch the sunset. Much more.”


  “Falla,” Daniel spoke while seeming taken aback. She quickly kissed him for a moment then lowered her head down onto his lap to eagerly take him into her mouth. Daniel jumped a bit then slowly relaxed while breathing out, his hand gently resting on Falla’s head that bobbed up and down with eager moans from the butterfly girl.


  “Falla,” Daniel breathed out before lying back on the branch, his eyes watching the girl orally servicing him with gently fluttering wings. She glanced up to match his gaze while still going with her efforts to please and excite him, a wink being made at her mate that she saw was enjoying her service before she lowered her head again and focused on what she was doing. Daniel moaned softly and held onto her hand above his waist as the butterfly expressed her love for him, something she did so with more energy than usual this time. After a long while of sucking him off Falla leaned up and smiled hungrily at him while using her hand to swiftly stroke his now standing erection.


  “I’ve been afraid for a while now,” she admitted, with Daniel watching her curiously as she fluttered her wings and gently lifted off the branch over him. She hovered above his lap while still using her hand to keep him worked up, her eyes glancing down to what she was holding up towards her womanhood before smiling remorsefully at Daniel.


  “I was afraid if I expressed too much love or affection, you would think I was letting my inner nature get the best of me. That I was becoming… the monster I used to be. I’ve been hiding a lot of my feelings from you, Daniel. I’m sorry I have, I never should have deceived you like this. The truth is this. I love you so much and I really want to mate with you. Not because my body is telling me to, but because my heart is. I hope you don’t hate me for this.”


  “Hate you?” Daniel repeated. He smiled confusingly and shook his head as Falla showed a timid expression. “How could I hate you? I love you, Falla. So much, more than I can ever say. Being the one who gets to mate with you makes me the luckiest man in Eden.”


  He set his hands up on her hips and steadied her over his manhood that she kept slowly stroking beneath her, her wings gently flapping in the air and her eyes watering up slightly with a small smile forming on her face.


  “I love you with all my heart, Falla,” he dearly promised. “And I would be more than happy to have sex with my beautiful mate. Always.”


  “Daniel,” Falla whimpered. She slowly stopped flapping her wings, lowering herself down onto his lap with his erection pushing into her. Holding in her voice she grunted and dropped down atop Daniel while clinging to his arms, her hips shaking slightly while her legs tucked in closer to Daniel and hugged him. After a moment she slowly looked down at him while he held her gently around the hips, the same warm smile he had on his face she had seen so many times before melting away her worries about her having lustful desires for him.


  “You make me happier than anything else ever could,” she tearfully admitted.


  “You make me whole every time you’re near,” Daniel promised while gently holding her cheek. “Especially when you’re this near.”


  With a small thrust upward using his hips he pushed deeper into the butterfly girl, causing her to yelp and cling to him more tightly before smiling in awe at him.


  “And I want to be as close as I can be with you, as much as I can be,” Daniel said with a wink.


  “Daniel,” Falla purred as she sat upright on his lap. The hungry smile down at him along with a flutter of her wings made Daniel chuckle a bit from seeing the girl clearly getting riled up. She unsnapped her bra and tossed it away before licking her lips slowly as she eyed over the man she was straddling.


  “There’s my sexy butterfly that I fell in love with,” Daniel commented.


  “And here’s your reward,” she spoke leaning close to his face. “For making my life complete, Daniel, I’m going to love you so much for the rest of yours.”


  “That better not be a lie,” he dared with a bold smile.


  “I swear it, Daniel,” she promised while nearing his lips. “I’m going to be a very good butterfly and take extra special care of you forever and ever.”


  She kissed him deeply as she began humping her mate, her passionate moans being muffled in his mouth while he held her hips and started thrusting into her from underneath. Falla’s wings fluttered now and again as she expressed her full love towards her man, a warm feeling within her heart steadily growing as if Daniel’s Synergy magic was calling upon her aura once again.


  “I love you, Daniel!” she cried out as she parted from their kiss and kept her head next to his. “I love you more than anything in the whole world! And I’m going to prove it! Every day I’ll prove it to you without a shadow of a doubt!”


  “I love you, Falla,” he spoke into her ear while keeping her close and moving atop his lap. “No matter what, you’ll always be my beautiful butterfly.”


  “Daniel!” Falla cried before she kissed him deeply again. The two continued to make love on a large branch high above Flairwood with stars beginning to shine in the approaching night sky. As they did Falla felt a wave of emotion breaking free now that she felt no fear of showing her deepest feelings and urges towards Daniel. All she could think about was him, loving him and keeping him as close to her as possible. Nothing else mattered or even registered with her. Not the fact that they were somehow high above her homeland. Not that she had no idea how they even got there in the first place.


  And not the jinx that was lying on a branch above them while watching the two with a slick smile on her face.


  “There you go, Falla,” Star purred to herself. “That’s how Daniel’s mate should be with him. You’ve earned the right to join with him, you should exercise that right whenever you can. I don’t believe he’ll be complaining about it in the least.”


  She chuckled and hopped to her feet before warping to a higher branch away from them. Looking down at seeing Falla moaning loudly into the air before Daniel pulled her back into a kiss as they continued to have sex high above the giant butterfly grove Star smirked and held a finger to her chin as she purred softly in anticipation.


  “I hope I earn that right very soon. I simply can’t wait to join with Daniel myself in contorted ecstasy, and to see if he can really tame me or vice versa.”


   


  


  Chapter 9


  Sweet Dreams


  In the world of Eden there was no safer refuge than in one’s own dreams. It was there they could be free to do whatever they wanted, to be as happy as their own imaginations would allow, and to even do things that they couldn’t normally do in the real world. Things that may have been too frightening, too difficult, or perhaps something they weren’t allowed to do at all when awake. While in their dreams they had complete freedom over what they wanted to do, be it something they wished to keep private or maybe one day experience for real outside of their imaginings.


  It was in their dreams that their true desires and nature could be seen.


  *****


  “Why am I not surprised?” Star said to herself with a very confused look.


  All around her in a magical land of bubbly hills and trees brandishing giggling leaves there were sights of wonder and complete insanity. Bouncing toadstools of vibrant colors hopped about in the grass while birds with large flowery petals for wings fluttered through the air singing in beautiful voices. The clouds above poured glistening blue and green water in cascading falls that swerved around through the air before raining down upon the tress that hummed and swayed with large eerie smiley faces made of wood and branches on their trunks. Large rainbow colored beetles marched across the ground wearing tiny white boots on all their legs while whistling happily as they went across the fields and even atop the river that gently rolled by. The stream had fish wearing top hats hopping above the surface while saying ‘How do you do?’ to one another, with one of the fish being snatched up by a very large sunflower before the plant laughed with its wide smiling mouth within its yellow bud and promptly ate the fish whole. The flower then started singing with a man’s voice and danced about with no roots holding it down and rabbits wearing skirts of cookies prancing around it joyously.


  “Luna?” Star slowly said shaking her head. “I’m seriously worried about you now.”


  The jinx blinked then looked down to see a penis, just the penis mind you, crawling along the ground like an oversized worm. It stopped, looked up to her the only way it could, whistled out of the only hole it could, then quickly scurried along the grass before a bird swooped down and snatched it up.


  “Always did wonder what went on in that head of hers,” Star commented scratching her head. “This however is only raising more questions.”


  “Yay!” Luna happily cheered. The jinx quickly looked around before warping further into the smiling forest. The trees all watched her with slowly shifting eyes as the cat darted about through the strange woodland in search of the butterfly girl.


  “Bouncy bouncy bouncy!” Luna laughed.


  “I can only imagine what she’s jumping on,” Star dryly said to herself. “Actually… maybe I can’t.”


  “Wee! This is fun!” Luna cheered.


  Star warped past trees and squirmy boulders, and also what appeared to be chairs with very long legs walking through the woodland with baby-sized beetles sitting atop them wearing flowery headdresses. The jinx paused, looked back to the strange sight with a puzzled mew, and then quickly continued venturing further into the forest where she heard Luna laughing. Rounding a large tree that had beetles happily singing in tiny voices marching up its bark Star came to a sudden halt as she saw the giggling butterfly girl further ahead in a small clearing.


  “Wow,” Star quietly said as she ducked back behind the tree to stay out of sight. “Did not see that coming.”


  In the clearing up ahead with sunlight coming down through an opening in the canopy, surrounded by birds and squirrels who merrily danced with each other in gleeful song, Luna was seen wearing a frilly white skirt and top, a wreath of white and blue flowers atop her head, her wings gently fluttering behind her, and Daniel lying naked underneath as she vigorously rode him on a large red toadstool with colorful ribbons tied to his arms and legs which held him down on the squishy mold. Luna cheered out again as she bounced atop his lap, the sight of semen seen being splattered across the mushroom between Daniel’s legs and on her rear as she rode him with passionate… laughter.


  “HAHAHAHAHA!” Luna shouted with wide twitching eyes. “Bouncy bouncy bouncy! I love bouncing on you, Daniel! I do I do I do!”


  Daniel merely groaned weakly as he was ridden by the energetic butterfly, his eyes wearily gazing up at the sky while the constant smacking of her hips against his continued without slowing down.


  “Cum in me again!” Luna sang while rocking her head side to side, her smile and loving eyes remaining fixated on Daniel as she used more force on him than expected. “Cum! Cum! Cum in me again, Daniel!”


  “Lu… Luna!” Daniel moaned while his hips started bucking. Luna squealed in delight with fluttering wings, her hands twitching on Daniel’s chest while she firmly pushed herself down with her hips. Star stared with wide eyes as she saw spurts of semen being squeezed out of Luna as she gave a few heavy bounces on her mate.


  “More, Daniel!” Luna giggled as she started riding him hard again. Daniel moaned heavily as the butterfly girl kept hopping atop him with never-ending energy. “Keep cumming in me! Let’s make babies! Lots and lots of babies!”


  “Luna?” Star slowly questioned with much doubt.


  “I’m going to make you cum again!” Luna cheered while arching back a bit. “And again and again and again and again and again and again and again-”


  “Oh my lord,” Star breathed out. She watched as Daniel groaned with another orgasm, all while Luna kept riding him with joy and more semen dropping onto the mushroom below her.


  “Do it again!” Luna giggled. “Yes! Keep shooting it out, Daniel! Never stop! Never stop! Fill me with your love!”


  “Luna!” Daniel cried as he came again, with Luna squealing happily with fluttering wings. She held herself down on his lap while purring sensually, her body squeezing even more sperm from Daniel while some of it spurted out onto the toadstool. After Daniel slowly calmed down Luna gently lifted herself up a bit and looked down at Daniel’s manhood that was still inside her along with more of his semen flowing out of her onto his crotch.


  “I love you so much, Daniel,” Luna sighed softly. She then started humping him hard again, with Daniel moaning heavily as the butterfly resumed her merciless lovemaking with him. Luna grabbed his chin and kept his weary gaze on her loving smile as she bounced up and down without rest.


  “I’m going to love you forever, Daniel,” she giggled before showing a very deranged smile. “I’M GOING TO PUMP EVERYTHING OUT OF YOU! EVERY SINGLE DROP! EVERY SINGLE DAY! FOREVER AND EVER AND EVER! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  “Holy shit,” Star breathed out. “She’s milking him dry.”


  “I love you, Daniel,” Luna purred heavily as she kept riding him, his groaning and grunting apparently going unnoticed by her as she blissfully rode him while giggling and moaning in pleasure. “I love you so much! I’m going to keep bouncing on you forever! Bouncy bouncy bouncy! I’m going to squeeze every drop of cum out of you, yes I am! Hee hee!”


  “She’s a lustful demon,” Star marveled. “I never would have suspected this is her inner nature at its core.”


  She slowly crept out from behind the tree and kept low to the ground, approaching the toadstool that had semen now dripping down its side and squeaking slightly with each forceful hump Luna made on Daniel atop it. Star made her way past the singing woodland critters then stood up behind Luna as she continued to ride Daniel with passionate laughter and cheers. The jinx eyed the amount of semen that was practically overflowing from inside the butterfly girl then how Daniel appeared to be clinging to consciousness as he was savagely ridden by Luna, and then stared at Luna in bewilderment as even with all the crazy things she saw up until this point the mere sight of the gentle butterfly behaving this way was certainly more surprising.


  With another hard jump on Daniel he cried out and released more into the butterfly girl, with Luna slowly grinding her hips on his lap as she fluttered her wings and moaned in pleasure. More of the overabundance of his sperm spurted out behind her onto the mushroom as she kept herself down firmly to keep as much in her as she could. After it was all finally out she then lowered her head to look down at Daniel and remained motionless, with Star watching for a while at seeing the butterfly girl no longer moving at all.


  “Luna?” Star whispered. She carefully moved around to the side, her expression changing to concern as she saw Luna looking down at Daniel with a remorseful frown. It was then she noticed all the animals had stopped singing and were keeping their distance in the trees, the entire world having fallen silent except for Luna’s quiet whimpers.


  “Not again,” Luna whined. Star blinked then looked down to Daniel, seeing him lying perfectly still with closed eyes and head turned to the side on the toadstool. The jinx slowly reached out and poked him, getting no reaction at all. Again she poked his cheek, seeing no response while his chest was no longer moving.


  “You milked him to death,” Star quietly said. Turning her eyes back to Luna she saw the butterfly girl covering her face and crying softly with wings drooping low behind her.


  “Don’t do it, Luna,” Luna whimpered to herself. “Don’t do it. Don’t do it. Don’t lose control. Don’t lose control. Don’t do it, Luna. Don’t do this. Don’t do it.”


  Star watched the butterfly crying and repeating the same thing over and over again before it dawned on her where Luna’s restraint with her lustful nature came from. She slowly leaned closer and gently held the girl’s head with delicate touch.


  “You’re afraid,” she spoke softly. “You’re afraid you’ll hurt Daniel if you express your true love for him.”


  “I don’t want to hurt him,” Luna sniveled as she shook her head a little. “I just wanted to make babies with him. I just wanted to make him feel good. I just… I just…”


  Very slowly Luna lowered her hands, revealing a twisted smile that drew a small gasp from Star at seeing.


  “I… just… wanted… to… fuck… him… so… much… so… much…”


  “Luna,” Star said before the butterfly started laughing with a smile that seemed to be more in pain than happy.


  “I JUST WANTED TO HAVE SEX WITH MY MAN! I LOVE HIM! I LOVE HIM! I… I… I… I LOVE HIM TOO MUCH! I’M A HORRIBLE MONSTER! WHY DO I ALWAYS WANT TO LOVE HIM TO DEATH? WHY? HAHAHAHAHA!”


  Luna again buried her face in her hands and sobbed in despair while Star watched her with a worried expression. The jinx looked down to the body of Daniel as Luna cried her heart out then slowly held the butterfly’s head again while resting her own against it.


  “It’s alright,” she spoke, with Luna jumping a bit as she appeared to hear her. “Daniel’s not really dead. You’re only having a dream.”


  “Who said that?” Luna asked before she looked around, not seeing anyone else in the clearing with her yet feeling as though she wasn’t alone now.


  “Is this why you never do anything lecherous with Daniel?” Star questioned, with Luna looking all around and above in search of the voice. “Is this why you’re always in control of your inner nature? Is this why you’ve never expressed your deepest love for Daniel? Are you afraid that you’ll hurt him if you do?”


  “Are you my conscience?” Luna wondered.


  “Sure,” Star said with a shrug. “Let’s go with that. But back to the-”


  “Hey, conscience? What’s it like being a conscience?”


  “Huh? Um, it’s okay. Nothing special. Anyway, about your-”


  “Hey, conscience? Were you watching me as I had sex with Daniel?”


  “What? Well… yeah. I mean, I’m always around. I’m your conscience, remember?”


  “So you were watching as I humped him just now?”


  “Yes, I was.”


  “Did you like watching me have sex with him? Are you a pervert? Is having a perverted conscience a good thing? Hey, conscience? Do you touch yourself when I’m having sex with Daniel?”


  “What?” Star exclaimed with a hop.


  “It’s okay if you do. If I was my conscience and could only watch as I had sex with Daniel I’d touch myself a lot too. Hey, conscience? How do you touch yourself? Do you have a body to touch? Do you have a pussy or boobs or anything like that? How do consciences masturbate? Do they just-”


  “Luna!” Star shouted, with the butterfly hopping with a squeak. “We are straying way off topic here. Please try to focus so your conscience can help you with your problem.”


  “Sorry,” Luna whimpered.


  “That’s alright. Now, back to the problem at hand, are you afraid of expressing your deepest love for Daniel because you think you might hurt him?”


  “Y... yeah,” Luna slowly said as she looked down to Daniel with sorrow. “I don’t want to hurt him or kill him or anything like that. I love him so much.”


  “What makes you think you’ll actually hurt him outside of your dreams?” Star asked as she moved over to sit on the toadstool beside the butterfly. “You don’t really believe you’ll actually fuck him to death, do you?”


  “I don’t want to,” Luna shuddered. “But… what if-”


  “No,” Star interrupted, with Luna showing a curious look upwards. “Luna, that’s just silly, even for you. You can’t love Daniel so hard he could actually die. That can’t happen.”


  “But I keep doing that to him here,” Luna lamented looking down to Daniel.


  “Really?” Star curiously asked. “You mean in every dream you’ve had about him you fuck him so much he dies?”


  “Not in every dream, but often enough that I get scared. I just love having sex with him. It feels so good. And I want to have lots of babies with him, lots of babies with my mate. And I want to mate with him so much. It’s the best thing in the whole world. So I keep having sex with him, again and again and again, and before I know it… he’s not moving anymore.”


  “Luna,” Star sighed. “You silly girl.”


  “I’m not silly,” Luna pouted. “See? Look at him. He’s dead because I had sex with him too much. I’m sitting on his dead body right now while he’s tied up.”


  “Nice touch with tying him down by the way,” Star mentioned looking at the binds with a raised eyebrow. “I thought your sister was into bondage more than you were.”


  “I wanted to try it out,” Luna reasoned with a shrug. “I’m a giant butterfly, tying up the man is something we were taught to do in school. But I can never tie the knots right no matter how hard I try. I just can’t get it to work right.”


  “Then how is it he’s tied up now?”


  “He tied himself up for me when I asked him to.”


  Star opened her mouth to speak, showed a baffled expression as she looked over the four binds that held Daniel down against the toadstool, and then slowly closed her mouth as she figured questioning logic in Luna’s dream was as insane as the dream itself.


  “I’m a bad girl,” Luna moped.


  “No you’re not,” the jinx said shaking her head. “You’re just being silly thinking you’re going to hurt Daniel with expressing all your love for him. You can’t hump him to death, no matter how hard you try that’ll never happen. If anything he’ll tire you out long before you do so with him. You know the stamina of your mate, don’t you?”


  “Well… yeah,” Luna slowly said looking down.


  “Luna, I get that you’re afraid of hurting him, and that you never want to do anything bad with him. But you have to know that what happened right now is never going to happen when you wake up.”


  “Then why do I keep dreaming about it?”


  “You’re afraid,” Star said, with Luna showing a curious expression. “You’re afraid that you will hurt him in the real world so much, that it’s turning your dreams into nightmares. That’s why this keeps happening to you in here. You think it can happen, so your dreams are making it happen.”


  “Then what can I do?” Luna worried. “How can I get it to stop?”


  “Love him,” Star explained calmly. “Have no fear of expressing your deepest love for him when you wake up. If anything you should be excited for that opportunity. Think about it, he’s your mate. The one who would fight to protect you. The one who wants to have a family with you. The one who loves you so much. Making love to him should come quite naturally to you.”


  “But what if I-” Luna fretted before Star warped behind her and held a hand over her mouth, silencing the girl with a muffled squeak as the jinx leaned in and whispered in her ear.


  “Know this, Luna. You can’t hurt Daniel by expressing all your love for him. All you’ll be doing is strengthening the bond you two share. Have no fear that you’ll hurt him, know that you have every right to mate with him, and let nothing stop you from showing that man just how much you love him.”


  Lowering her hand from Luna’s mouth the butterfly slowly glanced to the side as if wondering if someone was behind her.


  “You have nothing to be afraid of,” Star assured her. “Daniel will never think of you as an uncontrollable, lustful monster no matter how passionate you get with him. He knows how pure your soul is. And you’ll never hurt him by expressing that powerful love you have for him, you couldn’t rape him to death even if you tried. You can ride him until your sore, until you can’t walk, until you can’t sit up, and he’ll still be perfectly fine. So have no fear for being his loving mate, and let nothing stop you from expressing your feelings and gratitude for having him in your life.”


  “Conscience?” Luna asked.


  “What is it?”


  “You’ve never spoken to me with such wise and kind words before. Usually I just hear wild screaming and loud whooping noises from you.”


  “That doesn’t surprise me in the least at this point,” Star plainly replied.


  “Thank you,” Luna timidly continued. “For telling me all that. I don’t remember a lot of what you just said, I was kind of distracted thinking about how Daniel’s hard penis is still inside me, but I think I understand what you’re trying to say to me. Don’t be afraid to love Daniel with all my might. Right?”


  “That’s the summary of it, yes.”


  “Then that’s what I’ll do,” Luna promised with a bold smile and fist held up. “I swear I’ll always love Daniel with all my might. I won’t let anything stop me from doing so. Not fear of hurting him. Not fear of killing him. Not fear of eating him. Not fear of pushing him off a cliff. Not fear of sucking his brains out through his penis. Not fear of-”


  “Okay,” Star called out with a weak smile. “We get it. Nothing will stop you from expressing your love for him with everything you have. That’s very good, Luna.”


  “And I’m going to start right now!” Luna declared before she started humping Daniel again with heavy bounces. “I’m always going to love you Daniel! Nothing will ever stop me! Bouncy bouncy bouncy!”


  “That’s very… good, Luna,” Star said with a puzzled look.


  “I’m always going to have sex with you! Even if you die I’ll keep having sex with you forever and ever! I’ll never stop having sex with you no matter what!”


  “That’s very… not so good, Luna,” Star slowly said with a disturbed frown. “Um, question. Since this is your dream, why don’t you, you know, dream about Daniel being alive again while you mate with him?”


  “I can do that?” Luna gasped in shock. She quickly looked over Daniel then shut her eyes tightly while holding her hands together before her. “Please come back to life. Please come back to life. Please come back to life. Please come back to life and let me have sex with you again. Oh please come back, Daniel, and let me have sex with you again.”


  Daniel twitched then gasped as he was brought back from the dead, even though since he was just a manifestation of Luna’s dream he was never really dead in the first place. Luna cheered in joy then quickly resumed riding atop him with heavy moans and fluttering wings.


  “Yay! I’m going to have sex with you forever, Daniel! Forever and ever and ever and ever and ever and ever! I love you so much! Now we can do this forever in my dreams, and when I wake up I’m going to do this to you forever and ever and ever and ever and ever as well! Yay!”


  Star watched Luna savagely love Daniel with a raised eyebrow, glancing down to her rear for a moment that swiftly bounced on his ever standing erection, then back to her as she laughed wildly with fluttering wings. After watching Luna bring Daniel to orgasm and take even more semen into her before going strong again with her lovemaking Star slowly backed away with a weak smile on her face.


  “Really hope she doesn’t fuck Daniel to death when she wakes up,” Star quietly said to herself before warping out of the clearing, with Luna laughing with a psychotic smile spread across her face and Daniel moaning loudly as the butterfly ceaselessly made love to him with no intention of ever stopping.


  *****


  “And once again, I’m not really surprised,” Star said to herself with a dull expression.


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered as she literally bounced atop a pair of large breasts, the bosom not being attached to anyone but instead floating in the air along with hundreds of other breasts that were bumping into one another and constantly jiggling in the endless sky.


  “I love you, boobies!” Pip giggled as she flew around and dove into another bosom headfirst.


  “We love you, Pip!” the bosom squealed in an excited woman’s voice.


  “We love you so much!” another called out.


  “Love us forever!”


  “Forever and ever!”


  “Okay!” Pip cheered popping her head up from the pair she was smothered in. She waved her hands around excitedly as all the breasts seemed to gather closer to her with eager squeals. “Yay! All the boobies are mine! I’m so happy!”


  “Must be nice being so simpleminded,” Star said shaking her head. She glanced around to the endless sea of breasts that jiggled about while floating in the air with them, seeing nothing else at all except all the bouncy bosoms and the happy fairy that zipped from one pair to another with absolute merriment.


  “This is going to be difficult,” Star worried. “I don’t think Pip is restraining herself from loving Daniel to her fullest. She’s not even naturally attracted to him in the same way the other girls are. Her nature is to love women, not men. She’s not even capable of actually having sex with Daniel like we are. If that’s the case she can’t… wait a moment. Maybe there is a way for her.”


  “I love you so much, my booby,” Pip purred before she started sucking the nipple of one of the breasts surrounding her. Her wings fluttered wildly in excitement while she held onto the jiggling mound with both arms and legs. Behind her Star warped into place while watching the tiny fairy with a smirk, the jinx pushing away giggling breasts from her face before leaning closer to Pip who continued to purr while clinging to the current boob of her fancy.


  “What about Daniel?” Star whispered. Pip froze in place and remained still as the jinx showed a saddened frown. “Don’t you love him too?”


  “Daniel?” Pip repeated as she looked around, seeing only giggling and jiggling breasts floating nearby.


  “Don’t you love him, Pip?” Star asked tilting her head. “I thought he was special to you. Is that not true?”


  “Who is that?” Pip wondered as she slowly fluttered up into the air. “Who are you? Are you more boobies?”


  “Daniel’s not here. Only boobs are here. So it must be true then. You don’t actually love him, do you?”


  “No, I do love Daniel. I do. I really do.”


  “All you want is women,” Star worried. “Their boobs. Their juices of life. Their love. You don’t really want Daniel at all, do you?”


  “No!” Pip cried out. “I do want him! I really do! It’s the truth!”


  “Why isn’t he here then? Why is nothing else here but breasts?”


  “I don’t… I don’t know,” Pip fretted looking around quickly. “No, I do love him. I know I do. Daniel! Daniel! Where are you?”


  She flew off in a blue blur, zipping around and past floating breasts with a tiny cry before suddenly banking off to the side and diving down into a pair that bounced about in the air nearby.


  “Boobies!” she cheered with waving arms.


  “I knew it,” Star said warping beside her. “You don’t love Daniel at all, do you? You only want boobs.”


  Pip halted and looked to the bosom she was smothered in before whining and looking around franticly.


  “No, that’s not true. I… I do want Daniel! I do! Daniel!”


  She zipped out of the breasts into air, paused, then looked back to them with a whine as they kept bouncing and jiggling about. Glancing around to the endless sea of boobs that called out to her Pip whimpered and held her hands together anxiously, a gulp being made as she trembled nervously with quickly fluttering wings. Star watched her for a moment, seeing the fairy struggling from racing towards the nearest bosom she could, then smiled curiously while gently drifting closer.


  “Boobies,” Pip whimpered. “My… no… but… they… and he…”


  “Do you really want to be with Daniel as a mate?” Star asked.


  “I do.”


  “Are you sure? You’re a fairy, you’re supposed to be attracted to women, not men. You’re only supposed to love the girls, right?”


  “No,” Pip argued holding her hands over her ears. “I do love the girls, but I… I love Daniel too. I know I do. I love him! I love him!”


  Star glanced behind the fairy and saw a soft light beginning to glow amidst the sea of breasts, a sly grin coming across her face before leaning closer to the fairy to whisper to her.


  “What is it about him you love? Why do you want a man to love and not a woman?”


  “He makes me happy,” Pip said while slowly lowering her hands. “He makes me feel safe. He cares about me. He wants to take care of me. He… loves me.”


  “But he’s a man,” Star pointed out. “You’re supposed to love women, aren’t you? That’s your nature.”


  “But I want to love him. I do. I want him with me. I want to make him happy like he makes me. I want… I want to be his mate.”


  Star watched the glowing bloom of light behind them slowly taking the shape of a person, her eyes twinkling a bit from the sight before she giggled and floated around behind the fairy.


  “And how will you do that? How will you be his mate if he can’t mate with you? How will you make him happy like the other girls do?”


  “I don’t… I don’t know,” Pip admitted looking down again. “I’m not supposed to love him, am I? I’m only supposed to love the girls. I’m only supposed to have their love so I can breed. I’m not supposed to love Daniel at all.”


  She whimpered and covered her eyes, slowly lowering down as she stopped moving her wings before Star reached out and gently caught the fairy with both hands. Pip knelt down atop the jinx’s palms and cried with wings drooping low, the breasts floating around them also starting to sob in sorrow along with her.


  “But you do love him, don’t you?” Star empathized.


  “I do!” Pip cried. “He makes me so happy when he’s near. When he kisses me it makes me feel so happy! When he holds me it makes me so happy! The way he loves and cares about me makes me so happy! I want to be his mate too! Why can’t I be his mate too?”


  All around the floating breasts began to disappear while the glow from behind Star started to die down. The jinx glanced behind her and chuckled at seeing something then smiled calmly at the weeping fairy.


  “I love Daniel!” Pip shouted. “I do! I really, really, really do! I don’t want to be without him! I want him as my mate! Why can’t he be my mate too?”


  “He is your mate, Pip,” Star giggled. “He’s taken you as his to love and protect, remember?”


  Pip jumped with a squeak before the jinx held her up to her face.


  “And you know what? You’ve earned your place as his mate because of something very important that you did.”


  “I did? What did I do?” Pip asked wiping her tears away.


  “You fought your inner nature,” Star said, with Pip showing a curious look upwards. “Fairies are only supposed to be attracted to women and want to breed with them. You however have fought against that and have fallen in love with a man. You’re proof of Daniel’s beliefs, that monsters can fight their inner nature and choose their own path in life. You’ve chosen him as your mate, and he’s accepted you as his.”


  “I’m his mate,” Pip repeated looking down. “But… I can’t actually do it with him. I can’t do it. I’m too small. I can’t have sex with him like the other girls can.”


  “No, you can’t,” Star agreed shaking her head. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t make him happy as his mate. That doesn’t mean you have any less of a right to be his. And it certainly doesn’t mean you can’t have sex with him in your own way.”


  “In my own way?” Pip asked looking up. “What do you mean? What other way is there?”


  Star moved aside and let the fairy flutter in place in the air, the two setting their sights on Daniel who was floating in the endless sky with them. The girls eyed over the naked man before matching his gaze as it was focused on Pip with a gentle smile on his face.


  “Pip,” he softly spoke, with the fairy smiling happily at seeing him before her.


  “Daniel? Daniel!” she cheered as she zipped over to him a blue blur. She clung to his chest with a giggle as he cradled the tiny fairy with a small amused chuckle. “I found you, Daniel! I love you so much! I really do!”


  “I love you, Pip,” he said as she looked up to him with a bright smile. “I always will, my beautiful fairy.”


  Pip wiped a tear away and nodded before showing a worried expression. Slowly she looked back down behind her at his standing erection, the fairy then turning up to him with a tiny frown on her face.


  “I do love you, Daniel. I really do. But… what can I do to show you that? I can’t… I can’t…”


  “It’s okay, Pip,” Daniel assured her. “We don’t have to have sex. You don’t have to do anything with me.”


  “No… no… no!” Pip argued shaking her head. “I want to! I want to! I want to mate with you! This isn’t fair, I want to have sex with you too! I love you so much, I really do! I want to be able to do it with you too!”


  She clung to his chest crying and hiding her face while Daniel gently pet the fairy with his hand. Star warped closer and slowly shook her head at seeing Pip becoming depressed again, her eyes glancing down to Daniel’s manhood that she gave an excited purr to seeing before leaning closer to the crying fairy.


  “Do you want to do it with him?”


  “Yes!” Pip wailed. “I want to make him happy! I want to love him! I really do!”


  “Okay, I’ll show you how you can,” Star said, with Pip slowly looking around again for the unseen voice. “Let go of his chest and go down closer to his penis.”


  Pip looked up to Daniel with a sniffle before crawling down his body, her hand brushing back her hair so both eyes could see the large erection she was slowly getting closer to. Daniel watched the fairy make her way down to his waist before she stopped just short of where his manhood was pointing right at her face.


  “It won’t fit in me,” Pip breathed out shaking her head. “There’s no way I could get this inside me.”


  “You don’t need it to,” Star answered. “Fairies don’t breed by taking in a man’s seed, remember? They breed on love itself. True, you may only get a daughter from a woman’s love, but that’s not the point here. You only need to express your love and fondness towards the women in order to mate with them, right?”


  “Well… I guess so,” Pip said nodding.


  “Then all you need to do with Daniel in order to mate with him as a fairy is express your love and fondness for him. That’s it.”


  “But how do I do that?”


  “The same way you do with the girls. Touch him. Fondle him. Excite him. Grope him. Be the same lustful monster you are with the girls, only with him. Now, make your man happy, Pip. You know how to do that already, you’ve seen how the girls do it, so now it’s your turn. He’s your mate and lover, you have every right to do this with him.”


  Pip slowly reached out and held onto the head of Daniel’s twitching manhood, her eyes going over its shape and size along with the length it had behind it before she glanced back to see Daniel watching her curiously.


  “Pip?” he asked. “What are you doing?”


  Pip stared at him with her wings fluttering for a moment, a loving smile spreading across her face as her hands gently rubbed what she was holding in front of her.


  “Loving you,” she said, then turned back and started licking him. Daniel jumped a bit as the fairy rubbed her saliva across the top and continued licking it all over, paying extra attention to the opening where she even stuck her tongue down into with a hungry murmur.


  “P-Pip!” Daniel exclaimed. “Wha… what are you…”


  “That’s it, Pip,” Star gently cooed. “Love your man in the way a fairy can.”


  Pip slowly pushed his erection upright while licking it, the fairy caressing it with her arms and hands while kissing and running her tongue along its side. The fairy stood on her tiptoes to try and lap her tongue across the top before she started hugging it tightly with her arms that stroked him up and down.


  “Pip,” Daniel breathed out softly.


  “I love you, Daniel,” Pip promised with a hop and kiss to the top. “I love you so much.”


  She hugged her body close to it and rubbed her arms and breasts against the twitching shaft, her lips and tongue constantly smothering it with affection while her wings fluttered now and again behind her. After a while Daniel moaned softly and leaned back, his hips bucking slightly as the fairy kept stroking him with both arms.


  “Focus more on the tip, Pip,” Star giggled. “He’s enjoying this very much. Try to make him finish.”


  Pip fluttered her wings quickly to hover up off Daniel’s waist, the fairy then using her arms and hands to quickly rub the top of his erection while she kissed and sucked on it with hungry slurps. Daniel held in his voice with a gasp as the fairy used her legs to hug him while shaking a bit to help stimulate him more. A gentle moan escape Daniel’s mouth as the fairy continued to excite him with her whole body.


  “Very good, Pip,” Star commended. “Sounds like he’s enjoying what you’re doing to him, doesn’t it?”


  Pip murmured excitedly at hearing that as she picked up the pace, the sound of Daniel moaning and saying her name electing a new warm feeling within her. She could feel his erection twitching because of her, she could hear Daniel’s arousal and pleasure because of her, and she could feel her love towards him swiftly growing as she was able to take care of her mate for once.


  “Pip, wait… Pip, I…” Daniel breathed out before tensing up. The fairy gave one last lick then glanced back to him with a giggle as she kept moving her arms and legs around his manhood.


  “I love you, Daniel,” she said before sticking her tongue down inside him. Daniel jerked with a shout before he climaxed, a heavy moan escaping his mouth while Pip was blasted off his erection from a powerful shot of semen bursting out. The fairy dropped back onto his waist and stared in surprise at seeing more of the white liquid shooting out above before raining down on her. Star watched with an amused smile as Pip was hit with a shower of the human’s release while Pip merely squeaked now and again as she appeared stunned by it. After he got it all out Daniel sighed softly while Pip slowly sat up and looked down at the white goo that covered her body and skirt.


  “You… came,” she said before looking back to him in wonder. “I made you cum. I actually made you cum.”


  “You made him happy, Pip,” Star praised. “The way he was calling out your name, the way you made him feel, the way you got him to release such a huge load of his love. You took care of your man just as a loving mate would.”


  “I made him happy,” Pip repeated with a growing smile.


  “Your physical size doesn’t matter, Pip,” Star assured her. “All that matters is how much you love him. And based on how well you made love to him and how great you made him feel, it’s obvious you truly do care for him just as you wanted to.”


  “Pip,” Daniel sighed before turning his eyes down to her. “Thank you. That felt incredible. Oh, are you alright? Sorry if that was too much for you.”


  Pip slowly stood up and nodded while smiling happily at him, the fairy then looking around at all the semen she had gotten Daniel to release all on her own.


  “I made you cum. I made you happy. I made you shoot out all this white stuff because you felt good. I made you feel good, Daniel!”


  “You sure did,” Daniel agreed with a grateful smile. “Thank you, Pip.”


  Pip hopped in joy as she looked around at seeing how happy she really made Daniel, her heart beating quickly while she felt lighter than ever with a powerful burst of love for her mate growing within.


  “It’s not over yet, is it, Pip?” Star innocently asked. “Is that all you’re going to do to show Daniel you love him?”


  “Uh uh,” Pip said shaking her head. She quickly zipped around in the air before landing down on Daniel’s erection, mounting it like a log while rubbing her hands on its head and keeping body pressed atop its length. She gave it a few quick licks then a kiss before smiling lovingly up at Daniel’s surprised smile.


  “I want to make you feel even better, Daniel,” she promised, brushing aside her hair and showing both eyes at him. “I want to love you forever and ever. You mean the world to me.”


  “Pip,” Daniel softly said as the fairy not only started licking and kissing his manhood but also rubbing her body and breasts against it as well. “I love you too, I always will love you.”


  “I want to take care of you, because you take care of me,” Pip purred before kissing the top and sticking her tongue in again. Daniel moaned a little while leaning back, his hips shaking a bit as the fairy continued making love to him in her own way. Pip giggled at seeing his reaction then leaned up while spreading her saliva across the top with both hands.


  “It’s my duty to take care of my mate too. And I’m going to do that. Every day that I can be with you, I’ll always love you just like a real loving mate should. Even though I’m small, I’m going to love you so much. I promise.”


  She resumed rubbing herself against Daniel’s member while kissing and sucking on it, the fairy glancing up to Daniel now and again to see that he was thoroughly enjoying her lovemaking with him, and her wings fluttering happily above her with sparkly dust trailing off into the air as she focused only on Daniel with not a single boob appearing anywhere around them now. Star smiled down at the fairy then glanced to Daniel while slowly drifting back away from them.


  “You may be small, Pip, but your love for Daniel is far from being tiny.”


  *****


  Walking through a foggy woodland Star carefully made her way along a small dirt trail. Dozens of arrows were seen sticking out from a few of the timbers while others were lodged in the skulls of gremlins and arachne that lay strewn about the forest floor. Glancing up Star stopped for a moment as she saw a troll hung by its neck from a high branch with a few arrows piercing its body and head, the lifeless monster swaying slightly with a soft strain from the rope being heard in the breeze.


  “Again, not too surprised,” Star commented to herself as she continued along the path. “I certainly didn’t expect any less for Clover’s dream.”


  She warped ahead atop a fallen log, the sight of broken trees, arrows struck about like a cactus needles, and a goblin gently swaying around by its ankle upside down from rope with several arrows piercing its body drawing a nervous frown to the jinx’s face.


  “She does love shooting things with her arrows, doesn’t she? In some ways, she may not be too different from Kitten.”


  Warping further into the forest she kept a sharp eye out for the elf in question, the trail of arrows and defeated monsters leading her deeper into the woods where she presumably was. After coming up to a large oak with a target etched into it and a few arrows struck into the center at nearly the same point Star halted as her ear perked up, the sound of Clover’s voice faintly being heard further ahead before falling silent.


  “I’m starting to doubt Daniel’s even in this dream,” she worried. “Or worse; he is and she’s using him for target practice.”


  She nimbly dashed into the shadowy canopy ahead while keeping low to the ground, easily crossing over logs and roots of nearby trees while moving about rather quietly. Coming up to a small mossy boulder she stopped as she heard Daniel’s strained grunt from the other side, the jinx listening closely for a moment before slowly moving up and peeking over the rock. She blinked then jumped with a stunned face before standing upright, words failing her completely as she had finally found Clover and Daniel within the battle-scarred woodland.


  Seated on a stump in a cleaning surrounded by fallen monsters and dozens of arrows Daniel was seen in the small amount of sunlight that broke through the branches above. He wore no clothes, appeared to be incredibly relaxed with a blissful expression on his face, and had an elf that was on her hands and knees before him, stripped of all her clothes, and by the sound of it very eagerly sucking off the human with hungry and passionate moans.


  “Clover,” Daniel breathed out rocking his head back. The elf kept moving her head back and forth nonstop with her fluffy twintails swaying beside her, the girl hastily grabbing his waist with one hand and his manhood with the other as she moaned loudly with muffled words barely escaping her lips.


  “Wow,” Star managed to get out. She glanced around at all the death and ravaged woods that surrounded them then looked at Clover in bewilderment. “This is… a sharp contrast to what I’ve been seeing so far.”


  Warping closer on her hands and knees the jinx carefully approached Clover while making her way around the many arrows that littered the ground. As she got near she saw the elf moving faster and louder with her oral service on Daniel while he started breathing heavily and struggling to hold in his voice.


  “Clover, not… not so rough- AH! I just came not too long- UGH!”


  The elf only moved her head around more as she moaned loudly, the girl keeping up the pace with her efforts while using her hand to quickly stroke him off as well. Star crept closer and watched in awe as the elf wasn’t holding anything back with expressing love for her man. Quite the opposite in fact as she was using far more energy with her fellatio than the jinx had thought one could use with it.


  “Clover! Clover!” Daniel called out before jerking his hips and arching back. The elf quickly pressed her head down on his lap while holding onto his waist, a loud gurgled moan coming from her as she refused to let his manhood out of her mouth. Star watched curiously as Clover not only started moving her head again while Daniel climaxed but eagerly drank everything he let out with hungry gulps. After he finished releasing a large amount into her mouth Daniel took a few deep breaths while Clover finally leaned up and caught hers as well.


  “Fuck,” she purred with a few heavy gasps. Looking up at Daniel with a very hungry smile she wiped her mouth and giggled before licking his erection quickly. “I love the taste of your cock so much, Dan. I never want to stop eating this.”


  “Glad you like it so much,” Daniel panted before smiling down at the girl.


  “No, I love it,” she argued before giving it a long slurp again. “I’m so sorry I used to kick you here so much. How could I have hurt such a precious thing in this world so foolishly? I’m a terrible, terrible elf.”


  She kissed and sucked on it a few more times then smiled worriedly up at him as he held her cheek.


  “I hope I can say sorry enough,” she sweetly cooed. “Even if I have to kiss you here every day for the rest of my life I’m going to make amends to you. I promise.”


  “Clover,” Daniel chuckled as the elf took it back into her mouth with a soft moan. “You don’t need to apologize for anything. I’m not mad because of what’s in the past. I already forgave you for what happened back then.”


  “So?” she mumbled around his member. “I’m still sowwy.”


  “It’s alright, Clover. I forgive you. You know I love you so much, I’m just thankful I have you with me.”


  Leaning back from his lap Clover giggled and looked up at him with a loving smile.


  “I love you, Dan. And I’m more than thankful I have you with me. That being said I want to do this to you. I really do. Even if you don’t need an apology for the horrible way I treated you it doesn’t change anything.”


  Star watched as Clover slowly took his erection into her mouth and then went all the way down to his crotch, the jinx’s eyes widening as she saw the elf taking the whole thing down her throat and held it there for a few seconds.


  “No way,” she breathed out. “It has to be because this is a dream. She couldn’t have… taken it all… like that.”


  Daniel held in his voice as he watched the elf gagging slightly on his member, her eyes glancing up to him as she kept her head down on his lap before slowly drawing away with a heavy slurp. Leaning back with a gasp for air the elf then giggled and licked her lips along with wiggling her rear behind her.


  “I still want to suck you dry,” the elf coyly said with a twitch of her eyebrow.


  “Clover,” Daniel breathed out as the elf gave him a few more licks.


  “I love having you deep in my throat,” she purred before kissing it. “All the way inside, choking me, smothering me, filling me… fuck.”


  She again took him into her mouth and went all the way down to his lap, with Star staring in awe at seeing the elf managing to take it all down her throat while not appearing to struggle with it.


  “How… how are you doing that?” Star wondered while holding a hand to her own throat.


  Clover bobbed back and forth on his crotch while groaning and looking up to him with loving eyes. Star got closer and saw the bulge in the elf’s throat that was Daniel before gulping and shaking her head slowly as Clover continued to deepthroat her man without seeming to need air at all.


  “Where did you learn to do that?” Star breathed out. “How? How can you take it all like that and not choke?”


  The elf rapidly sucked off Daniel with a hungry groan while he shouted her name and held onto her head. It was clearly obvious to Star that at least while in her dream Clover was more than skilled at fellatio even though Daniel was the first man she’ll have been with. The elf continued deepthroating Daniel without pause while only getting air through weak gasps around his member or sharp inhales from her nose, that apparently being enough for her to get by with as she never once stopped to catch her breath or even slowed down in her efforts. If anything she became more passionate and hungry for his genitals the longer she went, her eager moans becoming louder while the amount of drool coming from her tightly pressed lips steadily increased.


  “She’s a fellatio fanatic,” Star realized. “And it doesn’t seem like she’s going to repress her nature at all when given the chance.”


  Daniel held Clover’s head down and yelled out before climaxing again, with Star staring with wide eyes at seeing Clover still pressing her head down on his crotch and moaning weakly. The elf kept his erection firmly lodged down her throat while taking everything he released into her belly, the sensation causing her to feel her love for Daniel soaring even higher as she longed to do this in the real world with her man. Star watched as Daniel finished what was essentially force-feeding Clover his semen before he dropped back with a gasp onto the stump. Clover bobbed her head a few more times atop his lap before lifting up and letting his member pop out of her mouth. With a few deep breaths the elf managed to recover very quickly before she chuckled and smiled coyly down at Daniel while stroking him again.


  “Thanks for the meal, Dan,” she said with a wink. “It was delicious.”


  “Thank you… Clover,” Daniel breathed out. “My god, you really are talented with that mouth of yours.”


  “Fuck yeah I am,” Clover agreed before licking him again with eager murmurs.


  “You don’t need to do all this for me though,” Daniel said leaning up a bit on his elbows. “You don’t have to apologize for-”


  “Maybe not,” Clover interrupted with a shrug. “But still, like I said, I want to. I want to make up for everything I did to you. I want to make you as happy as I can. I want to be your mate and have your love forever. And I want to suck you so much.”


  “Damn,” Star commented with a raised eyebrow. “Girl’s got an addiction.”


  “I meant what I said before,” Clover purred with a seductive smile at Daniel while kissing his member. “I’m going to drain you dry when I get the chance. Honestly, I feel kind of sorry for Star and Cindy.”


  “What?” Star and Daniel both asked.


  “Just what I said,” Clover continued with a long lick around the tip of his erection. “I’m going to drain you dry just like this the first chance I get. I’m not going to leave anything for you to give those two afterwards.”


  “Hey, what do you mean by that?” Star demanded.


  “I might be the last mate you take, Dan,” Clover reasoned with a shrug. “After I get through with you there won’t be anything left to give to those girls. I’m going to get every single drop out of you.”


  “What?” Star yelled as Clover resumed sucking off Daniel with eager moans. Daniel dropped back onto the stump with a soft groan as the elf took in his member all the way to the base and back up again without slowing down.


  “Clover!” the jinx shouted with clenched fists. “You can’t do that! I deserve a chance with him too! You can’t suck out everything he’s got before he gets to me! That’s not fair!”


  “I love you so much, Dan!” Clover sputtered out before burying her face in his crotch again. Her hands gripped his waist as she furiously bobbed her head and sucked her mate off with everything she had, which was apparently enough to drive Daniel into another orgasm right away. Star looked back and forth between Daniel and Clover before growling at the elf with both tails sticking straight up behind her.


  “That’s not going to happen, Clover! You’re not draining him dry at all when you wake up, there’s no way you can- oh come on, you can’t take it all down your throat like that and you know it! You’ve seen the size of it when he’s aroused, you can’t- hey, are you even hearing me? Clover!”


  Clover continued loving her man with eager slurps and moans while keeping him firmly held deep in her throat, the elf’s mind swimming in pleasure from the sensation of having it filling her windpipe and the taste of her mate overflowing in her mouth. Her love for Daniel continued to rise even higher from the mere fantasy of being able to do this to him and building her growing lust to be able to do so in the real world when she woke up. Nothing else mattered to her at all. Not a single thing got through to her senses other than her desire to literally drop to her knees and suck off the man she loved, not only to please him but also to give her the rush of pleasure she felt when choking on something long and hard. Nothing else gained her attention aside from that desire. And that included Star’s loud yelling that the elf didn’t notice at all.


  “Clover!” Star yelled yet again, her eyes watching in frustration as the elf continued deepthroating Daniel and appearing to have an orgasm herself from doing so. With a low growl the jinx shook her head before looking down to Daniel, watching as he moaned softly and held onto the elf’s head while clearly enjoying her service on him.


  “I’m not going to lose out on being his,” Star vowed with a stern glance to Clover. “While I do wish for you girls to express your full love for him and help him become the great knight he can be for us, I shall not lose my place as his mate because of it. I’ll earn his love and heart just as you did, and then I’ll have my turn to join with him just as I deserve.”


  She started walking away then turned to smirk bitterly at Clover as the elf continued her fellatio on her man with no end in sight.


  “Suck him off as much as you want, Clover. I’ll still get my share in the end.”


  *****


  Standing in the large open court of their home Star had her arms crossed while thinking very deeply about her next mission. The grandfather clock sitting against the wall continued ticking away while the hour and minute hands just slowly spun around the face as time itself was lost in the world she was in. Yet even with the rhythmic clockwork being heard the jinx remained focused on her current situation as she was determined to succeed no matter what.


  “The other girls won’t be holding back their love for Daniel anymore,” she spoke to herself. “He’ll be able to grow stronger with their love and in turn protect them like the knight he wishes to be. My man will become all that he’s capable of, something that I must see to fruition as his devoted mate. Yet every one of those in his harem must give their all for this to work, and this last one is going to be… difficult to persuade.”


  She growled in annoyance before slowly walking towards the bedroom of their home while deep in thought about her next move.


  “Doku’s so timid and nervous; the mere thought of having sex with her man would be more than enough to knock her flat on her ass. The only thing holding her back from expressing her true love is her damned shyness. How can I convince her not to be afraid and to just embrace those lustful feelings towards Daniel, that it would not only help him but also herself with getting closer to him?”


  She stopped before the archway and ruffled her hair with frustrated mews.


  “Being lustful and having sex with Daniel is going to freak her out no matter how I try and convince her. She’s just too passive and bashful. I mean, how am I supposed to bring out her inner nature when she was taught to suppress it her whole life and does it so spectacularly?”


  Shaking her head with a sigh she walked into the bedroom while brushing aside her hair, immediately then coming to a stop with wide eyes as she saw the harpy over on the bed and being very much not alone.


  “Daniel!” Doku cried out, the harpy being mounted atop a naked Daniel while riding him, having another Daniel on his knees behind her thrusting his manhood into her ass, and another holding her head back down to push his into her mouth. The harpy tried to flutter her wings but wasn’t able to with the other two Daniels beside her that were groping her breasts roughly and stroking their erect members towards her face while watching the girl moaning loudly as she was ravaged by the other three men having their way with her.


  Star stared with unblinking eyes as she saw all the Daniels in Doku’s dream flat-out gangbanging her mercilessly, spanking her sore rear, forcing her up and down atop the two erect members that were plunged deep into her, and making her to gag and sputter saliva onto another that was repeatedly rammed down her throat.


  “That’s our dirty bird,” one of the Daniels laughed as he squeezed her breast.


  “She’s just keeps getting tighter and tighter,” the one under her said as he kept thrusting up into her with rapidly moving hips.


  “I’m going to blow more into her thick ass,” the one behind her grunted while slamming his hips against her rear hard and repeatedly.


  “Here comes your next meal, bitch,” the one holding her head down onto his erection said before picking up the pace.


  Star slowly glanced around at all the Daniels then to Doku as she screamed and moaned while being at their mercy. The two thrusting into her ass and womanhood climaxed just before the one choking her did the same, the three pouring their heated loads into the bird who moaned loudly with semen dripping down her chin and crotch. The two at her sides then released theirs onto her face, the girl having one long orgasm while relishing in being covered inside and out by her love’s release.


  “Good… lord,” Star breathed out.


  “Daniel,” Doku gurgled while leaning back from the penis that was in her mouth still. “Fuck me… more. Fuck me until I break. Don’t ever stop… fuck me until I can’t even think anymore…”


  “That’s the idea,” the one before her said shoving her back down onto his member. All the Daniels quickly resumed having sex with the harpy and groping her all over, the girl moaning heavily as she only felt her love for her mate growing by leaps and bounds the more she fantasized about having sex with him however she could, which it turned out in her dream was a lot of different ways all at once.


  “You like that, don’t you?” one of them sharply said while squeezing her breast.


  “Her ass keeps tightening,” the one behind her grunted. “I’m going to fill her up with another load real soon.”


  “You love being pumped full of cum, don’t you?” the one underneath said while thrusting harder into her. “Such a dirty bird. You’re just a sex-crazed pervert after all.”


  “Is this what you wanted, Doku?” the one before her said while pulling her head back, the harpy gurgling semen and saliva before swallowing with a large gulp. “Is this what you want from your husband? To treat you like a fucking sex doll? To fuck you senseless like the stupid whore you are?”


  “Yes,” she groaned with a lustful smile. “Fuck me up, Daniel. Fill me up until I burst. Shoot your hot, dirty cum into me until I can’t hold any more. Break me, my love. Break me! I’ll do anything you ask! Just destroy me with your cock! I beg of you! Fuck this stupid slut until she loses her mind!”


  “Be a good wife for me, and I’ll do just that,” Daniel said before shoving her back down onto his erection. She eagerly started sucking on it while the other Daniels continued having their way with her body, the two at her sides again releasing their semen onto her face while the ones thrusting into her filled her with more in both holes.


  “Thank you,” Doku moaned around Daniel’s shaft that filled her mouth. “I’ll be a good wife. I promise. Anything to make you happy.”


  “Good girl,” the Daniel before her said with a sharp smile. “Be a good slut and take care of your man when it’s your turn, and you’ll get this and so much more as your reward.”


  “Yes, dear!” Doku mumbled before desperately sucking him off while shaking her hips. “I’ll be a good slut for you! I promise!”


  Star watched the Daniels ravaging Doku who gave no resistance to them whatsoever for a while, seeing them all continuing to fill the harpy up with their semen and also covering her completely with it, then turned around and walked away while having a stunned look frozen on her face.


  “Alright, I think my work here is done.”


   


  


  Chapter 10


  A Dance of Demons


  In the world of Eden one of the most feared and well-known Darker Ones was the succubus. An embodiment of what a lustful monster was these demons of hell were known to charm any they wanted with powerful magic and their overwhelming beauty. Their strength was far greater than they showed, their wickedness never credited enough, and although they were thought to be queens of carnal desires and evil itself there were in fact others that these Darker Ones themselves would bow to in humble respect. Such devotion to these chosen lords would grant them great benefits and power in return for unconditional obedience. And as frightening as the succubi could then become, that would raise a much stronger point of concern.


  Whoever could make a succubus kneel before them, they were to be most feared.


  *****


  Soaring high in the midnight sky Kitten surveyed the quickly passing land below her with sharp, glowing eyes that rarely blinked. Flying over lush woodlands and rocky gorges, expansive prairies and worn dirt roads, rolling hills and babbling brooks, and even more of The Outerlands without seeing a single wandering soul prattling about the cambion did very well hiding her frustration of not being able to locate her master’s missing centaur. At least on the outside of her focused demeanor.


  ‘Where the fuck is that fat cow anyway?’ Kitten shouted in her mind.


  “Don’t call Kroanette that!” Triska barked back. “If Daniel hears of you speaking about her in that way he will not be pleased at all with you!”


  ‘I’m at my end with patience for her, Triska. I’ve been circling these parts of Eden for hours now and she has yet to come through any way down below. Just where the hell did she run off to anyway? Doesn’t she even know how to get back to her own home?’


  “Apparently she doesn’t, but that’s still no excuse for calling her names.”


  ‘She needs to get her fat ass back home to my master right now!’ Kitten screamed before coming to a stop in midair. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, struggling to keep her concentrated resolve with her building tension.


  “Why are you getting so upset about her missing?” Triska asked. “Why is this angering you so much?”


  ‘My master wants her back. The other girls want her back. Her missing is causing everyone to feel like shit. I need to drag her ass back to fix that, and I can’t do that if she’s run off to the other side of Eden!’


  Kitten rubbed a hand down her face before quickly looking around at the land below her, seeing a rolling river pouring into a lake beneath her while a stone bridge was built across the stream next to it. Not a single woodland critter was seen scampering about at that hour, much less any sign of a traveler or a seriously directionally-impaired centaur.


  ‘I have to find her or else my master won’t be happy,’ Kitten sulked while a slight frown formed on her face. ‘Those other girls will keep crying and make him even more depressed. She needs to come back now or none of them are going to smile again.’


  “Are you looking for Kroanette to make Daniel happy, or to make everyone happy?” Triska curiously asked. Kitten remained silent while lightly drumming her fingers on the handle of her sword. “You’re not just concerned with Daniel being upset with her missing, you’re looking for her because the other girls miss her too, aren’t you?”


  ‘Triska, be quiet.’


  “No, I won’t,” Triska argued as she appeared in the cambion’s eyes before her. “I’ve been watching you tonight, and you haven’t been working to just make Daniel pleased. You’ve been trying to be nicer with the girls.”


  ‘Triska, I mean it. Shut up.’


  “When you were flying with Alyssa before you kept her from going too close to Ruhelia’s center,” Triska accused with a sharp smile. “You saw the magical disturbance in the ether inside that crater and you ordered Alyssa to hang back while you checked it out first. You didn’t want her to be in danger if whatever caused that was still there.”


  ‘Triska, shut the hell up right now.’


  “And I saw the way you protected Pip when you noticed birds were flying nearby. You ordered her to stay in your chest and guarded her with your hand the entire time you were flying to make sure nothing got to her.”


  ‘Triska, you need to shut up right now!’


  “And now you’re out here looking for Kroanette even though Daniel didn’t order you to keep searching,” Triska continued with a smirk on her face. “You’re looking far and wide away from Ruhelia because it’s not just Daniel that’s worried about her, the other girls are too. You’re trying to make everyone feel better by having Kroanette back, not just Daniel.”


  ‘Triska, I’m not kidding! You need to be quiet right now!’


  “Why is that? Afraid of admitting you really do care about the girls?”


  ‘No, because we’re not alone up here and I’m trying to focus on them and not your relentless babbling!’


  “Them? Them… who?”


  Kitten kept a solemn expression on her face the best she could while talking to her counterpart, her wings gently flapping to keep her airborne while her hand was now holding onto her sword’s handle. Slowly she turned her head to glance behind her, feeling very well the presence of two others in the air with her that were giving off chilling auras.


  “Enjoying a lovely flight at night, my dear?” one of them asked casually. She had the lovely appearance of a woman, dark high heels with two straps around the ankles worn on her feet while her long flowing crimson dress fluttered in the wind with demonic emblems sown into the lower half that Kitten took careful notice of. The black corset she wore managed to hold her large bust while she had black ribbons tied down from her shoulders to her elbows where they loosely hung from and waved in the breeze. On her hands were red fingerless gloves with violet gemstones adorning the tops, one of which she used to gently brush through her long, neatly combed silver hair that had a black headband at the top with white frills on it. Her crimson colored eyes were focused directly on Kitten as she flew in place with demonic wings of her own while her tail gently swayed behind her.


  “She stinks,” the other bitterly snapped. This woman had a more dangerous look and feel to her at first glance, and second and third for those that kept looking. Knee-high black boots, dark panties and skimpy top that was just enough to hold her large breasts while hardly covering them, a lone black glove on her right arm that reached up to the elbow, and on her left was a single black strap below her shoulder. On the left side of her belly she had black demonic emblems tattooed in a triangle formation that Kitten easily noticed and grew tenser from seeing. Her long crimson hair was kept up in a fluffy ponytail by a black ribbon with white frills while her violet eyes were staring at Kitten with obvious disdain. Her demonic wings flapped to keep her level beside her companion while her tail snapped slightly with sharper movements as she appeared less calm than the other did by far.


  Kitten slowly turned a bit while keeping her sword facing them along with a sharp gaze, her eyes going over the two newcomers along with their emblems that they donned as they caused a slight flinch to be made from seeing them.


  “Succubi,” Triska cursed. “You’ve got be kidding me. Two of them? Where did they come from?”


  “Ladies,” Kitten calmly replied.


  “She stinks so bad,” the second succubus scowled while holding her nose. “I smell a human’s stench on her.”


  “Now now,” the first chuckled with a finger held to her chin in question. “Perhaps she merely raped a man recently, they are rather smelly creatures like most livestock in this world. Show some manners to our fellow sister.”


  “Why should I when she stinks like human shit?”


  “You’ll have to forgive her,” the first said with a weak smile and shrug. “She doesn’t hold back with speaking her mind to anyone. At any rate it’s so wonderful to meet a fellow sister from the demonic realm of pleasure in this world. Such meetings are quite rare and should be celebrated. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Kryelle.”


  She gave a polite curtsey then glanced to her companion and cleared her throat, with the second succubus merely crossing her arms with a growl and deep glare at Kitten.


  “Arixis.”


  “Such a charmer she is,” Kryelle drearily commented. “And what might your name be, my dear?”


  “Kitten.”


  “Kitten?” Kryelle giggled. “Oh my, that’s rather cute. Haha! Kitten. Me-ow! Talk about a lovely pet name you’ve got there. You do look like a playful pussycat now that I’m able to take a second look. I’m sure you’d look adorable crawling on your hands and knees while begging to be played with.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Kitten dryly replied. “Sorry, but I’m not really in a celebratory mood right now. Although since you’re here perhaps you could help answer a riddle for me if you wouldn’t mind.”


  “Oh, I love riddles,” Kryelle squealed with a hop.


  “I don’t like her,” Arixis snarled. “Demanding that we tell her things just after meeting her.”


  “Oh stop it,” Kryelle quipped waving her off. “She’s not demanding anything, she’s merely asking a question. What is it, Kitten? How can we be of help to you?”


  “Something recently wiped out all of Ruhelia,” Kitten said, her eyes taking notice that the dark light the succubi trailed behind them in the magical ether led up higher into the sky before fading from view. “Nothing but a huge crater there now and no more centaurs. Looked like something with a great deal of magical power wiped the place out. I don’t suppose either of you might know what caused that?”


  “Ruhelia?” Kryelle wondered. “Hmm. I’m sorry but I don’t know the answer to that riddle.”


  “Don’t know, don’t care,” Arixis scoffed.


  “Yes, so sorry,” Kryelle pouted. “But we don’t have the answer you seek. Although, perhaps it is you that will have an answer to a riddle of my own.”


  “And what might that be?” Kitten carefully asked.


  “Your smell,” Kryelle slyly commented. “You see, you do reek of human, my dear. No offense, I’m sure your latest fuck was rather fresh and a simple bath would fix that for you. However, there’s another part of your fragrance that’s… familiar.”


  “Familiar?” Kitten questioned raising an eyebrow. “Doubt that. We’ve never met before.”


  “Ugh,” Arixis groaned turning her head way. “Seriously, you need a fucking bath. That human stench is disgusting.”


  “Arixis,” Kryelle knowingly chimed. “Aside from that, don’t you recognize something else about her?”


  Arixis glanced back to Kitten while holding her nose, hesitating a great deal before sniffing the air a few times in the cambion’s direction. She blinked then leaned closer while smelling something that caught her attention, with Kitten only growing more cautious with the Darker Ones’ sudden interest in her.


  “Wait a second,” Arixis slowly said, her eyes going over Kitten again before she snorted and waved the air before her. “Hold on, what is that? Something about her seems really familiar.”


  “Again, I don’t know either of you,” Kitten argued.


  “Katie,” Kryelle announced with an amused grin forming. Kitten jumped a bit and turned to her in surprise as the succubus chuckled and slowly drew closer. “That’s what I smell on you. Her scent, it’s all over you. She converted you, didn’t she?”


  “You know that demon?” Kitten carefully asked.


  “Oh yes,” Kryelle agreed nodding a few times before stopping right in front of her. “We know that demon very well.”


  “Katie?” Arixis snarled loudly. She clenched her fists while her wings appeared to give off a sleek fiery shimmer to them as they flapped sharply. “That’s what the fucking smell is? That horrid bitch with the big mouth?”


  “Yes,” Kryelle dryly said with a dull expression. “The very same that had too sharp of a tongue for her own good. That degenerate who spoke of our queen with such arrogance and disdain… ohhh, it’s making my blood boil all over again just smelling her atrocious stench.”


  “Sounds like you two weren’t friends with her,” Kitten commented with a smirk.


  “No, we most certainly are not,” Kryelle hissed.


  “Where is she?” Arixis yelled while quickly swooping over and grabbing Kitten by the shirt. “Tell me where that fucking whore is right now! Where is she hiding?”


  “She’s not hiding,” Kitten chuckled. “She’s dead.”


  “She’s dead?” Kryelle curiously repeated. “Are you certain?”


  “Very,” Kitten laughed. “She picked a fight with a fairy, and the fairy won. Nothing but dust remains from the old hag.”


  “A fairy killed her?” Arixis questioned. “One of those tiny little girls with bug wings?”


  “You’re positive about this?” Kryelle carefully asked. “Are you sure she’s dead and not simply assuming as such?”


  “Oh yeah, she’s really dead,” Kitten admitted with a nod. “And I agree with you, she was a bit too full of herself to make it in this world. Nothing but a pain in everyone’s ass. But don’t worry, you’ll never have to see her ever again. That fairy wiped her from the face of Eden. Good riddance I say.”


  Arixis slowly let go of Kitten as she exchanged a quick glance with Kryelle, the other succubus then gently reaching over and straightening out Kitten’s shirt before showing a slight smile at the girl.


  “Well, that is very amusing to hear,” she giggled. “She was such a blight upon this world, a completely useless succubus in every regard. Foolish old woman only went on and on about finding some ultimate power hidden beneath the world that she threatened to harm us with time and again. She just wouldn’t listen to reason from anyone. Sounds like her luck with running her mouth finally ran out.”


  “Good riddance indeed,” Arixis scowled looking away. “Nobody speaks bad about my queen and lives.”


  Kitten glanced down to the emblems on her torso then the ones on Kryelle’s dress, the demonic markings causing her to tense up slightly before she saw the crimson-eyed succubus watching her with a sharp grin.


  “Something wrong, dear?” Kryelle asked while her hands gently moved down to Kitten’s waist.


  “Other than being converted by a deranged mother, no, I’m fine,” Kitten assured before trying to move away, something she wasn’t able to do as Kryelle quickly grabbed hold of the sheath strapped to her hip. “Something up with you? If you don’t mind, I need to be on my way now.”


  “You didn’t fuck a man recently,” Kryelle said slowly shaking her head. “I smell no semen on you. No excitement in your being. Your carnal desires are… wanting. There’s much unresolved lust within you, I can feel it.”


  “Let go, or I’ll make you,” Kitten warned.


  “Are you threatening us now?” Arixis coldly retorted.


  Kryelle held up a hand to have her companion move back, her grip remaining frim on the scabbard of Kitten’s blade as the three girls hovered high above the ground together with rising tension.


  “That smell is you,” Kryelle accused. “You’ve been marked by a human male, I know you have been. I can feel you trying to pull away from me with the strength of an infant. Your aura is scarcely noticeable. You don’t have the full power of a true succubus, do you? I sense no imposing danger from you at all. My dear, you let a man subdue you, didn’t you?”


  “That horrible human stench is from her?” Arixis demanded pointing to Kitten. “She has both the disgusting odor of that worthless succubus and from a man claiming her as his bitch?”


  “I suppose we shouldn’t expect any less from the offspring of that fallen demon,” Kryelle sighed. “You poor thing. You’ve lost so much power, all because you were born from a senseless mother. The injustice of it all. I’m truly sorry for what has happened to you and what you’ve been reduced to.”


  “Thanks for the fucking pity, now let go,” Kitten ordered grabbing Kryelle’s hand trying to pull it off, something she wasn’t able to do as the demon’s grip appeared unmovable even to her. “I’m warning you. I’m not in the mood for whatever game it is you’re playing right now. Let go or else-”


  Without pause Kryelle quickly pulled her forward and embraced her in a hug, holding the confused cambion close while nuzzling her head against hers.


  “I’m so sorry, Kitten,” Kryelle whimpered. “To be born into this world as a weakling without any chance of redemption, it’s so cruel. You’ll never know what it’s like being a real demon now, something that you can only see in others but never yourself thanks to the bad hand you’ve been dealt. Oh, my dear sister, it breaks my heart seeing a fellow succubus pushed down so far in life.”


  “Um…” Kitten slowly said with a puzzled expression. “That all… sounds a little insulting more than comforting.”


  “Who did this to you?” Kryelle implored as she held Kitten’s head in front of hers. “It’s not fair that you’ve had so much stolen from you! So what if you had a failure for a mother, that’s no reason to be cast into a life of mediocrity like you have! You deserved better than this, you deserved more despite what your accursed mother was barely able to provide for your meager existence in the first place!”


  “That still sounds insulting,” Kitten commented with Kryelle’s hands smothering her cheeks.


  “What man stole your life?” Kryelle demanded with a scowl. “Who dared to enslave such a poor succubus in this world and make you his pet? Is that where your name came from? He calls you Kitten because you’re his weak little plaything now? That despicable human! The nerve he has to degrade you even further!”


  “Where is he?” Arixis growled smacking a fist into her palm. “We’ll smear his worthless hide across the ground for you. You may be cursed to be a filthy pig in this world but you don’t have to live under his foot anymore. Tell me where he is and I’ll make him scream for mercy before denying him that.”


  “Knock it off!” Kitten yelled swatting away Kryelle’s hands and backing up. “For starters stop speaking about me like I’m a pathetic little demon who deserves your sympathy! I’m not some weak little pussycat, and the name Kitten was chosen by me because I wanted it after I was born! I’m not suffering in this life at all, I’m doing just fine even though I was converted by a fucking whore with too small of a skull for her own ego!”


  “But-” Kryelle started to say before Kitten shouted and pointed to her.


  “And don’t you dare speak about my master with your callous tongue! He’s been nothing but a blessing for me ever since he took me as his! I’m way happier now than I was acting like a stuck-up succubus that I used to be before he saved me! I don’t need your help with anything at all, I’m perfectly fine because I have him in my life!”


  “You can’t mean that,” Kryelle nervously argued shaking her head. “My dear, listen to what you’re saying. You belong to a human. You hear this, yes? How could you possibly wish for such a thing? Oh dear, you don’t even realize it, do you? You’re under his spell, you don’t even see that you’ve fallen so far because of what he’s done to you.”


  “Oh for fucking sake!” Kitten yelled clenching her fists. “Stop patronizing me and speaking over me like I’m some lost child in this world who doesn’t know anything! I know damned well I’m under a spell to be his, he was the one who fucked me into submission after all and I love him for it! And I’m telling you that I’m perfectly happy being his! I’d much rather belong to a wonderful man like him instead of whatever stupid master you bow down to!”


  Kryelle and Arixis showed stern glares at Kitten from those words, the two demons exuding powerfully strong auras of malice all around them as they took great offense from what the cambion shouted at them.


  “Are you calling our queen stupid?” Arixis snarled.


  “Kitten,” Kryelle slowly scolded. “I really do feel sympathy for you. What that human has done to you has warped your senses. You don’t even realize what he’s taken from you or what you’re so foolishly speaking to us right now. You’ve lost your way in this world. But I must accept things for how they are. You’re a stupid girl, you don’t know any better. I doubt you could ever understand just how low you’ve been dragged down in all this.”


  She looked to a gemstone on a hand that she held up, her eyes showing her plotting something before she crossed her arms with a tired sigh.


  “So be it. I don’t hold what you said to us as a personal insult. Your senses are forever corrupted by your little human who made you his bitch.” She paused for a moment then glanced to Kitten with a raised eyebrow. “But I don’t believe Arixis has ever pardoned anyone for speaking ill about our queen. And I certainly won’t expect her to start now. Arixis, I leave the matter of how to discipline this aberrant pussycat up to you.”


  “Fine,” Arixis said, then in a flash closed the distance between her and Kitten who jumped in a startle from seeing the succubus suddenly appearing before her. Before she could move a hard impact sounded off, a loud crunch resonating through the cambion’s body, while her lungs felt all the air being forcefully pushed out of them. Triska’s muffled scream echoed in her ears while the taste of blood filled her mouth, the cambion’s body feeling nothing but sheer pain streaking through it without warning. The world seemed to slow down for Kitten as she was thrown back, her vision fading out and in before seeing Arixis hovering in place with a fist held down from where it connected to the cambion’s chest a moment ago. Without a word Arixis shot forward, moving through the air faster than Kitten’s eyes could follow, before again striking with a hard impact that knocked all her senses out, her mind shutting down briefly before waking up again and realizing she was now spiraling down towards ground at high speed. Before she could try to move her wings she slammed into the hard dirt with a loud thud, her back taking the brunt of the crash while dust and rocks flew outward into the air.


  “Kitten!” Triska’s muffled cry sounded off in her head.


  Her hand flinched, only slightly while indented into the soil along with her wings. Her head felt heavy to move and her neck ached from the slightest attempt to do so. She coughed out blood, more of it leaving her throat than there was air being pulled in by her straining lungs. The world spun around wildly in her eyes for a while before slowly stopping, her senses finally catching up to take note of just how badly she was hurt. And judging by the amount of pain her entire body felt, it was bad.


  “Kitten! Are you alright?”


  ‘I… can’t… what…’


  “How did she do that that? What happened?”


  Slowly Kitten lifted her head with a whine, her eyes taking notice of what Arixis had done in the blink of an eye to her. Her ribs under her left breast were dented in, making breathing almost impossible for the gasping demon. The right side of her head felt like it was about to break apart, the searing pain that was finally apparent showing just how hard Arixis had struck her in the face.


  ‘Two… hits… it was… just… two… hits…’


  “Oh my god,” Triska softly spoke in horror. “How did she do that? She’s just like you, isn’t she? She can’t be that much stronger compared to you.”


  ‘No… they’re not like… me. Not at… all…’


  “What do you mean? Hey, you need to get up. We need to get out of here!”


  Kitten slowly sat up while coughing out blood, her white clothes becoming stained in the crimson as she struggled not to lose consciousness. A gust of wind blew from her left before the sound of something landing down hard on the ground struck afterwards. Kitten managed to turn her head partially to catch a glimpse of a leg swinging over and striking her face, and then all went black. When her mind finally came to she found herself lying in a crevice with her back almost numb now. Her jaw felt like it had nearly been struck clean off, her tongue unable to move and only tasting more blood.


  “Kitten!”


  ‘I… can’t move. Triska…’


  “Let me out, I’ll try to fight them off!”


  ‘We have… the same body, idiot. Neither of us… is able… to fight right now…’


  Everything was a blur for her, though she wasn’t sure if it were tears that obscured her sight or just that her eyes were aching with enough stress that made her fear they would pop soon. Unable to move and just barely able to draw in a breath the cambion struggled to stay awake, her hearing fading in and out before she made out footsteps coming closer along the dirt. After a moment she was picked up by her neck, something that again made breathing impossible for her while her arms and legs had no strength to thrash about or even lift up in the slightest.


  “Now I have your stink on my hands and foot,” Arixis snapped while holding the dazed cambion in the air. “You’re like a smelly frog that stinks up everything that touches you. I hate you!”


  Her hand tightened around Kitten’s neck, choking the girl and causing a slight crunch to be heard from the caving windpipe. Arixis growled and held her hand aside, a dark crimson light flaring around her arm down to her palm before igniting outward with a scorching heat. The dark magic took on the shape of a double-sided spear, the glowing fiery weapon letting off hazy veils of air and smoke while the succubus wound back to strike with it.


  “To hell with you,” Arixis scowled.


  “Arixis,” Kryelle called out. “That’s enough. She’s done. Put her down.”


  “But she needs to die! She insulted our queen! She made my hands stink!”


  “Arixis,” Kryelle sternly said. Arixis jumped then nervously glanced up to see Kryelle floating above with a very cold stare at her. “It’s not her fault she’s fucked in the head. Her mother was a failure at life and she was dealt a bad hand by being easy prey for the human that enslaved her. She’s obviously no match for us, she’s nothing at all and never will be. If anything she should have our pity. Leave her be, let her live her worthless life.”


  Arixis growled then threw Kitten down into the ground with a hard slam. The cambion merely grunted as she desperately gasped and coughed while struggling to move her limbs. With a reluctant snarl Arixis recalled her fiery spear and flapped her wings, taking off into the air up next to her companion. Kryelle smirked at seeing the temperamental succubus wiping her hands with a disgusted grimace then slowly lowered down towards Kitten. She waved Arixis to go higher, with the other succubus grunting with a blush before doing so, and then landed next to the battered cambion before kneeling down beside her with an amused chuckle. She held Kitten’s chin and turned her weary gaze over to her, the blurred vision of the cambion slowly focusing to make out Kryelle leaning closer to her with a seductive leer.


  “Sorry for the rough lesson,” she cooed as she gently brushed Kitten’s hair. “I’m not a big fan of inflicting pain on those I fancy, but Arixis… well, she does get a little carried away. She just loves pain after all. I honestly didn’t plan for you to get this much discipline tonight. Oh well. At least you learned your lesson about speaking so harshly to others, right?”


  Leaning down she slowly licked up across the cambion’s nose to her forehead before whispering in her ear.


  “Like I mentioned before I don’t take what you said personally. You’re just a lost kitten in this world, you don’t understand your place in it yet. Don’t worry, I’m still your friend even after you spoke ill about my queen with your ignorance.”


  With a gentle bite on the cambion’s ear she purred softly before sitting up and tenderly running her hands down the girl’s shoulders, across her breasts, and stopping on her chest that even the light touch she gave caused Kitten to grunt in agony.


  “Kryelle!” Arixis shouted. “What are you doing? Let’s go already!”


  “In a second, dear,” Kryelle called back while keeping her lustful grin on the wounded girl. “Just saying goodbye to my friend. You know, Kitten, even with the repugnant stench of that lesser demon surrounding you I have to admit you are awfully cute. I wouldn’t mind keeping you as a pet of my own.”


  Kitten slowly turned her eyes towards the demon while showing a bloody scowl, the look only bringing out a light laugh from Kryelle as she shook her head amusedly.


  “Even now you’re still acting feisty, it’s just so adorable! Such a cute little pussycat. I just want to stay longer and pet you all night, if only I could. Please, for me, meow like a good kitten. I just have to hear it before I go.”


  Kitten growled while struggling to move her hands, the thought of reaching for her sword and trying to cut down the demon overpowering the realistic thought of how she barely had the strength to draw the sword out much less wield it. Kryelle showed a stubborn smile as Kitten remained silent, a dry chuckle being made from the succubus before she pushed in with one of her fingers and snapped another rib in the wounded girl’s chest. Kitten held in her scream the best she could with gritted teeth as Kryelle pushed the broken bone inward.


  “I said meow for me like a good kitten,” Kryelle sternly ordered. “Be a good pet and do as you’re told.”


  “I’m no pet,” Kitten forced out between her teeth. Without pause Kryelle snapped another rib in the girl’s chest, this time causing Kitten to cry out in agony.


  “Are you playing with her?” Arixis shouted out. “That’s not fair! You said we were done playing with her! I wanted to hurt her more!”


  “Our goodbye is taking longer than expected,” Kryelle called out while showing a stern smile down at Kitten. “My friend appears to have forgotten how to speak properly when ordered to. Now, Kitten, meow like an obedient pussycat for me.”


  Kitten struggled to breathe as she choked on blood and coughed, the world around her turning hazy and spinning slightly as she struggled not to pass out in fear of what the succubus would then do to her. Slowly she looked up to Kryelle as the demon cocked her head while awaiting her reply. After hesitating she closed her eyes while trying with all her might not to shed a single tear.


  “M… meow.”


  “You’re so cute!” Kryelle squealed with a hop. “Do it again! Louder!”


  “Me… meow. Meow.”


  Kryelle giggled and clapped her hands happily as Kitten opened her eyes to peek at the demon.


  “Now hold your paws up like this,” Kryelle playfully ordered while holding up her hands in pawing gestures near her chest. “I want my pet pussycat to meow for me some more. Come on. Like this. Be a good girl for me.”


  Kitten gulped then slowly lifted her hands up above her chest, that alone taking most of her strength to do, while the weight of shame she felt from obeying the demon essentially drained what she had left. She curled her fingers and mimicked the pawing motion while Kryelle showed a devilishly cold smile at her.


  “Meow… meow… meow…”


  “Louder,” Kryelle warned with a raised eyebrow. “My pet can do better than that. Show me a happy cat.”


  “Meow!” Kitten whined shutting her eyes. “Meow! Meow! Meow!”


  Kryelle laughed joyously with her tail swaying behind her, eyes watching as Kitten mewed like a cat with a few tears now leaking down her cheek. The succubus then leaned down and hugged Kitten close, something that caused the cambion to scream through her teeth as she could suddenly feel her sore back threatening to break entirely behind her from being squeezed.


  “Oh, Kitten,” Kryelle sighed shaking her head. “Thank you very much. You made me so happy. I hope next time we meet you’ll know how to properly speak to me and my friend. Until then, keep one thing in mind above all else.”


  Kitten struggled not to lash out at the succubus as she licked her ear before whispering in it.


  “When I become your master after tearing apart that horrible human that enslaved you, I’ll make you scream in pleasure as your new owner every night. Wait for me, my delicious looking pet. Wait for me.”


  Kryelle slowly stood up over Kitten and spread her wings out, her eyes going over the battered cambion with a sly grin on her face before she blew a kiss with a wink at the girl then took off into the air with a heavy flap of her wings. Kitten’s hands dropped back onto the ground as she wearily watched the demon regrouping with Arixis, the two then soaring off into the night sky and vanishing from view.


  A long while passed without a word being spoken between the two halves of the cambion. Kitten stared up at the sky with eyes barely opened as she tried to ignore both the pain her body was in as well as her shattered pride that caused even more suffering with the girl.


  “Kitten?” Triska softly asked. “Are you going to be alright?”


  Silence was her only reply as Kitten seemed to withdraw into her mind without showing any attention to her counterpart’s words. A small wind blew across the land, rustling trees and grass while blowing a few strands of the demon’s hair aside, something that also went unnoticed as the cambion replayed the shameful event of Kryelle’s torture with her over and over again. After what seemed like forever to Triska the cambion finally spoke up in her mind as if to break the silence between them.


  ‘Triska?’


  “Yes? What is it?”


  ‘Don’t tell my master what happened tonight. Don’t tell him I obeyed that fucking demon. Don’t tell anyone.’


  “We need to tell him that we saw those succubi out here. But I won’t tell him what Kryelle made you do. I promise.”


  ‘Thank you, Triska,’ Kitten quietly replied, then rested her head back and closed her eyes with a tired groan. ‘Swallowing my pride like that as my master’s slave. I’m going to kill those two assholes as soon as I see them again for making me act that way.’


  “You’re not Daniel’s slave. Anyway, I’m surprised you did what you did. I mean I know you had to; she would’ve killed you if you didn’t, but still. I didn’t think anyone could make you act like that except for Daniel.”


  ‘I had to do it,’ Kitten reasoned turning her head to the side.


  “I know, to save your life.”


  ‘To save yours.’


  Triska fell silent as she was taken aback by the demon’s answer. Kitten opened her eyes and saw the image of her counterpart lying on her legs beside her on the grass, a surprised look on her face as she saw the defeated expression on the demon which was very rare to witness.


  “Mine?”


  ‘If I didn’t do as she said she probably would have killed me, and that would mean killing you too.’


  “But… what about your own life?”


  ‘Triska, if you weren’t in here with me I wouldn’t have given Kryelle the satisfaction. I wouldn’t have submitted to her. I would have chosen death over making her smile.’


  “You would have?”


  ‘I would have… if not for you being here with me,’ Kitten agreed before closing her eyes.


  “Why would you do something like that? Letting her kill you only to save your pride and deny her that moment? You honestly would have done that if I wasn’t in your head?”


  ‘Yes.’


  “How could you think like that?” Triska demanded loudly. “Dammit, Kitten! Your life has meaning and value on its own! You can’t think so little of yourself like that!”


  ‘My life has meaning and value thanks to you,’ Kitten corrected looking at her with saddened eyes. Triska froze with a stunned expression as the demon had a few tears dropping from her cheek. ‘Thanks to you giving me a chance I have a wonderful master. I have someone precious in my life now. I have a home. And… I have you.’


  “Me?”


  ‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you,’ Kitten whimpered closing her eyes again. ‘You showed me mercy after I behaved just like those two demons and you even allowed me to live inside you knowing what I was. My master may have forgiven me afterwards, but it was you who let me live and be with him, who let me have this life. I can’t thank you enough for that.’


  “Kitten…”


  ‘And for the record all of this shit I’m saying now is also something you can’t tell my master about!’ Kitten shouted in her mind while turning her head away, as if that would keep Triska from knowing she was breaking down into tears. ‘I mean it, Triska! You say a fucking word about any of this to him or anyone else and I’ll make you pay!’


  “Kitten,” Triska thought softly. “Thank you for saying all that. I didn’t know you felt that way about me.”


  ‘Just… keep it to yourself, okay?’


  “I will. I promise.”


  ‘Good,’ Kitten grunted as she slowly sat up, a strained groan escaping her throat as she wavered slightly while feeling lightheaded. ‘I need to hold onto what pride I have left. Dammit, that bitch really did a number on me.’


  “Oh god,” Triska mourned. “Your… our ribs are broken. And that looks like a lot of blood you coughed up. This is really bad.”


  ‘It’s not the end of the world,’ Kitten sighed as she held a hand over her chest. A cerulean glow slowly lit up from her palm and bathed her skin, electing small rolling wisps of blue cinders that washed over her bruises and broken bones. ‘We’re not in a human body anymore, remember? This is the body of a monster, a succubus even. We can recover from this.’


  “You can fix all this tonight with your magic?”


  ‘No, not all of it. After that beating I hardly have anything left in me to use. But I don’t intend to stay out here any longer than I have to. As soon as I can fly again we’re heading straight back to my master. Hopefully those two winged rats didn’t come across him or the others before we met them.’


  “They said they didn’t know what happened to Ruhelia,” Triska recalled. “If that’s true then they didn’t go anywhere near that place.”


  ‘Yeah, if they were telling the truth,’ Kitten retorted before cringing as one of her ribs snapped back into place. ‘Still, I think you’re right. At least I hope you are. My master would have been in grave danger if they found him.’


  “That reminds me,” Triska said as she appeared before the demon and sat down with her. “You mentioned they weren’t like you before. What did you mean? Is that just because they’re full-fledged succubi and you’re… um… not?”


  ‘No, that’s not what I meant. And thank you for attempting, and failing, to tiptoe around that sensitive subject with me,” Kitten sighed. She watched the blue light and rolling wisps of fire move along her chest and up towards her face where she felt a slightly numbing sensation covering her head.


  “Then what was different about them?” Triska asked.


  ‘Those markings they had,’ Kitten recalled with a serious expression coming over her. ‘Those emblems that were on them, those were demonic blessings. Charms bestowed upon them by a demon lord from hell.’


  “What are you talking about?” Triska nervously said. “A demon lord from hell? How would you know anything about that?”


  ‘I didn’t come into this world with only knowing how to fuck a man, Triska. My soul came from hell, and with it knowledge of many things from that place. Magical rituals and spells, familiarity with how to walk and fly in this body, and fluency with demonic language and meaning. The tattoos Arixis had on her belly, the embroidery on Kryelle’s dress, those were put there not by an iron or needle but instead a demon lord. I could see it in them, those words they donned were unholy in mere presence.’


  “The words they donned?”


  ‘The emblems on Arixis stood for pain. The ones on Kryelle, they stood for lust. Pain and lust, Triska. Those are their demonic blessings.’


  “What does that mean? What do demonic blessings do?”


  ‘They act as amplifiers,’ Kitten explained as she wiped blood off her chest. ‘Kryelle’s control and influence with lust is vastly increased. Her charming spells would be even stronger than normal and from those she influences with her magic she’ll bolster her own power at the same time. And Arixis, Kryelle said it herself. She loves causing pain. I bet she’s got a hell of a tolerance for it now, not to mention with every wound she inflicts on others she’ll get stronger herself. After what she did to me she was probably boosted to the strength of a minotaur at the very least.’


  “Demonic blessings,” Triska repeated as she remembered the markings on the two succubi. “And these are given by…”


  ‘A demon lord,’ Kitten cursed in anger. ‘Perhaps you and my master have read about them. To humans they’re known as a beelzebub. Sound familiar?’


  “Beelzebub. No, I don’t remember Daniel writing anything down in his book about that one.”


  ‘Darker Ones by far. They come from hell itself into the world, not often but more than we want, and not to breed but instead feed. They love anguish, sorrow, death, suffering, anger. All the negative emotions you can think of, they feed upon them like parasites. And if one of them is around here then we’ve got a serious problem on our hands.’


  “Do you think this Darker One is responsible for Ruhelia’s destruction?”


  ‘That I can’t say, but I can say if one is lurking about in this land then we’re going to have more trouble coming our way,’ Kitten assured before she started to stand up. She cringed and held an arm around her chest, a strained gasp being made while her wings twitched behind her.


  “You’re still hurt,” Triska warned. “Even with your magic helping you’re still not in any shape to fly, let alone stand just yet.”


  ‘I’m well enough to fly,’ Kitten argued shaking her head. ‘And I can’t tire myself out further by spending more energy to heal myself. I don’t care if I’m in pain, I need to go make sure my master is safe. More could be coming soon.’


  “More what? Succubi? Beelzebubs?”


  ‘No, just monsters,’ Kitten explained before flapping her wings, slowly taking off into the air while struggling to hold in her scream as her demonic extensions still ached severely along with her back. ‘Beelzebubs… they want to cause as much widespread chaos as they can, they live off of sheer anarchy surrounding them. If one of them is here in the region it’ll draw in more monsters from around it, that’s how they work. They use monsters as their pawns and sit back while engorging themselves on the destruction they cause for them.’


  “Whoa whoa whoa!” Triska called out. “Wait a second here. Are you saying that they’re like monster bait?”


  ‘Essentially, yes. They use their charms to lure monsters towards them, and relish in the chaos they cause from running into others along the way. So if there is one here in Koskaysil that means we’re going to be seeing a LOT more monsters coming our way very soon.’


  “We need to tell Daniel. We have to warn him!”


  ‘I know that! I’m trying to get us home right now! In case you’ve already forgotten I’m wounded here!’


  “Can you make it back? We’re pretty far off from the campsite.”


  ‘I’ll get us there,’ Kitten wearily replied while flying off-balance for a moment. ‘As fast as I can. Just… remember what I said, Triska.’


  “A demon lord with two super-strong succubi followers could be bringing an army of monsters down upon us at any moment. Kind of hard to forget, Kitten.”


  ‘No! I meant with not telling my master about how that fucking cunt made me meow like a goddamned pussycat!’


  “I won’t tell him, I promise!” Triska exclaimed. She paused for a moment then spoke up again. “Though just to clarify, you are always meowing like a cat at Daniel yourself because you like it.”


  ‘I’m his kitten, not that bitch’s!’ Kitten screamed in her mind. ‘His, nobody else’s! Nobody else gets to make me meow like that but him! Do you understand me?’


  “Okay, fine. I won’t say a word about what she made you do. Just please try to get us home quickly. All this talk about demons has me freaked out for everyone’s safety. And… oh god, Kroanette. She’s still lost out here somewhere. What if those succubi find her? Or the beelzebub? Or what if other monsters-”


  ‘Triska, shut up! The fat cow is likely just fine! Knowing her she’s probably running in circles in some random, uninhabited forest! Have some faith that she’ll be okay and focus on telling my master what the hell happened out here because I’m betting I’m going to pass out the moment I reach the campsite!’


  “Alright… I’ll try to have faith she’ll be okay. I suppose that’s all I can do for her now. And stop calling her a fat cow.”


  Kitten flew off high above The Outerlands while holding an arm around her chest, staggering now and again in her flight as she struggled to push her remaining strength to its limit and get them back to Daniel and the others as fast as she could. While on the verge of dropping out of the sky from fatigue or possibly collapsing from internal injuries Kitten thought about the two succubi who not only hinted at the danger of a beelzebub possibly hiding nearby but also were the cause of her pain, both physical and emotional, that night. Something that brought a frustrated glare to her face that helped mask the suffering she was going through.


  ‘Next time we meet, Kryelle, you and your friend are going to die. Nobody touches my master’s pet kitten but him.’


  *****


  Flying through the night sky Kryelle and Arixis continued on side by side, with the more lustful succubus seeming to be thinking of something with a sly grin on her face while her companion was growling with an obvious temper that she was barely containing.


  “I can still smell her on me,” Arixis snarled before shaking her hands about as if to throw the scent off her. “That lowlife bitch. Why couldn’t I just kill her and be done with it? I wanted to break more of her bones and rip her flesh apart. And what were you talking about with her anyway? It pisses me off that you did that. Hey, are you listening?”


  “You know, my dear,” Kryelle commented with a playful glance to her. “Ever since you received our queen’s blessing your speech and etiquette have… degenerated rather abruptly. Please don’t become a simpleminded woman with only a penchant for inflicting discomfort onto others as you’re only reputable trait.”


  “My… what now?” Arixis confusedly asked her. “My pendant for doing what? I have a pendant?”


  “My dear Arixis,” Kryelle sighed. “You’re lucky you’re cute still.”


  “Stop trying to change the subject with all your words!” Arixis shouted shaking her arms in a fit. “What were you talking to her about? Why couldn’t we just kill her? She needs to die. She’s stinks and she’s that traitor’s stupid offspring.”


  “For one thing it’s not her fault she is how she is,” Kryelle answered with a shrug. “Katie was the one who sacrificed her senses for her foolish crusade against us. She was the one who refused to join us and become something better. And she was the one who failed to raise her offspring in a proper manner. Poor Kitten, she never had a chance to become like us. She was wronged by her own mother from the start and lost so much because of it. You can’t condemn her for that.”


  “Well… maybe,” Arixis grumbled looking down.


  “And then there’s the fact that a human enslaved Kitten afterwards,” Kryelle empathized. “I’m not sure how it could have happened, but it seems she failed in killing her first victim and lost even more of herself in the process. Honestly, Arixis, you should feel sorry for her. She’s a human’s plaything now. That despicable man can use her for whatever idiotic purpose he can manage to come up with. That girl deserves better in life. Much better than what’s been given to her.”


  “Yeah, I guess so,” Arixis sighed. “If I was a human’s bitch I’d kill myself to be free.”


  “You wouldn’t be able to; you’d be charmed into thinking you wanted to be his, just as she has. The poor girl, she has no idea that she wants to be free on the inside, she actually thinks she’s happier being his pet. I do wish we could help her.”


  “We could find the man that’s keeping her prisoner,” Arixis suggested. “I could kill him. I really could.”


  “I’m sure you could, however the question remains as to where he might be. Unfortunately we don’t have time to go searching for this lowly meatsack, despite how much I would enjoy raping him to death with my own hips. We must return to our queen at once with the good news we found. I’m afraid we’ll have to hold onto hope that Kitten will manage somehow until fate is kinder towards us and presents an opportunity to free her from her enslavement.”


  “Poor bitch,” Arixis said shaking her head. “She’s going to stink so bad until we do.”


  “Indeed. Perhaps our queen would be so kind as to help us find her pathetic master. Should we free her from his clutches and help her become stronger in this world then maybe she’ll see common sense unlike her mother and join us under our queen’s rightful rule.”


  “What if she refuses like her mom did?”


  “That’s alright,” Kryelle chuckled with a cold smile. “Either she joins us as a fellow sister, or she can become my personal pet. I’m honestly fine with either outcome.”


  “You like her, don’t you?” Arixis growled.


  “Oh, are you jealous?” Kryelle cooed with a sultry smile at her. She flew underneath her companion to soar below while reaching up and pulling the succubus into her arms. “You’re so cute when you get flustered. But you should know that nobody can replace you in my eyes.”


  “You mean it?” Arixis worried while flapping her wings still. “You still like me?”


  “I would never lie to you,” Kryelle softly promised as she held Arixis by the waist and her neck. Slowly she ran her fingers across her skin, trailing violet wisps of light behind them while suddenly Arixis locked up with a stunned gasp. A mere moment later she moaned heavily with a flushed face as overwhelming pleasure streaked through her body like lightning. Flipping them around Kryelle then held Arixis close with her tail wrapping around her legs, it and her arms then cradling below her the screaming demon as she climaxed again and again with overflowing excitement dripping from her thighs. Her wings twitched and fell limp just as her tail did while her hips bucked again and again as she felt her inner nature spiking dramatically. Kryelle chuckled as she easily carried her friend who was unable to speak at all between her constant orgasms, the crimson-eyed demon then looking forward as she held Arixis close with a hungry purr.


  “That’s it, my dear. Let your lust consume you. Feel the pleasure I can give you. As great as you may think it is, it’s nothing to the power you give me in return.”


  A dark violet wave of energy rippled from her wings behind her as she flew even faster through the sky, her strength and stamina receiving a powerful boost from Arixis who lost herself in her companion’s magical influence once again.


  “Though I must say,” Kryelle continued, holding Arixis against her bosom and muffling her screams. “As cute as you are at my mercy, I still can’t wait to have Kitten meowing like an obedient pet for me again. Ohhh… I do hope she defies my queen. Then I can make her mine and mine alone, for all time.”


   


  


  Chapter 11


  The Unexpected Friend


  In the world of Eden there were monsters known as arachne, a terrifying mixture of beautiful women and dangerous spiders. They were known to be very sadistic creatures of lust, enjoying the acts of torturing and raping the men they caught in their webs while having a penchant for eating them afterwards when they’ve had their fun. The mere sight of these giant spiders was enough to raise alarm with nearly anyone, especially with the cruel smiles they most commonly donned. From humans to even other monsters, these eight legged vixens would play with and devour any they wanted without remorse.


  To meet one that behaved otherwise was as rare as finding hidden treasure.


  *****


  Slowly Kroanette opened her eyes, a muffled groan barely escaping her gag of sticky spider webbing that remained firm over her mouth. The morning sunlight cast a powerful glare in her vision, something that also brought an uncomfortable grunt from the centaur before she snapped to her senses. Her legs were bound to her body just as her arms were below her chest, the realization that she was lying on the ground with webbing tying her down being made as well as seeing that she was far from being alone that morning.


  Nobody noticed she was awake yet. The massive ogre leaning against a broken tree further away was sleeping with drool dropping down her breasts and belly onto the grass. Two trolls were sitting on a log next to Kroanette, the monsters not yet seeing that she was awake out of the corner of their eyes as they were more focused on what was before them. A pair of arachne were sitting atop a web of their silk above between a few trees nearby, the monsters looking down at something with amused chuckles while skittering about to get different viewing angles. Kroanette then turned her eyes to the center of the camp before seeing something that didn’t really shock as much as it did disgust her.


  “It’s just like they said,” a gremlin laughed as she bounced atop the lap of a naked man, the human’s legs and hands tied to stakes to keep him pinned to the ground below her. “Human men get hard almost every morning in their sleep. I didn’t think such a ridiculous thing would be true.”


  “Believe me, honey, it’s true,” a witch in dark apparel laughed as she rode another man beside her, the two monsters watching the screaming men with wicked smiles as they hopped atop their morning erections. “I’ve gotten plenty of fresh seeds from harvesting them at dawn. Doesn’t matter what you do to the men the night before, they almost always seem to have pleasant dreams and are ready to go in the morning.”


  “How many kids have you had?” a troll asked beside her, also riding a man who she had gagged with a dark rag. She grunted then laughed as she rode harder atop his lap while he shook his head with muffled screams.


  “I’ve had six daughters,” the witch replied stifling back a moan. “Four of which I’ve gotten from making use of a human’s ‘Morning Wood’ as they call it.”


  “Morning Wood,” another gremlin laughed as she rode a man backwards while fondling his genitals below her. “It sounded so stupid, but you were right. This guy was nearly dripping with pre-cum this morning. I don’t know what he thought was so good in his dreams, but I’m not complaining for the free offering.”


  “Makes me think about how much fun we could have had molesting them more last night,” another troll chimed in while riding a man’s lap while a goblin was doing the same to his face in front of her. “If I had known this guy would have been ready to go this morning regardless of what happened to him the night before I would have spent more time making him eat me out before letting him rest.”


  “He’s really good,” the goblin cackled with bucking hips. “I wanna keep him.”


  “Well you can’t,” the troll scoffed at her. “These meatsacks are going to be passed around to the rest once we take them back. And that reminds me, don’t kill this one while you’re humping his face!”


  “Yeah,” another witch in black clothing and hat chimed in with a dull glance at the goblin while riding a captured man. “They were difficult to get without killing them in the process. If you must fuck his face then don’t snap his neck with your damned thighs this time.”


  “You kill another one and you’re going to pay for diminishing our quota,” an arachne commented from above.


  “Sorry,” the goblin mourned looking down. “I got excited. Didn’t mean to break him.”


  “That on top of the man the ogre killed last night is going to cost us,” one of the trolls on the log mentioned aloud. “For the record, who’s bright idea was it to let the bitch have a go with one of the men?”


  “No shit,” the other troll scoffed. “Ogres almost always kill the men they rape. They either crush the man into dust or suffocate him with their bulbous fat.”


  “We’re down two men,” the gremlin who rode atop one of the men scorned. “Fuck, that’s going to cost us. Just thinking about it is ruining my fun with this one.”


  “Let us have a go with them,” a mite droned while a few others hummed around her. “We want to rape them too.”


  “I didn’t say I wanted to stop,” the gremlin shot back. “You’ll get your turn soon enough.”


  “Almost done here,” a troll spoke up as she raped another man in the orgy. “This one’s probably got some more left in him. If not, oh well. You bug’s don’t need their semen anyway, only your queen does, right?”


  “We want semen still,” a mite hissed with the others doing the same. “It feels good inside.”


  “We’re still hungry too,” another mentioned with a drooling mouth.


  “You’ve already had your breakfast this morning,” one of the witches snapped before moaning as she felt the man releasing inside her. “We still need to get all those supplies we procured back before we get bitched out for taking too long. We’re pushing our luck as it is playing with the men this morning.”


  “It’s worth it,” a troll said before lurching forward as the man below her released his semen into her. “Fuck, that’s it. Let it all out, little man. We’re going to make a beautiful baby together.”


  “We still have a problem of being short two men,” one of the arachne above reminded them. “We’ve only got ten with us now.”


  “We know, we raping them,” a goblin laughed as she and another goblin were riding the lap and face of another man. The monsters cackled and continued defiling the human as he trembled below them in his binds with muffled screams.


  “We can see that,” the other arachne argued as she and her sister watched their companions riding all the men that were still alive. “However we’re supposed to bring back at least fifteen, remember? If we don’t find even more now on our way back we’re going to be punished.”


  “Not to mention these travelers hardly had anything worth taking along with them,” the first arachne added before glancing to the two humans who were no longer living piled aside next to two wagons that were filled with boxes and chests. The horses for the rides were tied to stakes in front of the carts while their saddles had blood stained on them, the wagons and their stallions standing in the sunlight near where the ogre continued sleeping with a gurgling burp.


  “What about the other two parties that are supposed to be meeting up with us?” one of the witches asked before moaning loudly and pressing her hips down atop a bucking man.


  “They should be back sometime today,” a troll standing aside leaning against a tree said while examining her axe. “Velresh’s group was scouting the west for any other humans to steal, and Rachnette’s group was going to go deal with those monster hunters living to the south.”


  “Think they’ll come back alive?” a gremlin asked while grunting and pushing down with her hips atop a trembling human. “The ones that lived there are supposedly very dangerous.”


  “Who cares? All that matters is Velresh’s group finding more shit for us to take back. Here’s hoping they find an extra two men to make up for the ones we lost, or else we’re all in deeper trouble than Rachnette’s party.”


  “At least we got a centaur to bring in,” one of the trolls atop the log spoke up as she glanced back to Kroanette, the monster then chuckling as she saw their prisoner was awake and staring at her with fright. “Well, look who finally decided to wake up.”


  “Good morning,” the other troll said with a wave to the centaur. “Sleep well?”


  “Hey, honey,” a witch called out with a wave. “Want a go with them too? They’re really fresh. Haha!”


  The trolls on the log walked up to Kroanette and eyed her over while holding their rusty axes, the centaur squirming in webbing while fearfully looking around at all the monsters with her.


  “It’s a good thing we caught her,” a troll chuckled before glancing back to the others who were raping all the men. “But still, men are in higher demand than fat centaurs to eat. Even with her being added to our quota we’re still short of what we’re expected to bring in. So again, who was it that gave that fat bitch over there permission to rape one of our men last night?”


  All the monsters said it wasn’t them while those riding atop the men moaned and laughed with enjoyment as they milked their prey. The mites buzzed and shakily skittered around the edge of the orgy field anxiously awaiting their turn while the ogre rolled in her sleep, dropped onto the ground with the tree breaking beside her, and continued to remain blissfully unconscious. Above the clearing the two arachne looked to each other questionably then sighed before turning their eyes over to a lone canopy of webbing that was strung up in the branches of another tree.


  “Who wants to take a bet it was Rolian?” one of them drearily spoke up.


  “Oh for fuck’s sake,” the troll leaning against the tree groaned aloud. “Was she the one who fucked up again?”


  “Why do we even have her with us?” a witch hissed before slapping the man she was riding. “Hey! Try thrusting your hips a bit, I’m doing all the work here!”


  “Because Rachnette left her here with us while she went to kill those hunters,” a gremlin answered before leaning back atop the human she was reverse riding and bouncing atop him with more energy. “I think I understand why she didn’t take her with.”


  “She’s absolutely useless!” a troll beside Kroanette shouted while the other marched over to the lone canopy with frustrated growls.


  “Rolian!” she shouted clanking her axe against the tree. “Wake up!”


  “Wha?” a woman’s voice exclaimed before the rustling was heard in the webbing above. An arachne skittered out and promptly dropped down with a scream from the branches, one of her legs managing to snag her web and halt her fall before she would have hit the ground. Hanging upside-down the arachne frantically flailed about with all legs as she turned slightly above the grass, her long hair appearing silky smooth while around her waist was a brown strap with a leather hoop at the side. The arachne screamed and seemed to be in a daze still before freezing, her eyes blinking a few times before seeing the troll next to her glaring with rage at the girl.


  “Um… morning?” Rolian guessed. She blinked then looked up to see a large glass jug dropping out of her canopy, the girl screaming at the sight before making a dramatic lunge to the side to catch it before it could hit the ground. She swung side to side before the irritated troll while holding the jug close as if it were her own daughter, its contents being a dark green brew that splashed about inside with a cork sealing the top while fastened to the neck with string.


  “Oh, Juggy,” Rolian cooed while caressing it. “That was a close one. I thought I lost you. Don’t scare me like that.”


  “Hey!” the troll shouted, with the arachne squeaking then trembling nervously with a weak smile and her free legs curling close to her body.


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “Were you the one who gave permission for the ogre to fuck a man last night?”


  “Oh, you mean Laura?” Rolian said glancing over to the sleeping brute.


  “What?”


  “Laura. That’s her name. She doesn’t like being called just ogre you know. I mean at least I think that’s her name. She tried telling me last night but it was hard to make out with her low voice and all the spit flying at me. Might have been Lauren, maybe Laurenne, but it sure sounded like-” Rolian explained before the troll struck the end of her axe’s handle in her face. The arachne screamed and dropped to the ground before the troll grabbed her by the hair and lifted her fearful gaze up to meet her furious one.


  “Did you let her fuck a man last night?” the troll yelled out.


  “Well… yes,” Rolian shakily admitted. “I mean she was sad you all were playing with them and she couldn’t. I felt so bad for her. She just wanted to try and get a daughter too. What’s wrong with that?”


  “She killed the man while raping him!”


  “Yeah… I didn’t see that coming either.”


  The troll punched her in the face then again, the arachne screaming with legs flailing about as the troll struck her again and again with frustrated shouts.


  “You fucking idiot! That’s why we didn’t give her any men to fuck! We all knew she would kill him, why didn’t you? What the hell is wrong with you, you fucking piece of shit!”


  “I’m sorry!” Rolian wailed before she took another hit to the face, a few of her eyes flinching while one remained shut in pain. The troll grabbed her jug and held it up before Rolian shrieked and quickly grabbed her waist.


  “Don’t throw Juggy! Please! I’m begging you! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’ll be good! I swear it! Please don’t take Juggy from me!”


  “You fucking drunk!” the troll scorned. “This is all you care about, just drinking and drinking all day every day! You’re absolutely useless just like your mother said you were!”


  “Please don’t take Juggy away from me!” Rolian screamed before breaking down into tears. “I love her! Please, please give her back! I’m begging you!”


  “What a hopeless piece of shit,” the troll next to Kroanette scoffed. The centaur watched the arachne crying and shaking her head with pleas for mercy before she quickly looked around in hope of finding a way to escape her dire situation.


  “I can see why her mother didn’t want to bring her along with her group,” one of the arachne above flatly commented.


  “She didn’t even want to bring her with us at all out here,” the other added. “Remember how much she protested that order? Right in front of her daughter no less.”


  “Shut her up already!” a troll called back while raping her victim. “Her screaming is ruining our fun over here!”


  “Just give her back the damned jug,” a witch agreed riding her screaming human. “It will at least shut her up for now. If you break that thing she’s never going to stop bawling.”


  “We’ll deal with her later,” a gremlin hissed while pushing down on the lap of a man that released inside her. “Just shut her up already. We’re trying to have some fun over here.”


  The troll holding Rolian’s jug up scowled down at the crying arachne, the weeping girl weakly reaching up for the container while whimpering with tears falling from all her eyes.


  “I’ll be good,” she sniveled. “I promise. I won’t do anything unless you tell me to. Just please don’t take Juggy from me.”


  “You’re pathetic,” the troll hissed before shoving the jug against the arachne’s chest. Rolian promptly hugged it close while curling into a ball on the ground, her body shaking while she whimpered with eyes shut tight. The troll shook her head in disgust before walking over to the orgy field and striking her axe into a log.


  “One of you hurry up, I need a good fuck this morning to make me forget about the horrible mistake Rachnette left us with!”


  “I’m good now,” a witch said as she stood up with a sigh. Semen dripped down her thighs onto the lap of the human that was gasping and struggling to move his arms, the witch giggling with a lustful grin down at the man while stretching her legs a bit. She walked aside while summoning into her hand a curled wand with a dark blue gemstone adorning the end while the troll came over and mounted the man who resumed screaming and shaking his head.


  “Shut up!” the troll yelled slapping him. “And you’d better get me pregnant, I’m in a horrible mood as it is and I don’t want to be disappointed with your offering this morning!”


  The witch walked over to the side of the clearing and straightened out her skirt before glancing over to Rolian with a harsh leer.


  “Hey, Rolian!” she yelled, with the arachne hopping with a squeak and peeking at her from her ball. “My underwear. Do you mind?”


  Rolian quickly scrambled onto her feet and skittered over next to where the witch was standing, fearfully nodding at her while holding her jug close before reaching down and picking up a pair of black panties from the grass and handing it to her. The witch snatched them with a scoff and put them on before walking past the arachne who kept her head lowered, the little monster smirking and sharply flicking her wand that caused Rolian to be thrown forward by a magic burst into a roll before crashing into the log next to Kroanette. The monsters all laughed as Rolian whined and slowly sat up, the girl rubbing her head with a flinch before her jug was taken by a troll and held up in the air.


  “Juggy!” she cried while trying to reach up for it. The troll tossed it over to another who caught it, the two playing keep-away as Rolian quickly skittered back and forth between them trying to get it back.


  “Please don’t break her!” Rolian cried out. “Please!”


  “It’s just a stupid jug of rum!” a troll shouted at her.


  “Reach for it!” the other laughed as they tossed the container over the arachne again and again. “Come on, bitch! Jump! Haha!”


  “Please give her back!” Rolian whined while hastily skittering about. After another turn she tripped over her legs and dropped onto her face, with the monsters around laughing at her while Kroanette merely watched the crying arachne before her curiously.


  “Crying over this,” a troll scorned while waving the jug in front of her. She popped open the cork and drank from it before spitting onto Rolian, the spider whining and covering her face as the troll spat out the taste. “It tastes like ogre piss! What’s so precious about this shit?”


  She shook her head at the trembling arachne before tossing the container aside, a horrified gasp being made by Rolian before she dramatically lunged over and caught it before it hit the ground. The trolls laughed and walked by, with one of them smacking her axe against Rolian’s spidery leg. The arachne screamed and curled into a ball while holding her aching leg close to her body, her other arm cradling the jug next to her that spilled some of its drink onto the grass.


  “What a disgrace to our kind,” an arachne above scowled before the two spiders turned their backs to Rolian and watched the orgy below them.


  “I’m sorry,” Rolian whimpered. “I’m sorry I messed up again.”


  “Shut up!” a troll shouted, quickly snatching up a rock and throwing at the arachne’s head. The swift crack it gave made the monsters laugh again while Rolian held in her scream with gritted teeth. The witch who stood next to the field shook her head at the spider then walked over to the wagons with a flick of her wand, summoning large twisting roots of dark wood to emerge next to one and allow her to walk up to inspect the contents. The mites continued jittering about near the field while dully asking for their turns next and the ogre snorted in her sleep, scratched her ass, and continued to dream while soaking the ground under her head with drool.


  Rolian slowly sat up on her abdomen and rubbed her head before seeing Kroanette watching her. The arachne glanced away while wiping some blood from her nose then held up the jug to take several large gulps from it. After doing so she cradled the container close to her chest while flinching as a few of her eyes tried blinking.


  “I hate being here,” she quietly whimpered. “I don’t like these monsters at all.”


  Kroanette softly murmured in her gag, getting the arachne’s attention. The centaur glanced over to see the other monsters watching the orgy then looked at Rolian while trying to say something. Rolian slowly moved her head to see that nobody was paying attention to them then turned her eyes back to Kroanette while remaining silent. Again Kroanette tried to speak to her with pleading eyes.


  “I’m not supposed to talk to prisoners,” Rolian quietly said. “I’ll get in trouble again.”


  Kroanette mumbled something and glanced down to her gag then back to the arachne. Rolian hesitated while showing a nervous frown then shook her head and looked away.


  “I’m… sorry.”


  Kroanette murmured again and again, with Rolian slowly glancing back to her and seeing the centaur desperately trying to speak with tears forming in her eyes. Rolian quietly whined then looked around to see everyone still watching the orgy in the field nearby. Ever so slowly she reached out and touched the webbing around Kroanette’s mouth, her fingers very carefully toiling the sticky thread while she scooted her body over a bit to hide what she was doing from the others.


  “Please don’t scream, okay?” Rolian said looking back to the centaur. Kroanette nodded a few times, with Rolian then unraveling the gag and lowering it down. “What do you want? Are you hungry?”


  “Please,” Kroanette whispered. “Can you please let me go?”


  “I’m sorry, I can’t do that.”


  “Please. Just loosen this webbing on me and I’ll make a break for it. Don’t let those monsters eat me.”


  “I’m sorry,” Rolian again replied looking down. Kroanette looked at her carefully then shook her head.


  “Do you really not want to be here with them?”


  Rolian shook her head.


  “Then why are you?”


  “Mother made me come,” Rolian pouted. “She dragged me all the way out here, even though she hates me. She’s never been happy with me. I’m the worst daughter in the whole world according to her.”


  “I’m sure your mother doesn’t hate you,” Kroanette off-handedly said glancing around to make sure nobody was looking their way.


  “Yes she does. She’s told me many times,” Rolian said, with Kroanette then turning to her curiously as the arachne whimpered and clutched her jug closer. “She’s beaten me up many times. She lets others beat me up too. I know she hates me.”


  “Your mother beats you?” Kroanette wondered.


  “It’s my fault,” Rolian muttered. “I never should have been born. I’m just a mistake like everyone says.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “I don’t like hurting others,” Rolian whimpered. “I don’t like causing pain. It’s so mean. I’m the only arachne I know who thinks like that. I’m a failure in my mother’s eyes. I’m a horrible daughter. I’m a joke to everyone.”


  “You… you don’t like hurting others?” Kroanette repeated.


  “I don’t,” Rolian agreed shaking her head. She took a few heavy gulps of her drink then glanced to Kroanette, pausing for a moment before holding the jug towards her. “Would you like a drink too?”


  “No, no thank you,” Kroanette said with a weak smile. “I’m not thirsty. Wait a moment, I don’t understand. If you don’t like hurting others, and you don’t want to be here, why are you with these monsters?”


  “My mother dragged me here, remember?” Rolian said before drinking again.


  “Yes, I remember you said that. But why not just leave here if you don’t want to be with them?”


  “And go where?” Rolian sighed lowering her head and wiping her mouth. “There’s nothing back home for me to return to, everyone hates me there too. Being here is all I have now. What else am I supposed to do? But it’s okay. I’ve learned to make do with it. Plus I have Juggy with me. Juggy never hurts me or makes me feel bad. Juggy only makes me happy.”


  “I see,” Kroanette slowly said while watching the arachne tenderly hugging her bottle. She glanced to the woodland behind her then looked to Rolian, opening her mouth to speak before stopping as the spider was again taking several large gulps of her drink.


  “You… really like to drink, don’t you?”


  “Juggy always makes me happy,” Rolian said wiping her mouth again. She put the cork back on then slowly turned to Kroanette. Tilting her head one way then another she blinked her eyes at different times before showing a confused look.


  “Wow. I just realized your boobs are gigantic. I wish mine would grow like that.”


  “Um… thank you,” Kroanette unsurely replied. “Anyway, I really-”


  “Not like having bigger boobs would help me anyway,” Rolian scoffed looking down at her own chest, an irritated scowl now coming over her. “I’m a scary looking spider to men. Doesn’t matter how big my boobs get, they’ll always see a horrible monster with what I am and be scared of me. Who would ever want to have sex with me? Nobody, that’s who.”


  “That’s not… um…”


  “To hell with big boobs,” Rolian scorned before gulping down more of her drink. Kroanette watched the arachne downing the bubbling brew before slowing shaking her head.


  “Okay, I think… I think you’ve had enough now-”


  “What?” Rolian scoffed at her with a clearly inebriated look on her face. “No I haven’t. Now you sound just like my mom. Doesn’t she sound like my mom, Juggy?”


  Kroanette stared at the spider in disbelief as Rolian gulped down another mouthful of her brew, all hope for escaping her captors swiftly dwindling as she saw the only one she could talk to was group’s drunken reject. Rolian took a deep breath and wiped her mouth while somehow her jug still had plenty left in it. The arachne wavered slightly with a few eyes blinking and a few that Kroanette swore turned in opposite directions for a moment before she turned her head towards the centaur with a stubborn grimace.


  “Looking at me like that,” she grunted. “Judging me like my mom does, like all these stupid-heads do. You’re just a mean jerk like they are. I thought we were friends.”


  “I don’t… even know you,” Kroanette said slowly shaking her head. “We just met.”


  “My name’s Rolian,” the arachne said in front of her face, the strong breath she had making the centaur struggle with keeping a straight face while Rolian’s head was struggling to remain steady atop her shoulders. “Rolian. Rhymes with… um… what does Rolian rhyme with?”


  “Uh… smolian?” Kroanette guessed.


  “Is that- is that a word?” Rolian asked while swaying even more now. “Whatever. That’s a word now. That’s what my name rhymes with… uh… that word you just said. That. So… yeah, remember that.”


  Kroanette hung her head with a sigh as Rolian took another few large gulps of her drink, the spider then looking around at the other monsters who were still going about their own business before setting the jug down hard on the grass.


  “I hate my life,” she muttered with a hiccup. “Juggy’s the only one who understands me. Everyone else… they’re so mean and stupid. I don’t want to be here anymore.”


  “That’s good,” Kroanette eagerly agreed, hope once again rekindling within her. “You don’t have to take their crap if you don’t want to. You deserve better than this.”


  “I don’t want to fight anyone,” Rolian pouted.


  “You don’t have to, my dear.”


  “I don’t want to be around these jerks.”


  “Neither do I.”


  “I just want to live in peace,” Rolian whimpered.


  “You can, Rolian. We both can.”


  “I just want to drink,” Rolian said before again chugging away at her brew. Kroanette watched the arachne with a stunned smile then slowly nodded.


  “I… believe you.”


  Rolian set her jug down and wiped her mouth before looking at Kroanette carefully. She looked over the centaur before shaking her head and quickly putting the cork back in her container.


  “No, no no no. What am I saying? I can’t go. I shouldn’t be talking about this with you, I shouldn’t be talking to you at all. I’m going to get into trouble and-”


  “Do you want to be like them?” Kroanette quickly asked. Rolian froze for a moment then slowly glanced around at the other monsters. “Do you want to stay here, to be abused, to be mistreated, and to be unhappy with those fiends?”


  “Where else am I supposed to go?” Rolian quietly whined. “I’m an arachne. Being around monsters like this is the only thing I can do.”


  “You don’t want to hurt anyone,” Kroanette insisted at her. “You said it yourself. You don’t want any of this. You want to be free to live your life in peace. Isn’t that right?”


  “Well… yeah.”


  “Then you should do just that. You really should.”


  “But how can I? Where will I go?”


  Kroanette started to speak then noticed the two arachne above watching them from their webbing.


  “Hey!” one of them yelled out. “Get away from the centaur, Rolian!”


  “Don’t fuck around with her!” the other shouted, with the monsters in the clearing quickly turning to Rolian as she whimpered and hugged her jug close. “We need her in one piece to give to our leaders! You put a scratch on her and you’re dead!”


  “What the fuck are you doing?” a troll demanded walking towards her with an axe held tightly in hand. “Get away from her right now!”


  Rolian quickly pulled Kroanette’s loose gag up into her mouth then stumbled to her feet, the arachne skittering to the side with a nervous smile as all the monsters were glaring at her with anger.


  “I-I-I-I-I was just sitting down for a drink!” Rolian quickly pleaded. “That’s it! I was only drinking from Juggy! I swear!”


  “Go drink over there then!” the troll yelled pointing to a shady part of the clearing. “I don’t want to see your sorry ass anywhere near our prized catch!”


  Rolian quickly dashed over to the shade with a scream while all the monsters watched with harsh stares, their gazes then turning back to Kroanette as she remained still as stone. The centaur held the webbing in her mouth by biting down on it, her heart racing as she grew fearful from all the monsters staring at her. After Rolian hid behind a tree and Kroanette turned her sights down and away from everyone the monsters resumed their orgy, all except for a troll that came over and sat down on the log next to the centaur while facing away from her.


  “Almost want to say sorry about that,” she said without glancing back to Kroanette. “That one’s… a fucking moron. Don’t worry, we’ll keep you nice and safe until we get back to the others. You’re going to make one hell of a feast for them and one hell of a reward for all of us.”


  Kroanette looked around to seeing all the monsters watching and participating in the orgy except for two other trolls who were talking beside a tree, a witch who was going through one of the wagons’ valuables, and the ogre that rolled over onto her front while still sleeping. Her gaze then rested on Rolian who was peeking around a tree away from them, the arachne coddling her jug close while seeming to watch the centaur from the shade. She took a few more big gulps from her brew, looked around quickly, and then skittered off in a hurry around the clearing near the trees.


  “What do I do?” Rolian asked herself while skittering back and forth. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I hate this. But where can I go? There’s no place for me to go. I need to stay here with them. I need to be good. Need to be good. Argh! I hate being good for them. I hate them.”


  She halted to drink more of her brew, taking a few huge gulps before stopping and wavering in place for a moment. After a while she put the cork back in her jug and looked over to where Kroanette was bound behind the troll.


  “Maybe she knows where I can go. She was nice to me when she talked to me.”


  Shaking her head she quickly started skittering back and forth again.


  “No, she’s a prisoner. She just wanted me to free her so she could escape. That’s all. She just wanted to use me. She doesn’t really like me. She didn’t even tell me her name. Wait, did I tell her my name? I think I did. Did I?”


  She ruffled her hair while now skittering in circles and looking down at the ground.


  “I shouldn’t help her. If I help her I’ll be in trouble. But then again if I don’t she’s going to be eaten. I should help her, shouldn’t I? No, I shouldn’t. She’s not my friend. Is she? Isn’t she? Oh… oh no… getting dizzy… getting dizzy…”


  The arachne stumbled around in circles before toppling over, her legs wildly flailing about in the air while she coughed and groaned on the ground. From the clearing the troll beside Kroanette watched Rolian drop to the ground and shook her head before turning her eyes back to a man being raped by a gremlin.


  “Stupid girl.”


  Rolian stumbled onto her feet again and skittered around off-balance, her eyes spinning before she stopped and held her head while catching her breath. She started to bring her jug up to her lips to drink again before stopping, her eyes then turning to Kroanette who lied down on the grass with closed eyes as she gave up hope again. After thinking for a while in silence Rolian holstered her jug in the hoop on her belt at her side.


  “Juggy, do you think I should help her?” she asked looking down to it, the only response she got of course was the brew inside sloshing around a bit. “You’re right. She did say I could live in peace away from these meanies. Maybe she knows where we can go to be happy. Maybe she can help us.”


  She stepped over behind a tree and surveyed the area, her vision still spinning slightly while she gripped the tree to keep her balance.


  “How do I free her though?” she worried. “I’ll never get to her and undo her binds before I’m caught. Think, Rolian. Think. Mmmm… I got it! I need to create a distraction. Yeah, that’s it. Something to distract them while I free her. Now let’s see… what could I use for a distraction?”


  Sifting through the crates in the wagon the witch grumbled while tossing out useless items such as dishes and clothes. She pulled out a small pouch, jiggled it to hear coins rustling inside, then shrugged and dropped it back in the wagon while rustling through a larger sack next. After a moment her ear twitched and she slowly looked up, her eyes widening along with her mouth while she turned pale in fright.


  Without pause a heavy impact struck the wagon and annihilated it and the one beside it with a thunderous crash. Everyone turned to see dust and debris shooting off to the side from the impact while the horses cried out and took off running with broken reins dangling behind them. The ogre stumbled around in surprise while everyone else saw a gigantic steel battle-axe lodged in the wreckage of the wagon, its brightly glowing blue edges and ominous energy it emitted sending a dreadful vibe across all who could see it. The ogre stared it in bewilderment before rubbing her eyes, the monster then seeing along with everyone else a large newcomer of equal size trampling towards them with a heavy stride. Rolian watched with blurred vision as a huge figure jumped over the flattened wagon while grabbing the battle-axe with both hands, the monster then swinging the heavy weapon overhead and down into the ogre that it struck through with a large crash. Blood and gore splattered across the ground from the slain brute while everyone was rendered stunned in sheer astonishment from the sight. Shaking her head then rubbing a few of her eyes Rolian tried to focus her vision to see what happened and who just arrived on the scene.


  “HAHAHAHA!” the giant monster bellowed while standing upright, her lower legs being that of a bull’s while worn below her rock-hard abs was a large leather skirt with steel hip guards and a sturdy black belt around her waist. Steel breastplates managed to hold the woman’s giant bosom with metal straps going behind her back. A golden gemstone adorned her chest with black straps going around her neck and over her breasts to hold it in place. From her neck down along her muscular arms glowing blue tattoos were seen in swirling patterns while over her wrists were brown leather bracers. Her long black hair dropped down past where her bull tail whipped about while a few shiny metal arrowheads were seen fastened to some of the locks. Her large ears had silver hoops pierced in them while atop her head her ivory horns had golden bands tied around the bends. The monster’s nose was large and flat while her eyes glowed with the same haunting blue as both her weapon and tattoos did. She spun around her battle-axe in the air before slamming it down hard into the ground beside her, shaking the land and startling all the monsters and humans that stared in shock at seeing this particular creature of Eden.


  “COME AND FIGHT ME!” she roared while brandishing a fist towards those before her. “SHOW ME WHAT YOU’VE GOT!”


  “Is that…” a gremlin nervously asked while crawling off the man she was on.


  “It can’t be…” a witch breathed out while stumbling off the one she was raping and scooting back.


  “A minotaur!” a troll cried out pointing to the large beast. “That’s a fucking minotaur!”


  “What the hell is one doing way out here?” another demanded while quickly grabbing two axes.


  “Who cares, that thing destroyed all our loot,” a gremlin snarled as she ran over to the sidelines and grabbed a few alchemic pouches. “We need to kill it before we’re next!”


  “You don’t have to tell me twice!” a troll yelled running towards the minotaur. She quickly threw her axe then another at the beast, with the giant swatting one away with her fist before swinging her battle-axe around and destroying the second one with a flash of sparks. The brute then followed through with her spin, swinging the axe around as she leaped over to the side before striking it down into the troll with a heavy slam. A giant crevice shot out from the impact while the minotaur laughed loudly with a fierce smile towards the other monsters.


  “SUCH WEAK ATTACKS! DON’T MAKE ME LAUGH! HAHAHAHA! OOPS! YOU ALREADY DID! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  The witch who was still alive and not smeared across the ground further away grabbed her staff with a cluster of colorful crystals on the end then thrusted it towards the brute, creating a dark blue spell base in front of her that launched out bolts of lightning at the newcomer. The minotaur held out her hand and blocked the volley with a spell base of her own, a large multilayered golden and blue diagram of two intertwined hexagon bases that had numerous glyphs and separate circles lined around and within it. The bolts of lightning snapped against it, doing nothing to faze the shield at all, while the witch slowly stepped back towards the other monsters and fearfully clutched her staff.


  “No… it’s just like what they say…” she whined. Shaking her head she struck her staff into the ground with a fierce cry, sending a snapping wave of light that streaked through the grass out towards the minotaur. It crackled loudly before erupting with a frenzy of white and violet bursts of lightning that exploded into the air in a wide arc. It crashed against the minotaur’s shield as the brute lifted up her axe to hold over her shoulder, the attack also colliding with two other powerful barriers that illuminated beside the first one and completely stopped the wide blast from going through. The witch screamed and waved her staff around before hurling from it a sparking ball of blue and violet light into air over the minotaur, the attack then exploding with a rainstorm of lightning striking below viciously.


  “You got her!” a goblin cheered as dust and fire exploded behind the minotaur’s barrier and engulfed the brute. All the monsters watched as a final explosion detonated with sparks flying outward in all directions, a pillar of smoke billowing from the scorched land while the glowing magical barriers slowly faded away. The witch caught her breath with a shaky smile and weakly laughed before leaning against her staff for balance. A gremlin slowly nodded then glanced to the witch with a raised eyebrow.


  “Um, what was just like they say, like you were about to say?”


  “They say…” the witch started to reply before losing her voice, herself and all the monsters staring with wide eyes at seeing the minotaur’s glowing tattoos and weapon through the haze along with her eyes. Slowly the smoke cleared to show the brute standing with a big grin on her face and not a single scratch on her.


  “It can’t be,” an arachne gasped shaking her head.


  “She took that attack without batting an eyelash,” the other feared.


  “They… say,” the witch shakily breathed out. “Their magic… is just as strong as their brute strength.”


  “It looks pretty strong already,” a goblin nervously pointed out.


  The minotaur laughed loudly while holding her axe up high in triumph, with everyone watching in stunned silence while Rolian was blinking her eyes a few times as she clung to the tree more closely for support.


  “That… that could work,” she said nodding before looking to her jug. “How did you do that, Juggy? That’s an amazing distraction.”


  “HAHAHAHAHA!” the minotaur bellowed. “I AM MINOS, THE MOST FEARSOME MINOTAUR TO WALK THIS LAND!”


  “You’re the only minotaur to walk this land!” a troll yelled shaking her head. “What the hell are you even doing here?”


  “THAT’S NONE OF YOUR CONCERN! NOW FIGHT ME TO THE DEATH AND SHOW ME A TRUE BATTLE! NONE SHALL BEST THE LIKES OF MINOS, THIS YOU SHALL SEE! HAHAHAHA!”


  Minos took two steps towards the monsters while raising her axe up high with both hands, the fiends tensing up and bracing for a very painful slaughter at the hands of the giant, right before she suddenly stopped and looked down. The men still pinned to the ground in the clearing were watching her with terrified faces while their hardened erections stood upright with glistening strands of seminal fluid still on them. Minos remained perfectly still with a look of surprise on her face, her eye twitching a few times before she turned deep red with a faint whine escaping her mouth. The monsters looked down to the men then back up to Minos, the large minotaur twitching a bit before she promptly jumped back, struck her battle-axe into the ground with a thunderous crash, then hopped down against it while facing away from everyone and crouching as low as she could. Everyone watched the minotaur shaking a little while mumbling something to herself, puzzled glances being exchanged by all before a troll slowly walked over and peeked around the brute’s weapon to see Minos holding her hands over her face and having her head lowered against her knees.


  “Um… what are you doing?” the troll slowly asked.


  “THERE ARE MEN OVER THERE!”


  “Yeah?”


  “NAKED MEN!”


  “Uh huh. So?”


  “MINOS BASHFUL!”


  All the wicked monsters paused for a moment before staggering so hard they dropped to the ground with thuds, including the two arachne overhead who fell onto the dirt with additional hard thumps. Kroanette was staring at the odd sight while hoping this was some sort of crazy dream, finding it all to be both frightening and extremely confusing. The centaur closed her eyes and tried to wake up while the monsters around her got back onto their feet and stared at the cowering minotaur in disbelief.


  “Is she serious?” the witch scoffed waving her staff towards the brute.


  “She’s shy around men?” a gremlin questioned shaking her head.


  “What wrong with her?” a goblin asked.


  “What does it matter?” a troll said readying her axe. “Kill her while she’s down. We bring that thing’s head back with us and we’re going to be rewarded greatly.”


  The monsters crept closer while readying their weapons, claws, alchemic pouches, and magical staff, all of them making their way through the captive human field that had stopped the minotaur in her tracks. As they did Kroanette dropped her head onto the ground with a murmur before feeling a rustling behind her. Glancing back she saw an arachne using a small bush to conceal not even half her body with while peeking through the shrubbery with her red eyes.


  “Psst,” Rolian whispered while wiggling her abdomen in the air. “Don’t worry. It’s me. Rolian. Me and Juggy are going to free you. Just stay calm.”


  Kroanette’s eyes widened along with her mouth, the gag she had dropping down as she quickly looked to the monsters creeping away from her then back to the arachne.


  “You will?” she whispered as Rolian set the loose shrubbery that wasn’t doing anything to hide her down and started toiling the webbing that kept the centaur pinned to the grass with both hands. The arachne’s fingers loosened and parted the sticky silk slowly but surely as she worked to undo the net as fast as she could.


  “I don’t want to be like them,” Rolian said shaking her head. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I’m going to do what you said, I’m going to live my own life in peace away from them.”


  “Thank you,” Kroanette dearly replied with tears forming. “Thank you so much, Rolian.”


  She then held in her yelp with clenched teeth before squirming in her binds as she felt the spider’s fingers digging into her back.


  “Rolian, ow. That’s my back you’re clawing.”


  “Oops,” Rolian said while wobbling a bit. “Sorry. Having trouble seeing straight right now.”


  “That’s alright, just be-… wait, what?” Kroanette asked as she quickly looked back. She saw Rolian wavering and groaning quietly while her eyes seemed to focus on entirely different things from one another.


  “Rolian? Are you alright?”


  “Just… a little dizzy,” Rolian softly said before shaking her head. “Me and Juggy were… yeah, we- we were. We’re super close. I love her. She makes me soooo happy.”


  “You’re completely drunk,” Kroanette realized.


  “No. No, I’m fine. I’ve totally got this,” Rolian insisted as she squinted all her eyes, her vision still being incredibly blurry, tipsy, and slightly washed out in color. Kroanette shook her head before holding in her yelp again as the arachne dug her nails into her side by mistake. The centaur clenched her teeth and held in her voice with all her might as she both prayed Rolian could focus enough to do this and looked back to see the other monsters getting closer to Minos.


  “Oh shit,” Kroanette grunted as Rolian again missed her mark. “They’re going to kill her. And after she was about to be my hero too.”


  “Hey hey hey hey,” Rolian weakly said while turning to her with a grimace. “I’m your hero. Me. Rolian. I’m sav- saving you right now. See?”


  “I know you are,” Kroanette insisted with a nervous smile at her. “And I can’t thank you enough. Um, please do hurry though. They’ll be back any-”


  “Hey, whoa, hold on,” Rolian murmured stumbling over onto her and shaking her head. “Wait, wait a second. What was your name again? I don’t remember if you told me. Did you tell me already?”


  “It’s Kroanette. Kroanette,” the centaur quickly whispered before turning to seeing two trolls winding back with their axes at the sitting minotaur. “Oh god, she’s going to be beheaded.”


  “Kroa- what now?” Rolian murmured with a rolling head. She looked over and noticed the monsters near the minotaur then gasped. “Oh my gosh! Watch out big loud lady! They’re going to hurt you! …I think!”


  Everyone, including Kroanette, looked to the arachne in surprise as she waved her hands around while hopping about on all her legs.


  “Hey! Big monster! Watch out! There’s like… I don’t know… fifty monsters around you? Uh oh… I think- I think I’m seeing double… or maybe triple… quadruple? I am so confused right now.”


  “What the hell are you doing?” the witch shouted out.


  “Are you untying her?” an arachne hissed. “What is wrong with you? You’re trying to help her escape now?”


  “You traitor,” a gremlin snarled. “She’s freeing the prisoner!”


  “That does it!” a troll yelled pointing her axe towards Rolian. “Just kill her too! She’s not costing us our prized catch, and I’m fucking tired of having her around anyway! Do her mom a favor and kill that stupid bitch while we get ourselves a minotaur trophy to take back!”


  She lifted her axe to swing at the brute before Minos quickly leapt to her feet, grabbed her axe, and viciously swung it around with fearsome roar. The massive blade splatted two trolls, a gremlin, and a goblin into wide bloody messes away from the minotaur who then jumped back while slamming her axe into the ground hard at her side.


  “YOU SHALL NEVER TURN MINOS INTO A TROPHY!” the minotaur bellowed with a fist held up before her. “NOBODY SHALL CLAIM VICTORY OVER MINOS! NOW PREPARE FOR ANNIHILATION!”


  She blinked then quickly looked around at all the men near the monsters, her face turning red again very quickly, before jumping to turn the other way with a shakily waving tail and nervous frown.


  “YOU SHALL FACE ANNIHILATION… LATER!” she yelled before stampeding away wildly. “I NEED TO LEAVE… FOR AN UNRELATED REASON! I’LL BE BACK AGAIN TO DEFEAT YOU VERY SOON! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  Everyone watched the minotaur quickly fleeing the area and vanishing over a hilltop before all the monsters slowly turned to Rolian and Kroanette with death glares.


  “Um…” Rolian said while wobbling a bit. “Well… that distraction didn’t work. Darn.”


  “We’ve lost men out here,” the witch snarled as the monsters started coming closer with evident rage. “We’ve lost our supplies. We’ve lost fellow sisters. And now we’ve lost the chance to bring in a minotaur’s head and be commended for the feat because of you.”


  “That centaur is coming back with us,” a gremlin hissed. “But you, you’re fucking dead.”


  Rolian looked behind her one way then another before showing puzzlement towards the monsters and pointing to herself.


  “Are you- are you talking to me right now? I can’t tell which way you’re looking.”


  “Here’s a hint!” a troll yelled stepping closer and readying to throw an axe. Rolian and Kroanette jumped then slumped back as the monster yelled loudly while those next to her got ready to charge the arachne and butcher her. The troll took one step then jerked slightly, her whole body seeming to go limp as she wavered then dropped back onto the grass with her weapon. Everyone watched in surprise as the monster fell down with a thump while in the air where she was just standing a bright sparkling light flickered for a moment. A wavy distortion of haze billowed afterward while the wicked monsters quickly backed up, all eyes staring at the sight in bewilderment before from the alteration a small figure phased into view.


  “By the power of the underworld,” a tiny and familiar voice cackled. “And with the aid of my beloved Star’s undying love for me as her one true love…”


  Kroanette’s eyes widened as she saw a small fairy-sized harvester appear in the air with one of her spectral cutters wavering about beside her from underneath her flowing dress.


  “My cutter has grown back!” Reiko cheered with a tiny hop and arms held high. She looked around to seeing all the humans and monsters staring at her silence, behind her to see Kroanette doing the same while Rolian dropped onto her abdomen with a hiccup, then forward again while lowering her arms with a puzzled expression.


  “I was expecting applause.”


  “What the hell is that thing?” a gremlin asked pointing to the harvester.


  “What happened to her?” the witch said poking her staff on the now soulless troll. “Fuck, I think she’s dead.”


  “Kill her too,” a mite dully droned. All the mites quickly rushed forward and swarmed the harvester, none of them being able to grab her as she quickly phased through the monsters and swiftly swiped her cutter through them all with a merry dance in the air. Reiko laughed at the corpses that dropped to the ground with multiple thumps and lifeless gazes in their eyes before turning her creepy stare onto the other wicked monsters.


  “What happened?” a goblin nervously asked.


  “What did she do to them?” a troll asked.


  “She devoured their souls,” Kroanette taunted, with the monsters turning to her surprise. “She’s a harvester. Eating souls is what she does.”


  “She what?” the witch gasped stepping back.


  Reiko mockingly licked her fingers and hummed happily before smiling viciously at the wicked fiends.


  “They were quite tasty. Let’s see how yours compares!”


  The tiny harvester rushed the monsters with haunting laughter, all of them trying to strike down the floating monster while scattering with screams. Reiko phased right through the swing of an axe, the troll that attacked her not faring the same against the spectral cutter that soon after cleaved away her soul. A gremlin threw her pouch at the little killer, with Reiko spiraling around the bag that then flew into a goblin’s face and exploded said face into chunks that flew further back onto the grass. Reiko laughed joyously as she swiped away the gremlin’s soul before dancing around in the air and taking another, the monsters dropping to the ground lifeless while Kroanette watched with a smile forming on her face.


  “Kill it!” the witch yelled as she shot lightning out at the harvester. She missed, fried a goblin into a charred corpse, and then watched as Reiko cleaved away two more fiend’s souls. The harvester merrily laughed and flew about, dodging attacks or phasing right through them, all while cleaving souls one by one with fierce swipes of her spectral blade. The witch started breathing heavily as she frantically tried to zap and grab the monster with her magic, failing each and every time as all her companions dropped dead one after another around her. Finally Reiko swirled around the witch wildly before stopping in front of her face with the cutter poised at her neck. The witch trembled with a whine before dropping her staff and holding her hands up.


  “I surrender. Please don’t kill me too.”


  Reiko slowly licked her lips, or at least the half of her mouth that still had lips, while cocking her head slightly. After a pause she slowly reached out and held the girl’s cheeks, then pulled her cutter back and held it up beside her.


  “Well, your friends certainly were delicious to devour and quite satisfying. And you do seem so scared and weak. Perhaps I could let you go. I have been a little greedy with eating so much on this fine day.”


  “Thank you,” the witch whimpered with a shaky smile. “Thank you so much.”


  “Ah, but what the hell,” Reiko laughed with a shrug. “One more won’t kill me.”


  With that she quickly swiped her cutter through the neck of the witch, the little monster dropping dead with a thump below her while the harvester laughed and spun about in the air.


  “I’m such a gluttonous harvester! And so bad too! I can’t wait for Star to punish me! Give it to me soon, my kitty of desire! Hee hee!”


  Reiko laughed and flew around in circles before rushing over to Kroanette and winding her cutter back to strike with a murderous glare and smile.


  “Wait, Reiko!” the centaur cried out. “It’s me, Kroanette! Star’s friend!”


  “Kroanette?” Reiko asked while freezing in place. She blinked then looked over the centaur before showing a curious look. “Kroanette? Is that really you?”


  “Yes, it is! I just told you that!”


  “What are you doing here? Wait, is Star here also?” Reiko questioned before quickly looking around with a bright smile. “Star? Are you here? Where are you, my love?”


  “She’s not here, Reiko. She’s-”


  “Is she off fucking that stupid human instead of me?” Reiko raged at her. “Goddammit, I hate that guy! Where is he? I’m so going to kill him! Nobody keeps my beloved Star from me and lives!”


  “Reiko!” Kroanette shouted, getting the harvester to hop back with a startle while Rolian was trying to grab something she thought was in front of her that actually wasn’t. “They were heading towards Ruhelia and I ran ahead of them! Now can you please help get me out of this mess, I have to get to Ruhelia right now!”


  “Why should I?” Reiko snapped before crossing her arms stubbornly.


  “Hey hey hey hey,” Rolian whined. “I wanted to help you. Why does she get to?”


  “I don’t care who helps me!” Kroanette yelled shaking about. “Just someone get me the hell out of here right now! I need to get back home this instant!”


  “Why didn’t you say so?” Rolian murmured before she started working to undo the webbing again. “I can do that. See?”


  “Ow!” Kroanette whined. “Rolian, that’s my fur you’re ripping off! Please try to focus on what you’re doing!”


  “Sorry. My bad.”


  “What’s your rush anyway?” Reiko asked shaking her head.


  “I need to get home and see for myself if it was really destroyed or not in a monster attack!” Kroanette barked back while thrashing in her binds. “My family could be dead, Reiko! I need to get to Ruhelia and find out if it’s true or not! I need to know if Ruhelia really was attacked like I’ve heard!”


  “Did you say Ruhelia?” Rolian asked while she moved around to Kroanette’s front to continue undoing the webbing. “That sounds like the name of the centaur kingdom, Ruhelia.”


  “It is! That’s my home!” Kroanette shouted at her. “Wait, do you know anything about what happened there? Have you heard anything about it?”


  “Oh, yeah,” Rolian answered nodding while still working on the sticky net. “Ruhelia, that’s right. Yeah, The Sisterhood burned that place down to the ground not too long ago.”


  Kroanette turned pale with wide eyes while Reiko merely glanced to Rolian with a raised eyebrow.


  “Yeah, that place is burned down now,” Rolian said before shaking her head a bit to focus her vision. “I heard about it being raided by other monsters from The Sisterhood. They wrecked the whole place.”


  “No…” Kroanette breathed out in horror. “The Sisterhood? Who… who are they? Were you a part of this, Rolian?”


  “Me? Um… no,” Rolian answered before hiccupping. “My mom and I weren’t part of that raid. I only heard about it from other arachne who were there. They talked about all the centaurs there being killed or something like that. It sounded pretty bad, at least I think it sounded pretty bad. I don’t remember it too well.”


  “No… no…” Kroanette whimpered with tears quickly forming. “You monsters… you really killed my family? My home? It’s all true?”


  “Um… I don’t know,” Rolian said scratching her head confusedly. “Where’s your home?”


  “Are you stupid?” Reiko scoffed. “Ruhelia is her home. She’s a centaur, or haven’t you noticed?”


  “Ruhelia is her home,” Rolian slowly repeated. She paused for a moment then jumped before seeing Kroanette crying softly with heartbroken eyes. “Oh… um… I… oh dear… that was your home, wasn’t it?”


  “You monsters killed my family?” Kroanette sniveled. “My mother… my little sister… you murdered them and my people?”


  “No, no!” Rolian pleaded holding her hands up. “I never hurt anyone, I promise. I’ve never killed anyone in my whole life. My mom… well, she has, but she wasn’t there either. We weren’t at your home when it was destroyed. I mean… we… um… sorry?”


  Kroanette choked back a sob and shut her eyes, managing to hold in her cries for only a few more seconds before she broke down into tears and loud screams. Rolian bit her lip and held both hands to her head before turning to Reiko, the harvester merely watching the crying centaur with a blank expression before glancing to the arachne and shaking her head.


  “Way to go. You made her cry. Nice job.”


  “I didn’t mean to!” Rolian begged. “I never hurt her family or anything, honest! It was The Sisterhood that did it, not me!”


  “Who is this Sisterhood you keep speaking of?” Reiko asked.


  “Lots of monsters. Like, a lot. There’s really a lot of them. More than- more than- more than ten at least.”


  “You’re not too bright, are you?”


  “At least I’m not tiny, ugly, or- or- or there’s three of me,” Rolian accused pointing to the side of the harvester.


  “What? Three of me?”


  “Or four… wait… how many of you are there?” Rolian asked wavering a bit on her feet and blinking a few of her eyes. “Hold still. Stop- stop moving for a second.”


  “What is wrong with you?” Reiko flatly asked.


  “GET ME OUT OF HERE RIGHT NOW!” Kroanette shrieked shaking about. The two girls jumped in surprise as the centaur furiously bucked her body in her binds while becoming greatly upset to put it mildly. “LET ME GO! LET ME GO THIS INSTANT!”


  “Okay!” Rolian quickly said as she started working to undo the webbing again. “Okay, I will! Just hold still!”


  “Fine,” Reiko muttered as she started ripping the silk with a dull expression, the webbing of course sticking to her hands and requiring more effort to get it off them afterward. “But you’d better tell Star I helped her friend when you see her again. Especially with me dealing with- oh come on! This stupid stuff keeps sticking to my hands! What gives?”


  Kroanette kept thrashing about in distress, her screaming never ceasing as she became both mortified from Rolian’s news as well as enraged. After a while she managed to tear through the remaining webbing and stumble onto her feet, the girl frantically ripping the silk that was left off her arms and body and tossing them away before she turned to glare at Rolian with a furious growl.


  “You… you monsters!” she roared before charging forward and tackling the arachne down to the ground, the enraged centaur shaking her by the neck while sobbing and trying to breathe in her hysteria. “Why did you do it? Why did you attack my home, my people, my family? Goddamn you, how could you?”


  “I’m sorry!” Rolian cried out while being shaken back and forth. “I never touched them, I swear! I was never there! I never wanted to be a part of The Sisterhood in the first place! I was forced to join!”


  “Why did they do this?” Kroanette demanded grabbing the arachne’s head. “Why did they attack us? What did we ever do to them? How could they kill my family like that? Why?”


  “I don’t know! I never paid attention to what they were saying! I don’t remember a lot of what they said! I’m sorry! Please forgive me!”


  Kroanette screamed and grabbed a rock from the ground, the girl winding back to bash the spider’s head in with a tearful glare at her. Rolian shakily held her hands up while closing her eyes slightly, the weeping arachne sniveling with tears falling from all her eyes while seeing the centaur poised to murder her.


  “I’m so sorry,” Rolian whimpered. “I really am. I never wanted anyone to get hurt. Please, don’t be mad at me. I just want to live in peace. I do.”


  Kroanette breathed heavily through gritted teeth as she saw the arachne crying in front of her. Slowly she looked around to the dead bodies of the other monsters and also Reiko who was waving her hands around wildly to throw off the sticky silk from them. After hesitating Kroanette choked back a sob and dropped the rock she was holding, the girl then falling down against Rolian as she felt her world collapsing all around her. Rolian held the centaur who had her head against her shoulder then rested her own on Kroanette’s while tenderly hugging her.


  “I’m sorry,” the arachne softly said. “I really am. Please believe me.”


  “My family,” Kroanette breathed out. “My home. It’s… it’s all gone? Please tell me I’m just dreaming. Please wake me up.”


  “It’s not a dream. It’s real. I don’t want it to be real, but it is. I’m sorry.”


  “No,” Kroanette whined shutting her eyes. “It can’t be true. It just can’t.”


  Rolian held the sobbing centaur on the ground while Reiko had at this point become stuck to the dirt and grass from the webbing on her hands, the tiny harvester furiously yanking on them with loud obscenities while the men nearby were exchanging troubled looks as they couldn’t tell if another strange monster was going to suddenly appear near them.


  *****


  Sitting on the ground Kroanette’s empty gaze remained down at the grass as it had been for some time now, her tears still dripping from her cheeks while she at this point had tired herself out from crying so much and was merely in a state of shock and sorrow.


  “Can I eat this one’s soul?” Reiko whined as Rolian untied another human, the man quickly scrambling away and running off while the other captives remained fastened to the ground still.


  “No,” Rolian said shaking her head. She then did so again to clear her vision a bit before wobbling over towards another man that she proceeded to untie. “No more death today, please. I hate it. Kroanette hates it. Don’t kill anymore.”


  “I’m a harvester!” Reiko yelled thrashing her arms around in a fit. “Reaping souls is what I do!”


  “Hasn’t there been enough death already?” Rolian snapped at her. “I’m thankful you came and saved me and Kroanette from those mean jerks. But Kroanette is suffering enough because of what those monsters did to her home and family, she hates them so much and so do I. Don’t kill their prisoners, you’ll only be doing what they were going to do to them, you’d be helping those horrible monsters.”


  “They wouldn’t have eaten their souls,” Reiko complained with a pout. “That’s my job. Besides, I need more to grow big again. I’m still hungry and tiny here!”


  “No more killing, especially in front of Kroanette,” Rolian ordered before skittering off-balance to another human to untie. Reiko groaned while rubbing a hand down her face before looking around at all the men that were right below her and completely defenseless.


  “Fine,” she grumbled. “I won’t make Star’s friend cry more. But my Star had better express her gratitude for me making this big of a sacrifice. I’m talking full-on make-out session, bare all, and lots of tongue! All night too!”


  “You’re weird,” Rolian mentioned glancing back to her. She undid the man’s binds and stepped back, watching as the human slowly scooted away while watching her nervously. “You can go now. Be free.”


  “Why are you releasing us?” he asked getting back to his feet. “What are you plotting, arachne?”


  “Nothing, I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt,” Rolian said shaking her head then walking over towards another bound human. “I’m not like the others who hurt you. I don’t want to be like them.”


  Reiko watched the spider undoing the man’s binds then noticed the other human glancing towards a sword nearby from a fallen goblin. He started to take a step towards it before Reiko cleared her throat, getting his and Rolian’s attention as she slowly shook her head.


  “She’s giving you a chance to leave here alive. You don’t want to take that for granted.”


  “It’s okay,” Rolian said turning her eyes back down to the man she was freeing. “Let them take what they need to survive out there.”


  Reiko kept her eye and glowing eye socket on the man as he carefully moved over to grab the sword, the human then quickly backing up while keeping on guard and holding the weapon tightly. He looked between Reiko and Rolian nervously then quickly ran away from them. Reiko resumed watching Rolian releasing all the humans, every one of them choosing to flee while taking a fallen monster’s weapon rather than try to fight against the tiny monster that wiped out their captors earlier. After they all fled without looking back Rolian skittered over towards Kroanette with Reiko floating by her side, the centaur slowly turning her heartbroken gaze up to them while seeming to have withdrawn from the world.


  “Kroanette?” Rolian softly said. “Are you… going to be okay?”


  “Her home and family were killed by your buddies,” Reiko flatly pointed out. “I don’t think she’s going to be prancing for joy anytime soon.”


  “They weren’t my buddies,” Rolian argued. “I didn’t like them at all. They were mean to me.”


  “Thank you,” Kroanette breathed out as she slowly stood up. “Thank you both for saving me. I would… I would have been a goner if you hadn’t helped me.”


  She wearily took a few steps closer before hugging Rolian, surprising the spider who jumped a bit from the gesture before nuzzling her head against the shoulder of the centaur.


  “Thank you, Rolian, for not being like them.”


  “I’m sorry for what happened to you,” Rolian apologized while holding her back. “I really am. I wish you didn’t have to go through this. What are you going to do now? Where will you go?”


  “I need to get to Ruhelia still,” Kroanette said backing up a bit. “My home may be… and my mother… my sister… but, even so, I do have family that is alive still. They’re heading there right now… they’re probably waiting there for me as we speak.”


  “Star’s going to be there, right?” Reiko eagerly asked.


  “You’re still going to go there?” Rolian worried. “Kroanette… you’re not going to like what you’ll see. I heard things from the others in The Sisterhood about what they did to that place. You probably shouldn’t go there now.”


  “I need to,” Kroanette said holding her hands over her face. “I need to find my mate, my family that still lives. I have to find them again.”


  “Your mate?” Rolian wondered. “You have a mate?”


  “I do, and he’s going to be upset with me that I ran off and… anyway, I need to go to him. I really need him right now. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, but I must be going. Please take care.”


  Kroanette turned to dash off before halting right away, the girl looking around while wiping her tears away before turning back to the two girls behind her.


  “Um, where are we anyway? Do either of you know which direction Ruhelia is from here?”


  Reiko pointed in the opposite direction that the centaur was going while Rolian tried to do the same, her arm swaying about as she tried to steady her vision and balance.


  “Right, of course,” Kroanette sighed ruffling her hair. She turned and quickly dashed off with a heavy gallop, leaving Rolian and Reiko behind as they watched the centaur swiftly making her way across The Outerlands with dust billowing behind her.


  “She has a man as her mate?” Rolian wondered. “Wow. She’s so lucky.”


  “Yeah,” Reiko dryly said. “Her entire homeland was wiped out along with her mother and sister, but sure. She’s a lucky bitch.”


  “Well, not like that,” Rolian frowned. She saw Reiko fly off after the centaur then quickly spoke up again. “Hey, where are you going?”


  “I’m going to find my beloved Star!” Reiko cheered as she soared away. “Nothing shall keep me from my one true love!”


  “Wow,” Rolian mused cocking her head to the side. “She’s got a mate too? She’s so lucky. I want a mate to love and who loves me too.”


  The arachne looked around the area as silence filled the air, seeing dead bodies of monsters, debris from the destroyed wagons, large crevices that were carved out by the passing minotaur, and silky webbing that swayed in the branches of trees above the clearing.


  “Now what do I do?” she asked herself. Skittering around in circles she murmured in unease before stopping and taking more large gulps from her jug. With a hiccup she wiped her mouth then looked off towards where Kroanette and Reiko had gone. Pausing for a moment she wobbled off-balance while thinking of something before shrugging and skittering off after the two girls.


  “Well, not like I have anywhere else I need to be.”


   


  


  Chapter 12


  Start of a Fateful Day


  In the world of Eden every day held new possibilities and surprises. From the moment the first rays of sunlight touched the ground to when the final twilight hour had passed there was no certainty of what events could fill the upcoming day. Wonder, danger, joy, despair, hope, tragedy, love, death, anything may be destined in that fateful period for all who lived in the world. From those who planned their time carefully to the rest that took what life directed for them it was all the same in the end, nobody truly had any clue of what awaited them or where they would be when the last hour passed.


  After all, even the sunniest of mornings could lead to the worst day of their lives.


  *****


  Walking down a hallway within her home Bermuda yawned and stretched her arms as she began a new day at Shadow’s Refuge. Looking out the passing windows where daylight was shining through she smiled a bit at seeing what appeared to be a peaceful morning, something she was thankful for after the hectic night she had endured previously.


  “I wonder how everyone’s doing this morning,” she asked herself while turning down a corridor. Her legs quickly skittered along the floor as she straightened out her shawl and brushed her hair, the girl then giggling a bit in anticipation as she came up to a particular door within the large residence.


  “Good morning,” she called out while getting ready to knock. “Are you all-”


  Freezing in place she paused for a moment then turned her head in confusion as she heard what seemed to be grinding stones churning rocks into pebbles inside the room. Blinking her eyes she then pressed her ear against the door before cringing slightly as she heard the sounds of boulders being decimated by an army of pickaxe wielding ant girls.


  “What in Eden?” she breathed out. Opening the door she quickly peeked inside, her mouth lowering as she slowly stepped into the room while staring at something in surprise. “What… the… heck?”


  Inside the cozy room there were three beds set for guests at the sanctuary along with dressers filled with fresh linens and clothes, candles held in wall holders that were burned down to their bases, a window that allowed some sunlight in through the curtains, a table with a few books and glasses on it, and some new visitors who had spent the night after a very rough day. Max was lying in his bed in the center of the room, sheets pulled up and snug over his shoulders, a fluffy pillow cushioning his head, peaceful expression adorning his face, and had a centaur who was lying against his bed on the floor with her arm over his chest, head resting on his shoulder, and mouth opened wide with her incredibly loud snoring.


  Bermuda stared in stunned silence at seeing Lelu snorting and wheezing with each breath she took all while Max seemed blissfully unware of her at all, the centaur having a white sleeping gown on that barely held her bust while reaching down past her human waist and a sheet that was loosely draped over her lower body. The arachne tilted her head one way then another before showing a frightened expression. She quickly scurried over beside the centaur and nervously held her hands over the girl’s head, seeming to be afraid to touch the noisy sleeper while becoming greatly alarmed at what she was seeing and hearing.


  “Oh god. Lelu? What… what’s wrong with her? Why is she making those horrible sounds? Lelu? Lelu!”


  “Hey,” Vale’s voice called out from the hall. “Who’s chopping wood over here? This is a place for resting, not carpentry!”


  The pixie flew by in the corridor then made a sharp left and zipped into the room trailing a straight line of blue light behind her. She then immediately came to a stop as she saw Lelu snoring and jumped in disbelief while Bermuda turned to her in distress.


  “Vale! Something’s wrong with Lelu! I think she’s sick or dying or- I don’t know, I have no idea! What should we do?”


  “Impossible,” Vale breathed out while slowly hovering closer. She eyed over Lelu then shook her head in shock. “She’s snoring? A monster is snoring? That can’t be.”


  “Snoring?” Bermuda asked. “What’s that?”


  Vale blinked then quickly looked between the two before smiling nervously and shaking her head.


  “Oh, nothing! It’s… um, just something that some people do in their sleep. Nothing to be concerned about.”


  “How do you know that? What is she doing? Why is she making those loud noises with her mouth? Is she hurt? Sick? Should we go tell Silly? Maybe she can make her something to help with the pain.”


  “No, she’s not in pain, Bermuda. She’s just… sleeping in her own way. This is something some humans do when they’re sleeping. And… I guess Lelu does it as well. There’s nothing to be worried about though. She’s perfectly fine.”


  “Are you sure?” Bermuda worried with a frown at the centaur. “Are you sure this isn’t something we should be concerned about?”


  “Very sure,” Vale said with a disturbed look at Lelu.


  ‘It can’t be. Monsters can’t snore. They’re not supposed to snore. They’re never supposed to snore. They’re not supposed to be able to. Why is she doing that? It’s impossible, how could she… this isn’t right. I’m going to have to tell the others about this.’


  “Um, anyway, she’s fine, Bermuda,” Vale continued looking around quickly to make sure nobody else was seeing this. “There’s no need to freak out or tell Silly or VelRyan about any of this. Nothing out of the ordinary here. It’s all-… hey, where’s Grace?”


  Bermuda looked around and finally realized that the elf was nowhere to be seen. The larger bed where Lelu was supposed to be sleeping had its covers draped down onto the floor towards where the centaur had crawled out and was now lying beside Max. Grace’s sheets were also dragged off where she was supposed to be sleeping, and were also leading towards Max’s bed in the same fashion. Bermuda and Vale exchanged glances before the arachne slowly reached over and pulled down Max’s covers. As she did the two girls went wide-eyed at seeing Grace sleeping in his bed with her head resting against his hip and her arms holding onto his legs. The elf murmured quietly in her dream while cuddling closer to Max, the two children having only white shorts and shirts on for the night while the elf had her legs curled close to her and hugging one of Max’s.


  “Oh my,” Bermuda mused with a coy smile forming. “Someone wanted to cuddle with her servant last night.”


  “She looks so peaceful now,” Vale commented as they saw the elf sleeping with a gentle expression and hair lying behind her in smooth waves. “Not at all like the horrible demon I still believe her to truly be.”


  “Vale, she’s not a demon.”


  “I know. She just acts like one. I can tell the difference, Bermuda.”


  “Still, this is quite the opposite of what I was expecting from her,” Bermuda said looking to Lelu with a puzzled grimace. “Didn’t think she could sound more abrasive than Grace does. So that’s snoring? I’ve never heard of it before. I hope it’s not contagious.”


  “Me too,” Vale slowly replied with a cautious look at Lelu. “I really hope it’s not. Though I’m sure it’s not. Probably.”


  “So… how should we wake them?” Bermuda asked glancing to her friend.


  “We should do so from a safe distance,” Vale snickered. “I have a feeling things are about to get louder in here.”


  Bermuda smirked and slowly skittered around to Max’s side while Vale hovered back with a giddy smile. The arachne gently shook Max’s shoulder, getting a grumble out of the boy who then rolled onto his side towards her. In doing so Bermuda and Vale’s eyes nearly bulged out at seeing Grace’s face now buried in his lap, the two looking to each other in nervous silence before cringing at the sight.


  “Oh dear,” Bermuda worried. “This… just got worse.”


  “This can’t get any more awkward for them,” Vale said.


  Upon uttering those words Grace seemed to snuggle closer to Max while climbing up him, the elf murmuring in her sleep as she lightly clawed her way up to his chest and cuddled closer to it. Bermuda opened her mouth to speak before freezing as she watched Max’s arm moving to then hold the elf around her back.


  “Want to bet?” Bermuda asked glancing to Vale.


  Lelu snorted then started coughing loudly, getting Bermuda and Vale’s attention as the centaur hacked a few times while flailing her hands to knock away her hair.


  “Dammit,” she coughed sitting up and spitting a few times. “Stupid hair. Ack!”


  “Here we go,” Vale warned as she and Bermuda quickly backed away from the bed and kept close to each other. Lelu coughed out the strands of hair caught in her throat and wiped her face before looking around in a daze, her eyes focusing slowly before seeing the arachne and pixie watching her with nervous frowns.


  “Bermuda? Vale?” she asked rubbing an eye.


  “Good morning,” Bermuda slowly said.


  “We’ll see about that,” Vale added as they both turned their attention back to something in particular. Lelu blinked then noticed Max was lying on his side near her, the girl smiling lovingly at him before closing her eyes and moving closer to hug him from behind.


  “Good morning, Max,” she gently said while nuzzling her head against his. Lifting herself up she opened her mouth to speak before halting with a faint whine as she noticed Max holding Grace in his bed. Bermuda and Vale slowly made their way back further to the other side of Grace’s bed before ducking low behind it. Lelu twitched a bit then shut her eyes tightly with a stern smile forming on her face.


  “I’m not seeing this. I’m not seeing this. I’m not seeing this.”


  Opening her eye a peek she saw Max rolling onto his back again, with Grace still holding onto his chest and rolling on top of him in the process. The elf straddled Max while burying her face in his shirt under her hair, all while Lelu stared in shock with an open mouth and a twitching eye.


  “I should have taken your bet,” Vale whispered. “Things got more awkward for them.”


  Max softly murmured something as he slowly opened his eyes. He blinked a few times then noticed Grace lying on his chest, followed by seeing Lelu staring at him with an absolutely furious look and aura that made him turn pale, then looked back to Grace as he locked up in shock of what he was seeing.


  “What the heck?” he managed to get out. “What’s going on?”


  “Good morning,” Bermuda called out from behind Grace’s bed.


  “Too bad it’s your last one, kid,” Vale morbidly added.


  Grace twitched then slowly sat up with a groan, the elf brushing her hair back over her ears and yawning before just sitting there with her head lowered and eyes closed. After a pause she opened them slightly and looked at Max with what he believed to be the gentlest expression she could have possibly had, the elf’s eyes having no malice or anger in them at all while a faint blush adorned her cheeks. She slowly looked down to see she was sitting on his lap, back to his face to see the very bewildered look he had, then to his further surprise shifted her hips slightly with a timid murmur and a deeper blush forming. The elf blinked then jumped with a shocked expression quickly taking over before her face turned bright red, her eyes darting around to seeing Lelu trembling with rage at her, Bermuda and Vale peeking over her bed, and Max opening his mouth and failing to form any words in it. Grace shook slightly as she realized where she woke up before she promptly screamed at the top of her lungs.


  “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?”


  “What do you mean?” Max cried out. “I just woke up to this!”


  “Why are you sleeping with her?” Lelu demanded grabbing his shoulders and shaking him. “You already have me! I’m the only girl you need!”


  “What’s the big idea?” Grace shouted grabbing and shaking the boy’s head. “Just because I’m your mistress doesn’t mean you can sleep with me! You got a death wish?”


  “Leave him alone, you harlot!” Lelu barked as she used one hand to try pushing Grace off while using the other to still shake Max about.


  “Shut up, cow!” Grace shot back while using one hand to try to push Lelu away and her other to shake Max still. Bermuda and Vale just slowly shook their heads as the two girls were shouting at each other and Max while everyone was being shaken around.


  “You fucking asshole!” Grace yelled. “I’m not your personal toy!”


  “I never said you were!” Max pleaded.


  “I’m the only toy you need, Max!” Lelu wailed. “How could you push me aside like this?”


  “What the heck are you talking about? I don’t want anyone for a toy!”


  “Nobody is allowed to touch me like that!” Grace roared. “Especially a lowly bitch like yourself!”


  “I never wanted to! And stop calling me a bitch!”


  “Why couldn’t you touch me instead?” Lelu bawled with tears dropping from her cheeks. “Why would you go to her over me?”


  “I didn’t go to anyone, I never went anywhere all night!”


  “There’s no way out for him, is there?” Vale asked.


  “Nope. He’s doomed,” Bermuda plainly answered shaking her head.


  “Stop!” Max begged. “Stop, just stop for a minute! Both of you!”


  “You think you can get all handsy with me just because you’re my servant?” Grace yelled with a bright red face. “I’m going to fucking kill you! How dare you cross that line with me! What excuse could you possibly have for thinking you can get away with this?”


  “I just woke up to you being in my bed with me!” Max shouted, with the girls stopping while his face was being smothered by both their hands. “I just woke up to both of you on top of me like this! What the heck is going on here anyway, why are both of you all over me instead of in your own beds?”


  “I was going to ask the same thing,” Syliandanchevas said from the door. Everyone turned to see the fey carefully adjusting her glasses while having a shocked expression on her face and a blush on her cheeks. Lelu blinked then glanced down to see her left breast had at some point popped out of her shirt, Grace looked down to see her shorts were pulled up between her cheeks and giving the appearance from behind that she wasn’t wearing anything below her shirt at all, Max was keeping his eyes straight up to avoid seeing anyone in any situation that could end up costing him his life, Bermuda was covering her face with both hands and peeking over them with her two top eyes, and Vale was smiling nervously at the fey with a small giggle.


  “What in Eden is going on in here?” Syliandanchevas asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “I came to wake them up this morning,” Bermuda answered. “And… they’re up now.”


  “They’re very much awake,” Vale agreed with a nod.


  “Good morning, Syliandanchevas,” VelRyan spoke from the hall. “Tell me, how are our newest guests doing on this lovely day?”


  The man walked in from behind the fey and stopped, calmly looking around at the scene in the room in front of him before resting his eyes on Max as the boy was perfectly still with Lelu and Grace atop him in the midst of their wrestling with their clothing disheveled. After a pause he smiled amusedly while crossing his arms and shook his head while Syliandanchevas was nervously mumbling something to herself and holding her cheeks.


  “Ah, looks like Max is doing just fine.”


  *****


  “Hahaha!” VelRyan heartily laughed while standing outside the room with Max, the boy leaning back against the door with a stunned expression on his face still while the man stood beside him. “So it sounds like your day is off to another interesting start. I have to say, I’m a bit envious of you.”


  “Why?” Max bewilderedly asked him. “I don’t even understand what the heck happened in there. I just woke up to all hell breaking loose right on top of me.”


  “Be that as it may,” VelRyan mused glancing to the door behind them. “I never had cute girls crawling into my bed at night when I was young. The nearly being torn limb from limb part, I’m not a big fan of that myself. But still you have to admit there are worse ways of waking up than what just happened. You have a real talent for attracting the ladies, Max.”


  “I really don’t think it’s anything like that,” Max groaned covering his face.


  “Well at any rate you’re safe now,” VelRyan chuckled with a pat on the boy’s shoulder. “Go ahead and catch your breath while Syliandanchevas speaks with those girls about being a little less forward with boys.”


  “Thanks again for saving me,” Max sighed. “I wasn’t sure how that was going to end, but I was getting worried it may have ended badly for me.”


  “Was that all you worried about though?” VelRyan asked with a raised eyebrow. “Two young monsters were apparently sleeping with you last night. You haven’t seemed concerned at all that they might have…”


  “They didn’t rape me,” Max replied shaking his head. “I know they didn’t.”


  “Most humans would be fearful they did. How come you’re not?”


  “I trust them,” Max sighed. “That’s why I didn’t mind them sleeping in the same room as me last night. Though I thought they would at least be sleeping in different beds.”


  “You trust them,” VelRyan repeated, with Max looking up to him curiously. “Tell me, why is that? You come from a family of monster hunters. You know the dangers monsters pose to humans in this world, yes? So what made you not only fine with sleeping in a room with two but also so sure that neither of those young girls did anything lecherous with you last night when you were asleep? How come you’re not showing any signs of fear for your situation right now?”


  “I… um…” Max unsurely replied before looking down in question.


  “Do you see them as monsters?” VelRyan asked as Max took a few steps forward and held a hand to his head. “Lelu. Grace. Do you even consider them to be monsters? Yesterday you shielded them when you believed they were in danger. You provided them sanctuary in your home when they found their way there after their own hardships. You haven’t treated them at all like how your sisters surely would. Why is that?”


  “Well…”


  “Answer this, Max,” VelRyan dared stepping closer. “If you could go back home and everything went back to the way it was before, before your cottage was destroyed, before Ruhelia and Green Haven came under siege, before you even met those girls, would you be happier having never met them?”


  Max remained silent as VelRyan walked around and knelt down in front of him with an inquisitive smile.


  “Or, would you want to see them again? Would you be sad if they left your life, or would you be happy?”


  “I… well…” Max said before falling silent. He ruffled his hair and looked down while VelRyan smirked at seeing his reaction. “Of course I’d like to go home, to see my sisters and our house still standing. That’s what I want right now.”


  “And what of Lelu and Grace?”


  “My sisters wouldn’t want them near me. They would probably try to kill them right away,” Max reasoned with a shrug. “And I’m sure they’d be happier back in their own homes if none of this crap happened to us.”


  “So you would be happier if they weren’t around you anymore?” VelRyan wondered. “Is that what you’re saying?”


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “Because I’m looking at a young man who isn’t as afraid or angry towards monsters as he once believed himself to be,” VelRyan answered with a knowing smile. “You cared for them at your home like they were normal people to you. You stayed close to them and wanted to protect them when you arrived here. You were perfectly fine with sleeping in the same room as them because you trusted them. And now you’re avoiding saying something that you’re surprised to admit about yourself.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You like them,” VelRyan said with a shrug. “They’re not monsters to you but instead normal girls. And I’d be willing to wager any amount of gold that if they were removed from your life you wouldn’t be happy about that. Am I right?”


  Max fell quiet as VelRyan stood up and backed away a step, the man crossing his arms with a curious smile at him while waiting for a reply that never came.


  “If I’m wrong then say so. If you don’t like them and I’ve got this whole thing mistaken for something else then by all means let me know. This is all just speculation on my part. Tell me, am I not seeing this correctly?”


  Max remained silent while lowering his head, thinking very hard about that same question himself.


  “Be honest with yourself, Max. Would you be happier if they were gone from your life?”


  Max slowly looked up to him then shook his head, getting a chuckle out of VelRyan who held a hand to his chin.


  “You do like them, don’t you?”


  Max nodded while remaining silent.


  “Why is that?”


  “They’re not evil,” Max explained. “They’re not like monsters I’ve heard or read about. They’re not monsters to me at all. They’re just normal girls who had their lives taken away by real monsters in this world. They’re not bad girls.”


  “Even Grace?” VelRyan mused. “She has been rather rough with you.”


  “She’s just angry about what happened to her mom and home. That’s all.”


  “And the reason you chose to give them sanctuary in your home even though they’re not human?”


  “I felt sorry for them,” Max said looking down. “With Lelu, she lost everything. She was alone and scared. I just couldn’t hurt her or send her away. I felt so bad for her. I know what it’s like losing parents, especially to monsters. I had my sisters afterwards, but Lelu had nobody. She was just a lost and scared girl in a world that didn’t seem to care about her, who could have sent her away so coldly like that?”


  “And Grace?”


  “After letting Lelu stay with me what right did I have to turn her away?” Max lightly laughed. “When she appeared out of nowhere on top of me I could tell she had been through a lot. She was trembling, crying, so very sad about something… she went through hell before coming to me. The way she held onto me in her sleep, I could tell she needed someone to help her. I felt bad for her, and even worse after hearing about her mom and home being taken away. She didn’t deserve that pain.”


  “Even though they’re monsters you wanted to help them,” VelRyan said.


  “That was our motto at home,” Max replied. “My sisters and I, that’s what we strived to do. Help others. Help those who need it. Help anyone we could. Lelu and Grace may be monsters, but they’re not evil or deserve the pain they’ve gone through. In the end I wanted to help them too. And I still do. I don’t care that they’re not human, or if Lelu has a few odd quirks, or if Grace is rough with me. I still want to help them. They’re special to me.”


  “Good man,” VelRyan commended with a nod. Max looked up to him curiously as the man pointed to him. “You’ve opened your eyes to something that most humans don’t see in this world.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Not all monsters are evil. Not all monsters deserve the hate humans give them. Not all monsters are truly monsters,” VelRyan said, then glanced behind Max and smiled knowingly. Max blinked then turned around to see the girls standing outside the open door, with Syliandanchevas smiling kindly at Max, Bermuda and Vale doing the same, Grace staring at Max in wonder, and Lelu blushing with a loving smile on her face.


  “Some are just normal girls in this world,” VelRyan continued as he leaned back against the wall. “But you already know that, don’t you?”


  “Lelu. Grace,” Max softly said.


  “You really think I’m special?” Lelu asked trotting over to him. “You really like me that much?”


  Max looked around at everyone then to VelRyan, the man raising an eyebrow as he waited for the same answer Lelu was anxiously waiting to hear. He then sighed and lowered his head, with everyone showing curious looks except for Lelu who now had a nervous one.


  “My sisters are going to kill me,” Max groaned.


  “Why’s that?” VelRyan asked.


  “Because my best friend is a centaur,” Max answered, with him then turning to Lelu with a small smile who had a shocked expression now on her face. She twitched, turned bright red, let out a faint whine, then quickly snatched Max up and hugged him tightly in her chest face first while prancing about excitedly.


  “EEEEEEE! You really mean it? I’m your best friend? Oh, Max! Thank you thank you thank you! I knew you cared about me! You’re my best friend too! You’re my everything, Max! Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me! EEEEEEEEE! He likes me! He really likes me! Max likes me the most!”


  “Let go of my servant!” Grace yelled as she suddenly grabbed Max and tried yanking him away, the two girls pulling him back and forth fiercely while his arms and legs thrashed about. “He belongs to me, you fucking cow! Stop suffocating him in your huge tits!”


  “Back off, tree sprite!” Lelu barked out. “Don’t you dare interrupt our moment together! And let go of my Max right now! He wants to be with me, not you! And at least I have boobs, unlike you do!”


  The two girls continued yelling at one another while stumbling about with a boy who was slowly losing consciousness in Lelu’s oxygen depriving bosom. VelRyan smirked at the sight while Syliandanchevas nervously held out her hands and stuttered some form of incomprehensible plea to get the children to stop, herself along with Bermuda and Vale keeping their distance from the brawling girls. After a while Lelu and Grace shoved Max aside and tackled each other to the floor, yelling and clawing at one another while Max stumbled away gasping for air. He was caught by Bermuda who smiled weakly at him while holding his shoulders, the arachne keeping the boy upright against her chest from behind. She lightly laughed then shook her head at the two girls on the floor while Vale scratched her head in puzzlement.


  “You really don’t think that elf is evil?” the pixie asked glancing to Max.


  Max merely watched the two bickering girls who seemed more focused on grappling with each other than the fact he wasn’t in their clutches anymore. After a while VelRyan whistled to get everyone’s attention, the man shaking his head a little at the two girls on the floor before looking around at everyone with a calm smile.


  “Well, this has been a very enlightening morning. I have some business to attend to, so I’m afraid I won’t be joining you for breakfast. Syliandanchevas, I trust you’ll help our guests find their way this morning.”


  “Of course, Master VelRyan,” the fey humbly said with a curtsey.


  “You don’t have to call me master,” VelRyan replied with a weak smile. “Anyway, you’re all welcome guests here so make yourselves at home. Breakfast is being served in the dining hall, but I know that you may still be a little shaken up from last night, so I’ve arranged for your meals to be delivered to your room here in a short while. If you need help with anything or have questions please let us know. We’ll discuss the matter of sending you three back later today, until then please rest and recover your strength. Now if you’re excuse me, my job is unfortunately never done. I’ll see you all again soon.”


  He started to walk away then stopped and glanced back to Max.


  “Oh, and Max? I do have a small warning to give you while you stay in my home.”


  “A warning?” Max asked.


  “What you do with Lelu and Grace is entirely your own business, but please do watch your words, hands, and eyes when around my daughter. Otherwise you and I will need to have a very special talk.”


  “Father!” Bermuda whined hopping about.


  “Haha! Oh come now, I hardly ever get to play the role of a protective dad around you. Don’t take away an old man’s pleasures in life,” VelRyan laughed, and then looked at Max with a knowing smile. “Besides, I’m only joking around. I trust Max would treat you with respect just as he does his two friends. Isn’t that right, Max?”


  Max showed a nervous smile and nodded before the man walked away with a wave of his hand. He then noticed Bermuda still holding him with her breasts pushing against his head, something that the others also took notice of while the arachne was watching where her father left with a pout.


  “Honestly, father,” Bermuda sighed. “Embarrassing me like that. That wasn’t necessary.”


  “Um, Bermuda?” Syliandanchevas spoke up with a weak smile. “You can let Max go now.”


  Bermuda blinked with all her eyes then looked to see how she was coddling Max close, the arachne then quickly backing up with hands held away and a nervous smile on her face.


  “Sorry, didn’t mean to- I was just catching you from- and he was just kidding- that’s all, don’t pay him any mind- he’s such a joker, haha!” she stammered out. Looking around at all the stares she was getting she coughed and cleared her throat before crossing her arms with a flustered murmur.


  “Anyway, like he said we’re having breakfast delivered to your room this morning. We figured it would be easier for you to eat when not surrounded by many other monsters here.”


  “Your clothes are also being washed,” Syliandanchevas added. “We’ll have them returned to you shortly as well. In the meantime, while we wait for your food to come how about I give you a small tour of this wing of the monastery? I’ll show you where the restrooms are first, just in case nature is calling for any of you.”


  “That… would be nice actually,” Lelu admitted looking down with a blush.


  “Thank you, for all of this,” Max kindly said. “You’re being so nice and welcoming to us.”


  “We just want you to be comfortable here,” Syliandanchevas gently told him. “VelRyan was the one who proposed giving you breakfast in your room so not to overwhelm you with seeing so many other monsters nearby on your first morning here. And Bermuda was the one who offered to take your clothes to wash them, they were incredibly dirty and certainly needed it.”


  “Just doing my part to help,” Bermuda humbly admitted. “It’s not like you’re the first guests I’ve tended to while living here.”


  “So you’re like a permanent maid,” Grace flatly assumed. Bermuda twitched from that then growled at the girl.


  “I want to help out here,” the arachne hissed. “I’m not being employed to. Helping others is what I like to do.”


  “Thank you,” Lelu said tugging on her shirt and squirming slightly on her legs. “Um, about the restroom? Which way is it?”


  “Of course,” Syliandanchevas said quickly walking off. “This way, my dear. It’s not far. Come along, children, I’ll show you around before we eat this morning.”


  Lelu trotted off after her while Max followed behind, leaving Bermuda and Vale to see Grace just standing in place with her arms crossed and a scowl aimed towards Max.


  “Oh, and Grace?” Bermuda sharply added, getting a silent look from the elf. “Don’t worry. My father made sure to have extra bacon added to your plate this morning. Is there anything else we can do for the princess of Green Haven while she stays here? Perhaps a nice foot rub or shoulder massage?”


  “Fuck off,” Grace snapped before turning to walk away.


  “Or maybe just a romantic view of the mountains with your beloved servant?” Bermuda quipped, with Grace halting and glancing back to her with a glare. “Would that be something you’d want instead?”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I think she’s talking about the way you were cuddling with him in his bed this morning,” Vale snickered.


  “I already told you I wasn’t doing that!” Grace roared. “I don’t know how the fuck I got in his bed! The stupid dolt probably dragged me in with him after I fell asleep, it’s not my fault I’m more attractive to him than that fucking cow! I never wanted to be in bed with that pathetic boy and never will! So drop it!”


  “Here’s some advice, Grace, even though you don’t deserve it,” Bermuda spoke while slowly skittering closer. “If you really do like Max, if you really do care about him, if you really do want to be viewed as a nice girl in his eyes and not a horrible monster, then you’d best keep this in mind. The more shit you spew from your mouth and the worse you treat him, the further you push him away from you entirely.”


  “I don’t give a fuck what my servant thinks of me,” Grace snapped as she turned to growl at the arachne. “He’s nothing but a useless wimp in my eyes.”


  “If that’s true then you have nothing to worry about,” Bermuda reasoned while turning around and skittering off. “It won’t be of any concern to you when he inevitably gets tired of your crap and turns you away completely.”


  “I don’t care what he thinks or wants!” Grace yelled as Bermuda headed off down the hall. She turned to snarl at Vale who merely hovered away with a disturbed look at the elf.


  “I smell evil on you,” Vale said shaking her head. “How Max doesn’t is beyond me.”


  She zipped off in a straight line after Bermuda while Grace growled furiously, the elf stomping her foot then looking back to where Syliandanchevas led Max and Lelu away. After a pause she marched off after them while grunting with a blush forming on her cheeks.


  “Like I give a fuck about some stupid human.”


  *****


  The sun slowly rose over the nearby woods of Rystone as witches were waking up to another day in their village. Walking down a hallway within their alpha’s stylish manor in perfectly symmetrical steps Apoch and Astreal both yawned at the same time before exchanging questioning looks with one another.


  “It’s not like her to be up before we are,” Apoch said.


  “I know,” Astreal moped. “We usually have the pleasure of waking her up and helping her get dressed in the morning. This is quite unexpected.”


  “We came earlier than usual too,” Apoch wondered looking up. “What could have caused Ms. Charlotte to be up and about so early in the day?”


  “I swear if she spent all night and morning fantasizing about Mr. Daemon again,” Astreal growled. “Perhaps we should give our neko accomplice the order to execute that bastard and bring us the key fragments he has. I hate that he’s distracting her so much these days.”


  “She has been a little distant with the village doings lately, hasn’t she?” Apoch worried.


  “I meant distracted from noticing us!” Astreal whined hopping about and waving her arms. “Mr. Daemon is all she ever talks about, all she ever thinks about! What about us? We’re her devoted helpers and far better choices for lovers than that goddamned freak! Let’s just have Ms. Tabitha slit his throat and give us the key fragments. Might as well anyway, Mr. Daniel will need them to unlock our master’s seal eventually. Why put it off any further?”


  “Sister, calm down,” Apoch softly pleaded as she held her enraged twin. “I hate Mr. Daemon just as much as you do, he’s nowhere near worthy enough of Ms. Charlotte’s heart or even a fleeting moment of her attention. But having him find more of those fragments for us will help recover them faster. Master will be pleased with-”


  “I don’t care!” Astreal pouted as she buried her face in Apoch’s shoulder. “I don’t want to make our wretched master happy, I want to make Ms. Charlotte happy! I want us to be the only ones who get to do that, not that half-human abomination!”


  “Sister, shh!” Apoch implored nervously. “Master could be watching us right now, she could hear you.”


  “She’s not watching this place, she’s still busy with preparing her gift for Mr. Daniel,” Astreal grumbled shaking her head.


  “Even so, watch your tongue,” Apoch begged. “I don’t want her to hurt you again should she find out how you spoke of her.”


  “I’ll be fine, sister,” Astreal sighed. She stood up and took a few slow breaths before giving Apoch a small smile. “I just… wish we could be with Ms. Charlotte always. I hate that we lie to her about ourselves. I hate that we’re using her just like Mr. Daemon. She trusts us and we’re so deceitful with her.”


  “We have to keep some things from her though,” Apoch tried to reason with. “We must if we wish to stay by her side and protect her.”


  “But we keep so much from her, we’re so dishonest with her,” Astreal whined. “We pretended not to know what the gemini were even though we did. We called Mr. Daemon a human even though we know he’s not. We acted surprised that he had the Archlight’s Blade when we knew he had it from the start. We pretend not to know what’s going on in the world when we really know far more than Ms. Charlotte does. I feel so dirty lying to her all the time.”


  “As do I,” Apoch sadly agreed.


  “I just want to be with her forever. I don’t want to hurt or betray her. I don’t want to be a bad witch with her.”


  “As do I,” Apoch softly said, wiping a tear from Astreal’s cheek and showing a similar saddened smile as her sister. “Come. We can be with her now. Let’s find out what’s gotten her moving about so early in the morning and help her with whatever that may be. We are her trusted helpers after all, that is our job.”


  “Yes,” Astreal agreed with a nod. They continued walking down the hall with Apoch giving her sister’s hat a tap forward.


  “And for the record,” Apoch playfully added. “I want to be with both Ms. Charlotte and you forever.”


  “You know I want to be with you too,” Astreal giggled. “You’re my sister. We belong together, just as our spell was written and our bond stands true.”


  The two smiled at each other then made their way towards their alpha’s study. They stood before the doors, straightened out their skirts and hats in the same fashion, then knocked twice at the same time.


  “Ms. Charlotte?” they asked together. “Are you in there?”


  After they got no reply Astreal opened the doors a peek. She saw Charlotte seated at her desk, the witch heavily focused on a crystal orb that was perched on the counter atop three obsidian shards within a silver base. Charlotte hardly seemed to blink, her eyes never leaving the sight of the orb that had a shimmering glow moving about inside it.


  “She’s staring at her crystal ball again,” Astreal quietly growled. “She must be gazing at that despicable swordsman. That does it, we’re giving Ms. Tabitha her final orders right now.”


  “Hold on, sister,” Apoch said as she peeked through the crack below Astreal. “She doesn’t appear to be happy. Whenever she ogles that man she’s always in a good mood, and she’s usually playing with herself too. I think she’s seeing something else in it this time.”


  The two exchanged curious glances then proceeded to enter the room, with Astreal again knocking on the door in another failed attempt to draw Charlotte’s attention.


  “Ms. Charlotte?” she asked. “Is everything okay?”


  “You’re up awfully early today,” Apoch mentioned. “Is something wrong?”


  Charlotte slowly glanced over to them, a serious expression remaining on her face as she spoke not a word before turning her eyes back onto her crystal ball. The witch lightly drummed her fingers atop her desk while in her other hand she held her wand that she slowly twirled at her side.


  “Ms. Charlotte?” the twins asked walking over in front of her desk. “What’s wrong?”


  “Tell me,” Charlotte ordered with a sharp glance to them. “What is going on out there, girls?”


  “What is going on out there?” they replied in confusion.


  Charlotte merely stared at them with a clear look of umbrage on her face, the twins gulping together with nervous frowns as they shook slightly.


  “What’s troubling you, my grace?” the sisters carefully asked.


  “You want to know what woke me up this morning?” Charlotte quizzed them. “An ether crow.”


  “An ether crow?” Astreal gasped. “Are you serious?”


  “Do you think I would joke of such a thing?” Charlotte demanded loudly, causing the girls to jump with a squeak. “An ether crow is not something that is ever taken lightly and you know it. Whenever a witch sends one it is for dire reasons only, no witch ever sends one for a trivial matter.”


  “Yes, we know, Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch and Astreal quickly agreed.


  “So imagine my surprise when I awoke to a crow from the ether squawking at me from my nightstand, one that was sent by our dear sister Leroness from Gorgmire. The message was simple yet cryptic. They are coming.”


  “Who is coming?” the twins asked.


  Charlotte rolled her fingers along the orb, trailing violet wisps of light behind them, and then flung a glaring burst of energy over into the air behind the sisters. The light exploded into a glittering radiance that spread out in the empty space within the room, shimmering lines and shapes taking form to show a curved map of Koskaysil with sparkly emblems and glyphs where settlements stood. And glowing with a neon red hue were markings all around and scattered about within the providence along with black emblems and symbols that appeared more angular and threatening, the crimson glimmers covering most of the eastern region, much of the northern, a good amount of the southern, and plenty in the west against the mountains. The red lights drew inward towards Koskaysil and bled about in the providence, most of which blotting the eastern side while the southern and northern borders were also slowly being covered. Apoch and Astreal stared wide-eyed at the sight then turned to Charlotte as she pointed her wand at the map.


  “Everyone is coming! Do you see this? Do you see what I see here? There are invading monsters coming from EVERYWHERE around my land! Why is that?”


  The twins nervously stammered some form of nonsensical reply, with Charlotte sharply looking between the two before glaring at the map with evident rage.


  “How did this happen? Where the hell did all those monsters come from? Why are my witches being attacked all over my land and I’m just now seeing this?”


  “We don’t know!” the sisters begged shaking their heads. “Honest, we had no idea-”


  “Enough!” Charlotte yelled, pointing her wand at them which silenced the girls instantly. “Don’t give me that. I will not accept your false words with this. Not at all. I understand there are some things you feel you must keep from me, some answers and questions that you cannot speak of for whatever reason. But this is not something I will accept your evasion with. Now answer my question.”


  “Ms. Charlotte,” Astreal breathed out nervously. “We… we don’t know why they’re all coming here. Honestly we don’t.”


  “We’ve been trying to figure out why,” Apoch insisted. “We knew our fellow sisters were being attacked out there. But… we had no idea it was this severe.”


  “You two were supposed to be looking into what was causing my witches trouble out there,” Charlotte scolded. “You two have been traveling all over Koskaysil in order to find out more information. You two have been the ones I’ve been counting on the most when it comes to accurate collection of the facts. So tell me, what are the facts here? Because I believe I’m missing some of them.”


  Apoch and Astreal glanced to each other then to Charlotte while remaining silent, the alpha witch slowly breathing out then cocking her head aside in question.


  “Another inquiry I have for you two, where is Daniel Sorres?”


  “Where is he?” Astreal asked.


  “Stop repeating what I say,” Charlotte sternly ordered. “Daniel Sorres. The human that I’ve put a bit of time and effort into seeing what may come of his unique ideals. The human who has Alyssa the Wildfire Witch in his company and has also mated with her because he loves her. The human who I have no fucking idea where he is now!”


  The twins hopped back with a squeak as Charlotte walked around her desk towards them and waved her wand at the floating map.


  “Where is he? In fact, where are my seers? They should have been keeping an eye on him for me. I dispatched four birds and two foxes to keep an eye on him during his travels. They’re all not reporting back. They’re all dead or cut from my magic. Why is that?”


  “We don’t know why-” the twins started to say before Charlotte yelled and grabbed her hair.


  “What is going on out there?” she demanded stomping her foot. “This is my land! I’m the alpha witch in Koskaysil! I see everything that goes on in this realm! So why is it that suddenly I’m blind to what’s been marching into my territory but also I can’t locate one fucking human when I want to?”


  “We’re sorry!” Apoch and Astreal cried dropping to their knees in tears. “We don’t know! We’ll fix this, Ms. Charlotte! We promise we will!”


  “I want all this sorted out immediately!” Charlotte ordered waving her wand at the map. “I want to know where exactly Daniel is, I want to know where these uninvited guests are coming from, and I want to know who’s responsible for this mess! My witches are being harassed, hunted, and killed out there, and I want to know who’s to blame!”


  “Yes, Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch and Astreal promised, hopping to their feet with salutes.


  “Do we at least know where my Daemon is?” Charlotte sharply asked them. “We better not have lost track of my man in all this or I’m going to be really pissed off.”


  “Oh, him,” Astreal worried. She looked to the map then lifted her staff to wave at a location with the crescent ornament. “Last we heard from our neko accomplice they were heading in this direction. We’re not sure if they’ve located another fragment or not, but they are at least moving.”


  “We’re so sorry about all this, Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch pleaded. “We’re trying to get answers for it, we really are. It’s been difficult to track down any leads or culprits. As soon as we find anything we’ll let you know.”


  “I’m counting on you girls,” Charlotte said while carefully eyeing the location of where her swordsman was. “You’ve never let me down before. Please do your best not to start now.”


  “Yes, Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch and Astreal said lowering their heads.


  The girls looked around at the floating map with unease before hearing a growing uproar outside. Charlotte growled and marched towards her balcony with her helpers quickly trotting over to her sides, the alpha witch giving a sharp flick of her wand to dispel the magical map before they walked up to the railing with voices growing in the streets below.


  “What is it now?” Charlotte muttered while Apoch and Astreal held a hand above their eyes to peer ahead. They could see a large crowd of witches gathering near the entrance to the village along with what appeared to be a few approaching carriages and horse riders from the northern trail.


  “We were not expecting guests this morning,” Astreal cautioned.


  “Lost travelers perhaps?” Apoch wondered. “But at this hour?”


  At the edge of Rystone witches were pointing and speaking in confused tones as the wheels of four wagons and the horses that pulled and trotted alongside them drew closer on the cobblestone road. As they did the little monsters slowly quieted down with surprised looks on their faces, a hush falling over the crowd as Charlotte and her helpers made their way through to the front to see for themselves.


  “Ms. Charlotte,” the twins softly spoke, with the alpha stepping further ahead of her subjects before halting with a raised eyebrow and slight scowl on her face.


  A horse walked up in front of the witch and stopped, blood dripping down the leg of the woman who was hunched over atop its saddle with her arms hanging down lifelessly at her sides. Charlotte eyed over the woman whose leather armor appeared torn apart while her long blonde hair was ruffled and matted with blood, the human having an empty gaze in her eyes and a deep gash on her cheek that appeared fresh. Turning her sights onto the others that approached she saw only horses still moving and breathing among the arrivals, with the women who rode the stallions and coaches being in the same grim condition as the first. One had her bow caught in her glove and loosely dangling at her side next to her steed, another was collapsed on the seat of her carriage with the reins loosely held in her hands, and one poor woman was dragged by her horse from her boot caught in its saddle, the human having most of her flesh and clothing scraped off her back while her front was torn up as if a blade skillfully peeled her open.


  “What the hell is this?” Apoch and Astreal asked as they and other witches started to gather around the deceased humans. They stopped the horses while eyeing the condition of their former owners, some poking the women a few times to make sure they were in fact dead while others gently patted the steeds to keep them calm. Charlotte walked past the front riders and made her way over to the first coach, hopping up onto the side and opening the door before showing a bit of surprise of what she found.


  “Anyone still in there?” a witch asked.


  “Not in one piece,” Charlotte answered shaking her head.


  “There’s two dead women in this one,” another witch said as she and her friend had opened another wagon’s door.


  “One dead woman and… I think the remains of half another in this carriage,” another added with a disturbed look into the third ride.


  Charlotte hopped off the wagon and walked towards the last one in back, passing riders who were slumped over on their horses with some witches shoving them off and inspecting the corpses with curious eyes. Making her way around to the back of the coach Charlotte waved her wand and opened the door, which then fell off entirely as it wasn’t held on by much anymore. Jumping up into the ride she looked around inside before resting her eyes on something.


  “This is quite strange,” Apoch commented as she and her sister walked over behind the coach. “They appear to be human travelers, though not much remains of them now.”


  “They must have been heading this direction when they were attacked,” Astreal mused. “I wonder where they came from.”


  “Stillwater,” Charlotte said while staring at something. Apoch and Astreal turned to her curiously while other witches gathered around them. “The chart in here bares the seal of the human settlement Stillwater.”


  “Stillwater?” Apoch repeated. “That’s the human town to the north near the border, the mining settlement next to a large lake that’s always tranquil.”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Astreal carefully said. “And on the other side of that lake is Terashk, the village of witches that watch that town for us.”


  “Did the witches of Terashk do this?” a witch asked curiously. “Did we overtake the humans in Stillwater?”


  “I didn’t know we were doing that,” another pouted. “I wish I had known, I would have gone to take a man or two from there for myself before it fell.”


  “There were no plans to attack Stillwater by us,” Astreal announced. “That was a prime location where human men were groomed to be miners in their quarry. It was not to be disturbed so it could provide healthy and fit men to be captured later on.”


  “The witches of Terashk wouldn’t have done this,” Apoch agreed shaking her head. “They were under strict orders by our alpha not to harm those humans. They were supposed to make sure no other monsters bothered them so the men there could be harvested by us when they were ready.”


  “Um, looks like something bothered them,” a witch commented as she tugged on the leg of a rider, with the dead woman atop the horse then dropping down with a thump.


  “My grace?” Apoch and Astreal asked looking back to Charlotte. “What do you suppose this means? My grace?”


  They saw Charlotte remaining still and quiet in the wagon then scurried over to peek inside. Within the travelers’ coach was a small bed that had its sheets and pillow slashed apart, a table with ripped parchments and a dagger struck into the top, carrying bags dangling from overhead while being torn up, a lantern lying on the ground with its glass shattered, and slumped down against the furthest wall was a woman in tattered brown garb with blood covering her neck and cheek. Her eyes were opened just barely, her breathing so quiet it was almost impossible to notice, and her arms weakly holding something wrapped in a white blanket close to her chest with the last of her strength. Charlotte slowly walked towards the woman while waving her wand to the side, casting the table and loose debris in her way into the wall with a clatter. The human wearily turned her eyes up towards the witch, yet with the way they were unfocused it wasn’t likely she was properly seeing with them.


  “P… please…” she faintly breathed out. “H… help…”


  “What did this?” Charlotte asked.


  “Help… please… help…”


  “What did this?” Charlotte repeated.


  “Don’t… let him… be taken… too…”


  Charlotte stepped closer to the woman and tilted her head slightly, seeing the empty gaze of the human that seemed to pass right through her.


  “They took… all the men… my husband… our husbands… sons… all… taken… all… but…”


  Charlotte raised an eyebrow then looked to what the woman was holding, her bloodied hand moving aside the blanket to reveal a small baby wrapped within it. The child appeared not even a year old, the small fluff it had of white hair atop its head having a few specks of ash in it while its skin was void of any cuts or bruises. The baby was sound asleep in the mother’s arms, a curious eye from Charlotte remaining on it for a moment longer before looking to see the woman slowly lowering her head.


  “Please… help… my baby… boy…”


  With one final breath the woman remained still and silent, her hands loosening around the infant as all fell quiet in the coach. Charlotte waved her hand before the woman, getting no reaction at all, and then looked down to the baby that squirmed slightly in its sleep. After a pause she slowly reached out and took the infant from the deceased mother’s arms, cradling the blanket bound baby while looking at it with a solemn expression.


  “Ms. Charlotte?” Apoch and Astreal asked. They backed up as their alpha walked out of the coach and hopped down to the ground, themselves and the witches gathered near seeing Charlotte holding the baby in her arms while gazing around at the dead travelers.


  “Is that a baby?” a witch asked.


  “A baby human?” another wondered.


  “Ms. Charlotte?” Apoch and Astreal again said.


  Charlotte looked at the fallen humans and their wagons before resting her eyes on the infant in her arms. After a while of silence she glanced to Apoch and Astreal as all the witches were watching her curiously.


  “Clean up this mess before my village,” she ordered. “Check to see if Stillwater still stands or not. And find out who dares intrude upon my land and threaten my witches. I want this taken care of, I want whoever is responsible dead and their head mounted on a pike in the plaza, and I want it done right now.”


  “Yes, Ms. Charlotte,” Apoch and Astreal agreed with a bow. They saw Charlotte looking at the baby with a blank expression before she started walking off into the village.


  “Ms. Charlotte?” Astreal asked. “What are you going to do with that child?”


  “A good question,” Charlotte replied as she continued walking away. The witches in the street looked to one another in question then to their alpha as she made her way towards her manor with the sleeping baby in her arms. Apoch and Astreal glanced around at the fallen humans and their coaches before watching their alpha taking her leave with the only survivor.


  “Things are getting bad out there, aren’t they?” Apoch worried.


  “Yes,” Astreal sighed. “And I think it’s a safe bet they’re about to get a whole lot worse real soon.”


   


  


  Chapter 13


  Breaking Down


  In the world of Eden mistakes were always being made, with some being minor while others were more disastrous. Sometimes those that followed the wrong path of their choosing may need reprimanding to be taught what they did was wrong so as to discourage a repeat offense. From young children to older adults there were always consequences to be had for their misguided actions. A simple spanking, a boring lecture, losing a hand, or perhaps even their head, punishments for misbehaving varied depending on the severity of the crime and who was administrating the sentence. If one was lucky they may get off with a harmless warning.


  Or maybe they would be disciplined until they broke completely.


  *****


  Within their spacious bedroom Daniel was sound asleep in the company of his mates as a new day began. Lying on his back with his mouth opened wide his constant snoring echoed throughout the chamber while the lamps on the walls slowly brightened as if knowing the twilight hours had passed. Daniel’s loud wheezing continued on as he peacefully, in the sense that his dreams were tranquil, slept among those he loved. The very same that were wide awake and watching their mate with extremely bright smiles on their faces. All the girls were gathered around Daniel, with Clover still lying on his arm along with Specca who had her glasses on again, Alyssa lying on his waist while holding onto his hips, Pip sitting on his chest that raised and lowered with his breathing, Cindy who sat next to the nixie while holding Snapper in her arms as the two were both staring at Daniel in awe, Star who hung upside-down from her hammock while keeping her eyes solely on her mate, and the others who sat before their sleeping man while watching him clear affection.


  “He’s so loud when he sleeps,” Cindy marveled.


  “I can’t believe I slept next to that and didn’t notice,” Clover said in awe. “I had the best night’s rest ever in his arm, and I didn’t hear him make a sound all night.”


  “Welcome to the family,” Specca jested with a smirk at her. “That just goes to show you do care for him as we do. We never hear it either. It’s still surprising for us to see him sleeping like this when we wake before he does.”


  “I’ve heard of some humans doing this back home in Red Peak,” Doku mentioned. “I always wondered what it was like. Amazing to think that my mate does it.”


  “I remember it used to irritate me when I first met him,” Falla admitted. “But now I don’t even notice it when I’m sleeping right next to him. It doesn’t even bother me hearing it now that I’m awake.”


  “Do monsters snore?” Alyssa asked curiously. “I never heard of a witch ever doing it before. When I first saw Daniel snoring I had no idea what it even was.”


  “I’ve never heard of an instance either,” Specca added with a shrug. “I suppose it’s possible. It’s not common with humans so I’d imagine it’s just as rare with monsters.”


  “Never heard of an elf snoring before,” Clover said. “Honestly surprised me to hear Dan doing it the first time he did.”


  “I never heard of a harpy doing it either,” Doku mentioned. “Perhaps it really is rare for monsters to do such a thing.”


  Daniel slept loudly for a while longer before snorting and opening his eyes. As he did the world slowly came into focus before he saw all the girls smiling at him, silence befalling the room as he took a moment to realize he was awake and all of his mates were staring at him with adoration in their eyes.


  “Good morning,” he said with a smile of his own forming.


  “Good morning,” all the girls said, with Squeak and Star saying so in their own tongues.


  Daniel slowly sat up, with Clover and Specca holding onto his arms and keeping close to his sides, and gazed around at all the girls as something was noticeably different this morning. It wasn’t that they were all naked with every curve and feature they had being caught by his eye, nor was it they were all awake before he was as that happened frequently.


  “Daniel?” Pip asked while holding onto his chest. He looked down at the fairy as she held onto him with a loving smile on her face, a curious look coming over him as he saw the same thing with each and every girl in the room except for Snapper.


  “What is it, dear?” Doku asked, with his eyes turning to her and seeing something that amazed him.


  “How did you sleep?” Falla asked as she and her sister held each other’s arms and watched him timidly, again both showing Daniel something that he couldn’t help but stare at.


  “Thank you for holding me last night,” Clover said, with his eyes turning to the elf and words still failing to form in his mouth as she too had the same difference about her. “I’ve never slept so well before in all my life.”


  “Daniel?” Specca asked, with him turning to her in silence still. “Is something the matter?”


  “You okay?” Alyssa wondered as he looked to her with the same expression on his face. His eyes glanced to Squeak and Cindy, up to Star who tilted her head with a curious mew, then back to Clover as the elf sat upright along with Specca while Pip fluttered over onto Luna’s chest.


  “What is it?” Clover asked. “Say something.”


  “Are you that speechless to see us naked with you this morning?” Alyssa coyly said while batting her eyelashes.


  “Really?” Cindy wondered before looking down to her bare breasts. “Do you really like seeing me naked like this?”


  “Daniel, what’s on your mind?” Specca asked as she guided his vision back to her, the nixie seeing the awestruck expression on Daniel’s face remaining as he looked her over and remained silent.


  “You’re starting to worry us here,” Falla mentioned with an uneasy smile. “Please say something.”


  “What’s wrong, Daniel?” Luna asked.


  Star warped down beside Squeak, the two exchanging curious looks before seeing Daniel just staring at everyone while not saying a word. After a while he blinked then smiled awkwardly as all the girls were watching with growing concern.


  “It’s… your auras.”


  “Our auras?” Specca wondered. “You’re looking at them now with your magic?”


  “No, I’m not,” Daniel said shaking his head. “I don’t have to. I just… sense them.”


  “Is that… good?” Clover slowly asked.


  “It’s just… they’ve never been this bright before,” Daniel explained. All the girls looked to each other in question then back to him as he slowly gazed around at his mates while seeing very well something that was noticeably different about their monster energy that day. It was glaring to him. Each girl’s vibrant star in his mind was practically bursting with such radiances that even without focusing on them in his mind he still saw them lighting up around each girl. Turning to Alyssa he gently held a hand to her cheek, the witch quickly taking hold of it and nuzzling against his palm as he admired her fiery star that seemed like it was burning with greater intensity than ever before.


  “Do you see mine now?” she timidly asked. “Do you see my love for you?”


  “Very clearly,” he said with a nod. “I’ve never seen all your auras so bright before. What happened? How am I seeing them like this?”


  “I don’t know about that,” she said with a shrug. “But I do know that I love you so much, more than I ever can say. You mean the world and much more to me, Daniel. And I swear once all this crap around us is handled I’m going to make you feel so loved, yes I am. Your witch is going to take very good care of you.”


  “Same for me,” Specca swore. “I’ve never wanted you so badly before, Daniel. I want to make love to you when this hardship is past us, I want to make our bonds stronger than any steel the world has. I know we pride ourselves on self-control, but darn it, I want my man so badly that it burns more relentlessly than ever within me.”


  “I’m so wet for you right now,” Falla admitted with her sister nodding in agreement. “I don’t want to wait any longer than we have to. As soon as everything is normal again I want us to make love like never before.”


  “Me too,” Luna giggled. “I want to make you very happy, Daniel. So very happy.”


  Squeak slowly nodded and squeaked something while eyeing over Daniel with obvious immoral intention.


  “I want you more than boobies,” Pip purred, with everyone quickly looking to her in surprise as she fluttered closer to Daniel. “I want my man. I want Daniel. I do. As soon as I can I’m going to take care of you because you’re my mate. I promise I will.”


  “More than boobies?” Luna repeated.


  “I want Daniel,” Pip said nodding quickly. “I really do. I love him so much, I can hardly contain it.”


  “I’m so hot right now,” Alyssa panted. Daniel looked at her, seeing the witch not really sweating but obviously struggling to control herself with the hungry look in her eye. “I want my man, so badly. I’ve never been more grateful for having you before, but I really am now. I love you with all my heart, and I’m going to give you everything I have as much as I can. I swear it.”


  “Girls…” Daniel softly said, his eyes going around at his mates who were almost swooning from merely watching him in bed. Turning to Clover he saw the elf nodding slowly while licking her lips.


  “I want you too,” she purred. “I’ll wait until I have the right to mate with you, I’ll earn my place in your harem just as I must. And as soon as I do you can fucking bet that I’m going to make you feel better than ever. I’m going to apologize sincerely for everything wrong that I’ve done to you, Dan. You can count on that.”


  Daniel seemed taken aback by the sudden declaration, words failing him as he saw the immoral look in Clover’s eye along with her star in his mind which was letting off powerful waves of dark green light. Moving his gaze over to Doku he saw the harpy tilting her head slightly, her bangs swaying aside to reveal her golden eyes which also held a hungry look in them.


  “I agree with their wishes to be a good wife for you, Daniel,” she humbly spoke. “If you could find it in your heart to grant me the chance I’ll certainly do my best to make you feel loved with everything I have. I’ll do anything for you, even if it’s rather… dirty.”


  Daniel opened his mouth to speak then halted, not being sure what to say to the harpy whose love for him was nearly blinding to see in his mind. Doku’s silver star was a bit different from the others as it seemed to overpower them slightly, the harpy’s monster energy that was in full bloom before him being far larger than he expected. Turning his gaze aside he saw Star smiling coyly at him with waving tails, the jinx cocking her head slightly with a mew while her burning sapphire star remained constant within his mind. Squeak’s brown star burned heavily and strongly, the ant girl’s love for him seeming to have grown since the other day as it too was clearly felt by Daniel without having to focus on it at all.


  The girls watched as he finally turned to Cindy, the wraith showing a curious expression towards the others while Snapper was kicking about in her arms and snapping at Daniel with a wide smile.


  “I’m not sure what they’re talking about,” Cindy said before smiling hopefully at Daniel. “But I want to be a good girl for you too. So does Snapper. We love you so much, Daniel.”


  Daniel saw the wraith’s golden light in his mind shining bright, her words of love being proven without a doubt. Looking around at all the girls he was both moved by their powerful declarations of love for him and also amazed that their auras had brightened so much since yesterday.


  “Girls… thank you so much,” he finally said. Giving another look around at his mates he felt at a loss for words before something else suddenly clicked in his mind. “Hey, wait a second. Did Triska and Kitten ever come back?”


  The girls blinked then quickly looked around to see that the cambion wasn’t present still.


  “Hey, yeah,” Alyssa worried. “She never came back, did she?”


  “Why didn’t we notice that?” Specca asked.


  “We were too busy ogling our man,” Clover pointed out. “I never took my eyes off him once since I woke up.”


  “Same for me,” Pip agreed holding up her hand. “I never looked away once. Nope. Never did.”


  “Neither did we,” Falla admitted with Luna lowering her head in remorse. “Some co-mates we are. We didn’t even notice one of our own was missing.”


  “Triska?” Doku called out. “Kitten? Oh dear, they’re still out there?”


  Daniel quickly rushed off the bed and ran out of the room with the girls dashing after him, all of them racing outside and looking around in search for their missing mate while not caring at all that they were completely nude still. The sun was coming through a few clouds in the sky while Lucky was sleeping in the bedding Alyssa had made for him. Ruhelia was still a desolate scar in the land before them however there was no sign of either their missing centaur or cambion near the area.


  “Triska?” Daniel called out. “Kitten?”


  “They’re still out there?” Specca wondered. “How long were they going to fly around in search for Kroanette?”


  “You don’t think they got lost too, do you?” Falla worried.


  “I wouldn’t think Kitten would lose her way that easily,” Clover said shaking her head. “Same for Triska. Those two had to know where we were.”


  “Why didn’t they come back?” Luna nervously asked. “Where are they? You don’t think something bad happened to them, do you?”


  “Kitten isn’t one to be pushed around by anyone,” Alyssa assured her. “I feel sorry for the poor sap that tries to pick a fight with her. I’m sure she’s fine. She’s probably still out there searching for Kroanette.”


  “What should we do, dear?” Doku asked Daniel while staying close to him. “Now we have two of our family missing. Three actually since Triska and Kitten are in the same body. What if they’re lost or hurt now? What if both they and Kroanette are-”


  “Stop,” Daniel said, holding the harpy close and carefully surveying the area. “It’s going to be okay, Doku. Kitten’s a strong girl, I’m sure she’s fine. I feel sorry for anything that presses her while she has the Hellfire’s Edge at her side. Hopefully she’s just late getting back because she’s hot on Kroanette’s trail.”


  “Yeah,” Alyssa hopefully agreed. “She might have found where our centaur ran off to and is tracking her down. I mean she hasn’t come home empty-handed, that might be because she found where Kroanette went this morning.”


  “Twilight?” Daniel called out into the air. All the girls looked up and around at the sky while hearing no response. “Twilight? Are you there?”


  “She might be sleeping still,” Specca mentioned. “It’s always impossible to tell when she’s present or not.”


  “We really need a way of getting her attention,” Falla added.


  “I’m sure she’ll check up on us soon,” Daniel reasoned. “She usually does when she’s able to. In the meantime we’re going to stay focused and get ready for Kroanette to return to us today one way or another. Let’s get cleaned up, prepare breakfast, and plan on how we’re going to console Kroanette about the loss of her homeland. That’s all we need to think about right now. That’s all we can think about.”


  “What about Triska and Kitten?” Specca asked. “What should we do if-”


  “There’s nothing we can do about them not being here right now,” Daniel interrupted her. “They’re in the same position Kroanette is, they could be anywhere out there and the last thing we should do is scatter in search of them and risk more of us getting lost. Both Triska and Kitten should be able to handle themselves, we need to have faith in them just as we need to for Kroanette.”


  “I know we do, it’s just…” Specca worried looking down.


  “As soon as Twilight is able to tell us where any of them are I’m heading off myself to bring them back,” Daniel promised. “You can rest assured of that. I want to bring them back just as badly as all of you, but we can’t do that unless we know where they are. Until then all we can do is get ready for the day and wait.”


  “You heard our man,” Clover said while keeping her eyes on him. “Save the worrying for when our centaur comes back. Let’s get washed up and get something to eat while we wait for her. We’re going to need our strength for today.”


  “I suppose that’s all we can do,” Specca sighed. She ruffled her hair then looked around at the ruined countryside with a low murmur. “I have to say, the graveyard Ruhelia was turned into is certainly doing a fantastic job with pulling down our spirits.”


  “It really is,” Falla muttered. She glanced around the area for a moment then shrugged. “Well… since we’re out here…”


  “Way ahead of you,” Alyssa said walking off to the side towards the thicket.


  “Might as well,” Specca agreed following them and Luna along with Squeak and Star. Daniel and Doku watched them go before the harpy gave her mate a weak smile and giggle.


  “Excuse me, dear,” she said before quickly trotting off after the girls.


  “Where are they going?” Cindy asked as Snapper was now mauling her chest with tiny snarls.


  “Nature’s calling,” Clover told her.


  “Nature is calling? I don’t hear anyone. What’s it saying?”


  “Don’t worry about it, Cindy,” Daniel said with an amused smile. He blinked then chuckled as he too started heading towards the nearby woods. “We’ll… be right back. Just stay here.”


  “Um, okay?” Cindy confusedly replied. Clover smirked and quickly trotted over next to Daniel before looking back towards the carriage that the puzzled sand wraith stood next to and where Pip began flying in tight circles overhead.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Clover mentioned with a raised eyebrow. “Do you think Twilight just doesn’t ever have to go, or was the exclusion of a restroom in her study done by accident?”


  “I’m not sure,” Daniel replied. “Of all the things I want to ask her, Clover, that is one question I’m not going to bring up when she speaks to us.”


  *****


  Deep underground where the sunlight never reached ant girls dressed in red tunics were going about their normal routines as if their days never ended, which to them they never did. Throughout the tunnels of their expansive nest tremors and echoing booms sounded off again and again as the monsters continued their excavating deeper into the world, the dedicated miners either working in their many tunnels or being relieved by others so they could sleep in their dens or eat in their populated caverns. For them work shifts weren’t determined by the rising or lowering of the sun but instead an individual schedule as not all ant girls were on the same clock as their fellow sisters. This also included those who were assigned a very different and more serious task within a certain cave in their home.


  Within the hollow that held a steel platform void of ancient metallic statues that once sat atop it three sets of three ant girls were on constant patrol around the base, all marching in steady rhythm while having pickaxes held over their shoulders and focused expressions adorning their faces. Next to the entrance of the cavern four more ant girls were standing guard, all of them making sure none of their sisters strayed into the chamber for any reason and having satchels filled with bombs in case they needed to quickly seal off the room for any dire reason. Torches were lit around the cave to provide more light in the darkened hollow while crates were stacked to the side near a wall that held various digging supplies for the ant girls. All the underground monsters were following their orders very strictly, each of them remaining focused on their task and nothing else. The complete opposite of what three others were doing in the chamber with them.


  “For crying out loud,” one of the desuwraith sisters groaned. “Why are you so stupid?”


  “I agree,” the second tiredly sighed. “Honestly, you’re just being too stupid right now.”


  “It’s not stupid, it’s genius,” the third snapped while standing in a very deep hole that only her head stuck up from. “You two just don’t get it.”


  “You’re right, we don’t.”


  “Why are you doing this?”


  “It’s so obvious,” the third snootily replied. “Look, all we need to do is dig out holes that we can hide in like this, see?”


  “Okay?”


  “But why?”


  “To help Nuci!” the third whined hopping about in her hole. “Why else do you think I’m doing this?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Why would we want to hide in holes? We can just turn invisible if we want to hide.”


  “But this way we’ll be invisible and hiding in holes! We’ll be double hard to find, and that means we’ll do a much better job of keeping this place safe from intruders.”


  “But who’s going to come here now?”


  “Yeah, the Dark Queen is dead.”


  “But what if someone else comes down here for Nuci? We need to be better prepared to protect her.”


  “But she killed the Dark Queen.”


  “Yeah, she’s tougher than us.”


  “That is true,” the first said looking down in thought. “But still, I want to do everything I can to help her and keep her safe. She’s special to me. I’m not going to let anyone get by me again, I won’t. This time I’m prepared for anyone to come here, nobody will suspect I’m hiding in this hole while invisible. They’ll never see me coming.”


  “She has a point there,” the first mentioned glancing up curiously.


  “Yeah, they’ll never suspect we’re both hiding in holes and invisible in them. That could work.”


  The two desuwraiths quickly started digging out holes with all their hands next to their sister, with patrolling ant girls glancing to them confusedly while those stationed at the entrance slowly shook their heads at the sight.


  “Girls,” Nuci sighed as she watched the two monsters burrowing down into narrow holes at a quickened pace. “That’s not necessary. You don’t need to hide down there or at all for that matter. Nobody is going to be coming down here now.”


  “We are helping!” the three desuwraiths cheered. Nuci shook her head at seeing the girls burying themselves then looked down to where Aeon rested at the base of her blossom. The chronofly had flowers and colorful fauna cradling her body and wings while vines with purple roses gently held onto her legs and waist. Across her chest and covering the spot where she had been pierced through were colorful bouquets of flowers that had a small radiance to them. Nuci knelt down in her flower and gently brushed Aeon’s hair, a remorseful sigh coming from the alurane as she held back her tears from seeing the woman in this state.


  “I’m so sorry, Aeon,” she faintly spoke. “This isn’t how I wanted it to end. I hope you can forgive me. I hope wherever you are now you can remember, you can remember why I… why we… oh, Aeon.”


  Everything fell silent around the alurane, with the woman pausing for a moment before sensing something was off. Not a sound was being made. No distant rumbles or explosions from the ant girls and their digging, no marching boots from the patrolling guards, no chatter from the desuwraith sisters, not a single sound was heard in the air. Slowly Nuci turned her eyes and looked around, a curious expression coming over her before being replaced with absolute fright. She saw the ant girls in the cave remaining still as stone. She saw rocks and dirt that was tossed into the air over the desuwraiths remaining suspended in midair. She saw everyone and everything in the cavern having frozen completely. Fearing what she already knew to be true she slowly looked back down, a nervous tremble and shaky whine being made as she saw the bedding of flowers and vines having no chronofly lying atop them now.


  “It can’t be…” Nuci breathed out. Standing upright on her flower she gulped before slowly turning her head, her eyes widening at seeing the Dark Queen standing behind her with glaring, glowing green eyes fixated on her. The chronofly’s wings slowly fluttered, causing wavy distortions to ripple away in the air, while her piercing gaze remained locked on the terrified alurane’s.


  “Aeon,” Nuci quietly said above a whisper. “You’re… alive.”


  “Did you think I could be slain so easily?” Aeon asked. “Did you forget who I am? Did you forget what I am?”


  Slowly the Dark Queen walked around the alurane, watching with a cold glare as Nuci tried her best to calm her breathing and not shake in fear.


  “Aeon, I-” Nuci started to say before the chronofly gently reached out and held her jaw, silencing the guardian who felt a very cold chill run down her spine.


  “You tried to kill me,” Aeon scolded shaking her head. “I will admit I didn’t see that coming. I was very surprised that you of all people would have the audacity to attempt murdering me. I suppose I should commend you on your bravery. You certainly acted as a proper guardian and chose to fight instead of shrinking away into your flowers. I honestly didn’t think you had it in you.”


  “I’m sorry,” Nuci whimpered.


  “I know you are,” Aeon said while cocking her head slightly. “I heard you crying all night. Pleading for forgiveness to the one you tried to kill.”


  “How… how are you alive again?”


  “I never died,” Aeon scoffed. “You idiot. You really did forget, didn’t you? I control time.”


  “I destroyed your heart,” Nuci said looking to the chronofly’s chest, seeing not a scratch on her now. “I pierced you myself. I don’t understand-”


  “Time!” Aeon shouted. “Time, you fool! I control time itself! Do you really think I would let my own time expire? I can stop time for anyone, for anything! That includes myself and any injuries you or anyone could possibly inflict me with!”


  Nuci stared at her with wide eyes as the chronofly stepped closer, the Dark Queen’s hands holding onto the alurane’s cheeks before slowly running down along her body to her hips.


  “All I had to do was stop time for myself. My body’s life may have become frozen in time but my soul did not. To you pitiful creatures it wouldn’t appear any different than being a corpse I’m sure, but I assure you I never stopped living for a single moment. I’ve been wide awake, examining the timestream and the changes that have been happening in it, seeing the pieces on the board being placed into new positions, and deliberating what to do with all this disorder in my world as the rightful queen over you all.”


  “You stopped time for yourself?” Nuci slowly asked.


  “After you pierced my heart I stopped the injury from becoming fatal,” Aeon explained. “It was just a matter of reversing your pitiful attack’s damage at a moment of my choosing. I spent the night carefully examining the timestream, seeing what paths were being made and which may be crossed, which would be most beneficial for me and my upcoming reign over this world, and also contemplating what do with those who defied me. Such as yourself.”


  “You… but I…”


  “And I heard everything you cried into my ear last night,” Aeon solemnly continued. “Every single word. Every single prayer. All the words you spoke in mourning for me. Words that you wished for your poor mother to hear. Words that she heard very clearly while lying at your feet.”


  Nuci fell silent as the chronofly moved closer and hugged her, a stunned expression remaining on the alurane’s face as the Dark Queen then spoke softly to her with a gentle demeanor coming over her.


  “I’ve never forgotten,” she said, with Nuci gasping quietly. “Never. I know how far back you and I go. I always knew the truth that you were unable to fully speak. I know exactly who you are, Nuciferyne. My beautiful alurane.”


  “Aeon,” Nuci breathed out. She shakily held the chronofly while tears started to well up in her eyes. “You… remember me? You know who I am to you?”


  “Of course I do,” Aeon promised as she held the alurane close. “I’ve always known. How could I forget?”


  “Aeon,” Nuci whimpered.


  “I know things have been strained between us to say the least. We’ve both said and done things that we regret. But there doesn’t need to be any animosity between us. Truth be told, I’ve missed holding you like this. I really have.”


  “Aeon,” Nuci sobbed as she buried her face in the chronofly’s shoulder. Her vines around the base of her flower curled and swayed near them as the alurane broke down into tears in the arms of the Dark Queen.


  “It’s okay,” Aeon cooed while gently patting Nuci’s back. “It’s going to be okay now.”


  “I thought you would never remember,” Nuci cried. “I was afraid I really had lost you all these years. I had always hoped you would come back, but I was afraid you wouldn’t.”


  “It’s alright,” Aeon said as she closed her eyes, a remorseful smile coming across her face. “Please, no tears are needed. Please don’t cry anymore, my dear girl.”


  “Aeon!” Nuci bawled into her chest. The chronofly held the alurane with a gentle smile and patted the sobbing woman’s head, the echoing cries sounding off in the cavern while everyone remained frozen still in time around them.


  “Shh,” Aeon gently hushed. “It’s alright, Nuciferyne. Everything is going to be okay. Hey, please stop that. Oh, my dear girl.”


  “I love you, mother!” Nuci whined as she nuzzled her head against the chronofly’s shoulder. “I wanted to say those words to you for so long! I missed you so much! Mother!”


  “Oh, Nuciferyne,” Aeon cooed while holding the alurane dearly. “It’s going to be okay. You know, I heard everything you said while crying for me last night. I even heard you calling me by my original name. You haven’t forgotten that name, have you?”


  “Your original name,” Nuci whimpered with a smile slowly forming. “Yes, of course. I’ve never forgotten. I was afraid you did. I called it out to you so many times so long ago, so many times, but I thought it fell upon deaf ears. Do you remember it?”


  “I remember it,” Aeon softly said. “I do. It’s so clear in my mind. Please, my dear, say that name again. Say it to me once more. Call to your mother like you did before. Would you do that for me?”


  Nuci caught her breath and nodded before holding onto the chronofly with her head resting against the woman’s. Silence filled the cavern as the alurane felt a growing sense of relief and joy building within her that she feared would have never been felt again in her life.


  “Veronica,” she said, the word barely carrying over her breath as she felt her soul glowing from saying the name again. The chronofly sighed softly and slowly nodded as she held the alurane close to her.


  “My mother’s name is Veronica,” Nuci softly praised. After a pause Aeon gently kissed Nuci’s cheek then spoke into her ear.


  “Veronica is dead.”


  A loud crunch sounded out as Nuci jumped in shock, her eyes wide along with her mouth as blood started to drip out over her tongue. She felt her chest having been impaled right below her breasts, however she wasn’t sure if it was her body that was in more pain or her heart as the truth dawned upon her. Slowly she leaned back and stared in horror at seeing Aeon glaring at her with a chilling smile, the chronofly’s arm being plunged through the alurane’s body with blood running down onto the flower below them.


  “Veronica is no more,” Aeon coldly spoke. “Only Aeon exists now. So please, save your foolish words for her soul. Don’t ever cry for her. Because she’s never coming back, and she’s never going to hear your voice again.”


  “N… o…” Nuci faintly said before Aeon yanked her arm out, the alurane wavering for a moment before dropping back with a frozen look of heartbreak on her face. Aeon chuckled then laughed loudly, her voice filling the cavern as she watched Nuci’s eyes lose focus while she lay in a growing pool of her own blood. The chronofly laughed heartily at the sight then slowly caught her breath, her eyes looking over the fallen guardian while she waved her arm to the side and magically erased the blood that coated it. She chuckled then snapped her fingers, an echoing clack sounding out in the air before Nuci’s body lifted back off the ground to where she was a moment ago. Her body reversed from having a hole punched clear through her to returning to normal again along with a surprised gasp coming from her mouth as she came back from the dead. She quickly looked down to where her hands frantically patted her stomach and saw she was in one piece again before Aeon grabbed her wrists, the alurane then slowly and fearfully turning her gaze up to see the chronofly smiling at her while being unable to pull her hands free from her powerful grip.


  “I’ve waited so long for this moment,” Aeon taunted.


  “No,” Nuci whimpered while struggling to pull free.


  “For so long you kept me locked away in that infernal prison.”


  “I’m sorry, I had to do it.”


  “You kept me sealed away, intending for me to be forgotten! To rot away in that accursed tomb from the past!”


  “I didn’t want you to suffer such a fate, I swear.”


  “You treated me like a child! Like you had any right to tell me what to do!”


  “Veronica, please-”


  “Shut up!” Aeon shouted before striking her hand through the alurane’s heart. Nuci hoarsely gasped as the chronofly glared at her with anger. “My name is Aeon! I am Aeon! Never call me by that weak name again!”


  She yanked her hand out then ripped off the alurane’s head with a furious roar. With a hard swing she splattered the severed skull of the guardian onto the ground before snapping her fingers, causing time to reverse with a loud clack echoing throughout the cave. Nuci reversed in time and reformed in one piece then gasped in shock as she came to her senses before Aeon grabbed her hair with a painful grip.


  “Your queen’s name is Aeon! You got that?”


  “Please,” Nuci pleaded before screaming as her hair was ripped out.


  “Do you understand me?” Aeon demanded as she grabbed her throat. The alurane choked and gasped in pain as blood ran down her head, the woman crying with teary eyes at seeing the cold glare Aeon was giving her.


  “Please,” she coughed out.


  “Do not make me repeat myself!” Aeon yelled. She grabbed and ripped the alurane’s arms off with loud snaps, with the mutilated guardian shrieking in pain while her vines and roots snapped about through the ground around her.


  “Who! Is! Your! Queen?” Aeon shouted before she struck her hand into the alurane’s chest and ripped out her heart. “Say her name! Speak when I tell you to!”


  Nuci faintly breathed out before dropping back dead with a thump. Aeon snapped her fingers and reversed time, watching with a furious scowl as the alurane returned back to one piece before she started screaming and shaking her head.


  “Wait, please stop!”


  “Answer me!” Aeon demanded as she grabbed the woman’s head. “Who is your queen? I’m going to make you say my name, you better believe I will. I’m going to make you scream it with all your might!”


  “Please don’t do this!” Nuci cried out.


  Aeon clutched the alurane’s throat tightly, the choking monster gripping her arms while lowering down onto her flower’s bud.


  “You had the audacity to try to kill your queen! You kept her prisoner in that infernal cage for over a thousand years! You had the nerve to treat her as a child!”


  “I’m sorry for what I did,” Nuci choked out. “Please, I never… wanted to hurt you. I swear.”


  “But I’ve wanted to hurt you,” Aeon cursed. “So much. The world around us may have stopped but we certainly won’t be sitting still. I’m going to make you beg for mercy like you never thought possible. I’m going to make you grovel before your queen just as you should. And I’m going to take all the time I want in doing so. We have all the time in the world in our own little eternity for you to be taught your lesson.”


  “I beg of you, stop,” Nuci whimpered. “Please… stop this…”


  “Don’t tell me what to do! Nobody tells me what to do! Know your place, you fucking worm! Now start begging, I want to hear you plead for mercy while I crush the life out of you!”


  Nuci screamed loudly as her roots struck up from the ground all around them, thrusting towards Aeon before they froze in place with a loud clack sounding off. The alurane yelled as loud as she could while summoning all her magic, blue wisps of light lifting up from the dirt under her before they too froze in place with a snap and crackle. Nuci shakily looked around at seeing all her efforts having been halted immediately then up at Aeon with fright as the chronofly merely glared at her with a dull scowl.


  “You dare defy me still?”


  “I… am your guardian… I… must… fulfill my… duty.”


  “Save it,” Aeon said tilting her head slightly. “You’re no longer a guardian of anything. You’re nothing but a misguided weed that needs to be taught her place in this world. And as luck would have it, we have all the time we need for you to be punished for your horrible behavior and learn where you belong in life.”


  The cavern filled with the sounds of Nuci shrieking in agony along with flesh being torn and bones being broken, the echoing screams of the alurane sounding off loudly before falling silent only to then be followed by the same haunting clack being heard in the air. Aeon watched the alurane in her grip with unblinking eyes, paying no mind to the gurgled screams, blood spraying on her face, or hands that weakly batted against her arms and shoulders before always falling again. The chronofly showed a cruel smile as she murdered the guardian and reversed time, over and over again while the ground was constantly soaked with the woman’s blood before rewinding to having the alurane’s flowers blooming peacefully again atop the dirt. Time became lost to Nuci entirely as she was never allowed rest between dying again and again, the alurane being forced to watch as the chronofly ripped her apart one way then another before murdering her in every fashion possible. Her vines and roots flailed in the air while being unable to strike at the chronofly, always being locked in time if they ever attempted to touch the Dark Queen while the alurane’s magic was always frozen and dispelled before being able to take form.


  “Let this be a lesson to you,” Aeon coldly said as she shoved her thumbs into the screaming alurane’s eyes. “You will bow to your queen, or you will suffer for all time.”


  *****


  All around the cavern everything was still and quiet. Ant girls and the desuwraith sisters remained frozen just as they were, unware that anything at all happened between the seconds they were stopped and the ones about to happen next. To them nothing was changing, time was remaining constant for them as they remained ready to progress to the next second of their timelines. However for two others in the cave time had progressed much further than a simple second, and plenty of changes had occurred in that suspended moment.


  Standing in the blooming flowers and weeds that grew in a small patch in the cave Aeon was coldly smiling down at something while her wings gently fluttered behind, her head cocking one way then another as she admired her handiwork with a quiet chuckle.


  “Now then. Who is your queen?”


  “Aeon is my queen,” Nuci faintly spoke, the alurane slumped down on her knees atop her flower bud with her side resting against the chronofly. Her eyes stared off into space without focus while she twitched now and again as the Dark Queen gently brushed her hair.


  “Louder, my dear,” Aeon calmly spoke. “I can’t hear you.”


  “Aeon is my queen,” Nuci said before shakily breathing as the chronofly caressed her cheek. “Aeon is my queen. Aeon is my queen.”


  “Good girl. You love your queen, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” Nuci insisted nodding. “I love Aeon. I live to serve her. I love serving my queen. I love her so much. I live to make her happy.”


  “You don’t wish to defy your queen again, do you?”


  “No!” Nuci screamed as she turned and quickly grabbed Aeon’s hips. “I swear I won’t! Never again! I’ll never defy you again, my queen! Please believe me! I swear I won’t challenge you ever again!”


  Aeon laughed as the alurane buried her face in her stomach while her tendrils curled up in the air nearby, the Dark Queen’s glowing eyes watching as the woman desperately pleaded for mercy while holding onto her with trembling hands.


  “That’s a good girl,” Aeon cooed while gently brushing the alurane’s hair.


  “I’m a good girl!” Nuci said nodding. “I won’t be bad again! I swear! Please believe me, my queen! I’ll always be a good girl for you!”


  “Oh I’m sure you will,” Aeon laughed. She lifted Nuci’s gaze up to her own and observed the soulless look inside the alurane’s eyes. “You were such a bad girl before but now I can truly see your obedience showing.”


  “I’ll always obey you,” Nuci implored. “I swear I will. I live to obey you, Aeon.”


  “That’s a good girl. There isn’t any defiance left in you, is there? And to think all it took was twelve hours’ worth of time in this suspended moment of tearing you apart and putting you back together again to mold you into a proper slave for me. I was impressed you resisted for so long, but in the end you learned your place, didn’t you?”


  “I’m a proper slave,” Nuci agreed nodding. “I’m yours to do with as you see fit. Whatever you want of me you shall have, my queen. Anything you ask. I’ll be anything you want me to be.”


  “Such a good girl,” Aeon sweetly said while petting the alurane’s head. She glanced around then smirked down at Nuci who had gently taken hold of her hand and was kissing it repeatedly. “Now then, it’s about time we get a move on, don’t you think?”


  “A move on?” Nuci curiously asked her. “What are going to do, my queen?”


  “Why, we’re going to get ready for the party of course,” Aeon chuckled. “And we’ve got some preparations to make. I trust you’ll be a good girl and help me with getting everything set up, won’t you?”


  “Of course I will,” Nuci implored hugging her again. “I’ll do anything you ask. I’m a good girl for you. What would you have me do?”


  “We have a few changes to make in the timestream.”


  “What?” Nuci gasped. “But, my queen! You’ll hurt yourself changing the fates of others!”


  “Calm yourself,” Aeon said looking off to the side with a distant gaze. “A few headaches and possibly throwing up now and again will be worth it in the end.”


  “Why would you wish to harm yourself?” Nuci worried. “Please, my queen. Don’t do such a thing, I beg of you.”


  “As I said it will be worth it in the end,” Aeon told her with a smirk. “You see while I was lying on the ground at your feet after you tried to kill me I saw-”


  “I’m sorry, my queen!” Nuci sobbed while burying her face in the chronofly’s dress. “I didn’t want to hurt you, I swear! Please forgive me for my transgressions! Oh god, I’m such a horrible girl! I’m so sorry for everything I did!”


  “Shut up!” Aeon snapped, pushing the alurane away and scowling at the weeping woman. “Perhaps I overdid it a bit with your training, you’re a little too much of a bitch now.”


  “I’m sorry,” Nuci whimpered, hanging her head low and glancing up at Aeon with watery eyes. “I really am. I’ll try to be better for you.”


  “Whatever,” Aeon scoffed. “Better to have you licking my feet than opposing my will.”


  “Do you want me to lick your feet?” Nuci eagerly asked while quickly lunging down for Aeon’s shoes. “I’ll kiss and suck every toe you have with extreme gratitude, my queen.”


  “Knock it off!” Aeon yelled, giving a swift kick that destroyed the alurane’s head into a bloody mess across the ground. She growled in frustration then slowly took a few breaths while Nuci’s body twitched a bit at her feet.


  “Definitely overdid her training,” she muttered. “Oh well. This is still a far better arrangement than before with her.”


  She snapped her fingers and reversed time, watching with a dull expression as Nuci reformed again before the alurane jumped with a gasp and quickly started apologizing again with tears in her eyes.


  “I’m so sorry, my queen! I just wanted to please you! I didn’t mean to upset you, I swear! What can I do to make up for my horrible mistake? I’ll do anything you-”


  “Shut up!” Aeon shouted. Nuci hopped with a squeak and held both hands over her mouth while the chronofly crossed her arms with a slightly twitching scowl. “Now, I’m going to tell you exactly what to do, and you’re going to do exactly as I say, got it?”


  “Yes, my queen,” Nuci said from behind her hands. “Um… if I may ask, are you sure you wish to hurt yourself with changing the fates? I don’t want to see you suffering from it being altered.”


  “Are you questioning my decision?”


  “No!” Nuci cried out shaking her head. “I won’t question you! I promise! Whatever you ask of me I’ll do it! I trust you with my life!”


  “Good,” Aeon said glancing away. “Now listen carefully to what I need you to do. We have to make sure future events happen how I say they should. With the proper alterations my future will be brighter than ever.”


  “Anything you ask of me, my queen,” Nuci promised with a bow. Aeon chuckled at the alurane, seeing the empty look behind the woman’s eyes as she smiled lovingly at her. The chronofly stepped off the patch of flowers and vines while glancing down to it then smirked at Nuci with a raised eyebrow. The alurane looked down to the flora bedding then nodded at Aeon with a shaky smile and weak giggle.


  “We are helping!” one of the desuwraiths cheered as she and her sister dug themselves down into deep holes. They peeked over the openings while standing in the narrow dugouts and giggled amongst each other, each of them winking at one another while anxiously rubbing all their hands together near their waists.


  “This is such a smart idea!”


  “I know, now when we turn invisible there’s no way anyone will see us coming for them!”


  “Told you my idea was good,” the third smugly retorted.


  “Hey, this was my idea!”


  “No it wasn’t, it was mine!”


  “You’re both so stupid, this was my idea.”


  “No it wasn’t! And you’re the stupid one!”


  “You’re both stupid, this was all my idea!”


  “It was my idea, stupid!”


  The three girls bickered in circles before noticing the patrolling ant girls were all gathered near Nuci. The ones near the cavern entrance were watching the scene curiously as those beside the alurane were squeaking again and again at something.


  “Hey, what’s going on?” one of the sisters asked.


  “Nuci? Is everything alright? Nuci?”


  “What did we miss this time?” the third whined. All three girls scrambled out of their holes and rushed over to the crowd of ant girls. They saw the diggers exchanging puzzled looks with each other then noticed Nuci smiling gently down at where a large cluster of vines and colorful flowers were now growing and piled up where the deathbed of the chronofly was.


  “Nuci?”


  “What’s going on?”


  “What happened to the Dark Queen?”


  “Nothing, girls,” Nuci said, her eyes never moving while staring at the mound of flora with an empty gaze. “I decided to prepare a proper sleeping bed for the Dark Queen before burying her. I wrapped her body up in the nicest flowers and roots I could muster. This looks lovely, don’t you think?”


  “Um, I guess it does.”


  “There’s lots of pretty flowers there now.”


  “It looks beautiful, Nuci. I really like it.”


  “Thank you, girls,” Nuci gently replied. She tilted her head one way then another while everyone watched her, all of them seeing the distant look she had before the alurane smiled kindly at the nearby ant girls.


  “Listen to me, everyone. I’m going to bury the Dark Queen here along with the entrance to the city. You should leave now, I don’t want you getting hurt.”


  “Wait, what?” one of the desuwraiths asked.


  “You’re going to bury her and the entrance?”


  “Right now?”


  “Yes,” Nuci said as the cave started rumbling. Everyone looked around to seeing the alurane’s roots ripping out from the walls and ceiling, rocks and dirt dropping down in increasing amounts as Nuci’s many subterranean limbs tore apart the solid foundations.


  “I must give her a proper burial,” Nuci continued with a hollow smile. “And I might as well seal away this cave too. After all nobody is going to be traveling down to the City of Eden anymore. This whole place should just be buried and forgotten, it’s for the best. You all should go now, you don’t want to be crushed when the cave collapses.”


  The ant girls jumped and started squeaking while running around in a panic, all of them watching boulders and large chunks of rock dropping down around the area while Nuci giggled with arms held out as she welcomed the cave-in.


  “Wait, what should we do?” one of the desuwraiths asked.


  “Where will you go next?”


  “Can we go with you?”


  “I’m sorry, girls,” Nuci remorsefully told them with the same empty smile. “But I need some time alone to cope with my loss. I hope you understand. Now that I’m no longer needed as a guardian I must find a new purpose in life. Yes… a new purpose. You girls are free to go wherever you want, it doesn’t matter to me.”


  “But we want to stay with you,” one of them pleaded while a large rock fell onto her head and broke apart, doing nothing to even draw the desuwraith’s attention.


  “Can’t we go with you?”


  “Pretty please?” the third begged as two more rocks fell on her with hard and unnoticed impacts.


  “I’m sorry, but not this time,” Nuci said turning away. “Please leave before you are buried here. Go out into the world and live your lives, girls. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be just fine.”


  “Are you sure?” the three sisters asked while debris crashed onto them without them noticing.


  “Yes, I’m sure,” Nuci promised with a dazed smile they couldn’t see. “I’m going to be just fine. Don’t worry about me. Please go and be happy, girls. Be happy.”


  “Well… okay?” the sisters unsurely said, exchanging puzzled looks before smiling worriedly at the alurane. The ant girls in the room ran about squeaking loudly before rushing out of the cave as it started to collapse with a loud tremor. The desuwraith sisters ran over to the entrance then looked back to see Nuci gently waving a hand while facing away from them still.


  “Take care of yourself, Nuci.”


  “We hope to see you again.”


  “We’ll always be your best friends, Nuci.”


  “Thank you, girls,” Nuci said with a twitching smile. “I appreciate that. Run along now. Be good girls.”


  “We will,” the desuwraiths promised with bows. They ran out of the room as more debris crashed down from above, large boulders slamming into the ground and also blocking the tunnel out of the chamber. Nuci giggled awkwardly and twitched a few times before lowering her head with a smile that seemed strained for her.


  “Be good… girls. I’m going to be a good girl too. I’m a very good girl. A very good girl… for my queen. My beautiful and generous queen. Ha. Haha. Hahahaha! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  The alurane laughed wildly with an awkward smile on her face, a few tears dropping from her cheeks before she started crying and tucking herself into a ball in her flower.


  “I’m a good girl! I’m a good girl! I’m a good girl!” she sobbed loudly. “I love you, my queen! I’ll be a good girl for you! Forever and ever! Just please don’t punish me again!”


  Nuci screamed and shook her head as she curled up in her flower, the large petals slowly closing around her before the bud began to shrink and retreat into the ground. The alurane vanished into the dirt before the cave collapsed from above, the massive pile of debris and rocks filling the cavern and burying both the steel platform in the chamber and the mound of flowers and vines that bloomed peacefully where the chronofly once lay.


  Where the chronofly lay no longer.


  *****


  Sleeping quietly in her shackles Mika remained slumped against the wall of her prison chamber along with a few other ant girls. Empty plates and cups were lying about near the prisoners from the other night while the steel door remained locked from the outside with two ant girls standing guard in the tunnel. Mika groaned softly before slowly opening her eye, an empty gaze being aimed down at the ground as she continued to feel heartache over her growing list of dire mistakes she had made.


  “Max,” she breathed out. “I hope you’re alright. I hope you’re doing okay. I hope… I can see you again someday.”


  She whimpered and lowered her head while closing her eye, feeling her chest aching further from the painful truth while she weakly yanked on her shackles.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for everything. I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to put you in danger. I just… I just…”


  Looking around at where she was then up at the ceiling she softly cried with tears welling up in her eye.


  “I’m a horrible sister. I raped my own brother, and then nearly damned the world to hide my shameful secret. Milly, Mae, I’m sorry. I know I promised to protect him, but… I only ended up risking his life in my stupidity. I’m not fit to be his guardian. I’m not even fit to be his sister. I’m just a vile monster myself. I always have been… I just never wanted to see it.”


  “Aw, poor Mika Harollson,” Aeon gently cooed.


  Mika blinked before slowly looking forward, her eye widening along with her mouth as she saw the chronofly standing before her with crossed arms and a sympathetic smile on her face.


  “You poor thing,” Aeon mocked. “My, how far you’ve fallen. Such a shame. The great Mika Harollson, feared monster hunter of Koskaysil, reduced to a blithering maggot not fit to even slither amongst the real monsters of this world by her own hand. What a waste of a life.”


  “Aeon,” Mika breathed out in terror. “You… you can’t be…”


  “Oh, but I am,” Aeon assured as she slowly knelt down before the human, reaching out and holding her cheek with a menacing smile and unsettling touch. “Sorry, but you can’t slay this monster so easily. Don’t look so shocked though. You didn’t really think I could be gotten rid of just like that, did you?”


  “Nuci killed you,” Mika shivered. “They said she killed you.”


  “She tried, and she failed. You have to give her credit for trying though, right? I mean it was her job as my guardian. Too bad she underestimated me. Just like a foolish monster hunter I know.”


  Mika trembled in fright as the chronofly caressed her cheek then glanced around and saw the ant girls remaining perfectly still in their shackles, the prisoners not moving in the slightest while silence filled the room.


  “Don’t worry,” Aeon chuckled. “I stopped time before you blabbed out loud about molesting your little brother. After all I figured you didn’t want anyone else to know about your shameful secret, especially since you went to such extreme lengths to try and keep it covered up. They can’t hear us, it’s just you and me in this suspended moment of time. Nobody could hear you even if you screamed murder right now.”


  Mika shakily looked back to see Aeon glaring at her with glowing eyes and a devilish smile.


  “Now then, what to do with you?” Aeon playfully mused. She held the human’s cheek and ran her other hand slowly down the woman’s body, caressing her breast and giving it a light squeeze before moving down to her crotch. Mika trembled and pressed further back against the wall as the Dark Queen chuckled at seeing her fear.


  “You did try to kill me,” Aeon recalled with a slight bite. “That wasn’t very nice. But then again you did free me as well. I wouldn’t be standing outside of my tomb if it wasn’t for you. That was a nice thing you did. Oh, what ever should I do to you, Mika Harollson? There’s so many options for me.”


  Aeon murmured a few times then slowly nodded as she held the human’s hair, her other hand gripping Mika’s crotch and causing the human to jump with a nervous tremble.


  “I know,” Aeon teased. “I think I know exactly what to do with you.”


  Mika then gasped hoarsely as the sound of flesh being torn was heard. The human shrieked and looked down in horror at seeing what Aeon was pulling out of her between her legs, something that the chronofly glanced down to with a laugh before smiling wickedly at the screaming woman.


  “I think I’ll remind you what happens when someone defies their queen,” Aeon taunted before yanking Mika’s womanhood right out of her. The human screamed in sheer agony, her voice echoing throughout the chamber and outside the door where the guards remained in place without moving an inch.


  “Oh, quit being so dramatic,” Aeon mocked. She then shoved the gore into Mika’s open mouth and forced it down her throat, the choking human staring in fright at the chronofly’s glaring smile while her legs kicked about to the sides. “Not like anyone could hear you. It’s just you and me in this little moment of time. Nobody can hear you. Nobody can help you. We’re going to spend a lot of time together now, just you and your queen. Now shut up and eat it! What’s wrong? You should be grateful I’m feeding this to you! Especially since it’s your prized womb that you dreamed of your beloved brother pumping his seed into! Hahahahaha!”


  Mika slowly blacked out as she gagged on her own innards, her hands clenching above her shackles before slowly loosening as she kicked less and less. Before she could lose consciousness Aeon shoved the gore down her throat and tore it open, spilling blood out down her neck onto her shirt before she pulled her hand out.


  “That’s just the first taste,” Aeon warned before snapping her fingers. A loud clack sounded off, with Mika then reversing in time to before she was ripped open below her waist. The human screamed and shook her head as she saw Aeon laughing with a cruel smile, the chronofly then grabbing her neck and pinning her against the wall while gently brushing the shaking woman’s hair.


  “We’re going to play a lot more, Mika Harollson. I’m going to teach you how to properly behave with your new queen. You’re going to learn to kneel and grovel before me just like a proper peon. And because I like you so much, I’m going to spend as much time as it takes to make you learn your lesson.”


  “No, stop!” Mika cried out.


  “This will never stop,” Aeon coldly said in her face. “Your suffering will be eternal if you ever defy me again. Not even death can save you from my wrath. Now be grateful I’m not killing you and being done with it. As it turns out I think I could have use for a sorceress of your talents. You may be incredibly stupid but you do have some power that I can put to good use. All I need to do is… break you in a bit first. Hahaha!”


  “Aeon!”


  “That’s right,” the chronofly purred as she gripped the human’s throat and her breast. “Say your queen’s name. May it burn into your mind so you never forget.”


  The sounds of Mika shrieking from being mutilated echoed outside the steel door, being heard by nobody as every ant girl in the tunnels outside were frozen in time without any knowledge that the Dark Queen was torturing one of their prisoners. The human’s screams for mercy barely sounded out above her bones snapping and flesh ripping apart. Her eye was made to watch as she was savagely maimed again and again by the Dark Queen without rest. And the haunting clack of time being rewound and the maniacal laughter of the chronofly dug into her mind as she was forced to experience dying over and over again in increasingly brutal ways by the malicious butterfly.


  “Don’t worry, Mika Harollson,” Aeon gently said as blood sprayed onto her chest. “I’ll help you redeem yourself so that you may one day see your brother again. You’re going to be a very good girl for me. I’ll make sure of it.”


   


  


  Chapter 14


  Troubling Omens


  In the world of Eden there were endless possibilities stretched across each new day. Some things could be planned for or anticipated, others could come as a surprise in either pleasant or horrible ways, but none were set in stone as the future held much mystery and curiosity for all. However sometimes there were signs of what was approaching, small and perhaps inconspicuous hints that the fates would slyly bestow for those who would take notice. It wasn’t always, and rarely was it obvious, but if one were to take a careful look around them these omens could be found.


  Whether or not it was too late, that was a different matter.


  *****


  Walking out of their enchanted bathing room Daniel had both a towel wrapped around his waist and a hand covering his eyes as he tiredly sighed to himself.


  “Well that certainly took me back to the old days,” he dryly stated. “Back when you girls were at each other’s throats at every turn.”


  He glanced behind and slowly shook his head at his mates who came out after him. Even though the girls were still nude and wet after having washed themselves that morning they certainly weren’t in a relaxed or playful mood with one another for a variety of reasons.


  “It wasn’t my fault,” Alyssa whined, using a towel to dry her hair and having what appeared to be bite marks on her arm. “I was just trying to wash your back when they started crowding me. I’m innocent here.”


  “We were washing him before you interrupted us!” Falla shouted as she was holding her sister who was holding a hand to her nose which was bleeding. “You were the one who jumped onto his back and wouldn’t let go! Not to mention you elbowed Luna in the nose!”


  “I was just trying to clean my mate,” Luna whimpered before cringing. “I’m sorry.”


  “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Clover corrected her as she helped Specca walk forward, the nixie holding onto the elf for support while appearing to be in a daze. “And Alyssa wasn’t the one who bashed Luna’s nose in, that was Squeak when she was trying to yank Alyssa off Dan’s back.”


  Squeak jumped about squeaking while shaking her head and waving her arms around, the naked ant girl trying in vain to explain what happened and getting only blank stares from everyone.


  “Specca?” Doku worried as she hopped over next to the weary nixie. “Are you alright?”


  “Wha… what happened?” Specca asked before collapsing in Clover’s arms.


  “Squeak swung Alyssa off Dan’s back right into you like sledgehammer,” Clover flatly said with a dull stare at the ant girl. Again Squeak continued hopping around while squeaking something in her defense. Falla held her sister close then scowled at the jinx in the group who was rubbing her head with a grimace while having a towel loosely draped over her shoulder.


  “Refresh my memory, was that before or after Star grabbed Luna and I, teleported us into the air away from Daniel, and dropped us on top of Clover and Specca?”


  “Right after,” Clover growled rubbing her head.


  “Not to mention she bit me!” Alyssa complained waving her arm around. “Those fangs of hers went in real deep, dammit!”


  “You weren’t letting go of Daniel!” Falla shot back. “That was your own fault! I would have bitten you too if that was the only way of getting you off him!”


  “Star?” Pip asked as she fluttered around the jinx. “Are you okay?”


  “Is she okay?” Alyssa shouted. “I’m the one with bite marks on my arm!”


  “Star?” Doku gently said. “Is your head still sore?”


  “What happened to Star?” Luna asked from behind her hand.


  “Star turned right into Squeak and took Squeak’s head to her own,” Clover said with a smirk at the jinx. “Like running into a brick wall. Serves her right for dropping Luna and Falla on us like she did.”


  “And for biting me!” Alyssa added.


  Star meowed and waved her hands around while shaking her head, her and Squeak then getting into an argument of two different languages and no understanding from anyone around them. Alyssa then joined in with them, seeming to have a third dialogue all on her own with the two upset girls as they bickered in circles. Clover shook her head at them then helped Specca stand upright with a worried smile.


  “You okay, Specca?”


  “I-I think… so,” Specca replied while wavering slightly on her feet. “I wasn’t aware Alyssa’s head was that strong.”


  “Seriously, what is wrong with you girls?” Clover barked at her co-mates. “Why can’t you use some goddamned self-control like we were? You didn’t see us going fucking crazy in there around Dan!”


  “You two were the ones crowding him first!” Falla yelled out. “This all started because of you two smoothing your boobs and bodies against him!”


  “We were washing him!” Clover argued. “It’s a fucking bath, that’s what it’s for! We’re allowed to soap up and scrub him down however we want, we’re his fucking mates! Nothing bad would have happened if you girls would have just stayed the fuck back and let us do our job of washing our man!”


  “Rubbing soapy breasts against Daniel is our thing! Luna and I do that all the time and you know it! You can’t just steal that from us!”


  “I can do that just as good as you two can!”


  “Really?” Pip wondered. “But your boobies are smaller than theirs. Doesn’t it take you longer to rub them all over Daniel like they do? I thought it would take longer.”


  “Fuck you! They’re not that small!”


  “Keep telling yourself that!” Falla snapped while Luna held both of her hands over her nose with a whine. “Not to mention you elbowed me in the gut in there during all that crap! That hurt you know!”


  “You were grabbing my hair! That hurt too, bitch!”


  “Someone grabbed my tail,” Specca wearily recalled. “Though I have no idea who that was.”


  Clover held the nixie close and started yelling at the other girls, with Falla doing the same while holding her injured sister, Squeak squeaking loudly and pointing around at all the girls in discontent, Alyssa hopping about with glowing violet eyes as she shouted relentlessly, Star meowing in anger at the girls while Doku was trying to move her hair aside to look at her head, and Pip who merely flew in circles around them all while giggling happily as she was in her own little world again.


  “Hey!” Daniel called out, with all the girls stopping and looking over with a jump. They saw their man watching them with a dull stare and holding Cindy in his arm, the sand wraith trembling a little as she hid her face in his shoulder. In his other arm he held Snapper, the swarm peeking over his shoulder at the girls with curious eyes while her antennae twitched a few times.


  “That’s enough,” Daniel sternly said. “You all got carried away in there and acted callous with one another, all of you except for Doku and Pip who had enough sense to keep control of themselves.”


  “Boobies!” Pip cheered as she dived down into Squeak’s bosom.


  “Well, I didn’t do anything special,” Doku shyly said stepping back and lowering her head. “I’m sorry for not helping to calm the situation. I was preoccupied with speaking to Cindy and Snapper. I should have stepped in and tried to talk them down from being so rough with each other, I could have prevented this.”


  “Oh yeah,” Falla flatly commented. “That would have solved everything.”


  “But, Daniel!” Alyssa whined hopping about.


  “Enough,” Daniel firmly said shaking his head. “That bath wasn’t relaxing for any of us, we now have a few injuries to take care of, and you girls scared Cindy with all your screaming. That was not at all what we needed this morning.”


  “But I only tried to-”


  “Alyssa,” Daniel sharply said, with the witch hopping with a squeak. “That’s enough. Both Cindy and Snapper are uncomfortable with all the noise you girls have made. Lower your voice right now, all of you.”


  Alyssa cringed and lowered her head while the other girls showed similar remorse from their behavior. Daniel turned his eyes to Cindy who was peeking up at him from under her bangs, the wraith holding onto his waist while shaking a little still.


  “I’m sorry, Cindy,” Daniel softly said. “They just got a little carried away. There won’t be any shouting now, I promise.”


  “Thank you, Daniel,” she quietly replied.


  Daniel smiled a little then gave her a gentle kiss, the wraith wiggling her chest slightly along with her hips from the gesture. He then looked at Snapper as the youngling was watching him with a wide smile, the infant swarm snapping her teeth a few times while she held onto his chest. Daniel lightly chuckled then gave the swarm a kiss on her nose, right before he quickly pulled back to avoid the child snapping his nose off. Snapper cawed and buzzed her wings as Daniel smiled at her before she was passed over into Cindy’s arms.


  “We’re going to go get dressed,” Daniel told the girls behind him. “We’re going to tend to our wounded, we’re going to have a lovely breakfast, we’re going to get our strength for the day ahead, and we’re going to do so as a family. And we’re going to start all that off by you girls apologizing to one another for your horrendous behavior in the bath.”


  All but the fairy and harpy in the group lowered their heads and glanced to one another before looking down with quiet sighs.


  “Sorry,” they all said, with Squeak and Star saying so in their own tongues.


  “To each other, not the floor,” Daniel corrected before walking off with Cindy and Snapper. The girls twitched then looked around at one another with remorse while Doku slowly shook her head and Pip continued to giggle and wave her arms about excitedly in Squeak’s bosom.


  “This isn’t a very good start to our day,” Doku said as she walked over to Luna and lowered her hands with her wings. “I didn’t even get a chance to bathe with Daniel because of your actions. I was so looking forward to that this morning.”


  “Sorry, Doku,” Luna whimpered before cringing. A small glow of white light bloomed against her face as the harpy focused her healing magic from her wings, a very faint hiss in the air being heard for the first time from it as the other girls were rendered speechless and completely silent from realizing what kind of monsters they had been with each other earlier that day.


  *****


  Inside their bedroom everyone was getting dressed for the day, not a word being spoken as the girls didn’t want to risk another argument slipping out between them. Sitting on the bedside Cindy watched Daniel putting on his shirts while holding Snapper in her arms, the wraith glancing down to her naked body with a curious eye with the youngling merely kicking her legs about and snapping her teeth in the air like she always did.


  “So now you’re not going to be naked?” she asked looking to Daniel. “Do you want me to be naked still? Would that make you happy?”


  “Haha,” Daniel laughed as he buttoned up his vest. “Well, I certainly don’t mind seeing you without clothes, Cindy. You are very attractive. But during the day we do try to have some decency and wear something to cover ourselves. Walking around nude isn’t quite proper for us.”


  “My clothes aren’t real though,” Cindy said with a worried smile. “They’re a part of me. Should I put something on my body like you do? I don’t want to make you upset by doing something wrong.”


  “You’re not doing anything wrong, Cindy, I promise. You’re a different case from the rest of us. You can make clothes for yourself whenever you want, that’s actually a neat little trick you have. You dressing up in your own way is perfectly fine with me.”


  “Okay,” Cindy said nodding. Looking down at herself she watched her body reform her clothing from the very sand that she was made of, her skirt and shirt taking form along with her belt and sandals with the appearance of being real clothing instead of enchanted grains of sand. Daniel watched the wraith dressing in her own way with a curious eye before she smiled happily at him with a giggle. He nodded in approval and winked at her before noticing the other girls were finishing getting dressed all around the room while watching him with worried eyes still. They were gathered around the wardrobe and bedside, all clean and healed of any bruises or bite marks they got from their squabble, and all seeming to wish to speak up about what they did while not finding the words to do so.


  “Let’s get something clear,” he said walking over to Luna near the wardrobe, taking a moment to brush aside her bangs before she took hold of his hand with hers. “I’m not angry with any of you. I know you girls do care about each other, there’s no denying that. And I also know you can get a little carried away sometimes, and that’s alright. I just don’t want any of you getting hurt in the process or treating each other so poorly.”


  “We’re sorry,” Luna implored. “Really, we-”


  “It’s okay,” Daniel said holding a finger over her lips. Looking around at the girls he saw them all smiling worriedly at him while remaining silent. “I love each and every one of you. You’re all special to me. You’re all irreplaceable to me. And you’re all the ones I want to spend my life with. I promise I’ll do everything I can to show you all that I love you equally, that’s my priority. Not even my quest to bring peace between monsters and man is more important than the girls I’ve selected as my mates in this world. You all are my world. I want you all to know that.”


  “You’re my world too, Daniel,” Alyssa promised as she came closer to him. “I love you so much. We all do. Really. We’re sorry we got a little carried away earlier in the bath.”


  “A little?” Falla quipped. “Luna walked out of there with a bloody nose.”


  “Now’s not the time, Falla,” Specca stressed through a smile aimed at Daniel.


  “That won’t happen again,” Clover assured shaking her head. “We swear. We went a little nuts seeing you naked, that’s a given. We’ll be more careful next time.”


  “You’re really not mad at us?” Pip worried while fluttering over in front of Daniel. “You promise?”


  “I promise, Pip,” Daniel said, holding out a hand that the fairy touched down on. “I love all you girls just as much as I did when I woke up this morning. And that’s a whole lot.”


  “A whole lot? Really?”


  “Really,” Daniel promised before giving her a gentle kiss. The fairy’s wings quickly buzzed while she gave off a golden glow, the tiny monster holding onto Daniel’s cheeks as she kissed him before dropping back onto his hand with a timid smile on her face.


  “I like my mate’s kisses.”


  “Well so do I,” Daniel chuckled as he rested the fairy on Alyssa’s hat. He then knelt down and gave the witch a kiss of her own, with the little monster quickly holding onto his shoulders while one foot lifted back in the air. When the kiss ended Daniel stood up and noticed the other girls watching him with eager smiles now.


  “In fact I like all of my mates’ kisses,” Daniel continued before walking over to Specca and giving her one as well. The nixie’s tail wrapped around his leg as he held her close, her hands gripping his vest as she felt her heart beating faster from his token of affection. When it ended, and Daniel took a moment longer to pull her tail off him, he then gave a kiss to Squeak next. Holding his senses from her powerful euphoric saliva Daniel cherished his moment with the ant girl just as she did with him. Upon breaking from the kiss Daniel winked at her then made his way over to Luna and Falla.


  “I like all your kisses equally,” he promised before holding Falla around the hips.


  “Even though our kisses don’t have the same effect as Squeak’s?” Falla worriedly asked. Daniel smirked then kissed her while holding her close, the butterfly’s wings fluttering a few times behind her as she held onto her mate.


  “Yep,” Daniel said leaning back with a nod of approval. “I like your kisses just as much as hers, Falla. I like them because they’re from you. That’s what means the most to me. They’re from someone I love.”


  “Daniel,” Falla breathed out. She leaned closer to get another kiss before Luna suddenly hugged him and knocked away her sister with a fit of maniacal laughter.


  “I WANT TO KISS YOU TOO! I WANT TO KISS YOU TOO! HAHAHAHAHAHA!” Luna screamed with wide, twitching eyes. She quickly embraced Daniel close with pressing lips, arms held tightly around his neck, wings fluttering like crazy, and all eyes watching from around them with blank stares.


  “So you don’t even have a clue as to what happened to her?” Specca plainly asked. “Even a guess?”


  “No idea,” Falla said with annoyance. “She’s always been… like this. And had a knack for horrible timing too.”


  Daniel watched with a calm and understanding look in his eyes while Luna laughed uncontrollably in his mouth and hopped about on her feet. Holding her close and resting a hand on the back of her head he kissed the butterfly with more passion, seeming to bring her back to her senses as she then calmed down and practically melted in his arms. When the kiss finally ended Luna took a few deep breaths before snuggling her head closer to his against his shoulder.


  “I love kissing you,” she purred. “It makes me so happy.”


  “Anything to make you happy and smile, Luna,” Daniel promised before kissing her cheek. Breaking from their embrace Daniel walked over to Clover, the elf smiling timidly and stepping back before hitting the wall behind her.


  “Sorry if I was bothering you this morning,” she said looking away. “That wasn’t my intention.”


  “I had a beautiful elf rubbing her naked and soapy body against mine,” Daniel recalled as he brought Clover into his arms and turned her gaze to match his. “What part of that would have bothered me in the slightest? If anything that would make me one of the luckiest men in Eden to have experienced that.”


  “You think I’m beautiful?” she faintly asked.


  “I know you are,” Daniel said before kissing her. The elf quickly grabbed his vest and pulled him closer as he held her in his arms, her heart pounding to the point she thought it would break through her ribcage from hearing him say such words to her. When they finally pulled back to breathe Clover lowered her head and hid in his chest, something that brought an amused chuckle from Daniel as he saw the elf again concealing her face.


  “You don’t have to hide from me, Clover.”


  “I’m not hiding,” Clover said shaking her head. After a pause she glanced up to him with a sharp smile and tilted her head slightly. “I’m just trying to calm down. You keep making my heart and soul burn for you when you say and do stuff like that. It’s really hard to restrain myself from mauling you with much more than kisses right now.”


  “I feel the same way,” Daniel replied with a wink. “Hopefully we won’t have to wait much longer to take care of that together.”


  Clover froze with wide eyes and a deep blush as he gently brushed aside a few strands of hair that fell before her face. He gave her another kiss before heading closer to Doku, with the elf gulping before quickly turning her head and trying to hide how red she was while stuttering something under her breath with a shaky smile.


  “I feel the same way about all of you,” Daniel said taking the harpy into his arms. “I love you all so much. Each of you makes my world so much brighter and better to be in, and I honestly couldn’t imagine going on without you girls in my life. I need you.”


  “You need me?” Doku quietly said with a deep blush. “You- you- you really need me? Even though I-”


  “If you dare say my Doku isn’t good enough or hasn’t earned my love after all she’s done for me and my family I will bend you over my knee right now,” Daniel warned, with Doku squeaking before trembling slightly. “My Doku is a wonderful woman, a pure soul in this world, and she spoils me rotten with how well she treats me and my family. If anyone, anyone, dares to speak ill about my beautiful harpy I will not forgive nor go easy on them.”


  “Beautiful?” Doku whispered.


  “From head to toe,” Daniel promised before kissing her. The harpy ruffled her feathers to the sides before holding her wings around her mate, the two sharing a kiss that each could feel the other’s love from very clearly. After what seemed like forever to Doku the kiss ended, her eyes focusing from behind her bangs and seeing Daniel smiling gently at her like he always did. He brushed aside her long hair, admired her golden eyes that gazed at him with burning admiration, and then gave her another kiss before making his way over to the jinx who sat on the bedside with slowly waving tails.


  “You’re all beautiful in my eyes. You’re all perfect just the way you are. And you’re all the ones I want to take care of as the man in this family,” he swore before holding the cat’s cheeks with a gentle touch. Star mewed softly with a calm smile on her face, seeing her man returning the look as he caressed his feline mate.


  “I’m going to love and protect each and every one of you. All of you, and not just one,” he promised before kissing Star who held a hand to his head as she returned the loving gesture. Daniel felt the jinx moving her tongue around his with equal passion as he cherished the affection from the monster girl, feeling not only her aura in his mind brightening but also those from his mates all around him. Leaning back from the kiss he saw his jinx staring deeply into his eyes, the cat giving a wink with her green one before she sat back and perked her chest up a bit to obviously flaunt before him. Daniel eyed over his feline companion with a smirk at seeing her watching him with a coy look before he turned to the last member of his harem that was present.


  “All of you, and our little ones we’ll be bringing into this world,” he continued while making his way over to Cindy. “Daughters of ours that I aim to love and care for just as much as all of you.”


  Cindy coddled Snapper close and giggled as Daniel held a hand to her cheek. The sand wraith smiled at him then down at Snapper, her expression then slowly changing to a saddened frown as she turned the child around to see her snapping her teeth with boundless energy.


  “Cindy?” Daniel asked as everyone saw the sand wraith becoming depressed by something, with even Snapper halting and looking at her curiously with a small gurgle and twitching antennae.


  “I’m so happy here,” she softly said. “So much yummy food, so many nice friends, and Snapper is here with me too. And you, Daniel. You make me feel happy and safe, you make me so happy. Happier than I’ve ever been.”


  She sniffled before closing her eyes, with Daniel and the girls showing concern while Snapper pawed at Cindy’s chest with quiet murmurs.


  “What’s wrong, dear?” Doku worried.


  “I love you,” Cindy said to Daniel with a tear in her eye. “I do. I know I want to be with you. To be happy with you. I don’t want to ever leave, I want to stay right here and be happy with you forever. I want us to do lots of fun stuff together. But… but…”


  “But what?” Daniel asked.


  “I can’t have a daughter with you,” Cindy mourned. “I can’t have a baby like they all can. I have to kill others to have a daughter. I have to eat other people to make another sand wraith. I want to have a daughter, I want to have a family, but… I don’t want to kill anyone anymore. I don’t. I don’t want to do that now that I know it’s wrong. I don’t know if I can anymore.”


  She broke down crying and held Snapper close, the swarm’s face being smothered in her chest while her little hands lightly batted the girl’s shoulders.


  “I don’t want to be a bad girl, but I want to have a daughter! It’s not fair! I want to be a good girl for you, Daniel, I want to be good! I don’t want to be bad and kill others again, I don’t want to do that anymore! But that means I can’t have a daughter too, and that’s not fair!”


  Daniel and the girls saw the sand wraith sobbing with tears falling from her cheeks before turning to each other in question of how to console her. After thinking about how her words were true Daniel realized that at the same time they were not, and gently pet Cindy’s head to get her attention.


  “You’re wrong, Cindy,” he said, with the sand wraith looking up at him through teary eyes. “You can have a daughter. You can be good and still have a family with a daughter of your own to take care of. In fact you already have.”


  “I do?” Cindy asked. “I don’t think I had a daughter before coming here. When did I make one? Where is she? I thought I didn’t eat enough people to make another sand wraith. When did that happen?”


  “Your daughter is in your arms, Cindy,” Daniel explained, with everyone looking to Snapper as she watched Cindy with a wide smile. “Snapper may be a swarm but she’s just as much your daughter too. The way you care for her, love her, cherish her. The way you’re always holding her and watching over her. The way you’re always protecting her and treating her like your own offspring. We may be her family, but you most certainly are her mother.”


  “I’m her mom?” Cindy wondered with a sniffle.


  “Why not?” Daniel mused as he sat down beside her. “You love her like your own. You care for her like your own. Without you she wouldn’t have made it out of that cave, she would have died there, lost and alone. You saved her and treated her like a beautiful baby girl right from the start, you took it upon yourself to be her guardian without anyone ever asking you to. I’m sure she sees you as someone like a mother to her. I know I do.”


  Cindy sniffled and wiped her tears away then watched as Snapper cawed at her with a buzz of her wings. The youngling squirmed out of her hands and quickly clung to her chest, buzzing her wings while smiling up at the sand wraith with all her teeth showing. Cindy saw the swarm holding onto her with humming wings then looked to Daniel in wonder as he gently smiled at her.


  “You brought the first child into our home, Cindy,” he congratulated her. “You’re the first one of my mates to have a daughter in our family. One that wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for you and your caring heart.”


  “I did?” Cindy quietly asked.


  “You did. And I’m so proud of you, Cindy. The world may see sand wraiths as dangerous monsters, but you’re nothing like that. You’re a wonderful girl, a mother to a child who needed you in this world, and someone I’m thankful to have as my mate because you’re such a good girl in life.”


  Daniel leaned over and kissed the sand wraith while holding her cheek, the girl slowly closing her eyes as she felt a wave of joy rolling through her body and resonating with her soul. The others smiled at seeing Daniel cherishing his mate while Snapper looked back and forth between the two with the same wide smile and unblinking eyes. After the kiss finally ended Cindy slowly opened her eyes, seeing Daniel smiling at her before giving her another quick kiss.


  “I love you and everything about you,” he promised while gently caressing her cheek. “You’re a wonderful girl, Cindy, and living proof that humans and monsters can-”


  With a sharp snap he jumped with a stunned smile on his face, silence befalling the room before Cindy looked down to see Snapper now clinging to Daniel’s chest and chomping on it. The little swarm growled and shook about with a buzz of her wings while the other girls were staring with exasperation at the child’s impeccable timing.


  “Snapper, goddammit,” Alyssa quietly groaned.


  “Every fucking time we have a nice moment,” Clover grumbled shaking her head.


  “Daniel?” Luna slowly asked. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” Daniel said without moving an inch. “Just surprised me is all.”


  “Snapper?” Cindy wondered as she watched Snapper holding onto Daniel with hungry growls. She then smiled happily at Daniel who retained his frozen expression of surprise. “She loves you too, Daniel. Hey, if I’m her mom then that makes you her dad, right? You love her just like I do and take care of her like I do, so that makes you her dad because I’m her mom. I’m the mom and you’re the dad! We have a daughter together, Daniel! Isn’t that great?”


  “It’s simply splendid, Cindy,” Daniel said while holding perfectly still, feeling very clearly Snapper’s teeth making it through his vest and shirt down into his skin. The youngling growled and tugged with her mouth a few times before looking up at Daniel with a few quick caws and rapid buzzing of her wings. Daniel blinked then slowly looked down to the child with a weak smile, arms then gently cradling the youngling as he took a few steady breaths to regain himself.


  “I’m not sure if she sees me as her father, but I do look at her as a beautiful young girl that I want to help raise right in this world. She may be a swarm, but she’s not a monster to me.”


  Snapper cawed a few times and snapped her teeth before she lunged forward to bite him again, this time missing as Daniel held her away at just enough length with a small laugh while he watched the youngling snapping her teeth and waving her arms around. He then, to everyone’s surprise, lifted the child up to face him nose to nose, the swarm purring with a wide smile on her face as Daniel peered into her yellow eyes with a mischievous grin.


  “You just love to snap everything, don’t you?” he mused playfully. “I think I’m starting to understand you much better now, Snapper.”


  “Dan? Dan!” Clover exclaimed as she pointed to the swarm that was pointblank from Daniel’s face.


  “I think that’s a bit too close, Daniel,” Specca nervously insisted.


  “She’s going to bite your nose off!” Alyssa said waving her arms around.


  Daniel saw the swarm growling with a hungry leer at him, his nose resting against hers while he held the child around her back and under her legs. He then quickly gave her nose a kiss before returning to the same position, with Snapper flinching slightly before watching him curiously as she seemed confused by his sudden gesture. Daniel gave her cheek a quick peck then returned to touching her nose with his, the swarm squirming about in his arms with a playful gurgle. The girls watched in wonder as Daniel kissed her other cheek, getting a giggle out of the youngling, then her forehead which got her to bat her hands against his cheeks, and then gave one more on her chin which made her shake her head about while buzzing her wings. Snapper giggled and purred with a few light clicks of her teeth then gave Daniel’s nose a big lick, with him laughing and bobbing the child in his arms as she started licking his cheek and then his chin with playful gurgles.


  “What is she doing?” Falla asked.


  “Is she tasting him?” Pip feared.


  “I believe she’s kissing Daniel back,” Doku mused with a smile forming.


  “I think so too,” Daniel said before closing his mouth as the swarm licked his face again and again.


  “Why is she doing that?” Clover wondered. “She was about to bite him a few seconds ago, now she’s licking his face like a puppy.”


  “She’s mimicking him,” Specca realized. “She’s doing what Daniel did to her.”


  “But why?”


  “Daniel showed her affection,” Alyssa said with an amazed smile. “And she’s returning it. She’s learning to act how we do by example.”


  “I figured that’s how they work,” Daniel said leaning back and wiping swarm saliva off his face. He watched with a gentle smile as Snapper nuzzled closer to his chest and cawed at him with buzzing wings. “Swarm learn to do what they do from their families, their parents and sisters. They learn by watching and copying what they see from those around them when they’re young.”


  “Like when she tried to copy Squeak the other day?” Falla asked. “And threw up all over your lap and shoulder because she thought saliva and apparently puke made you feel better?”


  “That was a good example of it, yes,” Daniel laughed. “Snapper’s learning how to act by what she sees others doing around her, namely all of us. She saw how Squeak was tending to my injury and wanted to imitate it. She saw how I was showing my affection towards her and she wanted to do the same to me. I’m not sure if she can understand our words, but she does learn by watching and matching our behavior.”


  He then showed a solemn expression as he cradled the youngling in his arms, one hand lightly tickling her feet and making her giggle while the other held onto her as she squirmed about with buzzing wings.


  “And that’s probably why she bites everyone she sees,” he continued, with the girls watching him with concern as he slowly shook his head. “From the moment she was born, imagine what she was seeing from the swarm around her. Her mother, her sisters, her entire colony that she traveled with, you know as well as I do how they would normally act, and what Snapper would have learned from them.”


  “She bites everything because that’s what they did,” Specca said softly. “Swarm eat everything they lay their eyes on. She copied what she saw, and wanted to eat everything she could get her hands on because that’s what her family did.”


  “She doesn’t know it’s bad to bite others,” Daniel agreed shaking his head. “That’s all she was probably taught to do by her kin. She’s too young to want a man to breed with, so the only other thing swarm would naturally do is eat. It makes sense actually, she’s a young girl and she needs to eat in order to grow.”


  “So she learned to eat everything she could,” Alyssa empathized. “And everyone. She learned to bite and eat any she could get a hold of and that was it.”


  “Just like me,” Cindy sadly said. “That’s all my mom told me to do. Eat everyone I meet. Eat everyone I could so I could have a child of my own someday. And that’s what I did. I ate people. People who didn’t want to die. People who probably had friends and family that they’ll never see again. I ate them up without knowing what I was doing. I… was a very bad girl.”


  “You weren’t a bad girl, Cindy,” Daniel assured her. “You just didn’t know what good or bad was. You only did as you were taught by your mother, something you can’t be faulted for. Now you know better, and you’ve chosen to be a good girl because that’s what you are.”


  “Snapper’s not a bad girl, is she?”


  “Of course not,” Daniel said shaking his head. “She doesn’t know what bad is, she doesn’t know much about the world yet. But just as you learned to be good because you wanted to be, so can she. And she has all of us to help her. Her family and her mother who saw the good in her before anyone else did.”


  “Snapper,” Cindy gently cooed, hugging the child close with a tender embrace. The youngling cawed a few times then began mauling the sand wraith’s chest with hungry growls, getting only laughter and a warm smile out of Cindy who felt her bond with the young swarm grow.


  “And besides,” Daniel added, getting a curious look from the wraith. “Maybe you still can have a daughter sand wraith one day. If it’s just a matter of eating enough to have one, I’m sure you’ll have plenty of delicious meals with your family that can help with that.”


  “You think I can?”


  “I see no reason why not. So don’t worry yourself about never having a daughter just because you’re a sand wraith. You have one daughter right now with Snapper, and I’m sure you can have another someday so Snapper will have a sister to play with.”


  “A sister for Snapper,” Cindy wondered. She looked down to the swarm that was chomping apart her sandy bosom with a giddy smile as she became excited by the idea. “Would you like a sister someday, Snapper? I promise if I can make one for you without having to kill others I’ll do my best. Anything for you, my beautiful baby girl.”


  Snapper just continued mauling Cindy’s chest with snarls and loud snaps, with the sand wraith watching her with a loving smile and the other girls showing amused smirks at the sight.


  “We’re a family,” Daniel repeated looking around at his mates. “We belong together just like this, that’s something we’ve all understood. I understand some conflicts may arise, we’re a very diverse family after all, but there’s no reason for us to draw blood from one another or forget just how special each other is to us. I love you all, equally, and I always will. I promise to love you all and cherish each and every one of you for the rest of my life, you’re my world now and one that I intend to take care of with all my might. So please, don’t fight with one another as if you’re in a competition still. You’ve all won already. You have my heart, you have my soul, and you have each other.”


  The girls turned to one another with remorseful smiles while Snapper continued clawing and chewing into Cindy’s breasts with tiny snarls.


  “So can we please put an end to the fighting and just enjoy being together?” Daniel asked them. “We’re going to have plenty of sorrow and tears to deal with later when Kroanette returns, let’s not waste this precious time we have before then with each other while we’re still able to draw a smile.”


  “Yes, Daniel,” the girls agreed, with Star and Squeak nodding with them.


  “Good,” Daniel agreed with a relieved smile. “Now how about we have a lovely breakfast and remind ourselves how lucky we are to be together. I know I’m very thankful to have each of you as my mates, and I would love to share a delicious meal with my girls to help start off our day. Does that sound good?”


  All the girls eagerly nodded to that idea, with Snapper still chewing away into Cindy’s chest and Daniel taking one more moment to admire each of his beautiful mates he would be dining with that morning. From Alyssa’s adorable charm, Squeak’s casual flaunting of her breasts that she pressed between her arms, Specca’s gentle expression as she adjusted her glasses, Luna and Falla holding each other’s arms while watching their mate with a mix of deranged and coy smiles, Pip fluttering gracefully in the air with sparkly dust falling from her wings, Clover having her head lowered while watching him with a timid smile from under her bangs, Doku smiling lovingly at her mate with her eyes completely hidden by her bangs, Star having a mischievous grin on her face with both tails slowly swaying behind her, and Cindy who smiled happily at Daniel while Snapper was now coughing out lots of sand she had eaten, Daniel reminded himself just how fortunate he was to have so many affectionate girls to care for and cherish in his life.


  “Well then,” Daniel said as he turned to lead them out of the bedroom. “Let’s go eat together, as a family.”


  *****


  Inside the dining hall Daniel was seated at the table after he and his mates convened for a peaceful breakfast to both replenish their strength and enjoy what may be one of their few moments of tranquility that day before one of their own returned to find her homeland missing in the world. And just as their bath that morning had alluded to him, those moments of tranquility would likely be few and far between that day.


  “Clover!” Alyssa cried out in the kitchen area, with herself, the flustered elf, and a panicking harpy seeing a roaring fire taking place atop the stove and reaching to great heights.


  “I was just doing what Doku said to do!” Clover barked back.


  “She did not say ignite the meat into a hellish inferno! She just said use the stove to heat it up!”


  “I just used a few grains of this fucking stuff!” Clover argued with a bright red pouch held tightly in hand. “That’s what I did yesterday to cook breakfast for you! It worked just fine then!”


  “Well it’s obviously not working now! You just fried that stuff to a crisp!”


  “Tell me something I don’t know!”


  “The fire’s getting bigger,” Doku nervously pointed out.


  “I already know that! I can see with my fucking eyes just fine! I’m surprised you can with all that hair in the way!”


  “Don’t you know how to cook anything?” Alyssa shouted at the elf.


  “Shut up, I’m still learning! You can control fire can’t you? Turn this inferno down a bit, would ya?”


  “A bit? It’s already reaching up to the ceiling! You don’t think we should stop it entirely at this point?”


  “Water. We need water!” Doku wailed as she started quickly fluttering around the kitchen in alarm.


  “Do something!” Clover yelled as she waved to the very large pillar of fire that was erupting from the now scorched frying pan.


  “I can’t make fire disappear, you idiot! I can only make it grow bigger!”


  “Well a whole lot of good that’ll do us! Can’t you do anything to actually help here?”


  “You made this mess, you fix it!”


  “What do you expect me to do? I’m still learning this shit!”


  “I can tell! You suck!”


  “Water!” Doku cried out as she fluttered around at a quickened pace. “We need water, right now!”


  Sitting at the table with a hand held tiredly over his eyes Daniel listened to the sounds of Alyssa and Clover screaming at either each other out of anger or fearfully at the fire that was filling the hall with the smell of smoke and burnt mutton. He heard Doku crying out in distress, a few splashes of water, and continued yelling along with what he believed to be the sound of pans dropping to the floor and fire flaring brightly with everlasting life. Peeking through his fingers he slowly glanced around the table to see that the other girls were more preoccupied with different things and not showing any alarm to the possibility of a raging firestorm growing behind him.


  “Goddammit, Luna!” Falla yelled as she stood behind her flailing sister and performed abdominal thrusts, the intent being to get Luna to cough out the large chunk of bread with beetles baked into the dough out of her mouth and throat that she had shoved in a few seconds ago.


  “Chew your food, Luna! Chew it first! Don’t just stuff it all down your throat!”


  Luna flailed around with wide eyes and drool coming out of the corners of her mouth, the girl either choking or laughing in one of her fanatic fits as she appeared to try and chew the food now even though it wasn’t going to help at all. Daniel watched the sisters with a quiet sigh then turned to see Squeak hunched over on the table next to him with her hands clenched, face flushed, eyes wearily rolling upwards, breasts smothering her empty plate, and breathing becoming ragged with faint squeaks. The reason for this was obvious given how she was twitching now and again, her hips uncontrollably shaking along with her abdomen, her panties lowered down to her knees, and random bursts of golden light that lit up behind her exposed rear that accompanied a tiny fairy’s squeals of joy.


  “You’re so tasty!” Pip cheered as she continued to feed on Squeak’s overflowing excitement from her constant licking, nibbling, and slurping of the ant girl’s sensitive flesh. “Thank you for feeding me, Squeak! I love you!”


  Squeak tried to squeak something back but was halted with a grunt then a loud wild screech that she rolled her eyes with, her attempts at keeping her senses from the fairy’s feeding ritual appearing to be wavering as Pip didn’t seem ready to stop with her meal anytime soon. Daniel watched the ant girl weakly squeaking while incapacitated from the fairy’s relentless tongue then looked to his other side at something that had some similarities to what he just saw.


  “It’s so yummy!” Cindy moaned with unbridled passion as she too was hunched over on the table while drowning in pleasure. The sand wraith arched back with a loud groan, eyes rolling back into her head, hair flowing behind in waves within her ponytail, hips shaking against the edge of the table, hands clenching then flexing on reflex, and drool coming from her mouth where a single slice of bread was being sensually chewed by the emotionally stimulated girl.


  Daniel merely raised an eyebrow in silence as he watched Cindy lurching back and forth with lustful shouts of ecstasy and desire that his mates had often performed when having sex with him, showing without a doubt the simple act of eating a plain slice of bread was just as orgasmic to the sand wraith who had flushed cheeks and heavenly admiration in her eyes. Cindy swallowed the bread, moaned with what appeared to be a convulsing orgasm of pure bliss, then shakily leaned up from the table and weakly stuttered something as she tried to keep her balance with wobbling legs.


  “It’s so… good,” she purred while slowly taking hold of another piece of bread from a plate. The girl opened her mouth, tongue gently swirling around in heated anticipation while her saliva rolled down her chin, and then slowly pushed the bread in with another heavy moan as she savored it in a rather erotic and suggestive manner.


  “I love this stuff,” she said around the dough, her head swaying back with another passionate moan being made before she slowly looked to Daniel with the most sexually aroused expression he had ever seen on anyone in his life. “What is this stuff, Daniel? I love it so much.”


  “Bread,” Daniel answered. “It’s just bread, Cindy.”


  “Bread,” Cindy heavily purred before leaning back and chewing it with wiggling hips. “Ohhhhhh, it’s so good!”


  “Glad you like it,” Daniel replied with some amusement. He watched the sand wraith shake with another powerful orgasm before she dropped to the ground with a thump, her lustful groans and purrs continuing on as she relished what she was eating. Daniel watched the sand wraith squirming on the floor while seeming to climax over and over again then looked to see Snapper enjoying her breakfast that morning as well, even though her breakfast wasn’t enjoying her.


  “Snapper, stop it!” Specca cried out as she tried to pry the snarling swarm off of Star who was lying on the table with flailing arms and painful meows from a young swarm mauling her. Snapper had her teeth sunk into the jinx’s chest above her breasts and was holding on with both her mouth and claws while Specca tried in vain to pull the hungry child off. Star yowled and thrashed around in distress, knocking over plates and glasses while her legs kicked about past Specca, all while Snapper watched her with hungry eyes and buzzing wings as she chewed on the cat’s flesh and dug her claws in deep.


  “Stop trying to eat her! She’s not food!” Specca pleaded as she struggled to open the youngling’s mouth. Snapper frantically slashed her claws on Star’s chest, growled heavily as she dug her face deeper into her meal, and absolutely refused to let go despite Specca’s shouting and Star’s painful mewing. After enduring as much as she could Star warped herself and Snapper, and Specca as well, over to the side of the room where they dropped to the ground while breaking nobody’s hold on anyone. The jinx rolled around with flailing arms, a young swarm waving her hands about while holding onto the cat with unmovable teeth, and a nixie who tumbled on the floor with them while scolding the child who didn’t listen to her at all.


  Daniel slowly shook his head then took a drink from his glass, hearing all too well the sounds opposite of peace and tranquility all around him.


  “This is bad!” Doku wailed. “This is very bad! It’s getting bigger!”


  “No fucking shit!” Clover shouted. “Do something, Alyssa! Fire’s your area of expertise, isn’t it?”


  “I’m getting Daniel the hell out of here!” Alyssa cried out. “You deal with this crap!”


  “Stop it, Luna!” Falla shouted. “Stop putting more bread into your mouth! You’re still choking, remember?”


  Luna either laughed manically or gagged heavily on the dough that was shoved into her throat, which one it was Daniel couldn’t tell.


  “Best breakfast ever!” Pip cheered between heavy slurps and happy giggles.


  Squeak sharply squeaked and banged her fist on the table while her breasts pushed down and cracked the plate below her.


  “I’m so happy!” Cindy moaned. “Daniel, please feed me more! Make me feel good!”


  “Snapper!” Specca cried out. “No, don’t bite me now! Stop, you’re hurting me! OW!”


  Star meowed loudly as the nixie screamed over the sound of Snapper’s hungry growling.


  Daniel sighed softly and lowered his head with closed eyes as the smell of smoke and sounds of his mates screaming filled the hall that morning.


  “At least we’re together as a family.”


  *****


  Outside under an increasingly cloudy sky Daniel stood atop the knoll while surveying what was once a great centaur kingdom in the land. The wind blowing by had a colder nip to it, the clouds in the horizon looked dark and dreary, and Daniel’s solemn expression he held did well to hide his growing concern for his missing mates. Behind him the girls were gathered around their campsite while watching their man standing alone nearby with troubled frowns.


  “What the fuck is wrong with us?” Clover asked, the elf having her quiver and bow slung over her shoulder, her rear placed upon a fallen log next to Specca and Squeak, and her hands covering her remorseful grimace as she lowered her head.


  “That breakfast did not go as planned,” Specca sighed in defeat.


  “Blame Clover,” Alyssa grumbled as walked out from behind the carriage with Lucky at her side. “She’s the one who incinerated the food.”


  “You didn’t do shit to help with the fire!” Clover shot back. “You’re the Wildfire Witch for crying out loud, that should have been your specialty! And in case you’ve forgotten I’m still learning how to cook here!”


  “More like learning how to make an absolute mess of the kitchen,” Alyssa shot back. “We’re just lucky you didn’t burn it all down.”


  “Stop it,” Doku hushed, herself and Star standing in front of the ride’s open doors while watching Daniel with concern. “Enough is enough, girls. Arguing and placing blame isn’t helping, it’s only making things worse. Can’t you see that?”


  “She’s right,” Falla sighed from atop the carriage, herself and her sister having their heads lowered in shame from the commotion they too helped caused during breakfast. “We’re fighting non-stop again, we’re being so loud and rough with one another, we’re acting just like we did before we joined Daniel’s harem. What’s wrong with us? We’re falling apart here.”


  “I’m sorry,” Luna sadly said. “I was hungry and I didn’t think about what I was doing. I didn’t mean to ruin everything.”


  “You didn’t ruin everything, Luna,” Specca reassured her. “We all had a part in making that meal less… peaceful like Daniel had wanted.”


  “I didn’t think you were able to swear like that,” Clover mentioned glancing to her with a raised eyebrow. “I was surprised to hear all that coming from you.”


  “If you had Snapper biting your ass you’d let loose a few choice words too, Clover,” Specca flatly replied.


  “Did you try eating what Clover served us?” Alyssa spoke up as she and Lucky walked around a tree, the horse looking around at the tall grass and taking a few bites now and again. “I had a few choice words for her about that meal, and I would have given them if I wasn’t busy coughing up my stomach after eating it.”


  “Oh my god,” Clover groaned. “Enough with throwing that in my face. I said I was sorry, alright? Fuck off already.”


  “Daniel did eat the meal she made,” Doku recalled. “Though given how he struggled to swallow every bite I’m thinking he only did so to spare Clover’s feelings.”


  “It was a little hard to eat,” Falla agreed with a nod. “And black. And smoking. And tasted like charred tree bark.”


  “It wasn’t so bad,” Luna tried to reason with. “At least mine wasn’t smoking when she gave it to me.”


  “What are you talking about?” Cindy asked, the wraith sitting on the ground while Snapper hopped around her snapping her teeth with boundless energy. The two were under a large tree in the shade near the girls while Snapper leapt about with buzzing wings and clacking teeth.


  “That food was so good. I ate every bit I could. It was all so yummy. Didn’t any of you like it?”


  “You didn’t notice how burnt everything was?” Clover dryly asked her.


  “Burnt?”


  “You are able to taste things, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah. Why do you ask?”


  “Did you even notice everyone screaming and running around in there?” Specca asked.


  “Screaming?” Cindy repeated with a puzzled look. “I didn’t know anyone was screaming. I was just eating lots of yummy stuff. I wasn’t paying attention to anything else.”


  “Figures,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “Our entire home could burn down and she probably wouldn’t even notice so long as she was eating something.”


  “I enjoyed my meal too,” Pip mentioned as she raised her hand, the tiny fairy fluttering around in the air near the girls with a happy smile. “I had lots of yummy juices of life from Squeak. They were really tasty.”


  “Juices of life?” Cindy asked looking to Squeak. “What’s that? I want to try tasting that. Can I have some, Squeak? Please?”


  Squeak jumped then quickly shook her hands and head while hastily squeaking something against that idea. Cindy watched her curiously before Snapper jumped onto her chest and snapped at her chin. The sand wraith giggled and coddled the child in her arms, the youngling snapping her teeth at her face with a wide smile and scratching claws. Snapper squirmed around in the girl’s arms and cawed a few times then stopped and seemed to stare at something above them. As Cindy looked at her with a confused expression Doku sighed and ruffled her wings before turning to face the girls.


  “Well I’m glad Cindy and Pip at least enjoyed that meal. They were the only ones who actually did. Now please, I don’t know what’s come over you girls but you need to stop all this. No more fighting. No more teasing. No more treating each other so poorly. Like Daniel said we’re a family, we need to be better than this. It’s breaking my heart seeing you girls arguing and shouting at one another so much in one morning. Can you all please put a stop to this horrendous behavior? This is not what Daniel needs today. It’s not what any of us needs.”


  The girls all nodded with remorseful frowns while Cindy tilted her head as she watched Snapper.


  “You’re right, Doku,” Specca agreed. “Honestly, it’s a good thing Kroanette and Triska couldn’t see us this morning. We’ve been acting like wild monsters. I’m sorry Daniel had to endure our terrible behavior like he did. He’s really too good to us, putting up with us as he has.”


  “I just wanted to make him a good meal,” Clover mourned. “I need to do better with how I treat him. I was a horrible bitch to him before, I need to make it up to him somehow. If I can learn how to cook a simple damned meal that would be a good start, but so far… I really suck ass at it.”


  “You’ll get better,” Luna assured her. “I know you will. To tell the truth, I don’t even know how to cook. I wouldn’t know what to do at all. You’re doing better than I could.”


  “It’s true,” Falla agreed with a nod. “I’ve had to feed her all my life. That or she’ll just stick her face in the ground and eat beetles right out of the dirt.”


  “But they’re tasty and I want them,” Luna sheepishly pouted.


  “You’re getting better,” Specca promised as she gave Clover’s hand a light squeeze. “Perhaps next time you should ease up on the heating spice just a bit. That’s probably what went wrong this time.”


  “Given how I nearly set the kitchen on fire I’d have to agree with that,” Clover sighed. She smiled a little at Specca then the other girls before glancing back to Alyssa. The witch gently patted her horse as it ate some grass then smirked at the elf with a shrug.


  “Don’t worry about what you did. Triska used to feed us horrible meals when we first met, but now… well, at least you’re getting better.”


  The girls all laughed at that while Cindy scratched her head in puzzlement from seeing Snapper just staring at something above them with unblinking eyes.


  “Well it’s certainly a good thing Triska wasn’t around to hear you say that,” Specca jested. “Otherwise I’d wager she’d have her sword drawn towards you and yelling louder than any of us has so far today.”


  “Yeah,” Luna giggled. “If Triska was here she wouldn’t be too happy to hear you saying that.”


  “I’m not scared of her,” Alyssa quipped with a tip of her hat. “Never have been, never will be.”


  “When she gets back you try saying that to her face,” Specca dared. “I’d be interested to see if your words remain as confident then as they do now.”


  “Fine, I will,” Alyssa challenged. “As soon as Triska gets back I’ll tell her just that, you’ll see.”


  “Um, girls?” Cindy nervously said. Everyone then saw Cindy looking up with a fearful expression while Snapper was staring at something above them in silence. The wraith slowly pointed up with a small whine and shook her head.


  “Triska is here.”


  All the girls blinked then slowly looked up, their faces changing from wonder to shock with hushed gasps. High above them on the tallest branch of the tree that Cindy and Snapper sat under was Triska, the girl having her foot snagged on a branch while hanging upside down, hair tangled with twigs and leaves, dried blood on her chin and cheek, and arms hanging below her as she appeared unconscious at best. The girls stared in stunned silence at seeing Triska dangling from the tree with her hair hanging down and appearing to have sustained serious injury, the girl slowly turning one way then back again as the wind hit against her while she didn’t move or make a sound.


  “TRISKA!” Alyssa screamed, with Daniel quickly looking back with a jump to seeing all the girls crying out in horror at something overhead. He turned his eyes up and around at the trees over the campsite before catching sight of Triska caught in the branches, his mouth lowering while his eyes widened at seeing his missing mate dangling right above them.


  “Triska!” he shouted as he dashed over to the girls, their terrified cries carrying out across the land as they had found one of their missing family that morning. Or rather two of their missing family, with their battered and bloodied condition bringing only alarm and panic with those below them.


   


  


  Chapter 15


  Subtle Changes


  In the world of Eden unforeseen events could and always would happen to everyone from time to time. Sometimes it was minor, a surprise encounter or unexpected rainy day. Other times it could be more drastic, such as a sudden monster attack or a startling and perhaps frightening change to someone’s very way of life. These unavoidable hurdles could prove challenging to some and possibly menacing to others, they could even turn deadly if not adapted to quick enough. It was always important to keep calm and accept the unpredicted changes for what they were, to ultimately overcome them and continue forward with one’s chosen path in life.


  Or if need be, form a new path from it.


  *****


  Slowly her eyes opened, a glaring white light being seen before her vision gradually focused again. Her hand flinched, a strained breath was made, and a weak utterance managed to crawl out of her throat.


  “Fucking hell,” Triska said as she finally came to. Turning her head she saw herself in their bedroom, covers pulled up to her chest where bandages were wrapped around along with her left shoulder. The lamps were lit and burning silently in their holders while silence filled the chamber as she was the only one present in it. Slowly she sat up, cringed as her entire body protested that notion with a painful sensation all over, and then tried to steady her breathing while holding a hand to her head.


  “Kitten?” she asked looking to her sides. “Kitten? Are you awake? What happened?”


  Getting no reply from her demonic counterpart she pulled the covers aside and carefully scooted over to the edge of the bed. She saw bandages wrapped around her lower chest and also on her right leg down to her foot then lowered her head while holding it as she felt her stomach lurching and world slightly spinning.


  “Dammit, I feel like crap. That damned succubus, she really did a number on us. Oh god… my head.”


  “Triska?” Specca gasped. Triska turned to see the nixie standing in the archway, hands dropping a book she had to the ground with a thump before she sprinted over and quickly looked over the cambion anxiously.


  “You’re awake. You’re awake! Thank goodness!” she cried out before hugging the girl tightly.


  “AHHHH!” Triska screamed, with Specca jumping back with a squeak as she let go of her co-mate. “Specca! I’m not ready for hugs just yet!”


  “I’m so sorry! I was just- and you’re- oh this is wonderful. Daniel! Daniel, she’s finally awake! She woke up!”


  Specca dashed out of the room calling his name as Triska took a few slow breaths before dropping back onto the bed with a weak groan.


  “If anyone else hugs me I’m going to break,” she whined holding her side. “I swear when I see that demon again I’m going to kill her for this.”


  From the archway Daniel came rushing in along with the girls, all of them showing surprise to seeing their mate having woken up except for Snapper who was once again mauling Cindy’s chest as she deemed that to be more of a priority. They ran towards Triska before she held a hand out towards them while shaking her head fearfully.


  “No hugs!” she called out. “Seriously, I’m not ready for that yet! I’m ready to pass out as it is, so please wait until later, okay?”


  “Triska!” Daniel said sitting beside her. “You’re awake, you’re finally awake. We were worried to death about you. How are you feeling?”


  “I feel… like shit,” Triska coughed shaking her head. “I’m alive, I guess. I feel so groggy. What happened, when did I get here in bed? I remember Kitten flying us back. We were almost here and then… everything went black.”


  “We found you in a tree near the carriage this morning,” Falla explained. “You looked like you were beaten senseless by something. Your clothes were torn up, you had blood all over you, you… you looked horrible.”


  “We felt horrible,” Triska agreed with a nod. “Wait, you found me this morning? What time is it?”


  “It’s just after noon,” Alyssa said.


  Triska wearily looked around then coughed into her hand heavily, the group watching with rising tension as she hacked loudly a few times before calming down. Triska cringed and held her head before taking a few slow deep breaths, feeling her strength almost gone still and her body incredibly sore.


  “Wait, what’s going on? Why am I still injured like this? My body should have healed by now, shouldn’t it?”


  “Um, about that,” Doku nervously spoke up before she stepped closer to the puzzled cambion. “You see, it’s my fault you’re… in worse condition than before. I’m sorry, I really am. I wasn’t expecting this to happen, I had no idea it could… I’m so sorry for what I did to you.”


  “What you did to me? What happened to me?”


  “We brought you in after we found you,” Daniel explained. “We didn’t know what happened to you last night but you looked like you were nearly killed by whatever it was. We got you out of your bloodied clothing, cleaned you up, and then…”


  “And then what?”


  “Doku tried to heal you with her magic,” Alyssa carefully said. “You had broken bones and cuts and blood everywhere and… she tried to fix you up. And… it had the opposite effect on you, Triska.”


  “I don’t understand. What do you mean it had the opposite effect on me?”


  “You don’t remember, do you?” Clover cautiously asked. Triska shook her head as the elf rubbed the back of her neck with growing discomfort. “Well… how should we put this…”


  “It hurt you, Triska,” Falla said, with Triska staring at her in confusion. “A lot. And by a lot, I mean a lot.”


  “Your skin burned away,” Luna fearfully recalled, getting a shocked look out of Triska. “Your blood… boiled from the light her magic made. It was like she was cooking you with her healing spell.”


  “You woke up screaming,” Cindy said, with Triska now staring at them in stunned silence with an open mouth. “You were really loud, louder than usual. You kicked and rolled around on the bed while screaming really loudly. You looked like you were in real pain.”


  “I did?” Triska faintly asked. “I don’t remember any of it.”


  “I stopped as soon as I could,” Doku insisted. “I never meant to harm you, Triska. I swear. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, I was petrified with fear that I couldn’t halt my magic right away. What I was seeing, what we were all seeing, it was horrific. My healing magic… it was destroying you. Right in front of us.”


  Triska looked over her body in disbelief, seeing that although her skin appeared fine and had bandages covering it in some places she clearly felt like she was critically injured beneath it all. Her muscles ached, her limbs felt heavy and sore, and her mind was having trouble keeping focused. She shook her head then turned to Daniel as he gently held a hand to her cheek.


  “We were so scared we may have hurt you even more than you already were,” he confessed. “We couldn’t use any magic to heal you at all, we couldn’t do anything but watch as you screamed until you lost consciousness again.”


  “Why would it have that effect on me?” Triska worried. “I don’t understand, why… ughh… why do I feel like crap like this?”


  “We believe,” Specca started, hesitating at first before forcing herself to continue. “That you’ve… changed, somewhat, Triska. We’re not sure how, or why, but you have. Doku’s healing magic is holy in essence from the ether, something that is purifying to us and… harmful to demons.”


  “But I’m not a demon,” Triska insisted shaking her head. “I’m only half demon, I’m a cambion. And Doku’s used her healing magic on me before and it didn’t cause any pain then.”


  “Triska,” Daniel said, with her quickly turning to him in growing distress. “Doku’s healing magic nearly burned the flesh from your bones. It would have been deadly for you if she had kept going.”


  “But I’m not… I’m not…” Triska breathed out before looking herself over.


  “That’s why you’re in worse condition now than you were before,” Alyssa said, with Triska slowly turning to her in fear. “Your body healed after her magic touched it, the burns went away after a while. Your restorative abilities are still there, they may even be better than before since you healed so much already. You recovered on your own without her magic to help you despite how badly injured you were this morning. But Doku’s magic did do something else besides burn you, something we can’t ignore. It hurt your soul.”


  “My soul?”


  “We were afraid,” Doku spoke up. “We didn’t know what happened to you or what had just happened with my efforts to heal you. So I tried using my spiritwalk with Daniel and you, we were going to speak to you while your body rested and hopefully get some answers. But when I pulled yours and Kitten’s spirits out…”


  “You were both unconscious,” Daniel remorsefully said. Triska stared at him stunned silence as he slowly shook his head. “Even out of your body, your spirits were in the same condition. Both of you, you wouldn’t wake up or respond to our calls no matter what we did. It was as if you were both beaten unconscious.”


  “My magic hurt your very spirit,” Doku worried. “Had I kept going with my efforts to heal you I would have killed you, Triska. You and Kitten. Not by damaging your body, but rather extinguishing your souls. Just like it would for a monster of the underworld… like a succubus.”


  Triska shakily held a hand over her chest and tried to keep her breathing steady, failing to do so as she was easily becoming overwhelmed with the troubling news.


  “Holy magic hurts me now?” she said shaking her head. “What the hell… I’m not a demon. I’m not… right? Only Kitten is, but she’s not a full-fledged demon either. It shouldn’t… but… we’re… it can’t…”


  “Do you hear Kitten right now?” Specca asked. “Is she able to talk to you? Is she okay?”


  “She hasn’t said a word since I woke up,” Triska feared. “I tried calling to her before you came in. She didn’t answer me. Kitten? Kitten, please say something. Kitten?”


  “Is Kitten okay?” Cindy nervously asked.


  “Kitten? Kitten!” Triska shouted. She looked around the room, seeing no sign of her demonic counterpart, and then turned to Doku as the harpy cringed and lowered her head. “I don’t hear her. Not a single word. What happened to her?”


  “Hopefully she’s just out still from the pain,” Doku softly answered. “If you woke up then she should too. My magic… must have knocked her out. Hopefully that’s all that happened.”


  “Hopefully? What do you mean hopefully? What else could have happened to her?”


  “Triska,” Specca carefully said. “Your body appears to have transformed further away from being a human. You may be a cambion but it seems the weaknesses that demons have are starting to take effect with you. Holy magic harmed you, severely. Not just your body but the souls it houses within, both yours and Kitten’s. And that’s a very serious problem.”


  “How serious?”


  “We were essentially performing an exorcism with Doku’s healing magic,” Alyssa explained, with Triska turning to her in horror. “We didn’t just hurt you really bad with it, we hurt her too. Right down to her very being.”


  “But exorcisms don’t work on her, on us,” Triska tried to argue with. “Remember? You tried to exorcise her when she first came to be inside me. It didn’t make her flinch at all.”


  “Yeah,” Clover agreed with a raised eyebrow. “And Doku’s magic didn’t used to scorch your body and boil your blood. Obviously something’s different about you now, Triska. That should be pretty clear.”


  “She may not be able to be exorcised,” Specca reasoned. “She’s not possessing you. But Doku’s holy magic harmed her just as it did with you all the same.”


  “Hopefully it wasn’t enough to… cleanse her soul,” Doku morbidly said shaking her head.


  Triska held her head while trying to wrap her mind around the news, the girl shouting Kitten’s name over and over in her thoughts while hearing no response from her counterpart.


  “Why is this happening?” she shakily asked. “Why is this happening now? What… what’s going to happen to me? What’s going to happen to her?”


  “It’s going to be okay,” Daniel assured, gently taking hold of her in his arms. She quickly clung to him while trying not to either cry, scream, or vomit which she felt like she was about to with all. “We’ll get this figured out, we’ll help you and Kitten through anything that may happen, we won’t let you face this alone. Her spirit is still inside you, Doku and I saw her ourselves, she’s not dead. She just needs to rest and wake up like you did. And right now I’m just so thankful you woke up, Triska. When you were screaming earlier, when you were burning right before us, when you blacked out from the pain, I was so worried about you.”


  “Daniel, I’m scared,” Triska whimpered. “I don’t… feel right. Please don’t let me go. I don’t care if it hurts, don’t let me go.”


  “I’m never letting you go, Triska,” Daniel promised giving her head a kiss. “None of us are. We’re here for you, always.”


  “Don’t leave us again,” Pip whined as she quickly flew over and hugged Triska’s head. “Please don’t scare us either. We don’t like it when you do that.”


  “Sore or not, I’m not waiting for this,” Alyssa said before she hugged Triska’s other side. Specca and Luna quickly raced over and held their co-mate, with Triska holding in her screams of pain as she wanted them as close to her as possible despite how much it was hurting her.


  “Thank goodness she’s okay,” Falla sighed as she held Squeak’s arm for support to keep from falling with wobbling knees. The ant girl nodded with a relieved smile at her co-mate while Doku wiped away a tear with her wing. Star meowed softly and watched Triska with a gentle gaze while Cindy was looking at Snapper with a frown as the youngling was coughing out sand once again.


  “I hope Kitten is okay too,” Cindy sadly said. “I’m glad Triska is awake again. And that she’s not screaming anymore. I just hope Kitten comes back also. I want to play with her again.”


  “Triska,” Daniel said, leaning back from his hug while the girls backed up as well. “What happened to you? What hurt you out there? What did you find?”


  Triska slowly caught her breath, both from the news that now she apparently was further from being human than before and also from her body screaming at her not to let anyone hold her again like that for at least another day. She then breathed out and looked around at her family before resting her worried eyes on Daniel as another concern she had from the night before grew again within her.


  “We didn’t find Kroanette out there. Not a trace of where she went or might be going. But we did find something else. Something… rather unsettling.”


  *****


  Deep underground within the red ant girls’ expansive nest dozens of the tireless workers were scurrying about through their tunnels, both on the ground, along the walls, and even the ceilings as they kept busy with their never-ending digging. Carrying large pickaxes, heavy sledgehammers, excavated rocks and debris, or satchels filled with highly destructive bombs, the many workers moved about through their tunnels as their workdays never stopped. However these ant girls were busier than most as they had a very large nest and network to maintain and expand, and as such they had created other tools besides bombs to help with their work.


  Inside one of the larger chambers in their nest ant girls were rushing about while others were gathered around a central railway hub that had three long cargo cars being loaded. At the front of the convoy workers were standing ready on the driving cart and squeaking at their fellow sisters to hurry up. Other ant girls were holding ramps in place leading up to the flatcars while more were carrying heavy crates onto the cars in long lines. Around the convoy ant girls were squeaking to one another while watching their sisters preparing the ride with supplies and what appeared to be weapons such as swords, spears, axes, and other tools not used for digging.


  Standing near the front of the convoy Saffron was watching her sisters at work with a keen eye, being made more visible after she gave a small puff to blow her bangs aside. Next to her Daemon and Hollia were observing the ant girls’ speedy work as they quickly filled the back two cars with crates, carrying bags, and ant girls who were ready to ride into battle with them.


  “Your people are indeed very organized,” Hollia complimented. “I haven’t seen a single ant girl even trip or stumble with her steps all day while working non-stop it seems. The productivity you ant girls have is amazing.”


  Saffron nodded with a squeak as she continued watching her sisters. She glanced around at the convoy then looked to a parchment she had, eyeing it over carefully before squeaking a few times at Daemon. He took the parchment and looked it over just as Hollia did while Saffron stood closer to the swordsman’s side while taking another moment to eye him over as she had been doing every chance she got that day.


  “That looks to be a map of the surrounding area of Green Haven,” Hollia realized. “What are those other circled areas to the south and east of it?”


  “Outposts for Saffron’s nest,” Daemon explained. “Each of them are shipping bombs to the underground digging site below Green Haven. They should have them moved there by now.”


  “There are five of them,” Hollia mused with a growing smile. “My word, how many bombs are you planting below the feet of those demons, Saffron?”


  Saffron squeaked with a slick grin on her face.


  “Enough,” Daemon relayed with a nod. “We’ll be joining the last transport to the digging site. Saffron and her workers will finish rigging up the explosives before we strike.”


  “Sounds like it’ll be a wondrous show for those wretches,” Hollia snickered. She blinked then looked at Daemon with concern. “Um, my knight? What of the elves? I do wish to exact revenge for my family and people against The Sisterhood, but I don’t want to kill those who have no part with them in the process.”


  “Green Haven isn’t being dropped into Eden,” Daemon said shaking his head. He pointed around the marker for the forest while Saffron nodded in agreement. “The ant girls are planting the bombs behind the village under the surrounding forest. The majority of The Sisterhood are camping behind and around Green Haven, not in it.”


  “I see,” Hollia said with her smile returning. “We’re scattering their forces into disarray and separating the main army from Green Haven itself. And from their two leaders I presume.”


  “Jovian and Jacqueline will likely be in Green Haven, probably in the former priestess’ temple. I doubt they’d bother sleeping in the woods after they murdered the priestess and left her home empty.”


  “My mother, our empress,” Hollia mourned. “The elven priestess. Saffron’s queen. Forrus’ pack. These abominations need to be put down for good after all they’ve done.”


  “They will be,” Forrus agreed. They turned to see the lycan approaching along with Tabitha and Scay. “We’re going to make them pay for everything they’ve done and then some.”


  “Shame there’s no bounty on their heads,” Tabitha mentioned with a shrug. “That would have made this even better.”


  “All I want is those two monsters to die,” Forrus growled. “I don’t ask of anything more. They need to die, slowly and painfully. They need to suffer for taking my family from me.”


  “I shall stab them happily!” Scay announced before waving her dagger around in the air with maniacal laughter, with nearby ant girls slowly backing away with troubled grimaces.


  “With their grunts running around scared it should be a piece of cake,” Tabitha smirked. “We’ll cut their heads off before they know what’s happening.”


  “Don’t underestimate them,” Sasha warned, herself and Rulo approaching the group from the nearby crowd of ant girls. The reptile girl held her sword in hand again, the repaired blade appearing as good as new with a sleek finish on its steel. Rulo had her trusty hammer held over her shoulder as the two girls came to Daemon’s side before Sasha glanced to the neko and shook her head.


  “Chopping off their heads probably won’t be enough. If we’re lucky and they’re not actually gemini they may be able to be killed, but not as easily as you would like to think.”


  “We destroyed them ten times over last time we met,” Rulo added. “The bitches just kept getting back up and laughing at us. Whatever they are they don’t go down easily.”


  “So what’s the plan for actually dealing with them?” Tabitha asked. “If murdering them isn’t enough to put them down then what else can we do?”


  “Oh, I know!” Scay said hopping about with her hand held up. She giggled excitedly before showing a deranged smile and twitching eye. “We stab them over and over again, and chop their bodies up into tiny pieces, and then burn all the pieces, and- nrrghmmm STAB THEM SOME MORE! HAHAHAHAHA! And then we piss on their remains before- nrrghmmm STABBING THEM AGAIN! HAHAHA! I want to do it! I want to wear them on my body! I want to stab their flesh SO BAD! Wear their skin! Rip apart their innards! Lick their bones! HAHAHAHA! STAB! STAB! I WANT IT ALL! SO HOT! SO GOOD! STAB!”


  Surrounding ant girls stared at the laughing naga in silence with disturbed expressions while Daemon and his group merely watched with blank stares as their companion struggled to breathe and cackled maniacally while she swung her dagger around in the air.


  “Minus the last part, that’s not such a bad idea,” Forrus admitted with a shrug.


  “Has she always been like this?” Hollia asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Ever since I met her,” Tabitha answered with a nod.


  “And yet you continued to travel in her company?” Sasha questioned.


  “Better to have her as your friend than your enemy.”


  “You sure about that?” Rulo asked tilting her head to the side.


  Scay laughed wildly with her left eye rolling back into her head before she quickly slithered over to Daemon and hopped about excitedly.


  “Can we go? I wanna stab them! I do! Pretty please! Let me do it! Please!”


  “Well, since you’re so insistent,” Daemon replied before looking to their ride. “Looks like they’re finishing up with loading the last of the supplies. It’s time to put an end to The Sisterhood and their two bloodthirsty leaders.”


  “Yay!” Scay cheered with arms held high. She quickly slithered past them, up the ramp, onto the front wagon where she dropped into with a thump, then peeked over the side with a wiggling tail behind her.


  “I’m ready! Let’s go! Stab!”


  “She may be crazy,” Tabitha mused with a shrug. “But I think she’ll come in handy for this.”


  “Yes,” Hollia carefully said while watching Scay laughing and grunting in the ride. “Let’s just be careful not to get in that one’s way. That could prove to be a… painful misstep.”


  Tabitha headed towards the convoy, glancing back to her swords that she slid out briefly to eye over before pushing them back in with a click. Forrus followed along with Hollia, the lycan patting her bolas at her hip while the centaur held her spear upright against her shoulder. Saffron waved her hand around with a loud whistle to signal the ant girls to get ready then followed after, with one worker passing by and handing her a black satchel that she took and holstered over her shoulder.


  “Alright, let’s get this over with,” Rulo snorted as she made her way towards the ride with a daring smile. Sasha watched her board the wagon with the others then glanced to Daemon as he was distantly looking at the tunnel before them.


  “Master?” she softly asked. “If those two are not gemini we should be able to defeat them this time. But… what if they are?”


  “Then we won’t defeat them,” he answered before turning his cold blue eyes over to her. Sasha remained silent then lowered her head while trying to keep her concerns from overtly showing. After a pause she nodded then looked to him with a firm expression while holding her sword level at her side.


  “Either way, I’m ready to stand with you in combat, master.”


  “I always can count on you, Sasha,” Daemon said with a nod before heading towards the convoy. Sasha smiled with a small blush forming before she shook her head and gathered her thoughts that had begun to drift. She followed her swordsman onto the ride with a proud stride before the ramps were rolled away and surrounding ant girls cleared the platform. Sitting in the front car Daemon and his girls looked over the two wagons behind them that contained numerous digging supplies and weapons along with a dozen ant girls who were ready to put them to good use. Saffron whistled and squeaked at the ant girls up front, the workers giving a thumbs-up before they started to crank the levers with rhythmic squeaks. The train began to slowly move with screeching wheels before picking up speed and rolling into the tunnel ahead, the ant girls in the station waving and squeaking in support as the group ventured off on their mission.


  “By the way,” Hollia spoke up as she looked ahead. “What’s to become of Mika? Are we just going to let her rot in the ant girls’ prison down here?”


  “Again, not a bad idea,” Forrus muttered.


  “She’s not our problem anymore, thank god,” Tabitha said with a roll of her eyes. “Let the ant girls do whatever they want to her. Anything she gets, she deserves.”


  Saffron squeaked something and shook her head as she kept watching where the convoy was heading.


  “She’ll serve a month’s sentence in prison down here,” Daemon relayed. “After that she’ll be taken to the surface for her to do what she wishes with her life.”


  “She deserves more than that after what she did,” Rulo grunted.


  “She’ll live with the guilt forever,” Sasha solemnly said. “Knowing her it’ll eat her up inside. I doubt she’ll be able to face her brother ever again without hating herself.”


  “Poor Mika,” Scay frowned. “And I never went to hug her or stab her before we left either.”


  “You can stab her when we get back,” Tabitha said with a shrug. “I honestly don’t care.”


  “Thank you, Tabitha!” Scay cheered with a twisted smile quickly coming over her along with strained giggling.


  Saffron shook her head at the deranged naga then looked back to where the ant girls in the wagon behind them were suddenly squeaking loudly. Daemon and the girls turned to see three of the crates shaking about with a few ant girls struggling to hold them down. The boxes rumbled and hopped with great force before finally bursting open to the sides, knocking the ant girls back into their sisters while three familiar monsters rolled out of the broken containers.


  “Tara? Lara? Sara?” Hollia exclaimed as everyone saw the three desuwraith sisters lying on the floor of the wagon with confused expressions.


  “What the hell are they doing here?” Tabitha asked.


  “What were they doing in those boxes?” Scay wondered.


  “How did they get in those boxes?” Hollia questioned.


  The desuwraiths sat up and looked around before noticing Daemon and his group watching them from the front car.


  “Hey, is this the way to the surface?”


  “Wait, where are we?”


  “We’re here, stupid. That’s where.”


  “But where is here?”


  “Looks like here is moving. Now we’re over there.”


  “Now we’re over there again.”


  “Where is here going?”


  “It’s going over there, stupid.”


  “Yeah, what are you, stupid?”


  “You two are the stupid ones!”


  “We know you are but what are we?” the other two childishly retorted.


  “Stupid!”


  “We know you are but what are we?” the two barked back while the ant girls looked to each other in bewilderment.


  “Stupid!”


  “Hey!” Rulo shouted, with the desuwraiths halting and turning to her curiously. “What the hell are you bitches doing here?”


  “We’re trying to get to the surface,” the first answered.


  “Yeah, what does it look like we’re doing?”


  “How is that not obvious?”


  “Why were you girls in those crates?” Hollia asked. The desuwraiths looked to each other for a moment then back to the centaur with shrugs while their hair fluttered behind them in the wind.


  “How did you girls get in those crates anyway?” Forrus questioned, with the sisters again turning to each other in silence then back to her with simple shrugs.


  “Why aren’t you back with your guardian?” Sasha asked. “Isn’t that where you wanted to stay?”


  “Nuci isn’t there anymore, she left,” the first desuwraith replied. “We didn’t have any other reason to stay there now.”


  “Yeah, she left.”


  “So now we’re trying to leave too.”


  “What do you mean she left?” Daemon questioned.


  “She left. Just like I said.”


  “She buried the Dark Queen and then the whole cave before she left.”


  “She said she wanted to go find another purpose in life so she left.”


  “She buried the Dark Queen and then the cave?” Forrus repeated. “Why would she do that?”


  “I guess she didn’t have any other reason to stay down here,” Hollia mused with a shrug. “Her charge is dead after all, her job as a guardian is done.”


  “Were you aware of this?” Daemon asked Saffron. The ant girl shook her head and squeaked a few times before squeaking at her sisters in the other car. The workers shook their heads before Saffron turned to Daemon and squeaked a few more times. Daemon looked at her for a moment then glanced to the desuwraiths who were watching the passing tunnel walls with eyes of wonder.


  “And after Hollia was so kind as to praise your sisters for being organized in your nest,” he said shaking his head. “Looks like that little bit of information slipped between the cracks with them.”


  Saffron rolled her eyes with a huff then turned to her sisters with a stern look, all of them cringing and slowly slumping back as their lieutenant showed obvious discontent at their lack of communication within their nest.


  “So where are we?” the first desuwraith asked.


  “Where are we going?”


  “And who are you?” the third said looking to a random ant girl in the car with them.


  “We’re on our way to Green Haven to attack The Sisterhood,” Hollia answered, getting silent stares from the three girls.


  “We’re on an important mission and you shouldn’t be here,” Forrus snapped, again only getting blank looks from the desuwraiths.


  “We’re going to stab them!” Scay laughed with her right eye rolling a few times. “Stab! Stab! So much fun! Nrrghmmm STAB!”


  The desuwraiths looked at her for a while without saying anything then turned to Daemon as he saw nothing at all was getting through to them.


  “We’re going after bad monsters who are causing trouble,” he explained.


  “Ohhhhhhh,” the three girls slowly said nodding.


  “I still don’t think they fully understand,” Sasha flatly commented.


  “So what should we do?” the first desuwraith asked.


  “Jump off,” Rulo ordered pointing to the side at the passing tunnel wall.


  “But we want to help.”


  “You can help by getting out of our way,” Sasha hissed.


  “But we want to be good girls.”


  “Then jump off this moving train for us,” Tabitha said waving them off.


  “But we don’t have anything else to do.”


  “We don’t need you slowing us down or getting in our way,” Hollia argued crossing her arms.


  “But we want to be good like Nuci told us to!” the three sisters whined before crying. They used two hands to rub their eyes while the other two waved around in their fits as the ant girls near them watched in confusion and a few slow head shakes.


  “We want to be good girls!”


  “We just want to help!”


  “And besides we don’t know where we are or where to go!”


  “This is not what we need to deal with right now,” Forrus muttered.


  “Want me to stab them?” Scay asked glancing to Tabitha.


  “Won’t do any good,” Tabitha groaned shaking her head. “You can’t hurt them with-… hey, wait a minute. They can’t get hurt from anything except magic, right?”


  “That’s correct,” Hollia mused with a careful look at the sisters. “They are strong. Not too bright, but plenty strong.”


  “So then how about we let them come with us? We can just send them off to battle The Sisterhood while we deal with their leaders, they could be useful decoys.”


  “The Sisterhood has witches in their ranks,” Hollia reminded her. “Possibly other spell casters as well. These girls may be immune to physical attacks but a trained magic user would tear them apart. They’re much too naïve and simpleminded to go into a real battle.”


  “I’m just saying, if they want to throw themselves at the horde for us why not let them?”


  “We’re not taking them with us,” Forrus scowled. “They are utterly clueless and will only get in our way. They’ll just cause trouble.”


  “Well the only one of us that can make those crybabies leave by force is Daemon,” Tabitha said as the girls turned to him for his verdict. “He’s the only one of us that can use magic to harm them. So, what do you say? Kick them off here or let them go nuts against The Sisterhood?”


  Daemon watched the desuwraiths crying and hopping about on their knees while the ant girls around them were showing signs of growing irritation with the loud stowaways as they were grabbing pickaxes and sledgehammers with violent intent.


  “Enough,” Daemon called out, with the sisters halting and looking to him with watery eyes. “Now listen closely. We’re about to go into a real fight. There are monsters there that are not only strong but can also use magic, magic that can hurt you three very easily.”


  The desuwraiths looked to each other in silence then back to Daemon as he waved his hand to get the ant girls to back down from lunging at the sisters with their weapons.


  “You should know you could get hurt very badly if you come with us. That being said, I won’t tell you not to come if you still wish to join us. That choice is ultimately up to you three. Do whatever you want, just know the risks before making your decision.”


  Everyone watched the desuwraiths staring at Daemon without moving or speaking a word, a few minutes passing by before he slowly shook his head and continued to speak since they didn’t.


  “Do you understand what I told you?”


  “Yes,” the three girls said with nods.


  “So what is your decision?” Sasha asked.


  “What would Nuci do?” one of them worried.


  “She doesn’t like to hurt others.”


  “But she wants to help others.”


  “What should we do?” they all asked Daemon.


  “I can’t tell you that,” he answered as he sat back against the edge of the wagon. “Not even Nuci could tell you that. You need to make your own choices in this world, and accept the consequences of those choices. Only you can decide your own fate.”


  The sisters turned to each other in question of what their next move should be while everyone watched and waited for their decision. After a while they looked back to Daemon and his girls before turning to face him together.


  “We want to be good.”


  “We want to make Nuci proud.”


  “We’ll help you, however we can.”


  “Very well,” Daemon agreed with a single nod. “If that’s your choice, so be it.”


  “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Forrus said looking down with a grimace.


  “I suppose if they wish to do right in this world we can’t stop them,” Hollia sighed. “Still, I’m not certain this is something they should jump into so suddenly.”


  “Their choice, their problem,” Rulo snorted looking away.


  “Hopefully it won’t become our problem,” Sasha cautioned while keeping a close eye on the sisters.


  “Hee hee, stab,” Scay grunted while peeking over the edge of the wagon with a wagging tail, not appearing to have noticed the conversation at all.


  Saffron sighed then started squeaking at the workers in back, with some of them pushing crates of their explosives further back in the car and sitting down between the boxes and the desuwraith sisters for obvious reasons.


  “So how can we help?” one of the desuwraiths asked. “What should we do?”


  “Prepare yourselves,” Daemon answered as he looked ahead to where they were quickly venturing. The desuwraiths turned their gazes ahead as did Sasha and Rulo while the convoy steadily raced along the rails towards their fated destination. Daemon lightly drummed his fingers on the handle of his blade then caught Sasha’s glance beside him as she too knew what may await them at the end of the line.


  “Prepare yourselves, for we may be coming face to face with a Dark Queen of Eden.”


  *****


  Sitting on their bed within their quiet home Daniel kept his eyes on his sleeping mate just as he had ever since she woke up. Sleeping peacefully under the covers Triska hardly stirred during her slumber, her mouth opened just enough to breathe while her chest slowly lifted and lowered as she appeared to be past the coughing fits that plagued her earlier. Beside the resting cambion a tray was seen with an empty bowl and glass on it, showing the weakened girl at least had some appetite still.


  “How’s she doing?” Specca asked as she and Doku came over and carefully moved closer atop the bed so not to disturb their co-mate. The nixie picked up the tray while the harpy gently brushed a few loose strands of Triska’s hair out of her face with her wing.


  “She appears to be okay,” Daniel said, eyes never leaving his bedridden mate. “At least she’s able to sleep and rest now.”


  “The poor dear,” Doku lamented. “I feel awful for what I did to her. This is all my fault. If only I hadn’t-”


  “You didn’t know your healing magic would hurt her,” Daniel interrupted shaking his head. “You’re not at fault for this, Doku. None of us knew she had changed like that, not even her.”


  “Daniel,” Specca carefully spoke up. “You don’t suppose those other succubi Kitten encountered have anything to do with this, do you?”


  “Honestly, I’m not sure. According to Triska’s story those demons attacked Kitten with extreme force, but then left her alive and went away. From what she remembers they didn’t appear to cast any magic on her. They just… nearly killed them with brute force.”


  “It had to be them,” Specca cursed. “They did something to Triska and Kitten. How else could their body have changed so drastically? Holy magic harms her now, that wasn’t the case recently. Who knows what other changes have occurred with her after meeting those damned demons.”


  “What should we do now?” Doku asked.


  “For now all we can do is wait for her to recover,” Daniel sighed. “It could be possible holy magic hurts her if she’s weak enough, she was seriously injured when we found her. Or maybe something else caused the change, maybe it’s only temporary. Whatever did cause it we have to help her through it. That’s all we can do for her right now.”


  He then turned to the two girls who continued to watch Triska with troubled frowns.


  “Did you have any luck in the library, Specca?”


  “Not particularly,” Specca replied shaking her head. “I didn’t find anything regarding cambions, at least nothing we didn’t already know, or what could be happening to Triska and her sudden weakness to holy magic. I did find information about demon lords, about the beelzebubs, and everything Triska said matched up with it. Terrifying creatures. Darker Ones who are experts at dark magic and it’s said their hexes are as bad as they come in this world. They’re able to draw monsters towards them with unique rituals, ones that attract monsters that share such wicked desires in their hearts. None of us would feel the ritual’s effects at all, but those who do will only cause trouble wherever they go. It gives me the chills just thinking about one of those things possibly being around here.”


  “Do you believe there is one here in Koskaysil?” Doku worried.


  “I’m not certain. If we’re lucky those two succubi were merely passing through our land, and hopefully we’ll never see them again. But… there is a chance a beelzebub could be here somewhere, and if that’s true…”


  “There’s going to be a lot more monsters showing up in our land,” Daniel finished with a hint of frustration. “Beelzebubs attract monsters by the masses, luring their charmed peons towards them and feeding upon the anarchy they cause along the way. I fear there may be one here in Koskaysil. Ruhelia coming under sudden attack by a horde of monsters, it’s too coincidental to ignore.”


  “This is bad,” Doku nervously said while trembling. “This is very bad.”


  Specca held the harpy with one arm, trying to calm the troubled bird while gently rubbing her wing, while Daniel turned his eyes back down to Triska as he worried not only about his injured mate but also the fate of everyone in the realm if a beelzebub truly had taken up residence in their land.


  *****


  The sun was beginning to lower in the sky as the afternoon hours came upon the land. Sitting atop a knoll with her nine tails slowly rustling behind her Flarah was casually examining her fingernails while a calm breeze blew by, the kitsune appearing to have not a care in the world as she tilted her hand one way then another with a calm smile on her face. Her sister however had plenty of cares that she was concerned about and was actively expressing them in a way other than being calm.


  “What in Eden’s asshole are we doing, Flarah?” Kindra shouted with a stomp of her foot. Her fiery tails rustled behind her with cinders rising into the air as the kitsune snarled at her elder who didn’t even pay a fleeting glance from the outburst.


  “Hey, answer me! Why have we been sitting around here all day? Let’s go into that forest and burn those wretched bitches to ash!”


  “For the last time, no,” Flarah calmly replied. “I told you before we need to wait.”


  “For what?” Kindra demanded as she marched over in front of her sister. “What are we waiting for? We’ve been sitting here all day doing nothing! What the hell are we waiting for here?”


  “Patience, Kindra,” Flarah giggled. “Trust me, you don’t want to spoil the surprise.”


  “What surprise? Dammit, I don’t care what games you’re playing, Flarah! There are elves in that forest that need help, there’s a Dark Queen in there that needs to fry, there’s-”


  “An army of monsters at the Dark Queen’s disposal,” Flarah reminded her. “We may be powerful beings in this world but we’re by no measure immortal. You’ve taken down a few grunts here and there, good for you. There’s far more in there than you seem to realize and you’re not as all-powerful as you’d like to think.”


  “I can level that whole forest to the ground if I wanted to,” Kindra growled. “Including all those who reside within it.”


  “I’m quite certain the elves wouldn’t appreciate that,” Flarah smirked. “But come now, think carefully. I know you don’t like to, but do try this time. Even if we both ventured in there to be heroes it wouldn’t end as such. For one there’s far too many to burn in there, even for us. Don’t fool yourself into thinking your power is infinite, nor your stamina and luck. Also I know how much you don’t like to see innocent people get hurt, so you must have realized by now that if you charge in there those poor little elves will be used as living shields from your fire. Are you prepared to burn them and those unsavory monsters all at once?”


  Kindra snarled at her with clenched fists while Flarah merely resumed looking at her fingernails.


  “Not to mention we cannot stop the Dark Queen ourselves. It doesn’t matter how much fire you throw at them, the gemini will always keep coming after you with everlasting strength. Consider all of that, Kindra, and you’ll see that we’re not ready to help anyone down there right now.”


  “Then what are we going to do?” Kindra shouted. “What’s your plan for fixing this mess? What the hell are you waiting for?”


  “She’s waiting for the Archlight’s Blade and Hellfire’s Edge to arrive and slay the gemini,” Aeon spoke up, with the two kitsunes quickly looking back to see the chronofly standing near them gazing ahead at the elven forest with an amused grin on her face.


  “Isn’t that right, Flarah?” she asked glancing to the woman.


  “Who are you?” Kindra carefully asked. “Where did you come from?”


  “Aeon?” Flarah slowly said, her eyes widening slightly. “Is that really you?”


  “Aeon?” Kindra repeated. She pointed to the chronofly while looking between her sister and the monster with disbelief. “Wait, did you say Aeon? That’s Aeon? The chronofly? That’s the Dark Queen of time?”


  “The one and only,” Aeon proudly announced with a curtsey. She walked closer with fluttering wings and stood next to Flarah, watching with a sly smirk as the kitsune was staring at her in silence while actually showing some surprise for once.


  “Hello, friend,” Aeon softly said as she reached down and gently scratched behind Flarah’s ear. “Nice to see you face to face. Oh my, I wasn’t sure if anything could startle you, but it appears I have just now. So sorry about that.”


  “Flarah, what is going on here?” Kindra demanded. “What is she doing here? How is she here? You didn’t let out another Dark Queen, did you?”


  Flarah slowly stood up while keeping her eyes on the chronofly, seeing very clearly the Dark Queen smiling sharply at her with gently fluttering wings that distorted the air around them.


  “You didn’t mention you would be here for the festivities,” Flarah carefully said. “I’m a little surprised by your arrival.”


  “Things have changed,” Aeon replied with a shrug. “Fate has changed.”


  “I see,” Flarah slowly said, her cautious expression then changing to a sympathetic smile. “Oh you poor thing. I hope the headaches haven’t been too much for you. I wish I could have been there to gently rub your back while you vomited so elegantly into a toilet.”


  She quickly hugged the chronofly and rubbed the back of her head with soothing coos, with Kindra staring in shock with an open mouth while Aeon was growling in rising frustration as the kitsune coddled her.


  “I’m glad you’re able to stand still,” Flarah gently said. “Poor dear, the changing of fates must have been so dreadful for you. How ever did you manage to get through it? You don’t appear to have soiled yourself, that’s so wonderful to see.”


  “Knock it off!” Aeon shouted as she shoved Flarah back. “How dare you treat me like a-”


  “There there,” Flarah teased as she pinched the chronofly’s cheeks with a smirk. “No need to be a fussy butterfly. It’s going to be okay, dear. Oh ho ho, look how cute you get when you’re angry. So adorable. I always did wonder how that look of yours would be whenever we spoke before, I’m so glad I get to see it now.”


  “What the hell is going on?” Kindra cried out. “What is she doing here? Why are you doing that to her? And did you just say you’ve spoken to her before? You’ve been talking with the Dark Queen of time?”


  “How dare you,” Aeon snarled while her eyes glowed deeply. “How dare you treat me like a child, Flarah.”


  “I’m sorry,” Flarah cooed while still holding the enraged chronofly’s cheeks. “I’m just so happy to see my dear friend. You should have let me know you were coming today, I would have prepared a lovely meal for us to share together in celebration.”


  “Flarah!” Aeon roared, her voice echoing loudly in the ears of the kitsunes as she swatted away Flarah’s hands. She stomped her foot and waved her hands down, an echoing clack sounding off as the two kitsunes became frozen in place with even the haze and cinders from their tails remaining still in the air.


  “You always do love to run your mouth, don’t you?” Aeon hissed as she glared at Flarah who retained her calm smile. “Your tongue is most sharp, I’ll give you that, but your common sense is severely lacking when speaking to those greater than you.”


  “What the hell is this?” Kindra shouted as she tried to move. “What did she do? Flarah, what have you gotten us into? What did you do this time?”


  “Don’t get mad at me,” Flarah giggled. “I didn’t let this one out. I can’t take credit for this.”


  “How did she get out then?” Kindra yelled at the chronofly. “Where’s your guardian? How did you escape your city?”


  “A human let me out,” Aeon replied while keeping her glowing eyes on Flarah. “Wasn’t so hard to manipulate her, she may be gifted with magical talent but she’s an utter moron when it comes to basic reasoning. With the right push she came straight to me and unlocked my seal. As for my guardian, she tried to stop my release but failed. She tried to kill me afterward but failed. In the end I was forced to correct her misguided way of thinking in a rather unfriendly manner. Now she’s my pet, a guardian no longer.”


  “Goddammit!” Kindra shouted. “Now we have two Dark Queens to deal with? Is this some sort of sick joke?”


  “Not at all,” Aeon laughed. “I’m finally free to rule over this world as the one true queen of Eden. My presence here is anything but a joke.”


  “I believe the other Dark Queens may disagree with you on that one,” Flarah mentioned. “And myself as well. Sorry, but I don’t see myself ever bowing to you, Aeon. Or frankly giving you the smallest ounce of respect. No offense of course.”


  “Still the cocky one,” Aeon scorned. “Tell me, why is it you think you can speak to me like that? Why aren’t you the least bit concerned for your life as you should be? Why are you still smiling that damned smile at me while you’re trapped by my power?”


  “That’s odd,” Flarah questioned. “I thought for sure you would be more interested to know why you can’t see my future. Wasn’t that the one thing about me that made you so irritable whenever we spoke before?”


  Aeon looked over the kitsune then stepped closer while slowly shaking her head.


  “That among many things. You’re completely insufferable and absolutely clueless that you’re no match for the likes of us yet you still bark like an untrained mongrel and have the audacity to look down upon us as if you’re better somehow.”


  “Rawr,” Flarah purred with a wink. Without pause Aeon backhanded her with a hard impact, the kitsune reeling from the hit before slowly turning back to merely raise an eyebrow at the woman.


  “Moving onto foreplay already, huh?”


  “Shut up,” Aeon growled as she gripped the kitsune’s throat. “Just what makes you so goddamned confident in the face of your own impending demise? Why do you continue to mock me when I’m about to peel you apart? Why is it I can’t see your future path with any certainty? Tell me, Flarah, and I just might make your punishment slightly less severe.”


  “Do you really want to know my secret?” Flarah cooed. “Would that make you happy, Aeon?”


  “Yes, it would be nice to know before I play with you and you inevitably break. Tell me right now what your little secret is so we can get this over with.”


  “What secret?” Kindra asked. “Flarah, what’s she talking about?”


  “Well, since it means that much to you,” Flarah softly said closing her eyes.


  Aeon glared at the woman while Kindra was still struggling to move. She couldn’t budge a muscle, couldn’t summon any fire around her, she could only breathe and blink as she stared at the chronofly who had Flarah by the neck and her sister who didn’t appear to show any fear from it.


  “My secret…” Flarah slowly said, then quickly reached up and grabbed Aeon’s arm with both hands. The chronofly gasped in shock as the kitsune smiled sharply at her while her tails slowly rustled behind, her hands firmly gripping the Dark Queen’s arm while cinders began to rise around them in the air.


  “Impossible,” Aeon breathed out. “You can’t move. I locked you in place. I stopped your time.”


  “Sorry, but you can’t do that,” Flarah sadly said with a shrug. “You see, it’s part of that little secret I have.”


  She leaned closer to Aeon while holding the woman’s arm up at her side. The chronofly tried to shove her back with her other hand which was also grabbed and held back by the kitsune who chuckled with a sly grin at the surprised queen’s face.


  “You see, I don’t have a timeline,” Flarah quietly confessed.


  “What do you mean? Everything has a timeline, everyone has a fate they move towards. Everything in Eden flows in the ether of time. How could you not? Wha… what the hell are you?”


  “What am I?” Flarah innocently repeated. “Why, whatever do you mean? Isn’t it obvious what I am?”


  She leaned close to Aeon’s face with a sharp smile, the chronofly in her grip staring into her eyes with frustration and disbelief of what was happening. The kitsune tilted her head slightly, her eyes appearing to show soft white rings in them around the irises that glowed for a moment before fading away. Aeon noticed the odd display then slowly came to the realization.


  “You’re no kitsune,” she spoke above her breath.


  “I’m close enough,” Flarah quipped. She quickly moved to hold Aeon’s arms crossed in front of her chest before blasting a powerful torrent of fire through the woman. The Dark Queen hoarsely screamed as fire barreled through her and into the air in a wide funnel, her wings shaking while one was seared clean off her back. Kindra stared with wide eyes as Flarah glared at the chronofly while shooting a blazing torrent of fire through her chest. With a gust of wind and cinders the flames stopped, leaving Aeon standing on wobbling legs with a searing hole punched through her and stumps above her elbows where her arms were burned off. The Dark Queen wavered with smoke coming from her mouth before dropping to her knees, her glowing eyes slowly looking up to see Flarah watching her with a solemn expression and hair gently flowing in the breeze.


  “No way,” Kindra breathed out as she was able to move again.


  “You’re… not… a…” Aeon quietly uttered while twitching slightly. Flarah smirked and held her hand to the woman’s face.


  “Oh, but I am,” Flarah assured. “I promise you, I am a monster.”


  In a flash a barrage of fire exploded out over the chronofly and blasted the ground under her into rubble, a scream sounding off before vanishing in the rumbling torrent of flames and charred rock that erupted out in front of Flarah. Kindra stared in amazement at seeing the firestorm tearing through the ground and shooting off the side of the knoll from her sister’s hand, the elder kitsune’s hair and tails flowing behind her in the wind while her eyes calmly watched the fire she had created erase all sight of the chronofly before her. The powerful inferno raged outward from the woman’s hand before finally ceasing, leaving smoke and cinders billowing away into the air while Flarah slowly lowered her arm.


  “Flarah,” Kindra softly said. “Did you… did you just…”


  The smoke slowly blew away to reveal a large crevice the fire had dug out across the knoll and nothing more. Flarah looked to her fingers and gently flicked off some ash from her nails before turning to see her sister staring at her in awe.


  “Did you just kill her?” Kindra shakily asked. “Did you just kill the Dark Queen?”


  “Did I just kill the Dark Queen of time?” Flarah mused with a smirk. “Don’t be silly, of course not.”


  “What?” Kindra bewilderedly replied. Flarah glanced over her shoulder then stepped aside, revealing Aeon standing behind her with not a mark on her and a scowl on her face.


  “WHAT?” Kindra cried out.


  “You can’t kill time with a measly blast of fire,” Flarah laughed before turning to face Aeon. “She’s the queen of time, remember? She’ll just reverse any harm done to her whenever she feels like it.”


  “But… she… you… why…” Kindra stuttered. “But wait, you blasted a hole clear through her! You incinerated her into dust!”


  “Again, she’s the queen of time. Time, Kindra. Time is her semblance, her strength. She can stop time, slow it down, or even reverse it at will. It would be no trouble at all for her to rewind her own time should she get hurt with a scratch or two.”


  “A scratch?” Kindra cried out. “That was a scratch to you? But… but if that’s true then why did you bother doing all that to her in the first place? Why if you knew she would just get back up again? What was the point?”


  “You hit me, I hit you back,” Flarah lectured shaking a finger at the chronofly. “Don’t be a bad girl now. Let’s play nice together, okay?”


  “Again with treating me like a child,” Aeon growled with clenched fists and glowing eyes. “Mocking me. Patronizing me. Speaking down to me. The nerve you have, Flarah.”


  “Oh stop it,” Flarah teased as she walked up to the woman. She gently brushed off some ash from the chronofly’s shoulders then patted her head. “Quit it with the attitude already, it’s not very becoming of a queen now is it? My my, you really are cute when you get upset, you know that?”


  Aeon shut her eyes and snarled furiously as the kitsune laughed and pet her head with gentle taps.


  “What in Eden is going on here?” Kindra shouted out. “Why are you babying her again? Why are you talking to her like she’s your friend? And how did you break free from her magic like that? What the hell am I missing here?”


  “Calm down, sister,” Flarah said as she watched Aeon growling at her through gritted teeth. “Aeon was just saying hello in her own way. You know, making a surprise entrance, talking to others with complete disdain, threatening to kill them, boasting she’s going to be queen of the world, the typical nonsense you’d expect from her. Her social skills are quite deplorable, but just look at how cute she gets when you pet her. Her cheeks puff up and she turns the loveliest shade of red you’ve ever seen.”


  “Knock it off!” Aeon shouted swatting Flarah’s hands away. “Goddammit, you are the most excruciating whore in all of Eden! I hate you with every fiber of my being!”


  “It’s nice to see you too,” Flarah mused with a smirk.


  “I could kill you,” Aeon snarled. “It would take less than a second to you lowly maggots for me to rip you apart and coat this mound with your blood.”


  “But you’re not going to,” Flarah told her. Aeon quietly growled at her while Kindra was still staring at the two of them in disbelief. “After all if you wanted us dead you would have done so already. You wouldn’t be standing before me struggling to contain your anger and complexion if you didn’t want us alive still. No, you don’t want to kill us. Not now anyway. And there’s only one reason for that. It would change something in the fates that you don’t want changed, isn’t that right?”


  She then leaned closer to the chronofly’s face with a smug grin while her tails slowly rustled behind her.


  “That, and you’re curious,” she quietly teased. “I know you are. You’re just itching to figure out what I am and how I do the things I do. I’m a mystery to you. I’m a thorn in your mind. Something you want to unravel before killing me. Am I right? Tell me I’m right. I know I am.”


  “I take it you’re not going to answer any question I may ask right now, are you?” Aeon assumed with a flinching scowl.


  “Ah, at least you saw that much coming,” Flarah giggled. She then showed a sharp smile towards the chronofly, her eyes again showing white rings within them that Aeon couldn’t help but stare at. “You’ll know when I want you to, not before. You’re not killing us because we play a part in the fates that you don’t wish to change. Same goes for you, Aeon. I don’t want to end your time just yet, I have further use of you. The fact that you’re free from your city now doesn’t change that.”


  “You think you’re playing me here?” Aeon demanded.


  “I don’t know. Am I?” Flarah challenged. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be able to see the future, right?”


  The two stared each other down, one with glowing green eyes and the other with golden eyes with white rings shining within them. Flarah chuckled as the rings slowly faded before she turned to see Kindra still staring at them in stunned silence.


  “Something wrong, dear sister?”


  “What is happening here?” Kindra cried out. “What are you two talking about with each other? Why aren’t you showing more surprise that she’s free now? Why aren’t you trying to kill her? Why-”


  “Calm down, little sister,” Flarah droned with a roll of her eyes. “Don’t get your tails in a twist. Everything’s fine.”


  “Fine? Fine? A Dark Queen is standing right in front of you and you’re just talking to her like it’s no big deal! How is that fine?”


  “Sorry about her,” Flarah said to Aeon. “She’s always overly dramatic.”


  “I’m sure,” Aeon muttered crossing her arms. She glanced between the two with a flinching lip before turning her eyes over to the elven forest. Walking over to the side of the knoll she watched Green Haven while thinking about something in silence, with Flarah watching her with an amused smile and Kindra looking back and forth between them while stuttering some form of nonsensical argument.


  “You’re right,” Aeon said glancing back to them. “As much as I would like to skin you foxes right now, and believe me I do, it would benefit me more to have you live a little longer.”


  “Called it,” Flarah teased with a wink while tapping her nose.


  “Shut up,” Aeon growled looking back ahead again.


  “Okay,” Kindra calmly said, lowering her head and closing her eyes while holding her hands together. “Let me try it this way. Could someone please explain to me WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON HERE?”


  “She is rather dramatic,” Aeon muttered.


  “Flarah, what-” Kindra started before Flarah walked over and grabbed her hand.


  “Calm yourself,” Flarah ordered. “Aeon’s the one who’s been helping me prepare this little event tonight. She’s the one who told me when and where it would happen and assisted with making sure everything happened the way it needs to.”


  “You’ve been collaborating with a Dark Queen?” Kindra demanded with tails shaking behind her. “You’ve been working with her? Why would you do such a thing? What is wrong with you?”


  “It’s okay, little sister,” Flarah assured. “I promise you’re going to enjoy seeing this. That’s why we’ve been waiting here all this time, to have the best seats for when the show begins. And it’s almost time for it to start.”


  “Show? What show? What the hell are you two up to?”


  “Come and see,” Flarah said as she escorted Kindra over to the side of the knoll next to Aeon. Kindra looked between the two in frustration then ahead at Green Haven where everything appeared peaceful from where they were.


  “See what? What are we waiting for to happen?”


  “Something that’ll turn that frown upside-down,” Flarah giggled. Kindra looked around at the forest and scratched her head then turned to Flarah with a cautious eye.


  “Wait, Aeon said you’re waiting for the Archlight’s Blade and Hellfire’s Edge to arrive and slay the gemini. Is that true?”


  Flarah glanced to her and again tapped her nose with a smirk on her face.


  “The swords are coming here?” Kindra eagerly asked. “Tonight? The gemini will be slain here tonight? That’s what you were plotting with Aeon?”


  “That’s correct,” Flarah agreed, with Kindra now showing a faint smile as she looked between the forest and her sister. “The swords are fated to arrive here tonight and the gemini will fall. And afterwards your precious Daniel Sorres will impress you with a unique feat of his own. I told you this would be a show you would enjoy, you should trust your big sister more. Everything is set to happen, it’s all been taken care of, so relax and enjoy the performance.”


  “Not exactly, Flarah,” Aeon mentioned shaking her head. The two kitsunes looked to her questionably as the chronofly chuckled in amusement, the woman then glancing to them with a twitch of her eyebrow and a slick grin of her own.


  “I told you, fate has changed. I’m afraid the show tonight has been altered to provide more entertainment and spectacle. Hope you don’t mind.”


  “Altered?” Flarah asked. “Altered how?”


  “You will enjoy tonight’s performance,” Aeon promised Kindra with a wink. “Just not the same way you were thinking. Sit tight and shut up, you won’t want to miss what happens now.”


  “Flarah, what’s going on?” Kindra carefully asked while watching Aeon closely. “What does she mean by that? Are the gemini being slain tonight or not?”


  “I’m not really sure,” Flarah mused with a curious look at Green Haven. “Looks as though there’s been a change in tonight’s plans. I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see what fate has in store now, won’t we?”


  “You won’t have to wait long,” Aeon assured. “And that’s good because I myself am quite eager to see this unfold.”


  Kindra growled while looking between the two before turning her eyes onto Green Haven as she grew more anxious about what the Dark Queen had planned. The three stood atop the hill while surveying the elven forest before them, with only one now knowing what was set to happen that night and what would be set into motion thereafter. Kindra clenched her hands tightly while wondering what Aeon was plotting then glanced to her sister as another concern came to mind.


  “Flarah, what were you two talking about earlier with you having a secret?” she carefully asked. Flarah glanced to her and gave no reply, with Kindra quickly peeking over to see Aeon keeping her eyes on Green Haven then back to her sister while leaning closer to her.


  “Whatever you said to the Dark Queen it seemed to startle her. Is there something else you’re hiding from me?”


  “Nothing that you need to worry about,” Flarah answered shaking her head slightly. Kindra watched her closely before looking ahead again while crossing her arms with a disgruntled sigh.


  “Those words mean very little coming from you, Flarah.”


  *****


  Outside the carriage a group of travelers and co-mates were gathered around a campsite as the sun was slowly lowering behind them against the forest and horizon. Luna and Falla sat atop the carriage above the opened doors while gazing at what remained of the centaur kingdom with uneasy frowns, with Falla gently rubbing her sister’s back and Luna fidgeting her hands together as recent news from Triska brought on a whole new wave of concerns for all of them. Below leaning against the carriage Clover was keeping a sharp eye on their surroundings, the elf having her bow held in hand with three arrows placed between her fingers of the other as she remained ready to quickly fire at anything that so much as sneezed near them. Alyssa was seated on a twisted root she had summoned near Lucky, the witch gazing up at the sky with her staff in hand while the horse walked about behind her with a soft grunt now and again. Sitting atop her hat Pip was also looking up at the evening sky while her wings fluttered a few times before remaining still again. Star and Squeak stood at the edge of the knoll while looking over the scar in Eden that lay before them, the two exchanging troubled glances before looking back at the group as they could easily sense the growing anxieties of their co-mates. All except for Cindy who was giggling while sitting on the ground, her eyes locked onto Snapper as usual while the youngling hopped about in the grass while trying to pounce on an elusive cricket.


  “I think centaurs are cursed,” Alyssa said, with the girls turning to her in question as she slowly shook her head. “We met Kroanette, and then nearly get killed by gemini. A horde of monsters destroyed their kingdom from out of nowhere. Kroanette’s sister was found by a dangerous man who’s after Twilight’s life. We camp here near their homeland and Triska is nearly killed by succubi, there’s apparently now a beelzebub lurking about out there somewhere, and Kroanette is still lost and who knows where. We haven’t even heard a peep from Twilight all day. I honestly think centaurs are cursed like jinxes.”


  “A lot of shit sure is happening all at once it seems,” Clover agreed. “Though I don’t think it’s the centaurs you should be cursing for it.”


  “Then who should I curse?” Alyssa asked her. “Seriously, what the hell is going on out there? It’s like everything bad that could happen to us is happening to us.”


  “We need to find Kroanette and get the hell out of here,” Falla suggested. “Maybe out of the country too. If there’s a demon lord out there drawing in all manner of horrible monsters then we shouldn’t stay here. Right?”


  “And go where?” Clover quizzed her. “Where in Eden isn’t there shit like this happening?”


  “There’s a beelzebub here in Koskaysil! We should go anywhere there isn’t one, that’s where!”


  “And abandon Dan’s quest?” Clover sharply retorted. “In case you’ve forgotten he’s trying to save this land, the whole damned world even, from never-ending war! You really think he’s going to want to give up his home, his kingdom, and those that are counting on him just like that? What about Queen Victoria? Charlotte? Your monarch? They’re all offering to help him make his beliefs known to his queen so he can make his point to mankind. He’s not just going to abandon them and his quest to run away like you cowardly butterflies do the first chance you get!”


  “Hey, take that back!” Falla shouted.


  “That’s all you giant butterflies do when trouble comes, you fly away! Well guess what, if we bail on Dan’s quest then he’s never going to succeed! If we bail on those leaders who are offering to help him then they’ll never help us again! We can’t just run away and hide like weaklings because there’s bad monsters out there, there’s always bad monsters out there!”


  “That could be your home next!” Falla yelled while pointing to the ravaged countryside. “Our home! Daniel’s home! Maybe even Rockhelm! A beelzebub is only going to attract the worst of monsters in this world, and lots of them too! What are we supposed to do to stop that?”


  “Maybe Daniel can make her be good too,” Luna nervously suggested. “Maybe he can talk to her and make her stop bringing bad monsters here.”


  “Right, and maybe Clover will learn to fly,” Falla scoffed while waving to the elf. “It’s a demon lord, Luna! A Darker One that lives to feed on chaos! That is not a monster Daniel can talk to about peace!”


  “We’re not running away,” Alyssa said, the girls turning to see her looking up at the sky again with a solemn gaze. “Even if we didn’t have friends and family we’d be abandoning in the process we can’t give up with what we set out here to do. If there is a beelzebub out there then that’s all the more reason our races need to unite to survive. Daniel won’t give up, he won’t be scared away. If anything this will only motivate him more to bring our races together, to show them that we need each other in order to defend against the real monsters of Eden.”


  “We’re not going anywhere,” Clover agreed shaking her head. “If there are more monsters coming they’ll be coming for all our homes and sisters. If we run away and let them get wiped out just like that then how are we any better than those fucking bitches that ruined Kroanette’s home?”


  “But-” Falla started to protest before Luna held her hand.


  “Daniel promised to take care of us,” Luna reminded her. “And not just us but also our races, everyone that’s putting their faith in him. He wants to give our sisters back in Flairwood a better future, he wants to give Complica a better future. He won’t be scared away from that promise and neither should we.”


  “But what can we do?” Falla worried. “A demon lord isn’t something we can take on. And what about all those monsters that leveled Ruhelia to the ground? We’re out here to speak about peace, not go to war against an army of bloodthirsty savages. What are we supposed to do against that?”


  “We’d better start making more friends,” Alyssa suggested. Pip looked down over the brim of the hat to see the witch showing a very uneasy frown. “A lot more friends. We’re going to need them, just like they’re going to need us.”


  “We all need Dan to make his voice heard now,” Clover agreed. “If we don’t all work together soon, we’re all fucked.”


  The girls exchanged troubled looks with one another while Snapper hopped around and leapt back onto Cindy’s chest. As the swarm mauled her sandy bosom with thrashing claws and vicious snaps Squeak and Star walked over to the group, the two remaining silent just as their co-mates were as all the girls suddenly felt a boon of pressure for Daniel succeeding with his quest now.


  “Rystone could be next,” Alyssa softly said.


  “Or Flairwood,” Luna added.


  “Or Squeak’s nest,” Falla said looking to Squeak.


  “Green Haven,” Clover mentioned. “And Dan’s home. Doku’s home. Every fucking settlement out there, human or monster, it could all be destroyed if we don’t succeed with Dan’s mission and get our people to stop fighting and start working together.”


  “We have to succeed now,” Alyssa reasoned. “Daniel has to succeed. Otherwise Ruhelia won’t be the last casualty.”


  The girls slowly nodded while Cindy watched Snapper with a worried frown, the youngling still mauling her chest and not sharing the group’s concerns at all. Pip looked down with a worried eye while sitting atop Alyssa’s hat, the fairy then jumping and looking back as she heard a rustling in the woods nearby.


  “Is that Kroanette?” she gasped. Zipping off the witch’s hat she raced into the thicket with a cheer. “Kroanette, is that you? Did you and your boobies come back? I missed you! And your boobies!”


  The girls watched the fairy vanishing into the dark woods before she quickly raced back with a terrified scream.


  “That’s not Kroanette or her boobies!” she cried out before racing into Squeak’s tunic to hide. The girls all looked towards the sounds of bushes rustling and twigs snapping, with Lucky grunting and quickly trotting away to the other side of the campsite which only raised tension among the group. After a moment a figure stumbled out of the shadows, with all the girls going wide-eyed as they saw it was certainly not their missing centaur.


  “Whoa,” Rolian groaned as she skittered out of a bush, the arachne staggering about on all her legs while holding her jug in hand. “Why is the ground tilting around so much? Stop moving, Eden. I’m trying to- ump… trying to walk here.”


  “An arachne!” Alyssa screamed as she leapt off her seat and held her staff towards the monster. Clover quickly took aim at the stumbling spider while Squeak and Star tensed up near her. Falla and Luna dashed off the roof of the carriage in a blur to get behind the girls while Cindy merely watched the newcomer with a curious eye as she held Snapper, the swarm again coughing out sand in her arms before shaking her head and then noticing the arachne nearby.


  “Oh wow,” Rolian mumbled as her head rolled atop her neck. “The world’s really spinning today. Isn’t it spinning a lot, Juggy? Make- make it stop. Please. It’s making me dizzy.”


  The arachne wavered on her legs before dropping onto her abdomen with a hiccup. She took a few more heavy drinks of her brew before looking around the area, her blurry vision having trouble making out pretty much everything including all the girls nearby who were watching her closely.


  “Who- who- who’s there?” she asked squinting all her eyes.


  “Fucking arachne,” Clover scowled as she got ready to let loose her arrows.


  “Kroanette? Are you there?” Rolian called out, with the girls showing surprise as the arachne took another large gulp of her brew. She wiped her mouth then slowly got to her feet, her eyes narrowing as she tried to make out who she was seeing.


  “Hey, is that you? C’mon, tell me. I’ve been looking for you all day. Is that you or not? Kroanette? Yoo-hoo… are you there?”


  “Did you say Kroanette?” Clover demanded. “You know her?”


  “Of course I know her,” Rolian mumbled before hiccupping. “She’s my friend. She’s my friend. My friend. Is she- is she- is she here? Um… where is here anyway? Where am I? And who are you?”


  “What do you mean she’s your friend?” Alyssa retorted. “Have you seen her? Where is she? Tell us!”


  Rolian opened her mouth to speak, wobbled on her legs, and then dropped to the ground with a thump. All the girls watched as the arachne laid sprawled on the ground with a few legs twitching, her face buried in the grass, and her hand still holding onto her jug which was pouring some of its brew onto the ground.


  “What the hell is wrong with her?” Clover asked shaking her head.


  “Did she say she knows Kroanette?” Luna wondered as she peeked over the elf’s shoulder.


  “Oh god, she didn’t eat her, did she?” Falla feared while clinging to Squeak’s back.


  Star took a step closer with a low yowl before suddenly hopping with a startled mew. She trembled with a shaky breath while her cheeks took on a blush, the girls seeing the jinx moaning slightly with a timid expression coming over her before quickly being replaced with rage. She looked down and pulled her skirt up, with everyone then seeing a tiny harvester between her legs with her face buried in the cat’s crotch.


  “Mmm,” Reiko purred while holding onto the jinx’s thighs. “I missed you so much, my delicious kitty.”


  “Reiko?” Alyssa exclaimed.


  “Oh fuck, she’s here too?” Clover complained.


  “What’s she doing?” Cindy asked curiously.


  “No!” Pip cried out from Squeak’s bosom, watching in apparent horror the sight of Reiko slurping Star’s private flesh. “Those are my juices of life! You can’t have them!”


  Star quickly grabbed the tiny harvester, warped to the side of the campsite, and then started bashing the little monster into the ground with furious snarls. After a few more hard impacts she then started mercilessly swiping her claws and tearing the undead monster’s body up with loud meows of rage. After Reiko’s body had been slashed into tatters Star then proceeded to heatedly stomp on the harvester’s mangled remains with loud yowls.


  “Worth it!” Reiko called out between her bones breaking with her spectral cutter flailing about at her side.


  “What in Eden is going on here?” Alyssa cried out. The girls looked from the sight of Star stomping Reiko into the dirt over to Rolian who merely burped while remaining face down in the grass then to each other in bewilderment.


  *****


  Holding her hand inside a lantern Alyssa clicked the tinder to ignite its flame, her hand brushing through the fire and gently swirling the embers before she closed the glass door. Using her magic she levitated the lamp up to hook onto a tall growing root that had sprouted up next to the carriage to provide light as the sun began to cast shadows over the campsite from the nearby forest. In its glow Daniel and his mates who weren’t sleeping within their home stood before an arachne that was bound in twisted vines with her arms tied behind her back and legs ensnared below her. Rolian nervously looked around at the group of travelers that were watching her sharply, seeing they had easily detained not only her but also Reiko as the harvester was limp in Star’s hand.


  “You know Kroanette?” Daniel asked, with Rolian nodding quickly at him. “Where is she? What happened to her?”


  “I don’t know,” Rolian said shaking her head. “Please, do what you will with me, but just don’t hurt Juggy.”


  “Juggy?” Falla questioned. “Who’s Juggy?”


  Rolian looked over to where her jug was lying on the grass, with Daniel and the girls noticing the object and also how the arachne was on the verge of crying in fear for its safety.


  “Your stupid drink?” Alyssa asked. “That’s all your worried about?”


  “Please don’t hurt her,” Rolian begged. “She’s a good jug. She always has been. She never hurt anyone, she only made me happy.”


  “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Clover shouted. “Forget your stupid jug, where’s Kroanette?”


  “She was on her way to Ruhelia last I saw her.”


  “This is Ruhelia,” Specca pointed out as she waved towards the ravaged countryside. Rolian looked around at the massive scar in the land then slowly shook her head.


  “Wow, The Sisterhood really wrecked everything here. They weren’t kidding.”


  “The Sisterhood?” Daniel repeated. “What’s that? Do you know what happened here?”


  “Um, sort of,” Rolian unsurely said with a shrug. Daniel walked up closer to the arachne with Squeak and Clover by his sides, all of them glaring at the newcomer who gulped and slumped back.


  “Where’s Kroanette?” Daniel demanded. “What happened to her home? Tell me what happened to my mate and her kin right now!”


  “I don’t know, I’m sorry, I just-” Rolian cried before blinking then looking at Daniel curiously. “Wait, did you say Kroanette is your mate?”


  “Yes, she is!”


  “You’re the one she was coming to find,” Rolian realized. She looked him over then smiled a little. “She was telling the truth. She does have a mate in this world. Lucky girl.”


  “What?” Daniel shouted. “What are you talking about? Where is she?”


  “I was following her here,” Rolian pleaded while hopping in her binds. “She’s not here yet? I don’t understand how I beat her. She was running really fast and I blacked out a few times on my way here.”


  “Why were you following her?” Clover demanded.


  “I didn’t know what else to do. After I let her go I didn’t have-”


  “Let her go?” Clover shouted. “What do you mean let her go? Did you kidnap her? What did you do to her, you fucking bitch?”


  “Stop yelling at me,” Rolian whined shutting her eyes. “Please, I don’t like it. I didn’t do anything to her, those others monsters did. They were mean to her and me. That’s why I let her go, I didn’t want them to hurt her. I didn’t want to be like them or around them anymore so I left and I came here to find Kroanette, and she’s not here and you are and you’re yelling at me, and I don’t like it. You’re scaring me and Juggy.”


  “Forget about your damned jug!” Clover shouted in her face. “What happened to Kroanette? Tell me right now or else you’re fucking dead!”


  Rolian broke down crying and lowered her head, the group watching in frustration as she sobbed loudly and squirmed in her binds. Daniel shut his eyes and took a few slow breaths before stepping closer to the arachne while pushing Clover back behind him, prompting Rolian to squeak and lean further away from him while crying out of fear.


  “Did you harm my mate?”


  Rolian whimpered and shook her head.


  “Did someone else hurt her?”


  Again Rolian shook her head.


  “You claim to be her friend?”


  Rolian nodded while sniveling.


  “Then tell me everything,” Daniel ordered. “I want to know how you know her. I want to know where you saw her last. I want to know what this Sisterhood is. I want to know what happened to Ruhelia. Tell us everything you know right now.”


  “Please don’t yell at me anymore,” Rolian whimpered.


  “Then start talking,” Daniel warned shaking his head slowly. “My patience is already at its end. I’m worried sick about my missing mate and I need to find her. If you know anything about Kroanette then you will start talking and prove to us you’re her friend. And if you’re lying, if you harmed a hair on her head, I will make you sorely regret ever having met me. Am I clear?”


  Rolian nodded and sniffled a few times before looking around at all the girls, seeing them watching her very carefully as they awaited her explanation. Although Reiko quietly groaned in Star’s hand and Snapper was snapping her teeth and kicking about in Cindy’s arms the group was only paying attention to Rolian, Daniel especially as he turned her gaze by the jaw back onto him as he, Squeak, and Clover showed clear looks of umbrage towards her.


  “Talk,” he sternly ordered.


  “Okay, I will,” Rolian agreed nodding. “Just please, don’t hurt Juggy. She’s innocent in all this.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Daniel said standing back and crossing his arms. “Now tell me, what happened to my centaur? Who dared to mess with my mate?”


   


  


  Chapter 16


  A Desperate Strategy


  In the world of Eden it was important to plan carefully when opposing conflict. A good weapon could be useful, but a sharper wit could be what saves the day in the end. Always consider all options presented and even those that aren’t so clear. Sometimes the correct path would be obvious, whether it be simple or daunting to navigate. Other times the key to victory may be more surprising to believe and perhaps even crazier to try. Whatever choices were available, all that mattered in the end was the resolve of those faced with them.


  Even the wildest plans could be achieved by those most determined.


  *****


  “I’ve got you now,” Bermuda chuckled with a dark grin. “This time there’s no escaping me.”


  “Run, Max!” Lelu cried out. “Run for your life!”


  “There’s nowhere left for him to run,” Bermuda laughed. “Nowhere left to hide. This time I’m going to get him. There’s no evading me any further.”


  “You can still beat her, Max! I believe in you!”


  “Go ahead, make your move. It’s all over now.”


  “Watch out, Max! Don’t let her get you!”


  Max slowly looked between the two girls, seeing Bermuda smugly grinning at him and Lelu hopping about anxiously, then down and scratched his head as he considered his options. After a moment to decide he reached his hand out, with Bermuda snickering to herself while Lelu covered her eyes in fear yet still peeked between her fingers. The two girls saw him move his rook atop a chessboard to a new square before he shrugged at the arachne.


  “Checkmate,” he said, with Bermuda gasping in shock while Lelu smiled brightly and jumped again next to the table they were playing on in VelRyan’s observatory. Bermuda quickly moved around to examine the board from all angles before groaning loudly and slumping down in aggravation.


  “How?” she cried out shaking her head. “How do you always win like that? You said you’ve never played this game before!”


  “I haven’t,” Max admitted with a small smile. “This is my first time playing chess with someone. It is pretty fun. Thanks for teaching me.”


  “You did it, Max!” Lelu cheered while hugging him from the side. The boy laughed a bit while the centaur kicked about with her rear legs. “That’s four times you’ve beaten her now! You’re the best!”


  “Well Bermuda made the game easy to understand,” Max admitted. “She’s a good teacher. And it’s not so hard to play. Did you want to give it a try, Lelu?”


  “No, I’d much rather watch you best her at her own game. Nice try, Bermuda, but you’re no match for him. Better luck next time.”


  “Oh yeah?” Bermuda snapped as she cracked her knuckles. “It’s on. Let’s go, round five. This time you’re going down!”


  “That’s four times she’s said that now,” Lelu teased with a smug grin towards the arachne, her arms still holding Max’s head against her bosom that he was trying not to peek at. “Go ahead and try, Bermuda. Max will wipe the floor with you just like he always does.”


  “I’ll try my best,” Max weakly chuckled. “Honestly I think it’s just beginner’s luck.”


  “Your luck is about to run out,” Bermuda growled as she quickly reset the pieces on the board.


  “Maybe,” Max admitted rubbing the back of his neck. “You are pretty good at this yourself. Did your dad teach you?”


  “Of course,” Bermuda proudly replied. She glanced behind to VelRyan who was seated at a desk further away. The man was going through a book with a pile of tomes resting on the bench and what appeared to be a few crystalline stones that had a soft blue glow to them.


  “He’s taught me so much,” Bermuda continued looking back down to the board. “He taught me this game, taught me magic, how to read and write, how to sing…”


  “Sing?” Lelu wondered. “You sing, Bermuda?”


  “Not anymore,” the arachne said with a saddened smile. “I used to, but not so much anymore these days. Anyway, it’s because of him that I am who I am today. Him and my mother…”


  Bermuda took a moment to compose herself, a look of sorrow briefly coming over her before she shook it off and smiled at her friends again.


  “But enough talk about all that. Time to reclaim my title as chess champion of Shadow’s Refuge.”


  “I believe Master VelRyan still holds that title, my dear,” Syliandanchevas giggled. The children looked to see the fey walking over to them with a tray that held five cups of tea on it. “If I remember correctly, nobody has ever beaten him at chess before. Except for your mother.”


  “She cheated,” Bermuda plainly quipped. “She had to have. He cheats. He has to. No other explanation.”


  “Oh my,” Syliandanchevas mused with a smirk. “Did your father also teach you to make excuses? Because that was a very lousy one if I do say so.”


  “If he did I would have come up with a better one,” Bermuda sighed. Max and Lelu laughed a bit along with the fey who handed out drinks to each of the three children.


  “She was the only one who could best him at that game,” Syliandanchevas recalled looking to the board. “Your father was at least a good sport about it. Never complained once, just aspired to one day defeat her at the game. The poor man, he never did.”


  “Mother never did go easy on him,” Bermuda fondly remembered. She looked at her tea for a moment then took another cup from the tray before skittering over towards her father. She hopped next to him in an attempt to startle him, with the man merely giving her forehead a light tap without looking before smiling at her as she got flustered and started fidgeting on her legs. He held her cheek and said something with a gentle voice, making the arachne calm down and lower her head with a blush before she handed him his drink. The two clinked their cups and sipped their tea together before Bermuda looked at the open book on his desk and started talking with her father about it.


  “If I may ask,” Lelu slowly spoke up. “What happened to Bermuda’s mother?”


  “Lylyian,” Syliandanchevas gently said lowering her head. “She was a wonderful arachne. So kind and loving, so generous and thoughtful with others. Nothing like the arachne you children have seen or heard about, I’m sure. She and VelRyan were so happy together, and they raised a beautiful girl in this world. I do miss her so much. I wish she were here with us still.”


  “What happened to her?” Max asked.


  “She fell ill,” Syliandanchevas softly replied. “A very nasty illness. She and Bermuda, they both got very sick with it together. It was horrible. They suffered so much from that accursed disease. The poor dears. Bermuda was fortunate to survive, but Lylyian…”


  “She died from it?” Lelu worried.


  “She did. Though she didn’t leave this world without performing one last act of kindness to show us. She was an angel right to the very end.”


  “What did she do?” Max wondered.


  Syliandanchevas looked over to where Bermuda and VelRyan were talking at his desk then set the tray on the table and sat down next to Max. She glanced between the two children then looked down to the board and gently used a finger to tilt the queen piece around on its base.


  “There exists a disease known as Velaprean Exi. It only affects monster classes of the bug and insect variety. Very contagious, very deadly, but also very rare. One day we took in a giant butterfly from the southern province, one who was brought to us for what everyone believed to be a bad stomach flu. She was able to walk and fly, but was in constant pain and unable to eat anything that wouldn’t get thrown back up. I tried to treat her, we thought we knew what the problem was. We were wrong.”


  “She had Velaprean Exi, didn’t she?” Max asked.


  “Unfortunately yes. Abdominal pains are one thing, but coughing up blood and pieces of your stomach, that’s another.”


  “Oh god,” Lelu feared.


  “She died not long after she was admitted here. We sent word to her grove to let them know what she had and to take precautions, but we were too late. Her entire village had already died from the virus by the time our messenger got there. Every one of them, mother and child, dead from what was certainly a painful exit from this world.”


  “That’s horrible,” Lelu mourned. “I never knew such a disease existed.”


  “And then Lylyian and Bermuda got it, didn’t they?” Max worried.


  “They did,” Syliandanchevas said with a slow nod. “They started exhibiting the same symptoms soon after. They couldn’t eat, they couldn’t sleep, and their coughing got worse and worse. We were so scared we were going to lose them.”


  “So what happened?” Max asked. “If Lylyian died from it but Bermuda lived, how did she survive?”


  Syliandanchevas sniffled then noticed Bermuda slowly skittering closer to the table, a saddened frown on her face as she had clearly heard their conversation. The arachne set her cup down on the table then lowered to sit on the floor with her abdomen while holding her arms under her chest.


  “Syliandanchevas was able to work up a potion to cure the disease,” Bermuda softly continued. “She knew what we had before we were about to die from it, she had more time to prepare an antidote to save us. My father and Vale raced out into Eden to collect all that she needed, all that they could get to make the potion. The cure for Velaprean Exi, the ingredients for it aren’t exactly common or easy to obtain in Eden. Father and Vale searched night and day for what was needed to save us, but in the end…”


  “I only had enough to make an antidote for one,” Syliandanchevas remorsefully said. Lelu quickly held Max’s arm and hand as the two feared where the story was going to go. “Just enough to save one. I tried, I tried to make more but… I just couldn’t do it. There was barely enough for just one antidote.”


  “So you ended up giving it to Bermuda,” Max realized.


  “No,” Syliandanchevas said shaking her head. “We didn’t make that choice. Lylyian did. She wasted not a second, she didn’t give it another thought, she didn’t care what would happen to her. The moment I told her and VelRyan I only had one antidote I could administer she grabbed it and gave it to Bermuda without saying a word. She made Bermuda drink it all and… and she… she…”


  “She smiled at us,” VelRyan continued as he walked over behind her. The group saw him showing a similar saddened smile just as Bermuda now had while he gently swirled his tea. “She just smiled at us. She didn’t care she was going to die, she was just happy her daughter was going to live. She gave her life to save Bermuda’s without a moment’s hesitation. After that, even though she was in constant pain, she continued to smile as Bermuda gradually recovered. She was happy with her choice until the very end, until one night when…”


  Syliandanchevas lowered her head and tipped the queen piece over onto the board with a clack that everyone heard in the silence that befell the hall.


  “The queen of Shadow’s Refuge fell,” she finished before removing her glasses and wiping her tears away.


  “That’s so sad,” Lelu whimpered. “That’s horrible. Losing her like that, that’s just awful.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Max said, looking between VelRyan and Bermuda as Lelu snuggled closer to his shoulder with quiet sniffles. “I’m sorry you lost her like that.”


  VelRyan looked down to his locket over his chest then gently opened it, admiring what was held inside with a warm smile before turning it to show everyone. Within the locket was a picture of an arachne from the chest up, her long silver hair having two braids running down along the sides of her rolling locks while also having a red bow tied behind her head. She wore a light blue shawl over her shoulders that had golden embroidery swirling around its edges, and her smile was as benevolent as could be.


  “Most arachne out there care very little for others, even their own offspring,” VelRyan told them. “Lylyian wasn’t anything like them. She loved her daughter. She loved me. She loved life. Even though fate was cruel and took her from us she smiled until the very end and gave her life so Bermuda could live. I loved that woman with all my heart and I will continue to do so until the day we’re reunited. She certainly proved it during her life, but now she is without a doubt an angel in the heavens.”


  “She certainly was,” Syliandanchevas agreed before sniveling a little. VelRyan gently rubbed her shoulder, her hand quickly moving to take hold of his as she whimpered with a remorseful smile on her face.


  “That bow in her hair,” Max said looking to Bermuda. “It looks like yours.”


  “That’s because this was hers,” Bermuda replied, tenderly holding a hand to her ribbon. “I wear it always, so no matter where I am or what I’m doing she’s always with me.”


  She lowered her head and wiped tears away from some of her eyes while Lelu was looking at the fallen chess piece with a sympathetic gaze. Max looked at his tea for a moment, thinking about the arachne who was everything that most arachne weren’t in Eden, then slowly lifted his cup up with a small smile.


  “To Lylyian,” he proposed. Bermuda stared at him in wonder while Syliandanchevas had a curious smile on her face as she wiped a tear away, the same expression that Lelu and VelRyan also had as they saw him holding his drink up.


  “Are you proposing a toast to a monster?” VelRyan asked with a raised eyebrow. “Is that true, Max?”


  “No,” Max said shaking his head. “I’m proposing a toast to a woman and mother who deserves to be honored.”


  “Max…” Bermuda breathed out.


  “Are you certain you’re from a family of monster hunters?” VelRyan mused with a smirk. “I do wonder how your sisters would react to hearing of you toasting to the memory of an arachne.”


  “They’d be pissed,” Max admitted with a nod. “They wouldn’t understand or even try to. But I don’t care. I’m glad I got to learn about her, and also meet Bermuda because of her sacrifice. I want to do this, for her.”


  “Me too,” Lelu agreed holding up her cup. “Thanks to her I know not all arachne are evil monsters in this world. To Lylyian.”


  “To Lylyian,” Syliandanchevas said holding hers up.


  “To Lylyian,” VelRyan agreed holding his cup out.


  “To Lylyian,” Bermuda softly said, holding her cup up while her eyes remained locked on Max. He smiled at her and nodded before they all drank to the memory of the arachne who was anything but a cold-hearted monster.


  “Thank you, Max,” Bermuda said with a small smile. “Really. It means a lot to me hearing you say-”


  “For crying out loud!” Grace’s loud roar echoed in the hall, with everyone looking over to see the elf marching up the stairs into the observatory then towards them with a furious expression on her face.


  “It’s been all day!” she yelled marching up to VelRyan and stomping her foot. “I’ve been waiting all fucking day in this boring dump to be taken back, and I’m still waiting! How much longer until you get me out of here, goddammit!”


  “You ruin everything, don’t you?” Bermuda quietly muttered.


  “Take me back right now!” Grace shouted at VelRyan. “I have shit to do and I can’t do it way the fuck down here in this godforsaken crap hole!”


  “Take you back where exactly?” VelRyan questioned as he set his tea down. “As you know Vale is currently out there, scouring the land around not only your home but also Max’s in order to see where it would be safe to take you three. We’re not just going to drop you off in the middle of The Outerlands and wish you luck, that would be the equivalent of a death sentence. So Vale is searching high and low for a safe place to take you. For elves to drop you off under their care, for Max’s sisters who are sure to be looking for him, for any place that would be safe for us to leave you without fearing for your lives.”


  He then turned to the elf who was looking down with a flustered grimace, the girl slowly glancing up to see him watching her with a solemn expression.


  “And in the meantime you’ve all been welcome guests in my home. We’ve given you shelter, food, friendly company, washed your clothes, kept you safe within these walls. And yet still you complain and yell at me, treating me as if I’m the villain here?”


  “But…”


  “I’ve heard you quite clearly,” VelRyan continued crossing his arms. “Every hall you’ve stormed across, every balcony that you’ve expelled your frustrations out from, every obscenity you’ve spoken very loudly in not only my home but within earshot of many of our residents that are trying to rest here, trying to recover, trying to pull their lives back together. I hear all that goes on within these walls, young lady. I know very well how ‘pissed off’ you are. However my patience for others isn’t everlasting and you are pulling on the last thread I have.”


  “I just…” Grace muttered looking down. “But…”


  “I’m honestly surprised to see the daughter of a revered elven priestess behaving as you are. No manners. No gratitude. No respect. Only anger and vulgarity, and those are not qualities for a young lady to grow on.”


  Grace shut her eyes and clenched her hands, fists trembling at her sides as she tried her best not to let out any more of her current volatile emotions in the face of his statements. She then felt VelRyan taking hold of her hands, her eyes opening to see the man kneeling before her with a calm look on his face.


  “I am sorry for the hardships you’ve gone through, I truly am. You have every right to be angry with those who have taken so much from you. I have every bit of confidence possible in that if you had a bow and quiver of arrows at your side while standing before your home right now you would boldly charge in to reclaim your forest and people’s freedom with all your might.”


  “They need me,” she whimpered. “I have to help them. I have to get our home back from those assholes.”


  “And I also have confidence that if you were to try right now you would die,” VelRyan warned. “Which is why we didn’t send you back home to Green Haven yet. We don’t want you to throw your life away so foolishly. We don’t want you to get hurt, Grace.”


  “But I have to try!” Grace insisted. VelRyan held a finger to her lips and silenced the elf while shaking his head.


  “Running in there with arrows blazing will only lead to your death and their victory, Grace. All your people will see is the daughter of their priestess falling before them. I understand your desire to help them, but you must think carefully of how to do so. A good bow and arrow is fine, but a sharper mind can be more useful.”


  Grace lowered her head and sniffled as VelRyan stood up and walked over to the table to get his tea. He held the cup to his lips then paused for a moment, thinking carefully about something before turning to the elf who rubbed her tears away with her fists.


  “Do you like archery, Grace?” he asked, with the elf looking up to him curiously. “I don’t want to seem racist by assuming you do, so I’ll ask you first. Do you like archery?”


  “Yes, of course I do,” Grace said nodding.


  “We have bows and arrows here,” VelRyan mused with a shrug. “Nothing like the quality you elves are renowned for I’m sure, but we have some. This may be a sanctuary but there are weapons here and there in case we need to defend our home.”


  “You have bows and arrows here?”


  “We do. Had you bothered to kindly ask as such instead of stomping around my home with a gloomy cloud surrounding your head I would have let you know sooner. That being said, I’ll make a deal with you. If you promise not to let your anger towards those who have wronged you explode any further within my home, and you try to use some restraint with your colorful vocabulary, I’ll let you borrow a bow and some arrows to shoot in one of the courtyards outside.”


  “You will?” Grace asked, her eyes lighting up and drawing a smile from VelRyan.


  “As long as you demonstrate self-control, Grace,” VelRyan said holding a finger up. “A good archer needs to have a level head and a calm demeanor to shoot straight. If you abide by my rules in my home you may have such a gift here. If however you let your frustrations and anger control you then I will not allow it. Do we have a deal?”


  “Yeah, okay,” Grace agreed with a nod.


  “A thank you would be appreciative,” Syliandanchevas mentioned as she stood and picked up the tray. “Grace? Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Y… yeah,” Grace slowly said before looking down. “Th… thanks.”


  “To him, not the ground,” the fey sighed as she walked off. Grace twitched then slowly looked up to VelRyan as he sipped his tea.


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” VelRyan replied before glancing to the fluttering drapes for the balcony as thunder was heard outside. “I’ll let you play with them later, it seems we may be getting some rain here very soon. That and Vale should be returning sometime soon, I’m sure you don’t want to miss her findings on what she found out there.”


  “Fine,” Grace said lowering her head again. “So… what should I do until then?”


  “Want to play with us?” Max asked, with Grace turning to him questionably while Lelu did so with a more disturbed expression.


  “Is this where you’ve been hiding all day?” Grace demanded walking over to the table. “Have you even left this place once today?”


  “Yeah, I had to use the restroom.”


  “Did you go alone?”


  “Well… no.”


  “I helped guide him down there,” Bermuda admitted with a shrug. “It is easy to get lost for newcomers after all.”


  “Of course,” Grace muttered crossing her arms. “I should have known. You’re scared to walk around down there because of all the monsters that live here. That’s it, isn’t it? You’ve been hiding up here where they can’t touch you because you’re afraid of them.”


  “He’s not afraid!” Lelu shouted. “He doesn’t have to run about down there if he doesn’t want to! And as it so happens we’ve been having a lovely time together up here. We don’t need to wander around aimlessly down there like you’ve been doing, we’re perfectly fine staying right here.”


  “I’m not scared,” Max worried looking down. “I’d just… I’d prefer to take it a little more slowly with meeting more monsters. That’s all.”


  “You know you are safe here, right?” Bermuda asked with a small smile. “You’re welcome to spend your time here in the observatory, I don’t believe father minds at all, but you can walk freely among the halls here without worry. You’re safe within these walls, we promise.”


  “I know that, and I do believe you,” Max assured with a weak smile. “It’s just…”


  “Take all the time you need,” VelRyan kindly said. “I understand it may be a little overwhelming to be around so many monsters all at once. Like Bermuda said you are welcome to spend your time here, I don’t mind the company, but if you ever want to take a look around and meet some new faces please feel free.”


  “I will. Thank you.”


  “Coward,” Grace muttered with a dull stare at the boy.


  “Do you want a bow to play with or not?” Bermuda flatly asked her. Grace merely looked down and mumbled something before turning away from them.


  VelRyan shook his head a little at the elf before a sudden burst of light above caught his eye. Everyone looked up to see a square casting base resonating with neon lime lights forming above them, the small magical formation having angular weavings within it while it sprouted four beams of light upward from the corners. From the center of the base a figure slowly floated out in blurred cube-shaped glimmers before coming into focus to reveal Vale hovering in the air. The lights behind her slowly fizzled out as the pixie flew down and hovered above the chessboard while taking notice of everyone nearby watching her.


  “Welcome back, Vale,” VelRyan greeted. “What news do you have for us?”


  “Did you go to Green Haven?” Grace quickly asked. “Did you see what’s happening there?”


  “Yes, I did,” Vale said with a nod. “And we are not taking you back there right now. There’s a whole lot of unsavory looking monsters all around the forest there. I mean a whole lot.”


  “What about my people?” Grace cried out. “Are they okay? Are they still alive?”


  “I did see elves in the forest still. They didn’t look too happy. Not that I blame them. You weren’t kidding when you said an army invaded your home, there’s so many mean looking monsters in that forest now.”


  “Goddammit,” Grace cursed lowering her head and shutting her eyes. “How can I help them? My people need me, my home needs me, I have to do something!”


  “Well that something isn’t going back there, I can tell you that much,” Vale said shaking her head. “You were lucky to get out of there alive, Grace.”


  “We’ll figure something out,” Max assured the elf. “There must be some way of helping your people.”


  “I only know of one way!” Grace shouted at him. “And that’s grabbing every weapon you’ve got at your home and charging into Green Haven to kick some fucking ass!”


  “Grace,” VelRyan said.


  “To kick some ass!” Grace corrected herself while shaking a fist.


  “Well that’s also a no-go,” Vale mentioned. “I stopped by Max’s home to see if his sisters were there. Nobody was there. And nothing was there. All those weapons and armor you had before in your shop, they’re all gone now. The place was looted, picked completely clean.”


  “Great,” Max muttered shaking his head. “Our home gets blown up and we get robbed.”


  “Sorry again about that,” Bermuda shyly said looking down with remorse.


  “I went to see the human village of Rees that your sisters were traveling to,” Vale continued. “You don’t want to know what I found there. The place was… not a pretty sight. What humans were still alive there likely wished they weren’t.”


  “Did you see my sisters there?” Max feared.


  “I didn’t see any women among the slaves those monsters had taken. I don’t think your sisters ever reached there. Or if they had they may have run away because there were too many monsters to fight.”


  “My sisters don’t run away from a fight,” Max worried. “They knew this hunting job would involve going up against a lot of monsters, but they weren’t scared at all. They wouldn’t back down. This isn’t good, what happened to them? Where are they?”


  “Calm down, Max,” Bermuda gently insisted. “I’m sure they’re fine. They may not have run away but if the opposition was too large perhaps they backed off to formulate a better plan of attack. At the very least I would like to think if the odds were too great they wouldn’t take a foolish risk with it at all.”


  “I’m sure they’re fine, Max,” Lelu promised as she held Max close. “They’re professionals, right? They know what they’re doing.”


  “I scoured the land around Trixton Pass,” Vale continued. “Not a single traveler or monster seen. But I did notice something odd.”


  “What was that?” VelRyan asked.


  “There was supposed to be a human settlement between Trixton Pass and Rees, the city of Nibelvale. It’s gone now.”


  “Gone?” Max repeated.


  “Yep. Gone. Like, completely. Nothing but a desolate field where there was supposed to be a human city. I thought Max’s sisters might be there, but instead nothing was. Nothing at all. It was all just… gone.”


  “That’s rather troubling to hear,” VelRyan mused holding a hand to his chin.


  “I don’t know what’s going on out there, but it doesn’t seem good,” Vale warned shaking her head. “Lots of monsters prowling and human towns going missing, this isn’t good at all. I think these three should stay here for the time being, it doesn’t seem safe at all out there.”


  “I agree,” VelRyan said with a nod. He noticed the troubled looks Lelu and Max had while Grace was obviously struggling with keeping her mouth shut regarding the current state of her home.


  “I’m sorry, but it seems you may be staying here with us a little longer. As soon as we can find a safe place to take you we will immediately, but until then we don’t want to put you in harm’s way. If we find your sisters, Max, we’ll take you to them right away. And, Grace, if we find any elves out there we’ll take you to them as soon as we can. I’m sorry, but we must put your safety first right now, and that means watching over you here.”


  “We understand,” Lelu agreed with a nod. “Thank you for doing this for us. I hope you can find Max’s sisters for him.”


  “We will, I promise,” VelRyan gently assured. “Don’t worry, Max. Your sisters are famous for being skilled monster hunters. If anyone could survive in those dangerous parts it would be them. I have faith in that.”


  “Me too,” Max said looking down. “I don’t care if I can’t go to them right away, I just want to know that they’re okay. That’s all I want right now.”


  “I’m sure they are,” Bermuda said.


  “Maybe they’re the ones that grabbed all the weapons from your home,” Vale guessed as she touched down on the chessboard. “Maybe they went back to load up all their weapons and then go out there killing all those bad monsters like an unstoppable three woman army!”


  “Milly probably could carry them all,” Max reasoned with a small smile. “She is pretty strong.”


  “And she’s a Harollson!” Vale cheered with a hop. “Everyone knows how good of hunters your sisters are. I feel sorry for any monster that stands before them, especially when they’re carrying an entire arsenal of weaponry with them!”


  “Yeah, I feel the same way, Vale,” Max softly agreed. Lelu hugged him and rubbed his shoulder with a sympathetic smile as Max tried his best to convince himself that his sisters would be okay.


  “Yeah, they’re probably just fine,” Grace muttered as she wiped away a tear. “They can handle anything because they’re monster hunters. But what about my people? They can’t fight an entire army of monsters on their own. Where’s their help? Where’s their rescue? Who’s going to save them from those fucking assholes? It’s not fair!”


  The elf took off running with a loud yell, with everyone watching in silence as she raced towards the stairs then down them into the lower levels of the building with another furious cry.


  “Poor girl,” VelRyan softly said.


  “She may be hard to deal with,” Bermuda sighed. “But she doesn’t deserve that pain.”


  “What can we do?” Vale asked. “We would need an army ourselves to free her home and her people.”


  “I’ve wished many things upon that elf,” Lelu sighed. “But losing her home to the same monsters that took mine isn’t one of them.”


  “Grace,” Max softly said as he looked down to the chessboard. He picked up the fallen queen piece and eyed it for a moment before turning to where the elf had ran away in distress.


  “I hope someone does come to save them before it’s too late.”


  *****


  “Let me make sure we’ve got this straight,” Daniel carefully said. He along with his mates were watching Rolian who was bound in tight vines with caution after the arachne had finished telling her story.


  “The Sisterhood is a large group of monsters that you and your mother were a part of. They destroyed Ruhelia because the centaurs wouldn’t join them. They captured Kroanette to be taken to the leaders of The Sisterhood to be eaten. And you helped free her, with the aid of Reiko, all because you didn’t like being with The Sisterhood anymore.”


  “Uh huh,” Rolian agreed with a nod.


  “But you don’t remember what The Sisterhood wanted the centaurs to join them for, who their leaders are or what they want, or any sort of goal The Sisterhood is after? They’re just out there killing and destroying, but you don’t know why?”


  “That’s correct. Um… I think my mother said something about it at some point, but I don’t remember. I don’t have a good memory.”


  “I wonder why,” Specca flatly mentioned as she glanced to the nearby drinking jug on the grass.


  “Reiko?” Daniel asked looking behind him. “Is all this true?”


  “Yeah, sure, whatever,” Reiko called back as she was currently engaged in a fierce stick fight with Pip, the two growling in each other’s faces while holding small twigs that they used as swords. The two tiny monsters pushed against each other’s harmless weapons while locked into a power struggle of miniature proportions on the ground, with the fairy pushing forward with her feet while Reiko floated in the air and held her position.


  “You can’t have Star’s juices of life!” Pip shouted. “They belong to me!”


  “I can and I just did!” Reiko sneered. “She’s my kitty and I’ll fight to the undeath to have her! Just try and stop me!”


  “Have at thee!” Pip yelled as they begun swinging their sticks at one another with light clacks, both slowly moving in a small circle while engaged in twig combat, and neither paying any mind to everyone else that was watching them from all around.


  “What the fuck are they doing?” Clover asked waving to the dueling girls.


  “Didn’t know Pip could fight like a swordswoman,” Falla commented with a raised eyebrow.


  “Where did she learn to do that?” Alyssa asked.


  “They’re so cute!” Cindy squealed as she held Snapper in her arms. The young swarm was snapping her teeth with flailing claws as she watched the tiny monsters moving about before her.


  “Watch out, Pip!” Luna cried out with both hands holding her face. “Oh! Be careful!”


  Pip and Reiko continued their duel, scooting back and forth with their fencing as they swung and blocked with their flimsy weapons, before slowly drawing away with everyone turning their heads to watch them go. The tiny monsters crossed twigs again and again as they moved into a patch of tall grass, with the two then lifting their sticks up higher to strike at one another overhead, before coming back out onto the dirt and continuing to parry, dodge, and clack their sticks together with fierce glares at each other. Squeak watched the two moving closer to her then lifted her boot for them to pass under, the ant girl following their moving duel away from the group before setting her foot down and squeaking at Daniel with a shrug.


  “Okay,” Alyssa slowly said before the group turned to Rolian again. “If your story is true then how did you get here before Kroanette? There’s no way you could outrun her.”


  “I don’t know,” Rolian whined hopping up and down in her binds. “Like I said I thought she’d be here by now. I don’t understand why she’s not here yet.”


  “You don’t think she got lost again, do you?” Falla tiredly suggested.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Specca sighed.


  “Are you kidding me?” Clover growled. “How hard is it for her to get back to her own goddamned home? She grew up here, she knows this place better than all of us, how is it she doesn’t know where it is?”


  Doku slowly walked up to Rolian and tilted her head one way then another as she watched the monster shaking a little with a fearful grimace.


  “Do you swear you didn’t harm Kroanette?” Doku carefully asked.


  “I swear,” Rolian whimpered. “I didn’t hurt her. I mean it. She’s my friend. She’s… the only one I’ve got in the whole world. Nobody ever talked nice to me before, nobody treated me so kindly like she did, not even my own mother. I would never harm her. I promise.”


  “I believe you,” Doku softly said with a nod. “I can see the sincerity in your words and face. Falla? What do you say? Do you think she’s lying or telling the truth?”


  “I don’t think she’s lying,” Falla answered shaking her head. “I’m only hearing the truth from her.”


  “Daniel?” Doku said looking to her mate. He slowly breathed out and ran a hand down his face before watching Rolian squirming in her binds with a remorseful frown.


  “Falla would know a lie if she heard one,” he reasoned. “And Doku can see the good in anyone’s spirit. I trust their judgement. Alright, your story checks out with you and Reiko being here, but that only raises more questions that I need you to try to answer. Do you have any idea where Kroanette could have run off to this time? And what is The Sisterhood planning to do with an army of monsters? You’re the only one who can answer these questions for us, Rolian. We need you to think hard about them.”


  “Can you please untie me then?” Rolian begged. “Please. I have to make sure Juggy is alright. She gets lonely when I’m not with her.”


  Daniel and the girls exchanged glances before he nodded and waved his hand at Alyssa. The witch rolled her eyes and tapped her staff on the ground, sending shimming lights rolling through the grass towards the arachne before the vines around her retreated back into the dirt. Rolian quickly skittered over and picked up her jug while Falla and Luna kept behind Star and Squeak as they felt uneasy about the arachne being near still.


  “Are you okay, Juggy?” Rolian softly cooed as she hugged it close. “I’m sorry, I never meant to drop you. It’s okay, I have you again. We’re together once more.”


  “This is weird,” Clover flatly said aloud.


  “She… really like her drink,” Doku slowly agreed with a nod.


  Rolian took several large gulps of the brew, the group watching in silence as she downed the frothy liquid before she gasped and wiped her mouth with a blissful smile.


  “Oh yes, I missed you so much, Juggy.”


  “Indeed she does,” Specca agreed with a raised eyebrow. “Um, is it just me or does it appear that the amount inside that container is still plentiful? Shouldn’t it be closer to being empty by now?”


  “Rolian, please,” Daniel insisted as he and Clover stepped closer. “Tell us anything you can remember about where Kroanette was heading. Anything at all about The Sisterhood. We need to know.”


  “I don’t know where Kroanette could be,” Rolian said with a shrug. “She was heading this direction after I set her free. That’s how I got here, I followed in hopes I could see her again. As for The Sisterhood, I don’t know what they plan to use their army for. It was for something big, something no other monsters would try around here. Something… really big.”


  “It must be big if they have enough to level a centaur kingdom to the ground,” Clover reasoned.


  “Something no other monsters around here would try?” Specca repeated.


  “Yeah,” Rolian agreed with a few quick nods. “They were going to do something that would be a first in this land, something big they would need a large army for.”


  “Who is leading this army?” Alyssa questioned. “Who’s in charge of this Sisterhood?”


  “I don’t know,” Rolian sadly answered. “I never saw who was in charge. But I do remember hearing that there were two of them. Two really strong monsters lead The Sisterhood. That’s all I know.”


  “So,” Daniel mused. “A big army called The Sisterhood is being led by two monsters and they’re trying to do something that’s never been done before in Koskaysil?”


  “That could be any number of horrible things,” Falla nervously pointed out.


  “Do you know where they are now?” Clover asked. “Where are all these monsters at?”


  “Um…” Rolian murmured before looking down in thought. The group watched as she thought really hard about that question before turning to Clover with a shrug. “I don’t remember the name of the place. It was in a forest though if that helps.”


  “A forest,” Alyssa dryly repeated. “That narrows it down.”


  “It was kind of far from here,” Rolian continued looking down and appearing to strain herself with remembering.


  “We’re going to need more than that, dear,” Doku requested.


  “Elves live there,” Rolian said to Clover. “Like you.”


  “Elves?” Clover carefully repeated before her eyes widened.


  “What was the name of that forest?” Rolian whined with a few hops. “Lime Paradise? Avocado Refuge? Jade Sanctuary? Olive Shelter?”


  “Green Haven?” Clover fearfully asked.


  “No, that’s not it,” Rolian said shaking her head. Clover blinked then breathed out in relief. After a pause Rolian then looked to her with a few quick nods.


  “Wait, yes, that was it. Green Haven.”


  “WHAT?” Clover screamed at her. “Those fucking monsters are in Green Haven? They’re in my home forest?”


  “Um,” Rolian slowly said. “I don’t know if they’re in your home forest. Where is your home?”


  “Green Haven, you idiot! I’m from Green Haven!”


  “Oh. Well, yeah. They’re in your home then,” Rolian reasoned with a cringe.


  “You’re telling me those fucking whores that destroyed Ruhelia are in my grove now?” Clover demanded as she marched up to the arachne and shook her by the shoulders. Rolian cried while Clover screamed and shook the monster relentlessly, all while Daniel and the girls were staring at the arachne in shock from the news.


  “I’m sorry!” Rolian wailed. “I’m really sorry! Please stop shaking me, you’re making me dizzy!”


  “Oh dear,” Doku feared. “Those horrible monsters are in Green Haven now?”


  “You mean that’s going to happen to Green Haven next?” Luna nervously asked pointing to the scarred countryside before them.


  “They’re going to level it to the ground,” Falla worried. “They’re going to wipe the elves out next.”


  “No they’re not!” Rolian cried out. “They’re not going to wipe the elves out! They won’t do that!”


  Clover stopped shaking the arachne who groaned with her head rolling atop her shoulders.


  “What do you mean they won’t?” Clover demanded. “What do you know about it?”


  “So dizzy,” Rolian whined. “Stomach feels funny, or at least one of them does.”


  “Talk!” Clover yelled shaking her a few more times. “What’s going to happen to my people?”


  “The elves are joining The Sisterhood,” Rolian said before lurching slightly. “They didn’t refuse like the centaurs did, they’re joining them.”


  “My priestess would never agree to that!” Clover shouted. “My people would never join the likes of those centaur slaughtering fuckers!”


  “They don’t have a choice,” Rolian explained before covering her mouth. After a pause she shook her head with a few deep breaths. “They don’t have a choice. If they don’t join The Sisterhood, The Sisterhood will do to them what they did to the centaurs.”


  “They’re being forced to join their army,” Specca reasoned. “The Sisterhood is adding elven archers to their ranks under the threat of death should they refuse.”


  “They’re slaves,” Alyssa realized. “They turned the elves of Green Haven into slaves of war.”


  Clover shoved Rolian back, the arachne then quickly skittering further away while holding her jug closer out of fear, before turning to stare in horror at the sight of what remained of the countryside as she envisioned her grove sharing the same dire fate. She grabbed her twintails and breathed heavily before screaming in both anger and terror from the thought, her cry sounding off across the desolate land as Daniel and the girls saw the elf breaking down very quickly before them.


  “No! This isn’t happening! This isn’t fucking happening!” she cried out before thrashing around in distress. Daniel rushed over and held her close, the elf quickly grabbing hold of him and screaming into his chest before they slowly lowered down onto the ground together in their embrace.


  “I’m sorry,” Rolian quietly said as she sat down. “I don’t like saying things that make others cry. I’m sorry.”


  “No! My people, the priestess, her daughter, they can’t all be taken like that! This isn’t fucking happening!” Clover screamed before breaking down into tears. Daniel held her and gently rubbed her back before looking around to seeing all the girls watching them with distraught reactions.


  “Clover, I’m so sorry,” Specca mourned holding a hand over her mouth.


  “Her home is going to be wrecked next?” Cindy asked with a frown. “That’s not good. That’s not good at all.”


  “Those poor elves,” Doku worried. “This is terrible news to hear.”


  “Being forced to serve those bad monsters like that,” Luna whimpered. “That’s horrible. What are we going to do?”


  “We’ve got to help them,” Alyssa reasoned. “We have to do something.”


  “Against an army?” Falla questioned. “What are we supposed to do against that?”


  “We need to do something!” Clover cried out at her. “They can’t do that to my people and get away with it! They can’t treat my people like fucking slaves!”


  “We won’t let them, Clover,” Daniel assured as he held her close. “We’ll figure out a way to help them, I promise you.”


  “What are we going to do, Dan?” she cried shaking her head. “What are we going to do? Those assholes are using my people, we have to save them! Please, you have to help me! We need to do something!”


  Daniel helped the elf back onto her feet, the girl clinging to his chest and watching him with desperation as he surveyed the scarred landscape and contemplated their options. He started brainstorming of any possible way they could save Clover’s forest and people from the same army of monsters that wiped out Ruhelia, something he was having trouble finding a solution for as their resources for combating a horde of bloodthirsty savages wasn’t much to begin with.


  “We can’t fight The Sisterhood,” Specca reasoned. “We’re nowhere near capable of taking on an entire army of monsters all on our own.”


  “But we must do something to help those poor elves,” Doku pleaded. “There must be something we can do for them. We can’t just let Clover’s people be taken like this. Perhaps we could reason with this Sisterhood and get them to stop hurting innocent people.”


  “Look at that!” Falla argued as she waved to the destroyed countryside. “That’s what happens to those who try to reason or argue with The Sisterhood! These are clearly not monsters we can talk to about peace!”


  “She’s right,” Rolian said shaking her head. The group looked to see the arachne coddling her jug with a troubled grimace. “They don’t like anyone that’s nice or doesn’t want to hurt others. They’re all just mean jerks. Every single one of them. They won’t stop if you ask them to, they’ll just hurt you too.”


  “Great,” Specca sighed. “So negotiating any sort of truce is obviously off the table. That just leaves brute force, and we’re not exactly a force to be reckoned with ourselves in that field.”


  “This isn’t a fight we’re prepared to face,” Alyssa said in frustration. “Triska and Kitten are in no condition to fight, let alone so many monsters all at once. Pip could blast away a good chunk of them and probably most of the elves in the process but I’m not sure she could get them all. Cindy’s strength won’t do much good against a simple torch. And there’s no way my magic is strong enough to take on that many enemies. Not even close.”


  “What about Star?” Luna asked. “She’s a good fighter, right? She could help the elves fight back, couldn’t she?”


  “She took a vow never to kill again,” Specca reminded her, with Star nodding with a quiet mew. “Asking her to go killing again isn’t going to work for her. And these monsters aren’t going to leave her much choice in a fight. Not to mention that’s an entire army we would be asking her to face for us. Her luck would surely run out long before the battle would be close to ending.”


  Star nodded slowly with a meow as she lowered her head while Squeak was rubbing hers and squeaking to herself as she tried to come up with any other options for them. Cindy looked down to Snapper in her arms with a troubled frown while the youngling was chewing on the sand wraith’s arms with tiny snarls. Sitting next to the carriage Rolian was again chugging her brew with large gulps before she set the jug down and hiccupped, her eyes having trouble focusing as she wavered slightly on her abdomen and appeared to drift from the conversation.


  “Wait, what about Reiko?” Falla suggested. “Can’t she just fly in there and steal all those bad monsters’ souls? She wiped out an entire colony of swarm on her own, this seems like something she was made to do.”


  “Reaping souls by the bundle,” Specca said with a growing smile. “That could work. She could go on a feeding frenzy and help the elves at the same time, not to mention she’s a shapeshifter and can easily sneak about and gain the element of surprise. She could be a one monster army all on her own.”


  “Reiko!” Alyssa called out. “Hey, Reiko! Come here for a minute!”


  “I’m busy!” Reiko answered from some nearby bushes.


  “We need to talk to you, please!” Specca implored.


  “Later! Pip and I are in the middle of a battle to the death! And I’m winning!”


  “No, I’m winning!” Pip argued.


  “No, I’m winning!” Reiko barked back.


  “We’ll see about that! Hya!”


  “Take this!”


  “Take this!”


  “Take that!”


  “Take this and that!”


  “Would you two knock it off?” Alyssa shouted out. “Get over here, we need to talk to Reiko right now!”


  “Why should I listen to you?” Reiko snapped.


  “Because we have a bunch of evil souls for you to reap,” Falla called over. “Interested?”


  A rustling was heard in the bush before Reiko quickly flew over to the campsite and looked around at the group with a drooling smile.


  “You called?” she politely asked.


  “Aw,” Pip pouted as she slowly flew out of the shrub. “I was winning too. No fair.”


  “How would you like to devour an entire army’s worth of souls?” Alyssa proposed with a giddy hop. “Hundreds and hundreds of monsters, all just for you. That would be something you’d like, wouldn’t it?”


  “Are you crazy?” Reiko scoffed. “An entire army? Look at me! I’m the size of a fairy and only one spectral cutter has grown back. I’m not ready to take on a whole army all on my own. What the hell is wrong with you?”


  “But you killed all the monsters that captured Kroanette on your own,” Falla pointed out.


  “And you wiped out Snapper’s entire colony all by yourself,” Alyssa reminded her.


  “A group of idiots and sleeping bugs is one thing, but a full militia is another,” Reiko argued. “I may be undead but I’m not immortal. I can’t stay invisible forever and with the little amount of power I have now my shapeshifting options are severely limited. If I was at full strength I might consider it, but as I am now there’s no way I’ll do it.”


  “So much for that idea,” Specca sighed. “Well, any other suggestions for how we can defeat an entire army of monsters and save the elves?”


  “We’re not fighting The Sisterhood,” Daniel declared shaking his head. The group turned to him as he was gazing out at the ruined landscape while Clover held onto his arm with her eyes never leaving his face. “There’s far too many for us to take on and I would never risk having any of you going into battle against odds as great as this, let alone into battle at all if I could help it. We would need an army of our own to even think of trying to fight them. Even if Kitten has the Hellfire’s Edge, even if Pip is powerful with her magic, even if Star has her vampire blood and reflective aura, even if every single one of you was at your peak and ready to charge into Green Haven and go to war I wouldn’t let you. I will not risk any of you at all, especially in a battle that’s clearly not in our favor.”


  “So what do we do then?” Alyssa worried. “Just let The Sisterhood do what they want with Clover’s people?”


  “No,” Daniel answered looking back to the girls. “We’re going to save the elves of Green Haven the only way we can. We’re going to get them the hell out of there and take them far away from The Sisterhood’s reach.”


  “What about Green Haven?” Clover asked.


  “We don’t have the strength to take it back from them,” Daniel gently told her. “Not as we are now. If we can’t save the forest the least we can do is save the elves within it. If we can get your people out of there safely they can take back their home later when they have allies by their side.”


  “I guess so,” Clover whimpered looking down. “I just hate the idea of another elven grove being wiped out. I already went through it once before, I don’t know if I can handle seeing more of my people suffering that fate again.”


  “We’re not going to let them suffer,” Daniel promised her. “We’re going to help the elves escape The Sisterhood and then we’re going to figure out what to do about this rampaging horde of monsters in our land. We’re not going to let these monsters ruin any more lives.”


  “How are we going to save them?” Clover asked. “If it was just a matter of running away they would have done that already. If they can’t escape The Sisterhood how are we going to help them do that?”


  “Alyssa, Pip, you two are our experts when it comes to magic,” Daniel reasoned as he stepped closer to the group with Clover. The witch and fairy looked to each other curiously then to Daniel as he eyed each of them with a hand shrewdly held to his chin.


  “Tell me, would teleporting every elf out of Green Haven with magic be something you would be able to do?”


  “What?” Alyssa and Pip exclaimed with a hop each.


  “Teleporting all of them?” Specca wondered. “All the elves? At the same time?”


  “Oh my,” Doku softly said. “Teleporting so many elves with a single spell, can that really be done?”


  “Uh uh,” Alyssa quickly argued shaking her head. “Daniel, I can’t do that much. A whole village of elves? That’s way too much for me to move through the ether all at once. That’s crazy.”


  “I can move a few people with my magic,” Pip admitted with a shrug. “Maybe more than a few. But a whole lot of people? I don’t know about that.”


  “But, Dan,” Clover worried. “There’s over three hundred elves that live in that forest. Do you really think we can do that?”


  “Three hundred?” Alyssa yelled. “There’s no way I could move that many with a single spell! That much magic would drain my reserves multiple times over, I’d die from the strain!”


  “What if you two combined your magic?” Falla suggested. “What if you tried to cast the spell with Pip helping you?”


  “Then we’d die together!” Alyssa shouted at her. “Even with her power it wouldn’t be enough. Do you have any idea how much magic it takes for me to move a simple horse and carriage through a magical gateway? You’re asking me to move three hundred elves from one spot in Eden to another! I can’t do that! I’ve never heard of anyone doing anything like that before!”


  “I don’t think I can either,” Pip worried shaking her head. “That’s a lot of elves to move with magic. A whole lot. Way more than just a few. I can’t do that. I can’t.”


  “We can’t walk them out of there,” Daniel reasoned. “They can’t run away, they can’t fight this large of a force, so the only way they can escape is through a magic gateway from which they cannot be pursued. It’s the only way we can save the elves of Green Haven from The Sisterhood, it’s their only way out of there. I know this is a lot to ask of you, and that it’s certainly a longshot, but I have to ask on the slightest chance it can be done. Do you two think there’s any way at all we can pull this off?”


  “Three hundred elves,” Alyssa fretted as she held her hat. “Daniel, that’s simply too much for me to handle. Apoch and Astreal are dimensional witches, they excel at this sort of magic, and even they wouldn’t likely be able to do such a feat either. Charlotte herself would exhaust all her power moving that many people through the ether, it’s no trivial task by any means.”


  “I’m sorry,” Pip sadly said. “I am. I wish I could do that, but I can’t. I know I can’t. I’m not that powerful, I’m really not.”


  “I see,” Daniel lamented as he lowered his head. “I was afraid of that. I knew it was a lot to ask for, but I had to ask just in case.”


  “I’m sorry,” Alyssa and Pip regretted.


  “It’s okay, girls,” Specca gently told them. “You have limits to what you can do, we all do. You can’t be faulted for that.”


  “If only we had more magical power we could get all those elves to safety,” Falla said in frustration. “That would be the best way of rescuing them.”


  “It was a good idea, Daniel,” Luna softly said. “It’s too bad we can’t do it.”


  “What else can we try?” Doku worried. “I’m not certain how else an entire village of elves could escape such horrible monsters.”


  “We’ll think of something,” Clover insisted. “We have to. There’s got to be another way of getting my people out of that forest.”


  Star and Squeak looked to each other with concern then down in thought as they struggled to come up with any other escape scenario for the enslaved elves.


  Walking slowly with staff in hand Alyssa made her way over to the edge of the camp and gazed ahead at the scarred landscape with a troubled frown. She looked to her staff that she lightly patted in her palm and thought about their options for a while before glancing back to the elf in the group.


  “Clover?” she asked, with the girl turning to her along with everyone else. “Are there any big fields of grass outside of Green Haven?”


  “Yeah,” Clover answered with a nod. “There are some here and there. Why?”


  Alyssa looked to the skull ornament on her staff as she considered Daniel’s plan then shrugged at the elf as she thought of a way around the daunting magical requirements of his idea.


  “Do you think your priestess would be okay with me starting a wildfire in one of them?”


   


  


  Chapter 17


  Rescue Party


  In the world of Eden there may come a time when some would be called upon to fight, be they knights of a kingdom or fighters of a simple village. Perhaps it was a call to war, a call to arms, a call to fight for those around them or others in peril. They would need to be strong, both in body and mind, in order to properly answer the summons. In body for they would need to be fit for combat, ready to fight against those who wished them harm, prepared to even kill should it be required. And also in mind in that they would need to stay focused on their task, be ready to adapt to any scenario, and also for something that could be even more difficult in the end.


  Saying goodbye to those they would leave behind, those they may never see again.


  *****


  “Alright,” Falla slowly said. “Could someone please explain it to me again?”


  “Of course,” Specca said as she adjusted her glasses. She pointed to a map on the table that the girls were gathered around within their home’s library, the chart showing a marker on it for the forest of Green Haven and the nearby grasslands that lay to its southern borders. Standing atop the map Pip was looking at the location in question with a curious eye while floating beside her Reiko had a more bored expression on her face.


  “Our plan has three parts to it,” Specca explained. “We must prepare the teleportation spell outside of Green Haven to get all the elves out of there as fast as possible, we must alert all the elves within the forest of our plan and get them to evacuate Green Haven, and then we must get everyone back here to the abandoned countryside of Ruhelia where they’ll be safe.”


  “No, not the plan,” Falla argued shaking her head. She then pointed behind them to where Rolian was seated on the ground chugging away at her brew that seemed to be perpetual. “I mean explain why the hell we let her into our home! Why is she even here still?”


  “Because she kept crying and bitching that she didn’t want to be alone outside,” Alyssa groaned. “She didn’t want to leave before seeing Kroanette either. And our mate is too damned nice to monsters, remember? Daniel said she could wait here since she’s Kroanette’s friend and because she helped save her life.”


  “She did help save her life, and I’m thankful for that,” Specca had to agree with. “We do owe her a great deal for that deed. And she does seem rather harmless despite being an arachne. She’s not going to eat you, Falla. Just pay her no mind and let her be.”


  “Trying to,” Falla muttered as the group heard Rolian let out a long burp followed by an awkward giggle.


  “I’m not scared of her now,” Luna admitted raising her hand. “She does seem nice and doesn’t want to hurt anyone. If Kroanette likes her then I’ll try liking her too. Though she is a little weird.”


  “And that’s coming from you,” Falla dryly mentioned. “So that’s saying something. Anyway, just go over the plan again so I can focus on something other than the drunken spider behind me.”


  “Alyssa, are you sure you can do this?” Doku worried as she looked at the map with a troubled frown. “That’s going to be a lot of elves for you to move through the magical ether.”


  “I can make it work,” Alyssa assured as she pointed to the grassland near Green Haven. “If I can create a big enough wildfire in that prairie I can use it to fuel my reserves and erect a large enough casting base to transport everyone back here. As long as the fire is big enough and I’m standing right in the middle of it of course.”


  “That’s going to need to be a very large fire alright,” Specca agreed. “Hopefully it will be enough to restore your magical reserves faster than you can deplete them.”


  “How big of a fire do you think you’ll need?” Clover asked.


  “The more fire I’m near the better,” Alyssa reasoned. “Hope your priestess won’t mind me scorching a good amount of that grassland out there, I’m going to have to create a pretty big inferno to get enough power for this.”


  “That sounds like a lot of fire,” Cindy worried as she coddled Snapper close, the youngling merely focusing on chewing the wraith’s sandy arm rather than anything else.


  “As long as you get my people out of there you can burn whatever you want,” Clover promised. “I’ll take full responsibility for it if my priestess bitches about it later. Still, there’s not much out there to burn other than grass. You can torch it all if you want, but it’s not going to stay lit for very long.”


  “We know,” Specca agreed. “We’re going to have a very short window for this to work. Once Alyssa starts her fire it won’t take too long for it to die out after everything is burned up. We’ll have to move quickly and get the elves to the rendezvous point before it’s too late or else The Sisterhood will catch everyone.”


  “Can’t she start the fire after all the elves get out of the forest?” Luna asked raising her hand. “Couldn’t she take her time then?”


  “I could,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “But then while I’m building the fire up and getting ready to cast the spell The Sisterhood will already be on top of us. It will take a while to get this spell going and I need to have it ready to cast as soon as all the elves get there. Not before, and not after.”


  “So we need to time this just right,” Specca explained. “The elves need to be evacuated at the right moment or else Alyssa won’t be able to get everyone away from The Sisterhood in time. If they leave too soon Alyssa won’t have the spell ready and The Sisterhood will catch everyone, and if they leave too late the fire will have burned out and Alyssa won’t be able to cast the spell anymore.”


  “This is going to be difficult to coordinate,” Doku nervously said.


  “That’s where you two come in,” Alyssa said to the two tiny monsters atop the table. “You’re both small and very fast. You can sneak into Green Haven unnoticed and tell the elves how they’re going to escape before I start the fire. Hopefully once you tell enough of them the whole community will catch on quickly and get on board with the plan.”


  “I’m not sure about that part,” Clover mentioned shaking her head. “The elves aren’t going to like seeing a fairy in their grove. You know the horror stories they’ve heard about fairies destroying everything around them.”


  “Then she can either convince them to join in with our plan or scare them into running out of that forest,” Alyssa reasoned with a shrug. “She and Reiko are the only ones who can slip through that village without being seen, and we need to get every elf to work with us if we’re going to help them.”


  “I’ll try my best,” Pip worried looking down to the map. “It’ll be scary, but I’ll try to warn everyone and their boobies to get out of there as fast as I can.”


  “Hold on,” Reiko scoffed. “You still haven’t convinced me to help with any of this. Why should I care what happens to those elves anyway? Why should I help you at all with any of this?”


  “Because we need your help to tell the elves about our plan,” Specca reminded her. “You and Pip are able to sneak into the village the easiest given your size, and we need to tell as many elves as we can what’s happening today and also to help spread the word to as many other elves as possible.”


  “But why should I?” Reiko snapped.


  “Because Star asked you to,” Luna said pointing to Star who had her arms crossed and was glaring at Reiko.


  “Don’t you wish to help your friend and all of us save the lives of many innocent elves?” Doku asked.


  “No, I don’t!” Reiko complained hopping up and down. “I’m a harvester! Killing is what I do, not saving lives! And I already went against what I am by not only helping your fat cow escape The Sisterhood but also sparing all the men they had prisoner too! Those were all delicious souls I could have reaped and grown stronger from, yet I let them all go just to make Star happy! But she’s not happy, she was mean to me earlier and now she’s asking even more of me and I haven’t even gotten a single kiss yet for the first set of nice shit I did for her!”


  “She was mean to you earlier because you shoved your face into her crotch without her permission,” Specca flatly pointed out.


  “And don’t call Kroanette a fat cow!” Alyssa shouted. “Now quit being so stubborn and help us out here! Pip can’t do this alone!”


  “I deserve a treat after all I’ve done for Star already!” Reiko shouted while waving her arms around. “I’m not bending over backwards to do any more favors without some reciprocation from her!”


  “What is it you want from her anyway?” Falla tiredly asked.


  “To kick that stupid human Daniel aside and accept me as her one true love!”


  Star meowed and shook her head.


  “A full night of torrent lovemaking with just me and her!”


  Star meowed and shook her head.


  “One hour of heaven with kissing and smothering myself between her boobs!”


  Star meowed and shook her head.


  “Then just give me a fucking kiss, goddammit!”


  Star meowed and shook her head.


  “Then I’m not helping!” Reiko declared as she turned away and crossed her arms.


  The girls turned to Star as she growled and noticed everyone staring at her except for Rolian who was again trying to grab something in front of her that wasn’t really there. The jinx rolled her eyes and muttered something before lowering her head and stomping her foot in frustration. With great reluctance she meowed a few times and glanced up to Reiko, the harvester turning her head around and watching her curiously as the jinx said something with slight scowl on her face.


  “Do you mean that?” Reiko carefully asked.


  “What did she say?” Alyssa wondered.


  Star nodded and looked away with a huff as the harvester spun her body around to align with her head again while her face now had a big smile on it.


  “You promise?” Reiko quickly asked. “You promise, Star?”


  “Promise what?” Specca questioned. “What did she say to you?”


  “If I help you with saving the elves she’ll give me a kiss. And a real lover’s kiss too, right Star?”


  Star shuddered as she watched the harvester smiling eagerly at her, the undead monster licking her bare jaw and half of what lips she had in anticipation, then slowly nodded with a very low and defeated meow.


  “You’re going to kiss her?” Clover slowly asked as she pointed to the harvester who was doing backflips with giddy laughter. “On the mouth?”


  “With… tongue?” Specca nervously added.


  Star made a very clear disgusted grimace to that thought then growled and lowered her head as she nodded in agreement to the deal.


  “That’s… very noble of you, Star,” Doku said while trying to force a smile.


  “Yeah, that’s taking one for the team,” Alyssa agreed. “Also, you kiss Reiko on the mouth and we’re never kissing you. Just saying.”


  “I’d have to agree with that,” Specca commented as she watched Reiko with a horrified grimace. “In fact I dare say we can’t allow her to kiss Daniel afterwards either. We just can’t in good conscience allow him to do such a thing knowing where her tongue will have been.”


  Squeak slowly nodded to that as she shared similar revulsion from the thought while she watched Reiko bouncing about happily atop the table. Next to her Cindy was looking at the tiny harvester with a curious expression while Snapper was still chewing on her arm while playfully kicking her feet underneath.


  “How can she kiss her though?” Cindy asked. “Half of her mouth is missing.”


  “Oh, it’s going to happen,” Reiko purred as she wiped away some of her increasing drool. “I’m getting my Star’s affection and it’s going to be glorious! I’m going to savor this, I’m going to make it last as long as possible and enjoy my sweet Star’s true love for me!”


  Star mewed with a cringe as she saw the way Reiko was staring at her then looked around to see everyone else sharing her concerns while voicing no objections that she wished they would at least try to make.


  “Perfect,” Alyssa said looking back down to the map. “Reiko will help Pip with telling the elves of our plan in exchange for ruining Star’s mouth forever. You two will need to alert as many elves as you can while avoiding being seen by The Sisterhood. Let them know where to go when they see the signal and to spread the word to as many other elves as they can.”


  “What’s the signal?” Luna asked.


  “They’ll know it when they see it,” Alyssa assured with a smirk. “I’ll set off a little light show when I’m ready. They won’t miss it.”


  “At which point every elf in Green Haven will have to get there as quickly as possible,” Specca explained. “It’s very close to their village so everyone should be able to get there in time for Alyssa to use the spell. Pip can guide them towards the location while Reiko can help herself to reaping souls of The Sisterhood should they give chase. By the time all the elves arrive at the rendezvous point and get within the casting circle Alyssa can then send them all back here to Ruhelia where they’ll be safe and sound.”


  “But what about Alyssa?” Falla asked. “If she’s standing in the middle of a field that’s on fire to get energy to use the spell that means she won’t be in the teleportation circle when it gets used, right?”


  “That’s right,” Alyssa said with a worried smile. “I won’t be going back with them, I can’t if I need to stay in the firestorm to cast the spell. It’ll be up to Pip to get me back after I send the elves away.”


  “But you’ll be surrounded by fire,” Cindy pointed out. “How can she do that if you’ve got dangerous fire all around you?”


  “Either the fire will die out by then or else I’ll need to run out of it,” Alyssa reasoned with a shrug. “I can’t leave there until the elves are transported away or else they’re not going anywhere.”


  “Pip,” Specca carefully said to the fairy. “It’s very important that you’re not in Alyssa’s teleportation spell when she sets it off. If you leave with the elves Alyssa will have no way back, she’ll be trapped there with The Sisterhood.”


  “I won’t let you down,” Pip promised with a salute. “Or her. Or her small boobies. Actually, she doesn’t have boobies. But I still won’t let her down.”


  “You could have stopped after the first sentence,” Alyssa muttered.


  “Please be careful, all of you,” Doku pleaded. “You three will be in a great amount of danger being there. Please watch over yourselves.”


  “You mean us four,” Clover corrected. “I’m going too. I need to make sure my priestess and my people are okay and get them the hell out of there. The Sisterhood won’t notice another elf running about in the village, I can help warn everyone of what’s happening with Pip and Reiko.”


  “I figured you would be going as well,” Specca admitted. “I don’t think we can tell you not to since this is your grove we’re talking about, but please do be careful, Clover. We’ve just started to grow to like you, it would be a shame if you were taken from us now.”


  “Nice to know you care about me,” Clover quipped at her with a smirk.


  “That and you do owe me a massage still,” Specca coyly reminded her. “You promised to be my luststone the other night and I’m still waiting for you to fulfill that promise.”


  “Provided crazy shit stops interrupting us you’ve got it,” Clover promised with a wink.


  Cindy looked back and forth between Specca who was giggling softly at the elf and Clover who eyed the nixie over briefly before turning her gaze down to the map with a small blush forming.


  “What’s a massage?” Cindy asked in confusion.


  “Never mind them,” Alyssa said looking at the map carefully. “So, the four of us will head out and hopefully come back with a whole village of elves. We’ll need to leave right away, after Pip teleports us out there she’ll need time to rest before she can help Reiko and Clover warn everyone, and there are plenty of elves we have to tell before we do this. Everyone else will wait here and hope to god Kroanette finally finds her way back at some point.”


  “Thank you,” Clover said, with the girls turning to see her watching Alyssa with a small smile. “For doing all this for my people. If it wasn’t for this plan I wasn’t sure how else I could have helped them. Thank you all for trying this, for risking your lives even, all for them.”


  “To coexist and survive we have to help each other,” Alyssa reasoned. “That’s what Daniel set out here to prove, what we’re all trying to prove to the world. We’ll show the elves of Green Haven they can have allies in this world if only they would try. They don’t have to be horrible monsters like The Sisterhood to survive if they don’t want to, and they certainly don’t have to be alone in the world either.”


  “I think after this you’ll have made allies with them for life,” Clover assured. “You certainly have with me. After this the priestess is going to listen to Dan about his beliefs, and she’d have to be a fucking moron to reject him afterwards. I’m actually looking forward to proudly introducing him to her now.”


  “I’m looking forward to meeting her as well,” Daniel said, with the girls turning to see him walking into the library. However something was different about him that the girls quickly took notice of.


  “What are you doing with that?” Alyssa asked pointing to the Hellfire’s Edge that he had sheathed at his hip. “Why do you have Triska’s sword with you?”


  “Just in case we need it,” Daniel reasoned as he walked up to them.


  “We?” Clover carefully repeated. “Did you just say we, Dan?”


  “Daniel,” Specca warned shaking her head. “You are not going with them. This is much too dangerous for you and-”


  Slamming his hand down on the table all the girls jumped and fell quiet, with even Snapper halting from chewing Cindy’s arm with a startled gurgle. Daniel looked around at seeing all the girls staring at him in silence then down to the map with a focused gaze.


  “Before you try to speak your objections let me say this,” he stated before slowly turning his eyes to each of the girls. “I am not going to sit around here and wait while my mates put themselves in danger. I am not going to stay here when it was my idea on how to save the elves in the first place. I am not going to lose any of my beautiful mates tonight. I am going with you not because I don’t have faith you can do this but because I want to make sure nothing happens to any of my girls.”


  Reiko merely watched him with a blank expression while the others looked to one another with noticeable concern before seeing him smiling and shaking his head a little.


  “I’m not taking no for an answer. I’m not. I’m going with you, both to make sure nothing harms any of you and also because I want to prove my beliefs to those elves in that I will fight for their future. I want to help Clover’s priestess not just because it’s the right thing to do but because I want her to see there are humans that will fight for them. I don’t care how many lustful monsters are lurking in those woods, I’m not backing down from what I came out here to do. I’m going to help those elves, I’m going to help all your races, and nothing in Eden can stop me.”


  “But, dear,” Doku worried. “If anything were to happen to you…”


  “If anything were to happen to you girls I would never forgive myself for not being there to help you. I would hate myself forever in that I chose to sit here in safety while you all risked your lives for a noble cause. Do not fight me on this, I don’t care how dangerous it could be or that I could get hurt, I’m not letting my mates put their lives on the line like this and do nothing at all myself.”


  “But you’re only going to have three of your mates there,” Specca pointed out. “And you’ve only been able to draw monster energy from two of them in the past. You won’t be able to form your sword or shield, or summon enough power to perform any magic should you need it.”


  “That’s why I’m borrowing this,” Daniel said as he patted the handle to the Hellfire’s Edge. “Hopefully we’ll be able to get the elves out of Green Haven and back here without any trouble. I’m praying for that with all my might. But should something go wrong then I will use this to defend you girls, because no matter what I cannot lose any of you.”


  “Have you ever used that before?” Falla asked pointing to the sword. “That’s no ordinary blade, Daniel. I think there’s a bigger learning curve with using that weapon compared to most swords.”


  “I’m well aware of the power it holds, Falla,” Daniel assured. “And no, I haven’t trained to use it like Triska has. But as Specca pointed out I won’t be able to forge my magical sword should I need it so I will need a weapon of some sort while I’m there. And given the severity of what we could be faced with I’d much rather have this demonic sword by my side than an ordinary blade.”


  “Daniel, please don’t go,” Luna begged. “It’s too dangerous. If The Sisterhood gets their hands on you…”


  “I’m not staying here while my mates take on this dangerous of a mission,” Daniel asserted. “I will not stand aside while you girls put yourselves in front of me like a shield, that’s not what I want from any of you and I will not allow such behavior to continue.”


  All of his girls looked to each other with uneasy frowns while Reiko was just staring at Star’s chest with a lecherous grin, with Daniel seeing their concerns for his safety being nowhere near quelled just yet before he then spoke up again.


  “I’m done,” he declared, with the girls turning to him curiously. “I’m done hiding behind others for safety. I’m done letting you girls put yourselves in harm’s way just to protect me. I’m done with being the weak human I was when I set out on this journey, someone who was afraid to hold a blade out towards those who wanted to harm others. I’m done with all that. I’m out here to form alliances with monster races and I’m going to do that by showing them I will stand with them no matter what just as I will stand by my beliefs that we can coexist peacefully. I’m out here with my beautiful mates who I love and cherish, and I will fight to the death if need be to protect each and every one of you girls that makes my world all the more richer to live in. This is my decision, and I’m not backing down from it.”


  The girls glanced to each other then down while remaining quiet, with Clover then nodding and breaking the silence as she stepped closer to him.


  “Alright,” she conceded. “If this is what you want then I won’t stop you. It’s what you came out here to do after all. But you’d better not let anything happen to you tonight. If you get yourself killed out there before I get a chance to mate with you and have a daughter with you I’m going to fucking beat the shit out of your corpse with a broken heart.”


  “Well I certainly wouldn’t want that,” Daniel mused as he held a hand to her cheek, something she quickly grabbed hold of with both of hers while watching him with worried eyes. “Nor would I want anything bad to happen to you before I could get a chance to take you to bed with me and mate with a beautiful elf who I love and adore. So we’ll both have to be careful out there and come back together, won’t we?”


  Clover nodded and kissed his hand before he looked around to seeing the other girls, minus Reiko who was still ogling Star and Snapper who had resumed chewing on Cindy’s arm, watching him with clear trepidation that they were holding their tongues with.


  “I’ll be careful,” he promised. “We’ll all be careful, we have to in order to succeed with this very important task. But we will succeed, together.”


  “I really wish you weren’t going,” Specca fretted. “But I suppose I have no right to say you can’t. Just please, please watch yourself out there, Daniel.”


  “We’ve faced danger before,” Daniel reminded her. “And we’ve survived every time. We can do this.”


  “I’ll be praying for you,” Doku said. “For all of you. I’ll be wishing you all the luck I can for you to come back safely.”


  “Is there any way I can talk you out of this, Daniel?” Falla asked with a worried smile.


  “You do have a sharp and skilled tongue, Falla,” Daniel complimented. “But there is nothing you can say that will stop me from going. I’m going to show the elves that humans can fight for them, even those with supposedly crazy ideas about wanting peace between our races. This is something I have to do. This is something I want to do.”


  “You’re going to come back, right?” Luna asked with a similar expression as her sister. “Promise me you’ll be back, Daniel.”


  “I’ll be back, we all will. Don’t worry, we can do this. Our plan is solid and we have the power to make it a reality. I have faith in you girls, and I like to think you would have faith in me too.”


  “More than you could imagine,” Alyssa promised. “Okay, you can come with. You’re a knight to all of us, I suppose it’s only fair for you to show the elves that as well. Just be careful. Also be careful where you swing that sword. You could just as easily fry The Sisterhood with it as you could the elves.”


  “I’ll only draw it if necessary,” Daniel assured her. “That or if you need a light for your fire.”


  Alyssa showed a small smile to that then lowered her head as she took a slow breath and hid her anxieties about Daniel joining their mission. Star smiled a little at Daniel while her tails slowly waved behind her, a small impressed nod being made as she could very clearly see a knight standing before her. Cindy smiled worriedly at Daniel then down at Snapper as the swarm squirmed around in her arms and turned to face her with a wide smile and snapping teeth.


  “Your dad is very brave,” Cindy gently spoke to the youngling. “We’re lucky to have him in our lives.”


  “I do have faith in you, Daniel,” Specca said holding her hands together. “Doesn’t change how much I’ll be worried about you, but I do believe you can do this.”


  “I believe in you, Daniel,” Luna promised. “I do. Plus you’ll have the other girls with you, I’m sure they’ll watch over you if you get into trouble.”


  “You’d better bring him back!” Falla yelled as she was now shaking Clover by the tunic. “If there’s so much as a scratch on him when you return then you are out of the harem! Do you hear me! You are out!”


  “He’ll be fine!” Clover cried out as she was shaken about. “We’ll keep an eye on him! I promise! Just let me go!”


  Falla shook the elf with a loud yell before Squeak grabbed and pulled her back. As the elf stumbled back and straightened out her clothing and Falla slowly calmed down with Squeak tenderly holding her from behind Daniel looked at the sword holstered at his hip, easily sensing its demonic aura through the scabbard while wondering if he would need to draw it that day. He held his hand to the handle, lightly drummed his fingers before holding it with a firm grip while taking a slow breath as he knew very well the danger he was stepping into.


  “Alright,” he said aloud, with the girls turning to him as he gave one last look at the map. “We know what we have to do, so let’s get to it. We have an entire forest of elves counting on us. I don’t know about you but I don’t aim to let them down.”


  “We won’t,” Alyssa agreed holding her staff in both hands. “We’re out here for a reason, and that’s to make allies.”


  “And enemies,” Clover mentioned with a scowl. “Whoever this Sisterhood is, I’m not in the mood to make friends with them anytime soon. They’re going to pay for everything they’ve done.”


  “We’ll deal with them later,” Specca said. “Right now saving the elves of Green Haven is our priority. If we can convince enough races to join together with us then we’ll deal with The Sisterhood when we have the strength to do so.”


  “Just do your best with evading them while you’re out there,” Doku pleaded. “Your lives and those of all the elves in Green Haven depend on it.”


  “We will,” Daniel promised as the group started to head out. “We won’t let them down.”


  “Wait,” Specca said holding up a hand, with everyone stopping and turning to her. “There’s still one more thing we need to figure out before doing this.”


  “What’s that?” Daniel asked. Specca pointed to the side, with the group then seeing Rolian collapsed on the ground with her face on the floor hidden behind her hair while a few of her legs twitched now and again. As usual her hand was still holding onto her jug which was at least corked this time as it lay on its side in her grip.


  “What are we going to do with her?” Specca asked.


  “I actually forgot she was here,” Alyssa admitted scratching her head.


  “Is she sleeping now?” Cindy wondered.


  “Something like that,” Falla flatly answered as they heard Rolian burp while remaining sprawled on the floor before them.


  *****


  “It’s not fair!” Rolian sobbed with flushed cheeks and tears coming from all her eyes. “Kroanette has a man in her life, a really sexy man, so why can’t I have a man too? Nobody’s ever going to love me! I hate my life!”


  The spider bawled in her inebriated sorrow while sitting on her abdomen outside of the carriage, the arachne clutching her jug which was still rather full by the looks of it while crying loudly with two others trying to calm her down.


  “There there,” Doku gently said while she patted Rolian’s back with her wing. “I’m certain you’ll find a special someone in your life someday.”


  “No I won’t! Look at me! I’m a scary looking spider monster! I’ve never harmed anyone in all my life but nobody will care about that when they take a look at me! It’s not fair! I never wanted to be born like this, I never had a choice! No man will ever want to love me because I look like this!”


  “That’s not true,” Luna assured as she held the arachne’s shoulder. “You’ll find a man who loves you for who you are. You’re a nice person. I’m not scared of you anymore, I can see you’re not a bad monster at all. You’re a great girl, Rolian, that’s all that matters.”


  “That’s easy for you to say!” Rolian blurted out at her. “You’re really beautiful and you have beautiful wings and I don’t have anything but scary looking spider legs and a big spider butt! I’ll never find a man who likes me for who I am!”


  “That’s simply not true,” Doku softly argued. “You’re a kind and caring person, Rolian. That’s what attracts real men in this world.”


  “No it isn’t! You need to have a sexy butt and big boobs and a pretty face to get a man! I don’t have any of those things! All I have is a scary looking body and face! Waaaaaaah!”


  “It’s going to be okay,” Luna insisted with a weak smile. “Just… try to calm down.”


  “Perhaps you’ve had enough to drink, my dear,” Doku said with an uneasy frown. “I don’t believe it’s doing anything to help you feel better right now.”


  “I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough!” Rolian barked back before holding her jug up and chugging more of the frothy brew. Doku and Luna watched with stunned faces as the arachne gulped down a good amount of the liquid before gasping for air and smiling a little with a sniffle.


  “Juggy always makes me feel good,” she praised as she coddled the container which still had plenty within it. “She’s all I’ve got in the world. She’s the only one who understands me… the only one who’ll ever love me! Waaaaaaaaah!”


  “That’s not true,” Luna tried to reason with. “Kroanette likes you. We like you. Um, so please calm down. Everything is going to be okay. Please stop crying now.”


  “How much is in that jug anyway?” Doku asked tilting her head aside in question.


  “I hate my life!” Rolian whined hopping up and down. “I’ll never have great boobs like Kroanette or sexy bodies like you girls, I’ll always be a scary looking spider monster that nobody will ever love! It’s not fair! It’s just not fair! I want a man to love me too, what’s so- burrrp! What’s so wrong with that? Waaaaaaah!”


  Luna and Doku continued trying to soothe the spider’s woes with words of reassurance as the arachne cried and hopped about in her fit while the rest of the group was gathered near the edge of the campsite as they were more focused on another pressing matter at the moment.


  “Please, please be wary out there,” Specca implored as she and Falla were holding hands. “Saving the elves is very important, but no matter what we just want you all to come back to us in one piece.”


  “Except Reiko,” Falla mentioned. “Don’t worry about her, we don’t care if she doesn’t come back. Just focus on the rest of you coming back to us.”


  “I really don’t like you,” Reiko flatly said as she hovered near Daniel and the girls who were preparing to venture out.


  “We’ll be just fine,” Daniel assured them. “We’ll be in and out before The Sisterhood knows what’s happening. Just keep watch around here for Kroanette, hopefully she’ll be arriving any time now.”


  “It’ll take some time to prepare the spell and get the elves organized under The Sisterhood’s noses,” Alyssa pointed out. “We may be back late, but we’ll be coming back. With all the elves. And maybe Reiko.”


  “I hate all of you!” Reiko yelled while thrashing around in the air. “If it wasn’t for Star I wouldn’t be doing jack shit for any of you wretched people! The things I do for my soulmate, I swear!”


  Star meowed loudly and shook her fist at the harvester while standing beside Falla and Specca, with the tiny monster slowly settling down before showing her a stern smile.


  “I will collect my reward upon returning, Star,” she reminded with a firm tone. “You’d better not go back on your word.”


  Star sighed and nodded with a few low meows before looking away and crossing her arms.


  “Just stick close to me, Dan,” Clover said as she stood next to him, the elf having her bow and quiver holstered over her shoulder while Pip sat atop the other. “The elves don’t have any men in Green Haven, very few are ever brought to the forest to begin with. You’ll stick out pretty well to everyone being there if you’re seen.”


  “Am I allowed to introduce myself to the elves as your mate should we meet?” Daniel jested with a smirk. “Or would that cause a bigger stir with them?”


  “You kidding?” Clover quipped with an amused smile. “I’m going to be bragging about it to everyone I can every chance I get. Knock yourself out.”


  Daniel chuckled at seeing the feisty look in his elf’s eye then noticed Squeak and Cindy approaching them, with the ant girl having her pickaxe slung behind her back and the sand wraith coddling Snapper close while watching her with a worried smile.


  “Squeak?” Alyssa carefully asked. “Why do you have your pickaxe with you?”


  Squeak walked up to Daniel’s group and squeaked while crossing her arms with a firm expression on her face.


  “No way!” Falla shouted shaking her head. “Squeak, you’re not going too! It’s nerve-wracking enough that Daniel is going out there, but we can’t have you doing the same! Please, just stay here and-”


  Squeak turned to her and squeaked loudly while waving her arms around, the group watching as she said something very sternly towards Falla while clearly expressing her desire to go with the others.


  “But,” Falla stuttered shaking her head. “No, you can’t go too. Please, stay here with us. With me.”


  Squeak shook her head then squeaked at Daniel while pointing to him.


  “Squeak,” Daniel softly said. “You don’t have to come just because I’m going. We’ll be fine, we can-”


  Without pause Squeak held a hand to his mouth to silence him, the girl squeaking loud and sternly a few times before quickly hugging him and squeaking something into his shoulder. Daniel slowly held the ant girl who gripped him tightly and shook her head then noticed Cindy showing him a frown.


  “We’re coming too,” she declared. “We don’t want anything bad to happen to you. To any of you. We want to help.”


  “Cindy, you can’t come with,” Daniel argued shaking his head. “Neither of you should-”


  “I want to be a good girl!” Cindy screamed out. Everyone, including Rolian and Snapper, fell silent as all eyes turned to the sand wraith who was holding back her tears. “I was very bad before, Daniel. Very bad. I did bad things to people, I killed people before I met you, I was a horrible monster. I want to be good. I want to make up for the bad things I did. I’m not coming just because I’m scared I might lose you, I’m coming because I want to help those elves. I want to be a good person like you and help people.”


  “Cindy,” Specca quietly said in awe.


  “I don’t care if it’s dangerous or there’s going to be lots of fire or any of that,” Cindy continued shaking her head. “I’m coming to help you all however I can because I want to be good. I want this. I want to walk on my own two feet and make my own choices, and I choose to help you because this is what I want to do. I do I do I do!”


  “Cindy…” Daniel softly said. He noticed Squeak leaning back and showing a firm expression with a tear in her eye, the girl squeaking a few times before he gently wiped the tear away.


  “What is she saying, Reiko?”


  “She wants to be like you,” Reiko relayed. “She’s coming because she wants to be brave and help the elves like you are. That and she wants to make sure you all return safely.”


  “Squeak,” Daniel said as he held her cheek. He looked between her and Cindy as the sand wraith gently handed Snapper off to Falla, the butterfly cradling the youngling in her arms while Snapper continued to watch Cindy with a curious gurgle.


  “Take care of Snapper until I get back,” Cindy kindly requested. “I’m going to be a good girl, I’m going to be a good sand wraith. I’m going to make Snapper proud of her mom.”


  “Cindy, you don’t have to do this,” Falla insisted shaking her head.


  “I know,” Cindy replied as she turned to Daniel with a proud smile. “I want to do this. I really do.”


  Daniel sighed as Cindy walked over to his group then glanced between the two persistent girls as they and the others awaited his response.


  “The last thing I want is more of my mates being placed in danger,” he stated shaking his head. “I don’t want any of you getting hurt, ever. However, I will not stop you from trying to do the right thing in this world. If it means that much to you, if you truly wish to help despite the danger we’ll be in, I won’t tell you not to come. But I want both of you to be as cautious as you can be and don’t take any unnecessary risks. I will expect all of you to come back with me unharmed when this is over. Am I clear?”


  The girls nodded to that while Reiko was again staring at Star and eyeing her over with a lecherous grin. Daniel looked at the two new members of their party with a small smile then turned to the girls nearby that were standing together and praying for their family to return safely that day.


  “Watch over Triska,” Daniel ordered. “Keep an eye out for Kroanette. And try to calm down Rolian if you can. We’ll be back soon, and with the elves of Green Haven.”


  “We’ll do our best,” Specca promised. “So please do your best too, everyone.”


  “Hurry back,” Falla begged with a worried smile. “I mean it. All of you. Except for Reiko, we don’t care about her. Just the rest of you. Please hurry back to us.”


  “Fuck you,” Reiko scowled at the butterfly.


  “Alright, Pip,” Alyssa said as she lowered her head and focused on their mission. “Let’s go.”


  “Okay!” Pip cheered as she zipped off of Clover’s shoulder. The fairy raced around Daniel’s group in tight blue circles, a gust of wind blowing outward before a large casting base of blue and golden light bloomed beneath them. A few intertwining rings slowly spun around within the base while question and exclamation marks lined the edges and outer ring as the fairy powered up her spell. Daniel held a hand to his sword as he watched the fairy’s magic lighting up under him, his eyes then going to the girls who were waving at them and wishing them luck. Specca held her blouse and waved with a worried smile while Falla did so as well while holding Snapper in her arm. The young swarm watched the bright lights with wonder then saw Cindy waving to her with a small smile on her face. Star smiled at Daniel, her eyes never leaving him as she silently prayed for his safe return. The girls around Daniel, minus Reiko who was merely licking what lips she had while ogling Star, waved to their co-mates as the magical light under them grew stronger.


  “Here we go!” Pip declared before she zipped down to the casting base, a bright flash then erupting and flaring heavily atop the knoll. With a sharp crackle the light then faded to reveal Daniel’s group gone, with those who remained looking to one another in uneasy silence before gathering near where Rolian sat next to the carriage.


  “Please let them make it through this,” Specca softly said as she lowered her head.


  “What just happened?” Rolian asked. “Where did everyone go?”


  “They went to help the elves of Green Haven escape The Sisterhood,” Doku explained. “They went to help those poor people.”


  “Can they really do that? There’s lots of mean monsters in The Sisterhood. And lots more of them too. Like, a whole bunch.”


  “They can do it,” Falla replied as she looked down to Snapper. She coddled the youngling and gently held her hand, the child looking up at her with a curious expression and twitching antennae.


  “They’ll be back. Our family will all come back soon enough. I know they will.”


  “I hope you’re not lying, Falla,” Luna worried as she looked over to where the others had vanished. Falla slowly nodded then looked behind her as well to where her family departed with a troubled frown.


  “Me too.”


  *****


  Under the afternoon sky Clover silently stood at the edge of a wide clearing while the tall trees of her home grove were seen further ahead. Her eyes keenly observed the area and the entrance to Green Haven, seeing nothing moving about that appeared dangerous yet feeling very clearly that something was off within the once safe haven the forest used to be.


  “That’s your home?” Daniel asked walking up behind her along with Cindy and Squeak. “That’s Green Haven?”


  “That’s it,” Clover softly replied. “That’s the place I called home before I met you.”


  “It looks really quiet,” Cindy noticed. “Are we sure there’s bad monsters nearby?”


  “There are no elven guards in the trees,” Clover answered shaking her head. “I know where they’re supposed to be, if you know where they are you can spot them from here. Not a single one is where they’re supposed to be. Nobody is guarding the forest now. Something is really wrong in there.”


  “Any sign of anyone?” Daniel asked looking around.


  “No. Neither elf nor this Sisterhood that’s intruded upon my grove, I don’t see anyone up ahead.”


  “Did the elves leave already?” Cindy wondered. “Maybe they ran away and nobody is in the forest anymore.”


  “Not a chance,” Clover argued shaking her head. “They’re still in there, I just know it. I can feel something really nasty in those woods now, no mistaking it.”


  “If they’re in there we’ll get them out,” Daniel promised as he rested a hand on her shoulder. The elf held his hand and nodded while keeping her eyes fixated on the forest, almost as if she was peering into the unseen in search of her kin and their captors.


  “Alyssa?” Cindy asked looking behind them. “Is Pip okay?”


  “She’s fine,” Alyssa answered as she held the sleeping fairy in her hand with her staff struck into the ground beside her. The witch was gazing at not the elven forest where all manner of dangerous monsters had taken residence but instead a large field of tall grass that was gently swaying in the breeze. Daniel, Squeak, and Cindy walked over to her while Clover continued to watch her grove with unblinking eyes, the group gathering near the witch while Reiko was hovering in the air nearby with a bored expression on her face.


  “Pip just needs to rest a bit after using her magic,” Alyssa continued, her hand gently brushing the fairy’s hair and wings while her eyes never left the grassland that lay before her.


  “Is this going to be enough to make a large fire with?” Daniel asked.


  “It should be,” Alyssa answered with a nod. She looked around at the clearing they were in, the area of land they had teleported to south of Green Haven being mostly flat with small hills to the east and south behind them and wide enough to reasonably fit every elf in Green Haven on it should they gather there. To their west was a large field of grass that reached as high as Alyssa herself, it’s width appearing roughly the same size as the clearing they stood in while around it was nothing in addition that could be added to the witch’s kindling. A steep cliff lay beyond it that lifted higher up to a raised plateau that had no trees seen growing atop it, a worn dirt trail which winded through the land and led towards Green Haven lay to its north that separated another field of grass that would be too close to the elven forest to safely use, and to the south was a boggy quagmire with nothing flammable seen floating among it.


  “The field here is large enough,” Alyssa reasoned before turning to Daniel with an uneasy frown. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”


  “What are you worried about then?” Cindy asked with the group showing concern now.


  “The field is as big as I can make use of,” Alyssa explained. “Any larger and I wouldn’t be close enough to the outer fires to get any energy from them. The size is good, the quality is not. This grass is going to light up quickly, burn bright and wildly, and then shortly after die down. We won’t have long before most of the grass burns away and the fires start to wither, and once that happens my magic will drain as well.”


  “So what does that mean for our mission?” Daniel asked.


  “When I start the fire and then the spell, there’s no stopping. Either all the elves in Green Haven are hauling ass to this location and can be ready in a short amount of time, or nobody is getting out of here.”


  “How long will we have? How short is a short amount of time?”


  “Honestly,” Alyssa hesitantly said as she eyed the field of grass. “Not that much. All this grass will catch fire quick enough, I can spread the flames without any problem, but it’s just not going to last very long. The fire is going to start to run out and slowly die down once the entire field is lit. I need as much fire around me as possible to power this big of a spell, if I don’t cast it when the flames are running their hottest and fueling my reserves then I’m not going to be able to cast it at all.”


  “So just to clarify,” Daniel cautioned as Cindy and Squeak exchanged worried glances. “As soon as you send the signal that you started the fire we’re going to have to evacuate the entire elven forest and get everyone here to this field with ‘not that much time’ to do it while The Sisterhood will likely be chasing after us?”


  “Pretty much, yeah,” Alyssa agreed with a shrug.


  “And if we don’t get everyone back here in time?” Cindy worried.


  “Then nobody is leaving,” Alyssa answered while slowly shaking her head. “We’ll be stuck here with The Sisterhood and with nowhere to run.”


  “That’s not much to work with considering there’s three hundred elves we need to evacuate from the forest,” Daniel pointed out with obvious apprehension.


  “It’s not much but it can be done,” Alyssa reasoned. “If I didn’t think it was possible at all we wouldn’t even be here trying this. Even if we had a bigger field it wouldn’t matter, I can only gain so much power from fire at a reasonable distance from myself. We have to make do with this the best we can, and we can make do with it. As long as all the elves know what to do when they see the signal they should have enough time to get their asses over here.”


  “We’ll need to spread the word to all the elves first,” Daniel said while crossing his arms and considering the short window of time they’ll have. “If they’re not all prepared when the time comes we’ll lose a great deal of them in the chaos. We can’t let that happen.”


  “I know,” Alyssa agreed with a nod. “As soon as Pip recovers I’ll send her into the forest to help you spread the word of our plan to the elves. When you’ve done all you can to get the elves ready send her back to me and I’ll start the fire and send up a little light show to let you know it’s time. After that you and all the elves need to race back here and get into the casting ring before the fire around me starts to die down. I’ll send you all back, Pip will take me back after, and then we’ll all be safe in Ruhelia while The Sisterhood scratches their heads in confusion as to what happened.”


  “Yeah, great, whatever,” Reiko spoke up while stretching her arms. “Save the elves, run away, got it. When can I start reaping souls while I’m here? In case you’ve forgotten I’m still hungry.”


  “Wait until Alyssa gives the signal,” Daniel said looking back to the forest. “Once all the elves start running The Sisterhood is likely going to try chasing them. Help yourself to those that get in the elves’ way.”


  “I shall indeed,” Reiko giggled with a drooling smile. “And then some too. I’m going to murder them with absolute glee.”


  “Is she going to kill those monsters?” Cindy worried. “I thought killing was bad. Why are you saying she can do that?”


  “Killing is bad, Cindy,” Daniel sighed shaking his head. “I don’t want to kill anyone while we’re here. If I could help it nobody would kill anyone today. But The Sisterhood isn’t going to leave us much choice. They killed the centaurs of Ruhelia, it sounds like they’ve been killing lots of innocent people they’ve been coming across, and when the elves try to escape they’ll try killing them too. They’ll try killing us even. We’re going to have to fight to defend ourselves.”


  “So we’re all going to be doing bad things today?” Cindy asked with a frown.


  “Cindy, let me tell you this,” Daniel said as he gently took hold of her hand. “Somebody very wise once told me that even a pacifist must draw their blade from time to time. We’re out here for peace between our races, but there will be times we’ll be forced to fight for what we believe in or simply to defend ourselves from those who wish to harm us. Killing is bad if it’s done out of cruelty or hatred, if it’s done to purposefully cause pain and suffering to others. Killing when protecting the innocent and defending ourselves isn’t bad, but it too isn’t something we look forward to doing. Taking a life is never an easy choice to make.”


  “It is for me,” Reiko mentioned raising her hand. “I love it so much. It’s like sex to me. I just want to kill and reap souls all day long.”


  “Taking a life is never an easy choice to make for the rest of us,” Daniel flatly corrected before showing Cindy a sympathetic smile. “If there was a peaceful option of stopping The Sisterhood we would take it, but these monsters aren’t going to give us that option. They don’t want peace, they only want to kill.”


  “So I’ll have to kill others today?” Cindy worried.


  “No,” Daniel assured shaking his head. “Not if you don’t want to. I’m not asking you to kill anyone, Cindy. Nobody is. I don’t even want to kill anyone here, and I hope I don’t have to. But if those bad monsters threaten the innocent elven women and children in there, threaten my mates, threaten you, then I will fight back. And if I have to, I will kill them. Because I want to protect you, Cindy. I want to protect all of you. I want to do what’s right, even if I have to do something that isn’t nice. Do you understand?”


  “I think so,” Cindy softly said with a slow nod.


  “Just focus on helping the elves get out of the forest,” Alyssa said. “Help them, Cindy. Protect them. Protect them like you would Snapper. That’s all you have to do.”


  “I’ll try my best,” Cindy promised with a big nod.


  “We know you will,” Daniel reasoned as he patted the girl’s head. While Cindy giggled and wiggled her chest and hips Clover walked over to them while keeping an eye on the forest behind her.


  “We’d better get going,” she urged. “We’ve got to warn all the elves what’s going to happen soon and make sure they’re ready to haul ass.”


  “So are we just walking in through the front?” Daniel asked as the group turned to the forest.


  “No way,” Clover argued shaking her head. “I don’t see any elven guards but I just know something is lurking about in those woods other than my kin. The main road into Green Haven isn’t one we should travel, we’ll be spotted for sure. There are a few hidden paths that go through the forest into the village, hopefully The Sisterhood doesn’t know about them. We’ll use those to sneak in and find out what’s going on in there.”


  “Then let’s go,” Daniel said holding a hand to his blade’s handle. “Alyssa, stay hidden and when Pip wakes up have her join us with spreading the word to the elves. We’ll keep watch for your signal and get every elf onboard with the plan as fast as we can. Hopefully we can pull this off without The Sisterhood catching on before it’s too late.”


  “Good luck,” Alyssa voiced. “I’ll see you all later. And, Daniel? Seriously, be careful with that sword. It’s packing more power than you realize.”


  “I’ve got a good hunch what it holds,” Daniel remarked as he felt a dark aura resonating through the blade into his arm. He and his group quickly took off towards the elven forest, veering to the right away from the main entrance as Clover led them towards a less conspicuous way into the grove.


  “Take care, all of you,” Alyssa spoke to herself as she saw the others heading off. She looked around to make sure nobody was watching them then slowly stepped closer to the tall grass while taking hold of her staff.


  “Okay, Alyssa. They’re counting on you. The elves are counting on you. Daniel is counting on you. He believes in you. So for the love of god don’t fuck this up.”


  She blinked then quickly looked up, catching sight of what appeared to be a few lingering cinders floating up from the top of the cliff beyond the field of grass. Blinking a few times and rubbing her eye she then peered more closely, this time only seeing the afternoon sky past the rocky ridge with nothing making a sound around her.


  “Keep it together, girl,” she quietly said to herself. “Don’t lose your focus now. Triska will never let you hear the end of it if you screw this up.”


  She looked off towards where Daniel and his group had vanished then down to the sleeping fairy in her hand, a slow breath being made as she focused heavily on her critical role with their risky plan.


  As the witch went over her role repeatedly in her mind and Daniel’s party ventured into the elven forest on their mission they were unaware that a certain individual had already spotted them, the same certain individual that quickly raced across the prairie in black heels with nine fox tails rustling behind her with cinders floating off into the air. She sprinted over hills and empty fields before finally rushing up a knoll and lunging at her sister who merely held out a hand to catch and halt the temperamental girl by the face.


  “Flarah!” Kindra screamed as she frantically tried clawing her sister, just missing each time as her elder kept her at enough length while merely glancing to her with an amused smile.


  “Is something the matter, little sister?” Flarah playfully asked. “You appear to be upset by something.”


  “What the hell is Daniel Sorres doing here?” Kindra demanded as she knocked away Flarah’s arm and charged her, this time being grabbed below her shoulders and held in place by her stronger sibling. “You promised he wouldn’t get involved in this any further! You swore he wouldn’t be put in danger! So why in Eden is he here with the Hellfire’s Edge and going into that forest where the gemini are?”


  Flarah merely watched Kindra shaking with furious snarls, thrashing arms, and rustling tails that let off smoke and flames in her rage while showing a curious expression with a slight twitch of her ear. After a pause she glanced over to Aeon who was still keeping her glowing eyes ahead at the elven forest.


  “Aeon?” Flarah asked. “Is this true? I was under the impression that Daniel Sorres’ girlfriend held the Hellfire’s Edge in her possession. Triska Raylight was her name I believe.”


  “She normally does,” Aeon answered with a shrug. “Though today the poor dear isn’t feeling too well, so it seems Daniel Sorres has borrowed it.”


  “I thought you said she and Daemon Warrick would be bringing the swords here to dispatch the gemini,” Flarah recalled as she shoved her sister back. The two kitsunes watched the chronofly closely as the Dark Queen merely chuckled and glanced to them with a raised eyebrow.


  “No, that’s not what I said, Flarah,” she slyly retorted. “I said the two swords would be making their way here today, that’s all. I never once said Triska Raylight herself would be bringing the Hellfire’s Edge. You just assumed as such.”


  “So Daniel Sorres was the one destined to slay the gemini alongside Daemon?” Flarah mused. She looked to her sister curiously as the younger kitsune was staring at Aeon in surprise.


  “Is that true?” Kindra wondered. “Daniel Sorres is going to… wait, hold on. You said earlier something’s been changed here. What did you change, Aeon?”


  Aeon chuckled with a dark grin as the two kitsunes watched her carefully, the chronofly merely shrugging before looking ahead again.


  “Just a few things, that’s all. Calm down and see for yourselves. As I said earlier you will enjoy tonight’s performance, just not in the way you were thinking.”


  “What the hell does that mean?” Kindra shouted out. “Tell me what you did! Goddammit, Daniel Sorres is walking right into the middle of that mess! I’m not going to let him die all because of-”


  Almost instantly Aeon burst out laughing, silencing the kitsune who glared at the amused chronofly that was now holding her sides. The Dark Queen shook her head and wiped a tear away while slowly regaining herself then turned to smile playfully at the two women.


  “Oh don’t worry, I don’t want him to fall either. It would be quite unfortunate for him to perish today after all, and it would simply break my heart to see any harm befall him. Have no fear though, he’ll be just fine down there, so long as you don’t do anything reckless and interfere with the festivities of course.”


  “Why do you care about him?” Kindra hissed. “What the hell are you up to, you bitch?”


  “That will all become clear,” Aeon cryptically answered as she turned her gaze back onto the forest. “Trust me, everything will become clear in time.”


   


  


Chapter 18


  


Reunion (Part I)


  In the world of Eden not everyone remained in constant contact with one another. Some would move away to start new lives for themselves or perhaps travel the world in search of lost and mystical treasure. Maybe they joined their kingdom’s militia and lost touch with old friends or perhaps they had been sent to prison for committing a crime. These different paths of life could be walked by all at any time, and where they would lead wasn’t always certain. Though sometimes they would again meet with those they split from, either in a fleeting moment of reminiscence or to join their divided fates once more.


  These reunions could be cause for celebration, or perhaps only misery.


  *****


  “Okay, seriously,” Kindra said with a bewildered expression on her face. “What the hell is going on here?”


  She and Flarah stood together atop a hill near the elven forest while both watching someone nearby experiencing some slight nausea and discomfort. The same someone who was keeled over on her knees and vomiting extremely loudly into a bush while her wings flinched with every heave she made.


  “Don’t mind me,” Aeon groaned before throwing up again, the two kitsunes behind her exchanging puzzled looks before watching the Dark Queen spewing into the shrub while on her hands and knees.


  “You okay over there, Aeon?” Flarah asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Just dandy,” Aeon gurgled before continuing to drench the shrub with her bile. “Just a little dizzy, that’s all. Everything is oka- RRRHGLGHGLGH!”


  Kindra glanced to her sister while having a stunned expression then back to the chronofly who appeared to be hacking up her internal organs by the sound of it.


  “Is… is she dying?” she hopefully asked.


  “No,” Flarah answered shaking her head. “The poor dear must be a little sick from the fates being changed. She always experiences a little… discomfort when that happens. It appears whatever she altered is creating some rather large disturbances in the future that she’s prone to.”


  “So she’s weakened now?” Kindra wondered. She blinked then started to dash towards the chronofly with rustling tails and flames rising up from her arms before one of her tails was grabbed and yanked back by Flarah, the younger kitsune yelping loudly and landing on her rear with a painful cringe.


  “Dammit, Flarah! Don’t pull my tail like that! What gives?”


  “Don’t piss her off otherwise she’ll kill you,” Flarah lectured crossing her arms. “She may be weakened in this state but she’s by no means vulnerable to being slain. All you’ll do is provoke her should you attack her now.”


  “Then how do we kill her?” Kindra raged as she got back onto her feet. “How the hell did you plan on killing her when she got out? How do you expect to slay this Dark Queen, Flarah? If she can just undo anything we try how is anyone supposed to kill her?”


  “Haha,” Aeon weakly laughed while rocking her head back with a dazed smile. “Wouldn’t… wouldn’t you like to know ho- RRRHGLGHGLGH!”


  The chronofly again vomited loudly into the now very drenched bush while the two kitsunes watched her nearby with slight grimaces. Kindra growled in frustration with her tails rustling behind her while Flarah merely shook her head a little at the sight of Aeon keeled over into the shrub.


  “How very undignified,” Flarah sighed. She glanced over to the side as something caught her eye while Kindra was snarling and glaring at the chronofly with cinders coming off her shaking tails.


  “We need to kill her,” Kindra cursed. “We need to do so quickly before she destroys this world. Think of something, Flarah. Now’s our chance. Flarah? Flarah?”


  She noticed her sister was watching something other than the nauseous chronofly then turned to see three figures approaching from the southwest. Flarah showed a slight smile then chuckled as she started walking towards them and past the Dark Queen whose leg twitched as she continued to vomit uncontrollably.


  “At least this hasn’t been changed,” Flarah mused with a playful glance to Aeon. “I was growing worried this had been altered as well with your little meddling. I’ll be right back, Aeon. Try to pull yourself together in the meantime.”


  “Flarah!” Kindra shouted stomping her foot. “What are you doing? Focus here! We need to kill this monster while we still can! Hey! Where are you going?”


  “Stay there, little sister,” Flarah called back. “This won’t take too long.”


  “What the hell are you up to, big sister?” Kindra snarled. She looked to see Aeon wearily turning to see where Flarah was going before she threw up again with a loud hurl. “You’ve got to be kidding me. When is someone going to start making sense of all this shit going on around me?”


  Flarah casually made her way down the knoll towards where the three newcomers had stopped at its base, her eyes slowly going over each of them while her carefree smile remained in place. In the middle of the trio a man was seen wearing a dark cloak and cowl that had white embroidery woven into ridged angular markings along its edges and into an irregular diamond crest in front of the hood. His eyes were hidden beneath the cowl but his stoic expression was the same as Flarah remembered. Wearing no shirt his well-toned physique was clearly shown along with his muscular arms which bared silver bands below his shoulders with black diamonds adorning them. His hands were clad in dark gloves with the same diamond crest woven atop them with white thread. Steel plated boots were worn below his baggy dark leggings which were bound to his waist with a silver laced belt. At his side a longsword was resting in its dark scabbard, the handle baring glowing neon white engravings that were etched into it down to the hilt while the sheath bared the same white diamond emblem on its side.


  “Hello again,” Flarah greeted as she walked up to them. “I missed you, dear.”


  She took one more step before stopping as two swords were quickly held out towards her face, the kitsune pausing for a moment before giggling as she saw the man’s companions were once again fiercely protective of his personal space.


  “No closer,” the one on the right growled, the monster being a reptile girl with a very volatile aura around her. Silver leg guards were worn above her feet over her scales that matched the spiked shoulder plates she had on. Black underwear was seen that barely had enough fabric to hold onto her hips and cover the green scales around her pelvis, yet even that much was more than her upper body had as she wore no covering at all above her waist. The dark straps of her shoulder guards crossed in front of her exposed breasts which had silver rings pierced through the nipples, with her large bosom having a broken chain resting atop it that reached up to her spiked collar. Her green eyes were glaring, her long raven hair flowed freely behind and over her reptilian ears, and a shiny tiara was seen that had a white crest adorning its front in the same diamond design as the man she was defending had. Silver arm plates were worn below her elbows while in one hand was a large serrated broadsword that was held out towards Flarah in a threating manner. The blade appeared to be made of a strange type of dark steel that had glowing white etchings set all across it in odd patterns. Its handle also showed the unique markings while the end had a small spike pointed out from the bottom.


  “Get back,” the other snarled, this one also being a reptile girl dressed in the same revealing armor as her kin. For her the only differences were she had a small golden chain attached between her nipple piercings, her hair was a lighter shade of auburn while being much shorter around her neck, and unlike the other’s tail which sharply swayed in the air her reptilian limb had three silver bands fastened around it that displayed similar black diamond adornments that the man had on his. Her sword however was identical to her companion’s and was held in the same threatening manner towards the kitsune who merely glanced between the two of them before smiling amusedly at the one between them.


  “Your pets are as charming as ever,” Flarah dryly said.


  “What are you doing here, Flarah?” the man asked.


  “Oh, this and that,” she playfully replied with a shrug. “Though I must admit I was looking forward to seeing you again. I waited ever so patiently for your arrival. I have missed you after all.”


  “Have you now?” the man replied in question. He turned his unseen gaze towards the top of the hill, seeing Aeon starting to sit up before quickly lurching back forward and vomiting again while Kindra was staring at her sister in disbelief still.


  “Is that the chronofly I see atop the hill?” he asked turning back to Flarah. “You let her out already?”


  “No, I didn’t let that one out,” Flarah answered shaking her head. “Apparently some misguided human set her free. Don’t worry about her, I’ll take care of that one as well, I promise.”


  “Your promises are hollow,” the first reptile girl snarled.


  “Your efforts are pathetic,” the second scorned.


  “Such sharp tongues,” Flarah mused with a smirk. “Do you two think you’re a threat to me simply because you belong to him?”


  The two reptile girls snarled and prepared to rush the kitsune before the man snapped his fingers, the girls glancing to him before slowly lowering their swords and stepping back.


  “You need to keep them on a tighter leash,” Flarah mocked with a wink.


  “I could say the same for you,” the man replied with a slight tone of aggravation. “You were supposed to be collecting a few valuable treasures for me. Instead I find you here loafing about with your sister and a Dark Queen.”


  “It’s being handled,” Flarah assured holding up her hand. “Don’t worry, I promise those artifacts will be in your hands soon enough. You don’t need to worry about a thing.”


  “Your carefree attitude towards this doesn’t leave me with much confidence in you,” the man spoke shaking his head slightly.


  “Aw,” Flarah pouted with lowering ears. “Don’t say you don’t believe in me. That hurts hearing you say such things. You’re going to make me cry if you keep doing that.”


  “You arrogant little…” the first reptile girl hissed.


  “You forget your place,” the second snarled.


  “I’m sorry, did you two say something?” Flarah dryly retorted. “I don’t usually pay attention to lowly dogs who beg for a man’s bone.”


  Again the reptile girls stepped forward while drawing their weapons, only for the man to hold a hand up and stop them instantly.


  “You should treat them with more respect, Flarah,” he warned as he waved them back, the two reptile girls slowly drawing back and lowering their weapons. “You of all people should know better than to underestimate them.”


  “I’m well aware what they can do,” Flarah mused with a shrug. “The better question is do they know what I’m capable of?”


  “We couldn’t care less what you think you can do,” the man said walking up to her. “You don’t appear to fully grasp the severity of your situation, and you seem to fail in noticing who it is you’re speaking to with such assertive words.”


  “Maybe if you didn’t hide that beautiful face of yours beneath a cowl,” Flarah purred with a sultry smile. “Come now, can’t we just have a nice little chat together? It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, I really have missed those eyes of yours. And that chest too, rawr.”


  Without pause the man reached out and grabbed her throat, the woman jumping a bit before smiling weakly at seeing he was by no means amused with her words.


  “Have you forgotten the deal we made?”


  “No,” Flarah answered shaking her head a little. “Of course not.”


  “I granted your wish, now you need to follow through with mine. I want all four pieces of The Well in my hands where they belong. You have a job to do, Flarah, you have a promise to keep. I don’t want to see you wasting any more time with your silly games. Get. To. Work.”


  “Right away,” Flarah said with a small salute. “I won’t let you down, dear.”


  “Speak properly to him when he is talking to you,” the first reptile girl demanded.


  “Do we really need to bother with such formalities between us?” Flarah asked with a small giggle.


  “If you will not honor your word to him,” the second warned shaking her head. “We shall not honor ours to you.”


  “You’re just no fun,” Flarah mocked before the man gripped her throat tightly. The woman choked a bit then smiled faintly at the man who was showing clearer signs of umbrage towards her.


  “Come now,” she softly said. “There doesn’t need to be any cause for violence here. We’re all on the same side, right?”


  With a small crunch Flarah gasped as she quickly grabbed the man’s arm, his hand crushing her windpipe with more strength now while his unseen gaze remained fixated on her. The kitsune’s legs wobbled slightly as she gagged and tried to breathe, her tails rustling behind her and obscuring the view of what was happening to Kindra who was still watching her sister carefully from atop the knoll.


  “Hey now,” Flarah coughed. “Take it easy. You’re hurting me.”


  “Do you understand what you need to do?” the man sternly asked her.


  “Yes, yes, I do,” Flarah insisted with a few nods. “I’ll take care of everything, just like I said I would. I promise.”


  “Have you forgotten all that I’ve done for you?”


  “No, not at all,” Flarah coughed while struggling to pry his hand away. “I would never forget, I swear.”


  “Then I expect you to take this a little more seriously,” the man continued as he watched the kitsune choking in his grip. “Do whatever you need to do to get me those pieces of The Well. And the next time we meet I expect you to show some humility in my presence. Am I clear?”


  “Crystal,” Flarah gagged with a few shaky nods. “Couldn’t be clearer.”


  “Speak properly to him,” the first reptile girl ordered.


  “Or else you and your sister will suffer,” the other warned.


  “Leave Kindra out of this,” Flarah coughed with a weak glare at the monsters. “You swore that she would never get involved in any of this. I’m the only one you can deal with.”


  “Then quit being defiant in front of our master.”


  “You know your place. Act like it.”


  Flarah coughed and struggled to move the man’s hand which she couldn’t budge at all, her eyes rolling a bit before seeing him watching her from under his cowl with a stern expression. His muscular build did hint at the amount of strength he possessed, just as the sight of the muscles around his shoulder appearing to shift and move slightly did as well. Flarah nodded and held her hands up defensively, the man then slowly releasing her and allowing her to gasp for air while her legs struggled to keep her standing. She gradually caught her breath and rubbed her neck, the woman bitterly swallowing her pride as she then slowly looked to the man who had a chilling aura in his own right.


  “Am I clear?” he repeated.


  “Yes,” Flarah softly agreed before lowering her head. “…master.”


  “Good,” he said before turning his unseen gaze to his hand that he slowly clenched and relaxed. “I’ve been gracious and given you many gifts, Flarah. You, your sister, I’ve done quite a lot for you two. Should you fail me I will be forced to take back those gifts.”


  “I won’t fail,” Flarah assured while trying to keep her voice steady.


  “See that you don’t,” the man replied before looking around the area. “Now that we have that cleared up perhaps you can prove useful to me for once. Tell me, have you by chance seen a minotaur wandering these parts?”


  “A minotaur?” Flarah repeated. “There hasn’t been one around here as far as I’ve seen. I wasn’t aware one had strolled into Koskaysil recently.”


  “I see,” the man said looking down. “She is rather big and loud, one would think she would stick out a bit more in this dismal part of Eden. Very well, we’ll continue our search for her and leave you to your work. I trust you won’t keep me waiting much longer for what is mine.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Flarah assured shaking her head.


  “I’ll be keeping an eye on you, Flarah,” the man said as he turned to walk away. “For your sake, and your sister’s, don’t disappoint me.”


  “I won’t… master,” Flarah replied, seeming to force the last word out of her mouth before showing a small smile towards him. He nodded and took his leave while the two reptile girls remained and shot Flarah harsh glares one more time.


  “You’re hardly fit to be his pet,” the first one sneered.


  “You’re not even worthy of his mercy,” the other scorned.


  “I can hardly contain my disappointment,” Flarah retorted. “I do hope I can improve my image in his eyes very soon. Though I must say it looks like being his personal bitch does have its drawbacks. It must be chilly for you girls at night with nothing to wear but your shame.”


  “There is no shame in serving someone as great as our master.”


  “We proudly give our bodies and souls to him,” the second asserted with a flinching scowl. “Whatever he wants, he gets, Flarah.”


  “I’ll try to keep that in mind,” Flarah mocked before giving a small curtsey. “Until then, take care, ladies. I can’t wait for our next pleasant reunion.”


  “You’d better have made more progress with your assignment by then,” the first reptile girl warned. “Our master demands it.”


  “If you cannot be trusted with our master’s gift then it shall be taken away from you,” the second added. “And you will face all the consequences in its wake.”


  “Again, I’ll try to keep that in mind,” Flarah challenged as her eyes showed white rings in them. The kitsune had a sly smile that did very well in revealing she had other things in mind than obeying anyone, something the two reptile girls easily took notice of while staring her down with glaring eyes that also showed similar white rings within them. Tension was easily felt in the air as they kept close watch on each other, with the reptile girls then scoffing and turning to follow their master with tails sharply swaying behind them. Flarah watched them leave before her eyes returned to normal, an irritated scowl briefly coming over her before she glanced up and around at the sky.


  “I don’t hear Twilight heckling me,” she quietly mused. “I guess she missed that little display. I suppose my luck hasn’t run out just yet.”


  She turned to walk back up the hill before glancing behind her, watching as the man and his two reptile girls left the area without so much as looking back once. The kitsune fidgeted her hips slightly before grunting and looking down while trying to force a calm appearance.


  “I do have to give you credit,” she silent admitted. “You always do get this kitsune fired up when you’re near. I guess I am attracted to dangerous power in this world.”


  With a small shake of her head she regained her composure and made her way back up the hill to where her sister was watching her sharply and Aeon was still puking in the shrubbery with a weak groan.


  “What was that about?” Kindra demanded. “Who were those people?”


  “Just some old friends,” Flarah answered while keeping her eyes ahead at the forest.


  “Why don’t I believe you?” Kindra growled.


  “Well, to be more specific, one charming acquaintance and his two snippy hunting dogs.”


  “They must have had something important to tell you,” Kindra snapped as she crossed her arms. “Important enough to draw you away from the Dark Queen that is literally three feet away from you! What the hell is wrong with you, Flarah? How can you be so relaxed when that monster is right in front of us? We need to do something about her!”


  “I don’t think I have any soup to give her,” Flarah mused holding a finger to her chin. “I suppose she just needs to rest in order to feel better. Not much we can do about it.”


  “I’m not talking about making her feel better! I’m talking about killing her! Dammit, Flarah! Do something instead of just standing there and acting like her being right next to us is no fucking big deal!”


  Flarah murmured softly to herself then walked over to Aeon’s side and knelt beside her, watching as the chronofly slowly leaned up from the puddle of vomit she had created below the bush and wiped her mouth. The kitsune chuckled with an amused smile as her tails slowly swayed behind while Kindra growled even louder as she watched the two of them with equal frustration at this point.


  “You okay, Aeon?” Flarah gently cooed. “Aw, you poor thing. I wish I could help make you feel better, or at least do something for you. If only your hair was longer I’d offer to hold it back for you while you continue to spew such filthy retch from your mouth like a diseased rat.”


  “I hate you,” Aeon coughed before wiping drool from her chin. She glanced to the kitsune and saw the sly smile aimed at her then tilted her head slightly in question. “You already know what I’m going to ask, so talk.”


  “You can’t see them either, can you?” Flarah quietly teased. “Their fates of course. They’re like me after all. Why, I’d imagine they’re just as hard to predict as I am, aren’t they?”


  “I really hate you,” Aeon grunted. “Who are they anyway? You have yet to tell me every time I ask.”


  “So it’s true,” Flarah mused curiously. “You really have no idea who they are or where they’ve been. Their paths are just as cloudy in your eyes as mine is. How very sad, the almighty Dark Queen of time can’t see everything that happens in her timestream after all.”


  “I hate you so much,” Aeon growled. “Their mere presence irked me just as these ripples in the timestream have, though in all honesty you are still more a thorn in my side than anything else.”


  “I don’t recall you throwing up your lunch and pride during our chit-chats before,” Flarah smirked. “But I’ll take that as I’m still your favorite, so thank you, Aeon.”


  “You insufferable whor-” Aeon snarled before hurling what remained in her stomach onto the ground. Flarah watched as the chronofly tried saying something but it was lost with her throat being filled with flowing bile once again.


  “You really are feeling those ripples, aren’t you?” Flarah realized. “Aeon, what have you done? This isn’t a small change you’ve enforced, is it? You’ve done something more drastic.”


  Aeon coughed and spat out what filth remained in her mouth before slowly sitting upright with her wings gradually rising behind her again. She took a slow breath to regain her senses then glanced to the kitsune with a bitter smile, not saying anything as she could easily see the woman was growing more wary of what she may have done.


  “What have you changed?” Flarah carefully asked.


  “Just a small, itsy bitsy detail,” Aeon teased with a shrug. “Well, small in that it was really simple to do.”


  “You’ve drenched the soil beneath you in vomit because of this change’s effects on you, I’m not sure I would agree with how insignificant you’re trying to make this alteration seem. I don’t care for this riddle, Aeon. It’s making my sister anxious and I’m growing very curious myself. Tell us what you’ve done.”


  “As if you can threaten me,” Aeon grunted as she slowly got back onto her feet. She held her head with a small cringe then smiled slyly at the two kitsunes who were watching her closely. “But I don’t mind giving you a hint seeing as it’s already too late to stop it. That’s more than generous considering the riddles you’ve plague me with, Flarah. You should be grateful for so much.”


  Flarah and Kindra exchanged brief glances then watched as Aeon turned her glowing eyes to the elven forest, the Dark Queen chuckling to herself before looking down and tapping the ground with her foot.


  “I just had a little digging done, that’s all.”


  *****


  Passing swiftly along the underground rails a convoy carrying ant girls, desuwraiths, and other monsters along with a large supply of volatile explosives continued on to their destination. The ant girls working the teetering levers at the front squeaked in rhythm while they worked to keep the cars moving with steadily clacking wheels. Riding in the first car Daemon and his followers were preparing themselves for a dangerous confrontation with The Sisterhood and their leaders while in the car behind them three of their group had somewhat drifted from that mindset and were more preoccupied with another matter.


  “So is he a duck monster?” one of the desuwraiths asked, with Tabitha and Forrus merely glancing back over their shoulders to the sisters while seated against the rear of their car.


  “A duck monster?” Tabitha flatly repeated. “No, he’s not. Why would you even think that?”


  “Oh, is he a three-headed monster?” another asked as the three sisters kept looking back and forth between Daemon who kept his eyes on the tunnel ahead and the two girls who breathed out in aggravation as this conversation had not only dragged on for a long time but also had begun to circle.


  “For the fifth time,” Forrus growled. “No, he’s not a three-headed monster. He only has one head. How stupid are you?”


  “For the fourth time,” Tabitha dryly quipped. “They’re incredibly stupid.”


  “Oh, oh!” another desuwraith said holding two arms up. “I got it! He’s a cat monster!”


  “No he isn’t!” Tabitha shouted at her. “I’m the cat monster here. Do you really think he looks like me?”


  “Is he a ghost monster?” another desuwraith asked. “Is he dead? Did he die and come back to life?”


  “He’s not undead!” Forrus shouted. “My lord is in perfect health. Can’t you see that with your own eyes?”


  “I got it!” another desuwraith declared while smacking a fist into her palm. “He’s a plant monster! Right? That’s right, isn’t it? I know I’m right.”


  “How many times must we tell you?” Tabitha groaned. “He’s a cambion. He’s half-human half-demon. That’s it, that’s the answer. Got it?”


  “So he’s half-human half-demon,” one of the desuwraiths slowly said. “But what about the other half?”


  “Yeah,” another said in puzzlement. “What’s that half?”


  “I bet it’s plant monster,” the third smugly reasoned. “Has to be it. No other possibility.”


  “There’s not a third half, you moron!” Tabitha yelled. “There’s only two halves to a whole!”


  “There is?” Scay asked popping up next to her. “Oh wow, really? I don’t believe it, I’ve had it wrong all this time. I never knew that.”


  “And yet you still have more brains in you than those three,” Forrus muttered as she saw the desuwraiths arguing amongst themselves about what the third half of Daemon’s being was.


  “For crying out loud,” Tabitha groaned while rubbing a hand down her face. “Are we almost there yet? I can’t handle too much more of these idiots and their constant badgering.”


  “You’re the one who suggested they come with us,” Daemon reminded her while keeping his gaze ahead.


  “But you’re the one who gave them that option!” Tabitha defended. “Not like we could have gotten rid of them anyway. Besides they’re so annoying, you have no idea.”


  “We can hear them just fine from here,” Hollia drearily chimed in. “And I agree with both of you. They are annoying, and you’re the one who wanted them to come along as decoys for The Sisterhood.”


  “Again, it wasn’t my call if they could come with us. That was Daemon’s.”


  “Oh, oh!” a desuwraith exclaimed as she leaned over the gap between the cars and held Tabitha close from behind. “I know! The other half is mushroom! Am I right? That’s gotta be it!”


  “No way!” another argued as she leaned over and held Forrus from behind, the lycan growling and struggling to break free from the three arms that held her. “The third half has got to be dirt! He’s half-human, half-demon, half-dirt! That’s what he is! He’s a human demon dirt monster!”


  “That makes no sense!” the third whined while waving her four arms around. “It’s plant! I keep telling you it’s plant! Why don’t you two listen to me? You’re both so stupid!”


  “Let go of me this instant!” Forrus yelled while trying to free herself.


  “Scay, a little help here?” Tabitha shouted while trying to pry the two arms that were immovable off her.


  “How many halves are there in a whole?” Scay murmured while staring off into space with a twitching eye. “Tabitha says two. They say three. I thought it was six. I am so confused now. A slightly aroused too.”


  Saffron shook her head slowly at all of them then looked ahead at where her sisters were working the levers to move the convoy. The ant girls squeaked and heaved in rhythm as the train rolled along the tracks in the tunnel. After a while it raced out into a large underground cavern that had a soft blue glow to it. Everyone but the workers powering the moving convoy stopped and looked around at seeing a steep cliff to their right which gave a perfect view of an underground lake that filled half the cavern beneath them while phosphorous rocks shimmered in the walls and ceiling high above. The railway they were on continued forward before running off the precipice on a track that was seen to lower and turn atop wooden support beams. The rails gradually curved downward in a slow, wide arc within the cavern before touching down on the ground and continuing along the underground grotto between stalagmites and small pools of lake water.


  “Wow,” one of the desuwraiths said. “This place looks pretty.”


  “It reminds me of Nuci’s home,” another said with a saddened smile.


  “It reminds me of her,” the third whined before crying into Tabitha’s hair.


  “Get off me, dammit!” the neko yelled as she tried in vain to free herself from the monster’s arms.


  “Don’t you dare start sobbing into my fur as well,” Forrus snarled as she attempted to do the same.


  Saffron looked around at the tranquil sight of the grotto then quickly jumped with a loud squeak as she pointed at something with alarm, with everyone then noticing that the tracks on the ground level went along the cavern floor and stopped where boulders and debris were seen piled up against the edge of the cave.


  “What is that?” Rulo carefully asked.


  “Looks like a cave-in?” Tabitha guessed with a shrug.


  “Good thing we’re not going that way,” Scay said with a smile as she pointed to the pile of debris before pointing ahead at where they were heading. “We’re going that way. Uh… wait a second…”


  “The tracks lead right to the cave-in,” Hollia realized. “The tunnel there must have collapsed.”


  “Shouldn’t we be slowing down then?” Rulo called out as the ant girls in back were squeaking and hopping about in a panic. “We’re carrying a shit-ton of explosives with us, aren’t we? Shouldn’t we stop before running into the wall?”


  “They don’t appear to be stopping,” Forrus said as everyone saw the workers up ahead still squeaking and operating the levers which apparently was their only focus. The workers in the front kept squeaking with each other as the convoy traveled over the cliffside and started to descend along the curving rails. Saffron whistled loudly again and again, with the workers in front then noticing their superior squeaking and shaking her head at them. They blinked then saw all the workers doing the same before turning their eyes over to where the rails ended up ahead. With a sharp squeak they all jumped in surprise before quickly grabbing their brake levers and pulling with all their strength. The ride lurched with a loud screeching noise coming from all the wheels, with all the riders jerking forward before grabbing hold of the wagons’ sides as the convoy continued to race along the tracks that descended toward the ground level.


  “We’re still going too fast!” Sasha called out.


  “Stop this thing now!” Hollia cried out as the train reached the bottom of the cavern.


  “Tara, Lara, Sara!” Daemon called out as he turned to the desuwraiths who merely had curious expressions on their faces as they didn’t understand what was happening at all.


  “Yes?” they asked.


  “Stop this train before it hits the wall. You wanted to help us, now’s your chance. Hurry!”


  “Um, okay?” they all replied before shrugging. The trio quickly jumped over into the first car, ran forward and leapt over the front cart where the ant girls were pulling on their brakes as hard as they could, doing cartwheels in the air before landing on the tracks with focused expressions as they faced the rapidly approaching convoy.


  “Everyone brace yourselves!” Daemon called back before he and all the girls grabbed hold of whatever they could. The desuwraiths held out all their hands while getting ready to catch the train before its front shield rammed into them, the three girls holding their stances while their feet plowed through the dirt beneath them. Everyone aboard the ride lurched forward except for the ant girls in back who desperately held onto the crates filled with their bombs the best they could, all eyes then turning to see rocks flying up and away from the front of the ride along with a very loud crunching sound. The desuwraith sisters kept their postures without flinching at all, their feet sliding through the hard ground and tearing it up without taking a scratch. The convoy started to slow down as it drew closer to the collapsed tunnel, the ride screeching to a halt just as the desuwraiths’ feet dug into the rocks in front of the mound of rubble. After a pause the three girls stood upright and looked between the wall of debris behind them and the stopped train before them as everyone fell silent. Those aboard the ride noticed they hadn’t crashed or blown up and were now sitting still atop the tracks before seeing the desuwraiths walking over beside the front car with curious expressions on their faces.


  “Nice job,” Hollia complimented with a relieved smile. “Very well done, girls.”


  “That was too close,” Rulo breathed out slumping down in the car.


  “Looks like you girls came in handy after all,” Sasha admitted with a nod.


  “Indeed,” Forrus agreed. “That would have been an abrupt end for all of us if you hadn’t been here.”


  “Scay,” Tabitha choked out as the naga was tightly wrapped around her and still hiding her face in the neko’s shoulder. “Let go. We’re fine. Stop crushing me.”


  “That was much appreciated,” Daemon commended with a nod. “Thank you for that.”


  “Um,” the first desuwraith said as the sisters looked to the wall of rubble then back to him in confusion. “Actually, we have a question.”


  “You said to stop the train from hitting the wall.”


  “What’s a train?”


  Everyone blinked and just stared at the puzzled monsters while Tabitha was jabbing Scay in her side while trying in vain to convince the naga to let her go.


  “You… didn’t know this was the train?” Hollia slowly asked as she patted the ride.


  “No,” one desuwraith said shaking her head.


  “We didn’t know what Daemon was talking about.”


  “We just guessed this was what he wanted us to stop. Were we wrong?”


  “You didn’t know what he was talking about?” Rulo shouted at them. “Wait a minute, are you saying you saved us from crashing and blowing up all because you just guessed it was what my master wanted you to do?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Pretty much.”


  “So… did we guess right?”


  “We were saved by complete morons,” Forrus lamented. “I’m not sure how I feel about this, but I think I’m rather mortified on the inside.”


  “They just guessed,” Hollia nervously realized. “They could have just as easily stepped aside and tried pushing a boulder in futility while we raced on towards certain doom.”


  “Somehow it doesn’t surprise me,” Sasha flatly mentioned while shaking her head a little at the desuwraith sisters.


  “Scay!” Tabitha cried out while smacking the naga’s head. “I can’t breathe! Let me go!”


  Daemon watched the desuwraiths just staring at them with curious expressions on their innocent faces then reached over and tapped Scay on the shoulder. The naga peeked at him from behind her hair while Tabitha was at this point turning blue.


  “We’re safe now,” Daemon told her, seeing the naga slowly turning her head to look at him. “You can relax. And also stop crushing the life out of Tabitha.”


  Scay noticed Tabitha hoarsely gasping for air then quickly unraveled the neko with her tail, spinning her around before she dropped onto the wagon with a thud and then was immediately grabbed and pulled face first into the naga’s chest.


  “Oh, Tabitha! We’re alive! We’re alive and we’re not dead! I’m so happy! I was so scared we were going to die!”


  Tabitha loudly mumbled something in the naga’s enveloping breasts while Scay once again wrapped her tail around her friend and laughed maniacally with a twisted smile on her face.


  “We can still be together! We can still- nrrghmmm STAB PEOPLE TOGETHER! We’re going to wear them, Tabitha! Me and you! All over our bodies! Best friends for life! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA! Friendship! Stab! Blood! Stab! Cupcakes! Stab!”


  Daemon saw the neko struggling to pry herself free from her crazed friend while everyone else watched the scene with very little surprise to the naga’s behavior at this point. As Scay dropped onto the floor of the wagon laughing and smothering her friend in her bosom everyone else turned their focus towards the blocked tunnel while Daemon stood up in the ride. He carefully examined the rubble and where it apparently dropped down from, seeing that the passageway was completely blocked off with not even a small hole being visible through the debris.


  “Do cave-ins happen often down here?” he asked glancing to Saffron. The ant girl merely wobbled a hand before her with a simple squeak.


  “Well this is a problem,” Hollia pointed out. “Now what do we do?”


  “Can you blast through this?” Sasha asked Saffron. The ant girl slowly eyed the collapsed tunnel then nodded with a squeak. She then squeaked a few more times and shook her head before pointing around at the rubble.


  “They can clear the way,” Daemon relayed while taking notice of something above the tunnel’s entrance. “However the railway might not be usable past this point.”


  “So we’re continuing on foot,” Forrus reasoned. “Still, we should be pretty close to Green Haven by now. That won’t be a problem.”


  “Hurry up and blow this shit away,” Rulo ordered Saffron while picking up her large hammer. “We’ve got bitches to kill up ahead and we don’t want to keep them waiting.”


  Saffron nodded then showed a wicked smile as she squeaked and pointed to the pile of debris, with the ant girls in back hopping to their feet and saluting her before quickly opening the crates with more squeaking amongst each other. Saffron reached into her satchel and pulled out a bomb that she held with fingers lightly drumming along it in heated anticipation, the ant girl looking over the pile of rubble she was tasked with destroying while licking her lips with a very dangerous look in her eye.


  “Holy crap, that’s terrifying,” Hollia mentioned as she and the girls noticed their companion showing heightened enthusiasm now that she needed to blow something up.


  “I think she really enjoys her job,” Sasha mused as Saffron blew her bangs aside with a puff to clearly reveal how eager her face appeared.


  “Scay!” Tabitha yelled as she finally pulled herself back from the naga’s oxygen depriving bosom. “For crying out loud, let me go! You’re suffocating me here!”


  “Oh,” Scay replied as she stopped laughing and merely looked at her friend with innocent eyes. “Okay, Tabitha.”


  She quickly slithered to the side and unraveled the neko again, the spinning cat yowling in frustration before dropping onto her back in the wagon with a grunt. She blinked a few times then rubbed her head with a tired glance at the naga who was giggling with her right eye turning inward for a moment.


  “Thanks,” the neko muttered before noticing Daemon was staring up at something with a focused gaze. “Daemon? What is it?”


  All the girls looked up to see dark brown roots slowly sifting through the cavern wall above the cave-in. The squirming vegetation ripped through the rock with low grinding crunches, with more of them being seen digging through the wall down towards the ground where others started to creep up underneath from the dirt near the convoy.


  “What is that?” Sasha asked as she grabbed her blade.


  “We’re not alone down here,” Hollia warned as she snatched up her spear.


  “I don’t believe this cave-in was an accident,” Daemon said as he grabbed hold of his blade.


  From the ground large twisting roots struck upward through the dirt under the convoy with loud ruptures, the winding plants ensnaring the axels and wrapping around the cars while everything nearby began to rumble violently.


  “What the hell is happening?” Tabitha shouted.


  “What is all this?” Hollia cried out.


  “Is this part of the ride?” Scay curiously asked while wobbling in the shaking wagon. “Is it supposed to do this?”


  “Everyone off, now!” Daemon ordered as the train slowly lifted off the tracks. He and his girls leapt off along with the ant girls in the front cart, with the ones in the back cars squeaking and struggling to hold onto the shaking ride and the open crates of their bombs. Daemon and the girls dropped to the ground next to the desuwraith sisters and stumbled away as the cavern floor shook and cracked apart with the roots that carried the screeching convoy up into the air breaking through from below. The ant girls still aboard the ride squeaked and tumbled about in the cars while everyone below quickly backed away towards the lake behind them.


  “What in Eden?” Forrus breathed out.


  “Hey,” one of the desuwraiths slowly said. “Something about this seems familiar.”


  “Yeah,” another agreed with a cautious expression. “I’ve seen something like this somewhere before.”


  “Could it be…” the other softly said before the desuwraiths looked to each other in wonder then back to the floral tendrils that they recognized.


  “Hey, get off there!” Rulo shouted to the ant girls squeaking and waving their arms in the convoy. “Jump off, you idiots!”


  “Get off that thing, hurry!” Sasha called up to them.


  Saffron squeaked and waved her arms around while watching her sisters squeaking and struggling to hold onto the teetering convoy that was held up with several large tendrils. The roots suddenly swayed hard to the side, tilting the ride while lowering it down towards the ground, then hurled the entire train into the air towards the cliffside further away.


  “No!” Hollia cried out as the train soared through the cavern and slammed into the elevated tracks before detonating into a massive fireball. Saffron screeched while gripping her hair, a look of horror on her face as she witnessed her sisters exploding violently along with the entire cliff. A powerful shockwave struck through the grotto, splashing water far away from the side of the cave where flames and debris blasted outward from with a thunderous boom. Daemon and the girls braced themselves as the cavern rumbled from the destructive blast before the ceiling over the explosion gave away from the force. Piles of boulders and debris rained down with roaring crashes while the railway was completely annihilated, dust billowing outward in huge clouds as the cave shook from the mighty tremor rolling through it. Rocks and slabs of ore slammed into the ground one after another, the rumbling continuing on for a little while longer before gradually ceasing.


  Saffron slowly took a few steps away from the group towards the newest cave-in that encompassed a third of the cavern before them, the ant girl squeaking quietly as she unsteadily held a hand out towards where her sisters were killed before she slowly lowered her head and held a hand to her face.


  “God… damn,” Rulo finally said as the last of the rocks dropped from the new pile of rubble with small clacks.


  “Those ant girls went bye-bye,” Scay sadly said with a frown.


  “So what exactly just took their lives?” Sasha sharply asked as all eyes turned to the waving tendrils that loosely flailed about in the air. The roots whipped around with loud snaps before quickly retreating into the dirt, the others that were digging through the ground and walls also doing the same as everyone quickly searched the area for what was in the grotto with them. Daemon held a hand to his sword’s handle while carefully gazing around the cavern, seeing dust gradually settling while all the girls were on high alert now. All eyes then took notice of the water bubbling near the shore of the lake before them, with a large flower bud of violet petals growing in size from the gurgling lake and lifting above it. Everyone watched in stunned silence as the flower slowly opened, revealing Nuci tucked inside with her violet hair nearly covering her.


  “Nuci?” one of the desuwraiths asked. “Is that you?”


  “I thought I recognized those plants,” another asserted. “Those were Nuci’s.”


  “But… why did she do that?” the third nervously asked as she looked over to where a group of ant girls lost their lives.


  Slowly Nuci rose up with her head remaining lowered, the alurane’s body dripping with water as she gently moved her hair back and stood atop her flower. She then showed everyone a twisted smile that adorned her face, her eyes appearing sad while her mouth was set in a rather menacing grin. The alurane twitched now and again while quietly giggling to herself, her eyes quickly and erratically going around to each of those before her who stared at the guardian with surprise and disbelief of what they had just seen.


  “The guardian of the chronofly?” Hollia questioned. “What is she doing here?”


  “Did you do this?” Sasha loudly demanded as she waved to the collapsed cavern. “This was all because of you? What has come over you? Have you gone completely mad?”


  “Why did you destroy the tunnel?” Rulo shouted. “Why did you blow those ant girls to pieces just now? What the hell are you thinking?”


  “Have you lost it?” Forrus scorned. “Why are you attacking us, we’re on your side. Have you lost your mind?”


  “Explain yourself, Nuciferyne,” Daemon ordered as he stepped in front of the girls. “What are you doing here? Why have you done this?”


  “I’m being a good girl,” Nuci shakily answered with a twitching smile. “I’m doing as I’m told. I’m a very good girl. Yes I am. Such a good girl. I won’t be bad. Not again. I’m always going to be a good girl now, I promise.”


  “What the hell is wrong with her?” Tabitha cautioned. “She’s talking like a crazy person. Even more so than Scay does.”


  “Is that good or bad?” Scay curiously asked her.


  “Explain yourself,” Daemon demanded. “Why have you impeded our way? Why did you kill those ant girls? Killing isn’t what you do, it isn’t what you like to do, remember? So why have you attacked us like we’re your enemy and murdered those ant girls? Tell us, Nuciferyne.”


  Nuci giggled uncontrollably then started laughing hysterically while holding her sides, the alurane turning to smile at them one by one with quick and hard head movements before bellowing loudly as she lowered her head and shook it slightly. Daemon and the girls exchanged cautious looks while the desuwraith sisters slowly walked past the swordsman towards the edge of the lake with shocked expressions on their faces.


  “Nuci?” one of them asked, with the alurane tilting her head to smile very awkwardly at the girl. “What’s wrong with you? What happened to you?”


  “This isn’t like you,” another whimpered shaking her head. “You’re not mean. You don’t hurt others. You don’t like to hurt anyone.”


  “Please, stop this,” the third implored. “You’re scaring us. This isn’t how you are. It isn’t. Something’s really wrong here.”


  “No, no,” Nuci giggled as she and her flower rose up higher. Large roots and tendrils splashed through the water around her and up into the air, the alurane’s arms gently waving with shaky hand movements as she summoned small torrents of water to spiral up near her with glistening blue glimmers in them.


  “Nothing is wrong here. I’m doing exactly as my queen told me,” Nuci promised with a twitching eye. She started giggling before laughing wildly, her hands summoning forth blue wisps of magic that swirled around her along with rising spires of spinning water. “I’m a good girl! I’m a good slave! I’m a good weed! I’m whatever my queen asks me to be! Anything she asks, anything she wants, and she shall have it! Hahahahaha!”


  “She’s lost it,” Tabitha said as she quickly unsheathed her blades. “She’s gone completely insane.”


  “I believe there’s no arguing that,” Forrus agreed as she snatched her bolas from her hip. “She appears even crazier than Scay now.”


  “Is that good or bad?” Scay asked her. “Somebody tell me.”


  “What happened to her?” Hollia asked. “This isn’t the same benevolent guardian we met before.”


  “Who is your queen?” Daemon demanded. “Who is it you’re choosing to obey and commit these horrible deeds for?”


  “Aeon,” Nuci replied with a tortured smile. Everyone stared at her confusion as the alurane giggled with her eyes going out of focus. “Aeon is my queen. Aeon is my queen. Aeon is my beautiful queen. Long live the Dark Queen of time.”


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” Rulo shouted. “Aeon’s dead, you crazy bitch! You buried her yourself earlier today, remember?”


  “No, she isn’t,” Nuci retorted shaking a finger at the orc. “I didn’t bury her, I only buried the cave as she ordered me to. My queen lives. I’ve seen her magnificent return myself. She’s alive… so very alive… so very, very alive.”


  “The Dark Queen… is alive?” Sasha repeated in shock.


  “How? You killed her,” Forrus argued.


  “You can’t kill her,” Nuci giggled with a strained smile. “Nobody can kill her. She’s time itself. She’s everlasting. She’s this world’s rightful ruler. There is no disputing it. No fighting it. No resisting it. All hail our wonderful queen… our… wonderful… queen…”


  “She lives?” Sasha said looking to Daemon in disbelief. “Could this be true?”


  “It could be,” Daemon cursed as he saw the alurane before them laughing with apparent insanity. “If that’s true then we have even more problems to deal with than those further ahead, and the one in front of us.”


  “Nuci, stop,” one of the desuwraiths begged with all hands held together. “This isn’t how you’re supposed to be.”


  “You’re not mean like this, you can’t be,” another implored with tears in her eyes.


  “You’re the Dark Queen’s guardian!” the third insisted as she pointed to the alurane. “It’s your duty to keep her from harming others, not to harm others with her!”


  “You can’t do what she says, Nuci! You’re better than that!”


  “Nobody can order you around! You’re a guardian!”


  “Please stop this, Nuci! Please be the nice person you were before, the one we all love!”


  Nuci slowly looked down to the three desuwraiths who stood at the shore of lake, the trio of sisters watching her with heartbroken faces as they begged her to return to her senses.


  “Please be good again, Nuci!”


  “Don’t do this, please!”


  “You’re not like the Dark Queen, you’re not evil!”


  “Listen to them,” Sasha implored. “Look at what you’re doing. This isn’t right and you know it. This isn’t what you should be doing. You’re a guardian! Wake up and act like it!”


  “If your charge is running loose then you need to kill her!” Rulo ordered. “That’s your job, your sworn duty!”


  “I don’t think she’s hearing us,” Hollia mentioned shaking her head, herself and everyone seeing the alurane’s empty gaze aimed towards the desuwraith sisters while she merely giggled and twitched erratically. Her roots and vines swayed above the lake and near the shore while spinning whirlwinds of water and glimmering blue light remained in the air around the alurane.


  “What happened to her?” Scay wondered. “She wasn’t like this before, was she? How did she get like this?”


  “Aeon,” Daemon said, with the girls turning to him in trepidation as he saw what the guardian had become. “I believe she speaks the truth, the Dark Queen may yet still live. It appears that Aeon had her way with her former guardian in retribution.”


  “Had her way?” one of the desuwraiths asked as everyone saw the alurane laughing with an awkward smile adorning her face. “What does that mean?”


  “What did Aeon do to her?”


  “Nuci, what happened to you?”


  “She broke her mind,” Hollia realized in horror. “She destroyed Nuci’s will. She’s nothing but a mindless puppet now. How did Aeon do that to her so quickly?”


  “Aeon can control time,” Tabitha reminded her. “And she’s one sick bitch too. Who knows what this poor girl went through at her hands.”


  “I’d say she went through a lot,” Rulo guessed as they saw the alurane had clearly lost her senses and didn’t even appear to be listening to them as she giggled to herself.


  “Nuci, please,” one of the desuwraiths begged. “Come back to us. We want the real Nuci back.”


  “Please snap out of it! Wake up!”


  “Don’t do this, don’t help the Dark Queen with hurting others. You’re not like her!”


  Nuci blinked then slowly focused her eyes on the sisters who stood before her, the alurane holding a hand to her cheek as she twitched slightly with a saddened smile coming over her.


  “Girls…” she softly spoke. The desuwraiths smiled hopefully at her as they took a few steps into the water, the alurane sniffling as she then held out a hand towards them.


  “I’m so sorry for this,” Nuci said shaking her head.


  “Nuci,” one of the sisters softly said as they all held out a hand towards the alurane ahead of them.


  “Please.”


  “Come back.”


  The alurane looked at them with a gentle smile as she twitched again before bright blue wisps of light began rising from the water up into the air around her. Shimmering ribbons of aqua and sapphire light swirled around the alurane and her flower while gathering into three bright blue radiances near her hand, with water being lifted up from the lake into the magical gatherings of energy in siphoning streams. The desuwraiths looked at the lights curiously as they gave off flickers of rainbow colored hues around them, their eyes then turning to Nuci as the alurane shook her head while showing them a remorseful smile.


  “I’m sorry, but my queen has commanded me,” she said before her eyes widened and her smile became frightening. “And I… shall always obey my beautiful queen. It is my purpose in life.”


  Without pause she clenched her hand and fired out streaking bolts of water filled with enchanted light from the splashing balls of water, the flashes of kinetic liquid and shimmering magical radiances flying through the air and striking through the hearts of the desuwraiths with sharp impacts. Everyone watched in surprise as the bolts of energy struck through the girls and blasted searing holes of steam and blue sparks into the ground further behind them. The desuwraiths stared in stunned silence at Nuci who giggled awkwardly with eyes again going out of focus.


  “And she wanted me to tell you three,” Nuci continued before gently waving her hand. “She hates you for your help with me keeping her locked away, and also goodbye.”


  “Nuci…” one of the desuwraiths breathed out before dropping to the side with a splash. Another wavered with a tear coming from her eye before she fell to the other side with spatter. The last one slowly looked down to the hole punched through her then to Nuci with a saddened smile.


  “We… were good girls today. Just… like you… wanted us to be.”


  She wavered then fell forward into the water with a splash, with Daemon and the girls staring at the fallen sisters in disbelief as they were struck down by the alurane.


  “How could you?” Hollia breathed out. “They were your helpers, your friends. They looked up to you! They cared about you!”


  “How could you strike them down like that?” Forrus raged. “They may have been simpleminded but they by no means deserved this.”


  “Yeah, it’s official,” Tabitha growled as she tensed up with her swords. “Your mind is completely gone. You have no idea what you’re doing anymore, do you?”


  Nuci laughed wildly as she held her arms out, the crazed alurane summoning larger torrents of water to shoot up around her while glaring blue radiances of magical light flew through the air and above the now rolling lake. Daemon showed discontent at seeing the bodies of the desuwraith sisters floating among the waves as they were pushed back ashore then turned his cold blue eyes to the laughing alurane as he drew out his sword with a sharp ring.


  “I do feel sorry for what Aeon has done to you,” he said as all the girls got into fighting stances. “And for those three girls you so callously struck down. If you can still hear me somewhere in your fractured mind, if you can still understand anything I’m saying, then know that we will put an end to Aeon’s time very soon. She may not be my charge but I will uphold my duty in protecting Eden from the likes of her all the same. As for you, I would prefer it if we didn’t have to fight, you’re obviously nothing more than her puppet now, but it appears you’re giving us no choice.”


  “I am sorry,” Nuci replied with a strained smile. “I don’t want to hurt you. I didn’t want to kill them. But my queen’s orders are absolute, and I must obey. I must obey. I must obey. I must obey.”


  She held a hand out as a shimmering blue radiance which outlined a large segmented shield appeared before her, her vines and roots now swaying with more energy as the alurane faced the group of fighters before her.


  “Though I must let you know a little secret,” she giggled with a twitching eye. “You’re far better off being here than you would have been had you kept going to Green Haven.”


  “Oh yeah,” Rulo snorted as she glanced to the dead desuwraiths before glaring at the alurane again. “I can tell we’re way safer here with you. This is much better for all of us.”


  “You’d be surprised,” Nuci quipped with a sly grin. Daemon and the girls watched her carefully as she glanced to the nearby tunnel that she had blocked off earlier.


  “You’d be surprised what your fate would have been otherwise.”


   


  


Chapter 19


  


Reunion (Part II)


  In the world of Eden the Dark Queens were known only by a select few, their presence and threat within the world intended to be buried and forgotten with the passing ages. Each of these four unique monsters held the potential to end all life on Eden, to be unstoppable and uncontrollable as the ultimate power above all else. Guardians were tasked with keeping them locked away and safely hidden from everyone, each knowing that should one ever break free it would take nothing short of a miracle to stop it. Limitless strength, unmatched magical power, near-immortality, and magic that could alter time itself. These dreaded queens were the embodiment of the worst that monsters could be made of.


  Only the bravest of knights would dare stand against them.


  *****


  Underground where daylight never reached was a hollowed cavern that red ant girls frequently traveled, not by foot but instead rail as they transported various supplies for digging, excavated ore from their tunneling, workers heading to and from their assigned quarries, and anything else that required use of their specialized cargo convoys that rode atop expansive railways. In this particular cavern multiple tracks of steel converged from tunnels branching out in all directions, with the center of the hub having a massive slab used as a turntable to properly turn passing convoys of workers when needed. All around the platform ant girls were busy unloading crates and duffel bags from four parked trains of three flatcars each, the many workers quickly moving the supplies brought in by their sisters into a few passageways with other ant girls by the entrances motioning them to hurry up with loud squeaking. A few torches were lit around the cavern to provide ample lighting and near the exits where the rails not only traveled out but also divided into more tracks that split into different tunnels.


  Standing near a large gathering of crates that was still being piled upon by lines of diligent workers a few ant girls were examining some parchments they had while squeaking with one another. One of the monsters pointed to the four nearby convoys then shook her head and motioned to two marked areas on a map she held, one in the east and another in the southwest. Another squeaked and shook her head as she pointed on her map to a location in their nest to the east then over to one of the tunnels where a few ant girls were standing to the side of and peering into while squeaking at each other in confusion. A third ant girl pointed to an area on the map to the southwest and squeaked something while waving to another tunnel that more ant girls were watching with growing impatience.


  An ant girl with a sword sheathed at her hip snatched the two documents and eyed them over before rolling her eyes and squeaking to the workers behind her. A group of them saluted her then quickly started grabbing crates that they then marched with into the passageways behind them. The officer watched them go then squeaked at the workers awaiting another convoy from the eastern outpost, the ant girls saluting her with all but one quickly running over to assist with moving the supplies they had into the proper tunnels.


  The other from their group ran over to a lever near the tracks and pulled on it, only to stagger slightly as the switch merely clacked and didn’t budge. She pulled again and again with loud squeaks, the lever clacking each time while the rails tried in vain to switch over from heading straight into the turntable which was currently set for the incoming southwest convoy to ride into. The ant girl squeaked and heaved with the jammed lever then kicked it hard with a loud squeak, the switch finally moving with a screeching crack. She watched the rails slide aside to connect to a track that led around the cavern in a slow arc before stopping near the other convoys then squeaked with a proud smile. Running quickly after her sisters to help them with their task she didn’t hear a second clack come from the switch, with the lever shaking a little before dropping further down. This went unnoticed just as the rails also sliding back into their original position with a quiet screech did.


  The ant girls quickly moved boxes and satchels into the sprawling tunnels with only a few torches lit here and there along the way. As a line of workers rushed by with their crates and loud squeaking they passed others who were opening some of the boxes and carefully pulling out large rods of their crystalline bombs that they began gently wedging into holes in the walls. A nearby officer watched the workers preparing the explosives before looking at a chart she had, one that outlined where they needed to plant the bombs beneath the elven forest that they were currently directly under. The ant girl squeaked with a smirk then continued on her patrol, watching more workers passing by with their stockpiles of bombs while others carefully mined out the right areas to plant theirs. She slowly nodded as she glanced around at the number of bombs that were being set and also carried further ahead while knowing more were still on the way.


  This was without a doubt going to be a very big and explosive show for those above.


  *****


  Running through a narrow path in the elven forest Clover led the way with her bow in hand while her quiver lightly swayed on her back. Following closely Daniel, Squeak, Cindy, and Reiko were on high alert as they passed towering trees and darkened canopies while their footsteps were muffled from the fallen leaves and soft dirt they ran across. Clover kept a sharp eye on their surroundings as they swiftly made their way towards her grove along the hidden pathway, spotting not a single elf nor intruder in the woods around them yet still feeling like others were very close by and just out of sight.


  After continuing along the winding forest trail for a while longer Clover quickly darted behind a large tree and pressed against it, with the others stopping and watching her curiously as she sharply waved at them to get over beside her. They quickly ran over and stuck close to the tree as the elf slowly peeked around the edge at something.


  “We’re here,” she said, with the others carefully poking their heads around either side of the towering timber. “Welcome to Green Haven, Dan.”


  Right in front of them was the elven grove, the expansive forest village serving as home to hundreds of elves of which some could now be seen. Elven women and children walked among their smooth dirt roads that scattered throughout the village, all dressed in similar elven garb as Clover was while some carried bows and quivers of arrows with them. Stables for horses were seen built beside and even into the trunks of the tall trees while a few fire pits could be seen here and there that had lingering smoke drifting up from them. An archery range was set in a clearing further away with multiple targets positioned a good distance from bales of hay and racks of bows. Thin angular green flags swayed from passing winds as they hung from poles sticking out from the trees, the ensigns of the province baring three rounding leaves over a brown circle as their crest. And some of the timbers were hollowed out at their bases to reveal dens that elves gathered in while also having stairwells leading up into the trees on the inside. Slowly Daniel and the girls looked up to see that while the forest floor had quite a lot to see it wasn’t all there was to the village, not even close. Huts and wooden dwellings were seen built right into the sides of the trees higher up, the homes of the elves being accessible by rope ladders and ramps that led to the lower residences while the higher ones were presumably accessed by the stairwells within the larger trees. Rope bridges were strung across the village nearly all over high above to provide walkways to the many elevated homes, with elves seen crossing a few of them as they went about their day while some were even passing overhead along tree branches from some of the timbers.


  “Wow,” Cindy breathed out.


  Slowly they all looked higher up, seeing that at the center of the settlement ahead of them was one of the largest trees in the forest which had branches reaching far and wide atop it. And built into the tree beneath the ample covering of lush foliage was a beautifully crafted temple of smooth sandstone and timber, the roof being set in a wide steeple while balconies and windows were seen from its southern side by Daniel and the girls where a few figures were able to be made out overlooking the elven grove beneath them.


  “Wow,” Cindy said again. “This place is so big. And… green.”


  Squeak slowly nodded with a quiet squeak while Reiko was carefully surveying the area from above her shoulder.


  “This place looks amazing,” Daniel complimented. “Your home is really incredible, Clover.”


  “No,” Clover cursed.


  “It really is,” Daniel promised turning to her with an impressed smile. “I never imagined an elven grove looking so-”


  “No, I mean no,” Clover said shaking her head before pointing ahead at something. Everyone peeked around the tree and noticed that while the grove was a wonderful sight all its own and there were elves moving about within it, there were others among the village that seemed drastically out of place in the peaceful settlement.


  “Those don’t look like elves,” Cindy worried as they saw a few arachne skittering around the sides of some of the trees. Upon closer look they spotted gremlins and goblins walking on the roads, the monsters being clearly avoided by the elves who quickly got out of their way while pulling their children aside. A few trolls were seen crossing a rope bridge, with one pushing a passing elf and nearly sending her over the edge. The troll started yelling at the elf who merely lowered her head and kept quiet, with the monster then grabbing her by the jaw and forcing her to look at her. After saying a few words the elf was then shoved aside as the trolls continued on their way, with other elves rushing over to their sister who seemed to struggle with not charging the monsters as she was held by friends.


  “The Sisterhood,” Daniel realized as they saw elves rounding a tree further ahead with a group of trolls and arachne guiding them from the front and rear. The fiends laughed and talked amongst themselves while the elves merely walked in silence with lowered heads and clenched fists.


  “Rolian was right,” Clover growled as she saw mites flying through the air and tearing apart the village’s flags. “Our home has been invaded. How could this have happened?”


  “The elves here don’t look too happy,” Cindy noticed.


  “I don’t think being enslaved is one of their fetishes,” Reiko flatly replied.


  “Goddammit,” Clover cursed while banging a fist into the tree. “What are these freaks doing here? Why did our priestess allow them in like this? What was she thinking? I need to find her, I need to make sure she’s okay and get some goddamned answers.”


  “Where would she be?” Daniel asked. “Where could we find her?”


  “She lives in the royal temple in the highest tree,” Clover said pointing to the tallest building in the grove. “She and her daughter would be there. I need to make sure they’re okay and get them the fuck out of here.”


  “What about the other elves?” Cindy asked. “Shouldn’t we help them too?”


  Daniel looked around at seeing the elves in the forest biting their tongues and allowing The Sisterhood to do what they pleased before shutting his eyes and gripping his sword in frustration as he knew what they needed to do next but didn’t want to happen.


  “We need to split up,” Reiko said, with Daniel glancing to her with a slight scowl as she hit the nail on the head. “I get you don’t want them to leave your sight, but if we all stay together we’re going to have a harder time getting to every elf in this forest. We have to split up to get this done quickly.”


  “She’s right, Dan,” Clover agreed. “I know you don’t want us to, but we have no choice.”


  “I know,” Daniel sighed as he rubbed a hand down his face. “I knew that when we came here. I just…”


  “We’ll be okay,” Cindy assured. Daniel turned to her with a smile that didn’t do anything to hide his concern as the sand wraith nodded while having a gentle smile on her face. “I promise. We’ll be careful, and we’ll all go back to the others together. I wouldn’t lie to you, Daniel. I mean it.”


  Squeak nodded with a squeak as Daniel looked around at the girls before seeing Clover taking hold of his hand. She winked at him before turning to the other girls who seemed ready to head out on their own.


  “Dan will stay with me. I’m sure my priestess would love to get to know him and I don’t aim to take my eyes off him at all while we’re here,” she said, and then before Daniel could speak up she continued with a knowing look at him. “Not that I don’t believe he can’t handle himself out here, because he can. I just want to introduce my man to my priestess since she and him are going to have a lovely chat when this crap is over with. That, and also to brag a bit that he’s my mate.”


  “Fair enough,” Daniel conceded with a weak smile. He looked at his other two mates who were nodding at him before sighing in defeat. “Fine, I know we have to in order to pull this off. I’ve been struggling to come up with another way for us to go about this, but I can’t. Against my wishes, we’ll have to split up from here.”


  “Though I think Squeak should stay with Cindy,” Clover mentioned with a glance to the ant girl. “Between the two of you only one can actually talk to the elves. Watch each other’s backs out there and stay out of sight from The Sisterhood.”


  “Watch her back?” Cindy repeated curiously. She leaned to the side and eyed Squeak’s backside then shook her head at Clover. “Why? What’s her back going to do?”


  “Try to keep her focused,” Clover dryly said to Squeak. “Don’t let her run out into the middle of the road and draw attention.”


  Squeak nodded and smiled a little at Cindy who was scratching her head in puzzlement.


  “Reiko,” Daniel said to the harvester who seemed to be just barely listening to their conversation so far. “Head to the back of the village and start warning the elves of what’s about to happen. Get the word spreading from there and be ready to help guard them when we all make a break for Alyssa’s field.”


  “Just to be clear,” Reiko mused holding a hand up. “Am I allowed to reap the souls of The Sisterhood while I do so?”


  “Wait for the signal first,” Daniel ordered shaking his head. “If they start seeing dead bodies they’re sure to sound the alarm. When everything starts going crazy and they’re running around in confusion then help yourself.”


  Reiko giggled and flew around in circles as Daniel surveyed the area before turning to Squeak and Cindy one last time.


  “Stay out of sight, warn as many elves as you can, and be extra careful not to be seen. We’re all going back home together, no exceptions.”


  Squeak raised an eyebrow and pointed to the spinning harvester, with Daniel glancing to her then shaking his head a little with a smirk.


  “You know what I mean. I’m going home with all my mates, no exceptions.”


  “We’ll do our best,” Cindy promised with a big nod. Squeak nodded and squeaked in agreement to that.


  “Yeah, sure, whatever,” Reiko chuckled as she merrily flew around on her back. “I’ll let the elves in the back of the forest know what’s about to go down. Just hurry up and get everything ready, the sooner we get this party started the sooner I can start feasting on some yummy souls.”


  “Good luck,” Clover said as she and Daniel turned to leave, the elf then halting and glancing back to the girls. “And don’t get yourselves killed out there. My heart can’t handle losing anyone else that’s important to me, not again.”


  Squeak nodded with a calm smile and waved to her while Cindy giggled and did the same. Clover winked at them then quickly led Daniel off to the side of the village behind another large tree before they disappeared into the thicket.


  “Alright,” Cindy declared as she turned towards the village’s center with a bold smile. “Let’s go help those elves.”


  She started marching forward before Squeak quickly grabbed her hand and helped guide her towards a shadowy canopy leading around the main village and out of plain sight. Reiko watched the two girls heading off then shook her head a little before flying away into the village low to the ground.


  “I’ve got a good feeling about this plan,” she flatly muttered before vanishing into a sparkly haze.


  Daniel and Clover made their way around large trees and through thick shrubbery while staying low to the ground, the two running across a small clearing with a few trolls and goblins nearby facing away and talking amongst themselves before continuing on behind a knoll with a pile of firewood stacked atop it and blocking view of them to passing elves and gremlins. They swiftly and silently ran into a hollowed tree that had a gremlin sleeping on its bench before running out and stopping quickly as they were a foot away from an ogre that was facing away from them. The brute held its large club over its shoulder and slowly turned with a low groan, with Daniel and Clover tiptoeing around and keeping behind it before darting behind another tree and sticking close to it.


  “What the fuck?” Clover whispered between her teeth. “Ogres? They have ogres here?”


  “The Sisterhood is really… diverse,” Daniel quietly agreed before they peeked around the timber to see the ogre walking off with heavy steps.


  “What the hell are they even doing here?” Clover asked shaking her head. “Ogres shouldn’t be anywhere near this place. And why are these monsters working together like this? Arachne and mites hate each other, why are they on the same side? And nobody likes or trusts gremlins, those sneaky cunts are more conniving and deceitful than witches are.”


  “Speaking of witches,” Daniel said pointing ahead, with them then making out a few witches clad in dark apparel with skeletal hands adorning their hats walking along with a few goblins and a group of elves who reluctantly followed them with lowered heads. The little monsters held staves that displayed clusters of glimmering crystals atop them while black ribbons loosely dangled off the ends, their focusers ranging from gemstone rings to jewel adorning necklaces that glowed softly with jade and crimson hues.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Clover growled. “They have witches helping them? I swear if Charlotte has any stake in this or what happened to Kroanette’s home…”


  “I don’t believe she does,” Daniel reasoned shaking his head. “Charlotte isn’t a warmonger. Destroying entire monster kingdoms doesn’t suit her. She’s a fair and just ruler of witches, she cares about her community and fellow sisters as well as their image in the monster community. Having them come way out here to enslave the elves and wipe out Ruhelia doesn’t seem like something she would do.”


  “Then it seems she’s got rival witches on her turf,” Clover speculated. “And these witches aren’t doing wonders in improving their image in Koskaysil.”


  “We need to find your priestess, hopefully she knows what’s going on here.”


  He and Clover ran off while staying close together, keeping low out of sight and slinking behind trees and shrubbery while noticing that the further they went the more intruding monsters in Green Haven they saw. They rounded a timber and ducked under a low canopy to evade passing trolls and goblins, passed across a dirt road and into the shadows before a group of elves and arachne walked by, and very carefully crept behind stacks of lumber near a fire pit where salamander women were roasting meat with their flaming breath. As they did Clover and Daniel exchanged stunned looks as they saw just what kinds of monsters The Sisterhood was comprised of and fearing what remained to be seen.


  After narrowly evading detection from a patrolling group of witches and mites they ducked low under a toppled tent that was slumped against a tree, the two peeking out from the crudely sown leather covering and seeing the royal tree up ahead. Looking up at the towering landmark they saw rope bridges at varying heights with none appearing to lead into the royal tree while the afternoon sunlight bathed the side of the majestic timber with a warm glow. They then looked downward towards the base, catching sight of something that made Clover turn pale with a hoarse whine. In the clearing before them a group of elves clothed in green tunics and white capes were seen hanging by their necks from gallows. The dead elves slowly turned and swayed slightly in the nooses while their bodies appeared beaten and bloodied all over.


  “Oh no,” Daniel breathed out.


  “The… high maidens,” Clover managed to get out. She held her hair and struggled to keep quiet as she saw her revered kin hanging before her.


  “High maidens?” Daniel worried.


  “The priestess’ council. They helped her oversee Green Haven. No. This can’t be happening. They… they killed them all.”


  Clover strained to keep quiet as Daniel held her close, the elf gripping his arm and holding a hand over her mouth as she saw the maidens on public display after their brutal executions.


  “Clover, I’m sorry,” Daniel mourned.


  “Goddammit,” Clover whined shutting her eyes. “I can’t believe this. If only I had been here I could have helped them, I could have saved them. I could have…”


  “This isn’t your fault, Clover. The Sisterhood is responsible for this, blame them and only them.”


  “We need to find the priestess,” Clover said while trying to steady her breathing. “We need to find her and her daughter. Those assholes better not have touched a hair on their heads or I swear to god I’m going to fucking slaughter all of them like animals.”


  “They’ll pay for their crimes,” Daniel assured as he held the whimpering elf. “For now let’s focus on getting your priestess and all the elves out of here before they share a similar fate.”


  Clover nodded and wiped a tear away before they started making their way around the open field before them while sticking close to the trees and shadows. They carefully crept behind any cover they could while keeping out of sight, both staying low to the ground and moving as silently as possible. With a sudden halt Clover grabbed Daniel’s hand as they stopped inside a bush near the edge of the clearing, each of them holding their breath and not moving a muscle as an arachne skittered along the dirt road right in front of them before stopping. The monster slowly looked around with its eight eyes before staring at the bush, with Clover carefully reaching back for an arrow while Daniel gripped his sword. The arachne paused for a moment then sneezed before skittering off, making her way past the gallows that drew a chuckle from her before she ventured off into the village out of sight. Daniel and Clover breathed out then continued on, running out of the shrubbery and quickly racing over to the base of the royal tree where it was hollowed out between its large roots. There was a small pond that had some colored fish swimming in it while benches were set around the pool with white and green flags hanging from the ceiling above, the sight being quite tranquil and suiting that of a revered priestess’ home.


  “Okay, we’re almost there,” Clover said as they ran over to a stairwell that steadily reached up into the towering tree. She then glanced back to Daniel with a small shrug as he saw what their next step was, or rather the sheer number of which that awaited them.


  “Hope you don’t mind a little climbing.”


  “A little?” Daniel slowly said before shaking his head. “Clover, we need to have a talk after this and go over what ‘a little’ actually means.”


  Clover smirked and grabbed his hand before leading him up the stairs, the two quickly climbing towards the priestess’ temple high above while preparing themselves for what may be waiting for them at the top.


  *****


  Sitting on the bed next to where Triska was sound asleep Star was watching her with tails slowly swaying behind. Her eyes remained fixated on her co-mate while she gently swung her pocket watch by its chain between her fingers just above her thigh. Joining her beside Triska was Doku, the harpy gently brushing her sleeping co-mate’s hair as she prayed for the girl to recover soon.


  “Do you think Triska would have let Daniel go?” Doku asked glancing to Star. “I’m certain she would have protested, rather violently knowing her, though I do wonder if she would have allowed him to go out there where all those horrible monsters are.”


  Star tilted her head as she thought about it then nodded with a mew.


  “You think she would have?”


  Star nodded and pocketed her watch in her cleavage before meowing at the harpy a few times, with Doku merely watching her in silence before showing a small smile and shaking her head a little.


  “You and Squeak share many things in common, Star,” she mused, with Star blinking before lowering her head with a sigh. “Not just with how you so easily presume we understand your words, but also how you believe so much in our mate.”


  Star looked at her curiously as Doku smiled down at Triska and gently ruffled her wings at her sides.


  “Squeak didn’t protest Daniel leaving, rather she wished to join him because she wanted to exemplify his beliefs alongside him. His bravery even. She knows Daniel can handle himself out there, she trusts him and believes he can protect those around him. You think that about him too, don’t you?”


  Star nodded with a small smile as she meowed in agreement.


  “I’d bet my feathers Triska would have felt the same way. Sure, she would have greatly expressed her displeasure of his brave decision at first, probably would have scared Cindy in doing so, but she would have allowed him to go in the end. I’m sure she would have volunteered to join him, to help them all succeed with saving Clover’s people. She’s a fighter after all, and a natural-born protector of those around her.”


  Star and Doku watched Triska sleeping quietly under the covers of their bed, her serene expression doing well to mask the volatile personality held within that she could easily display towards those that threatened her loved ones.


  “Would you have gone as well?” Doku asked the jinx. “Had your reflective aura allowed it, would you have gone with them?”


  Star nodded with a small mew, her eyes never leaving Triska’s face as she held in her sigh.


  “I thought so. But I do feel safer having you with us here,” Doku mentioned, with Star turning to her curiously. “You’re like Triska as well. A wonderful fighter against danger, and a protective guardian of those you care about. Our home is certainly safer with you two girls living with us.”


  Star smiled a little then looked back down to Triska, a small blush forming for a moment that Doku noticed from behind her long bangs. The harpy gently fluttered off the bed and stretched out her legs before noticing the jinx was still watching Triska with slowly waving tails.


  “I’m going to go see how the others are doing and perhaps make some tea. Would you like a cup, Star?”


  Star shook her head while remaining silent, the jinx’s eyes seeming to be studying Triska while she slept.


  “Very well,” Doku said as she started heading out. “Let us know if Triska shows any changes.”


  Star merely waved as the harpy left the room, with the jinx then slowly peeking over her shoulder to see nobody else was around. She looked over Triska with a curious expression before scooting closer to her side. With another quick check behind her to make sure nobody was around she then lightly bit her fingernail as she seemed to contemplate something. After a pause she carefully reached out towards the cambion with a shrewd smile forming on her face, her fingers being closed together before slowly parting and creating a shimmering pentagon star formation of pink and golden light tethered to her fingertips. The jinx held her hand out towards Triska’s head while the magical radiances lightly hissed with energy, her reach making it to just an inch away from the sleeping girl’s forehead before Specca poked her head in from the archway.


  “Star!” she called out, with the jinx jumping with a loud meow before quickly closing her hand and pulling it close to her chest. She blinked then turned to see the nixie waving her over with a look of urgency on her face.


  “Please come help us! Rolian is getting a little too belligerent in her drunken state and we need to get her infernal drinking jug away from her before she gets worse!”


  “Let go of Juggy!” Rolian cried out. “Let go! Let go, meanie! She’s all mine!”


  “You’ve had way more than enough!” Falla shouted. “You’re clearly intoxicated and overly emotional right now, plus you can’t even walk straight! Put down the damned drink and let’s get you outside for some fresh air!”


  “I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough! I-I-I-I’m fine! I’m just fine! Don’t tell me how much I can drink, you’re not my mom! You’re not- you’re not- you’re not her! Let go of Juggy, you’re scaring her! Quit it!”


  “Please calm down, dear,” Doku softly cried out. “How about I make you a lovely cup of tea to help you relax a bit?”


  “I don’t need tea! I only need Juggy!” Rolian shouted before letting out a long belch followed by the sound of large gulping noises.


  “For crying out loud!” Falla yelled. “How much of that stuff do you drink anyway?”


  “And how come her jug still looks like its full?” Luna curiously asked. “How come it’s not empty yet?”


  “Star? A little help?” Specca called out again.


  Star smiled weakly and nodded before Specca ran back to the girls and the yelling escalated in the main court. The jinx turned to Triska with a questioning look for a moment before nimbly darting off the bed and warping into the hall to join the girls in the difficult task of prying Rolian’s jug from her fierce grip.


  *****


  Within the hollowed stairwell of Green Haven’s royal tree the décor was as expected of that for a high priestess of the elven community. Lanterns holding vibrant and eerily glowing green mushrooms lit the corridor, exquisite artistry was seen with the finely carved wooden steps and polished railings, Green Haven’s crest baring flags were draped on the walls, and pots holding serene bouquets of flowers were hung every so often to provide a lovely radiance and floral aroma. Yet even with all these wonderful touches and unique surroundings one question still remained that was voiced with much withheld aggravation.


  “Your priestess seriously climbs all these stairs every day?” Daniel asked as he was trying to keep his breathing steady despite the number of steps he and Clover had run up so far.


  “Well she doesn’t fly up to her home,” Clover quipped with a glance back to him as she led the way. “Is this too much for you?”


  “Perhaps to sprint all in one go,” Daniel weakly admitted as he stumbled a bit while following her. “I’ll be fine, just more surprised that she walks up and down these steps every day. That must be tiring for her and her daughter.”


  “Not at all,” Clover laughed shaking her head. “We may be believed to be fragile ladies of the forest but we’re tougher than you think. Don’t underestimate what our bodies can handle.”


  Daniel chuckled a bit then noticed Clover watching him from over her shoulder as she kept running up the stairs, the elf seeming to observe him with a curious eye while her twintails appeared to gently glide through the air behind her. His eyes then slowly moved down, seeing the elf’s quiver and bow swaying on her back before reaching her cloak as it fluttered and waved with every step she took. In doing so the cape revealed her skirt underneath that hugged her hips while her legs were seen to power on up the seemingly endless flight of stairs with bountiful energy. Her thighs were taught and her rear seemed to stretch her skirt slightly with how snug it was fitted on her, with Daniel’s eyes staring at the way it swayed before him in wonder before he realized what he was doing and quickly shook his head. Looking back up he saw the elf blushing while smiling at him now, the girl easily having noticed him ogling her which made her heart race even faster than it already was.


  “See for yourself if you don’t believe me,” Clover said with a wink. “Personally I love a good workout. The longer and harder the better.”


  “When this is over with I just might take you up on that,” Daniel replied with a sharp smile. Clover nodded while anxiously biting her lip then looked ahead, having trouble keeping her mind focused on the fate of her priestess while thoughts of her mate were now flooding her head.


  After a very long climb through the spiraling stairwell they finally reached the top and the entrance to the priestess’ temple. Running through the elegantly furnished foyer with ripped streamers and broken tables seen within it they made their way up another flight of stairs and down a hallway that had smashed furniture and torn paintings lining the walls along with scratches and claw marks seen throughout the ravaged corridor. Clover growled in rising frustration as she quickly grabbed three arrows from her quiver and held them at the ready in her bow while Daniel kept a hand on the handle of the Hellfire’s Edge as they both began to fear the worst.


  “Priestess! Priestess, are you alright?” Clover yelled as they raced down the hallway, with the elf then noticing something and stopping immediately as a passing doorway offered a glimpse of another individual in the home. Without pause she quickly took aim as she and Daniel stood before a room that had a long oak table draped with a fine red cloth covering in the center, flora woven quilts hanging from the walls while vases filled with colorful flowers adorned small tables beside them, and large glass windows that encompassed the far wall and gave a beautiful view of the forest towards the western horizon and its setting sun. And standing beside the windows next to where a large broken hole was seen a woman was gazing down at the elven grove with a hand resting on the glass as she seemed deep in thought and unware that others were behind her.


  “Who the fuck are you?” Clover shouted. “Where is the priestess? Where is Celine?”


  “Celine?” Felucia repeated as she looked back to the elf with a solemn expression. “What, have you been living under a rock? You don’t know?”


  “Where is she?” Clover raged as she walked into the room with Daniel staying by her side.


  “She’s dead,” Felucia answered, turning to face the two that now had shocked expressions on their faces. “How could you not know that? I thought every elf here was well aware by now.”


  “Dead?” Clover breathed out. She screamed and took a few steps closer beside the table while Daniel carefully did so on the other side. “What do you mean dead? What did you fuckers do with her? Where is she? Explain you fucking cunt or else you’re dead!”


  “If you’re going to threaten me,” Felucia plainly said as she leaned back against the window with crossed arms. “You’ll need more than simple arrows, little elf.”


  “What happened to the priestess?” Daniel demanded. Felucia glanced to him with a raised eyebrow then looked at Clover questionably.


  “What’s a lowly man doing here anyway? Is he your pet or something? Surely there had to have been better choices for you than this poorly looking one.”


  “Fuck you!” Clover yelled as she let loose one of her arrows, shooting the bolt straight into Felucia’s head with the tip piercing the glass behind with a loud crack. The sand wraith remained still for a moment then slowly reached up and pulled the arrow out with grains of sand spilling down her face, leaving Daniel and Clover speechless as they saw the monster merely tossing the bolt aside while her head reformed without a scratch on it.


  “Temper, temper,” Felucia dryly mocked shaking her head. “All you elves really are volatile wenches, aren’t you? It really doesn’t take much to set any of you off.”


  “She’s a sand wraith,” Daniel realized.


  “Wow, you’re not completely stupid after all. Gold star, kid.”


  “The Sisterhood has sand wraiths with them too?” Clover said in disbelief.


  “Nope, just me,” Felucia sighed. “And believe me it’s not by choice. I’d much rather be anywhere else than here right now.”


  “Why are you here then?” Daniel asked. “Why are you helping these monsters with destroying so many lives?”


  “I don’t have a choice,” Felucia snapped. “The salamander women here would just love to fry me to a crisp if they could, and the rest of those assholes down there wouldn’t mind melting my sand away with torches and scolding irons all the same. But luckily and unluckily for me The Sisterhood’s leaders have taken an unhealthy interest in me. It’s either be their sex toy or a pile of ash on the ground, and I’m not ready to die just yet.”


  “Their leaders?” Daniel asked. “Who are their leaders? Who is in charge of The Sisterhood?”


  Felucia glanced behind them then pointed to something, with Daniel and Clover turning to see two others standing inside the room next to the doorway. Clover quickly turned to aim her arrows at them while Daniel stared in disbelief at seeing two very familiar girls watching them from behind their masks with dangerous looking swords sheathed at their hips.


  “Daniel Sorres,” Jovian said with a growing smile. “Oh my word, is that really you?”


  “I think it is, sister,” Jacqueline mused with a hand held to her cheek. “Look, it’s our dear friend who we’ve just been dying to meet again.”


  “Who the fuck are you two?” Clover shouted.


  “Jovian. Jacqueline,” Daniel cursed, a look of anger washing over him as the sisters giggled and waved with coy smiles.


  “You know them?” Clover asked him.


  “We’ve met before. They’re the gemini,” Daniel said, with Clover pausing for a moment before slowly looking back to the sisters with wide eyes. The twins took off their masks and set them in their cleavage, their multicolored eyes and frightening look behind them giving Clover the chills all the way down her spine.


  “The… gemini?” she breathed out. “They’re… the gemini?”


  “Oh,” Jovian said holding a hand to her chest. “So you figured out what we are? Clever boy, Daniel. I’m impressed.”


  “I guess our secret is finally out,” Jacqueline giggled. “I was wondering if he would ever figure it out to be honest, he isn’t the smartest thinker after all.”


  “You two are behind this?” Daniel demanded. “You two are the leaders of The Sisterhood? The ones who destroyed Ruhelia, murdered the centaur empress, enslaved the elves of Green Haven, that was all you?”


  “Oh my,” Jovian laughed. “Have you heard of our exploits? I’m even more surprised, Daniel. I wasn’t aware you had noticed our handiwork just yet. Say, you haven’t been stalking us ever since we left, have you? Last we met you had plenty of other girls tripping over you, don’t tell me we’re the ones you’ve been lusting after all this time.”


  “Is this true, Daniel?” Jacqueline coyly asked as she flaunted her thigh. “Have you been touching yourself every night thinking of us? Were you watching earlier as my sister fucked me in the priestess’ bed? Did you like what you saw?”


  “The priestess,” Clover said shaking her head. The gemini turned to her with amused smiles as the elf shook with her anger. “Did you two kill her? You murdered Celine?”


  Jovian chuckled and pointed behind the elf, with Clover turning to see Felucia glancing to the broken window that the wind howled through before looking back at Jovian in horror.


  “I just gave her a little push,” Jovian taunted with a twitch of her eyebrow.


  Clover screamed and quickly fired an arrow straight into Jovian’s head followed by shooting the other into Jacqueline’s, the two girls staggering back with smiles still on their faces while Clover roared in fury as she grabbed three more arrows from her quiver. She took aim at Jovian with a vicious snarl before her eyes widened in shock as she saw the twins recovering from the hits and pulling the arrows out of their heads without so much as a flinch. The wounds closed up before the stunned elf’s eyes as the gemini laughed at her, with Daniel gripping his sword tightly as he knew very well the sisters wouldn’t go down that easily.


  “My, you’re feisty,” Jovian purred. “And tasty looking too. Daniel, who is she? I thought for sure Triska and the other girls would be accompanying you, I didn’t imagine you would have picked up an elven whore to play with instead. Honestly, how many girls do you need, Daniel?”


  “Did you want this back?” Jacqueline laughed as she held out the arrow. She lightly tossed it to Clover where it hit her chest and dropped to the floor, the elf staring in stunned silence at seeing firsthand how arrows were completely useless against the dreaded monster.


  “Nice catch,” Jacqueline mocked. “You seem just like Daniel’s type. Cute and dumb.”


  Jovian and Jacqueline laughed and began walking forward, each passing an opposite side of the long oak table and gently running a finger across its silk covering while Daniel and Clover quickly backed up together near the windows.


  “So where is Triska?” Jovian asked looking around. “Or Specca, Squeak, and cute little Alyssa? Are they here as well? Or did they finally leave you for a real man in this world?”


  “Oh no,” Jacqueline pouted. “Daniel, were you dumped? By four women? Poor bastard, that’s rough.”


  “Tell me you didn’t choose that Falla bitch as your girlfriend,” Jovian insisted with a laugh. “I mean, surely you couldn’t have been that desperate for some pussy. Although knowing you that deceitful bug probably wouldn’t have settled for you either.”


  “Or maybe this elf showed them all up,” Jacqueline mused with a curious smile towards Clover. “Was that it, Daniel? Did you get a mouthful of her succulent cunt and decide to drop the others just like that, all for her? Those desperate bitches couldn’t compare to some pointy ears and tight ass, could they?”


  “Shut up!” Daniel shouted, with the gemini halting with amused looks as he glared at them with Clover sticking close to his side. “I don’t want to hear the names of my beloved mates coming from the mouths of you two monsters!”


  Jovian and Jacqueline blinked, turned to each other in puzzlement, then back to Daniel while Felucia merely raised an eyebrow at him.


  “I’m sorry, what?” Jovian plainly asked. “Did you just say your mates? As in… more than one?”


  “They’re all your mates?” Jacqueline wondered. “You choose to have them all?”


  “That’s right,” Clover said while keeping her aim somewhat steady towards the monster. “We’re all his mates. We’re all a family together.”


  The gemini paused for a moment then burst out laughing, each holding their side and banging a fist on the table while Felucia merely watched Daniel with a confused look.


  “I don’t believe it!” Jovian laughed shaking her head. “You’re actually fucking them all? Hahaha! Oh wow, I didn’t think they’d actually agree to that! I mean look at you! They really went through with it and had sex with you?”


  “How desperate are those girls?” Jacqueline giggled as she and her sister exchanged amazed smiles. “I mean I get they need a man to breed with, but they actually settled for him? I thought they would have left his sorry ass long ago!”


  “Shut your damned mouths!” Clover yelled at them. “Dan’s the best fucking guy out there! He’s an incredible mate to have and treats all of us wonderfully! We’re lucky to be his!”


  “You can’t be serious,” Felucia said shaking her head. “What makes him so special?”


  The gemini laughed heartily while lowering down to their knees, each using the table for balance as they bellowed with shaking heads and a few tears forming. After getting it all out, which took a while, they stood back up and smiled amusedly at Daniel as he kept glaring at them along with Clover.


  “Oh my word,” Jovian said in marvel. “This is indeed a wonderful reunion, Daniel. I really didn’t expect to see you so soon, especially not here of all places. And hearing that you actually went and did the deed with not one of those girls but all of them, I can honestly say I didn’t think you had it you. Bravo, Daniel.”


  “It is nice seeing you again though,” Jacqueline mentioned. “We have been thinking of you, Daniel. Very much in fact. I’m sorry our little surprise isn’t ready for you just yet, you caught us off guard with your unexpected visit.”


  “Surprise?” Daniel slowly repeated.


  “Should we tell him?” Jovian asked her sister.


  “I don’t know, should we?” Jacqueline replied playfully.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t.”


  “I think maybe we should.”


  “What the fuck are you two rambling about?” Clover demanded.


  The gemini giggled in unison then struck playful poses with cheerful smiles and hands held out dramatically.


  “We’re all coming to the party too!” they joyously declared. Daniel and Clover exchanged puzzled looks then watched as the twins glanced between them for a moment before irritably sighing.


  “We really have to spell everything out for him, don’t we?” Jovian muttered.


  “What do those stupid girls see in him?” Jacqueline scoffed.


  “What are you two talking about?” Daniel scorned as he kept a hand back to keep Clover behind him. “Why have you done all this? The centaurs, the elves, so many innocent lives, why have you brought this hell upon them? Why are you doing this?”


  “We told you before,” Jovian reminded him. “We’re thrill seekers, my sister and I. We like to party.”


  “And word has it there’s going to be a very big party in Rockhelm soon,” Jacqueline said with a wink. “Right, Daniel?”


  “Rockhelm?” Daniel repeated.


  “That’s right,” Jovian agreed as Daniel and Clover watched them in further confusion. “You were planning on bringing some monsters there to visit your queen and talk about peace and love and all that shit. Ring any bells?”


  “You have to remember,” Jacqueline laughed. “You’re out here looking for monsters to stand before your queen while your preach your idiotic beliefs, that’s what you said to us before we got separated. Well we have good news for you, Daniel. We’ve found a whole lot more to bring before your queen.”


  “What the fuck is this?” Clover asked shaking her head slowly. “What are you two talking about?”


  “It’s quite simple,” Jovian lectured with hands at her hips. “We’re bringing more monsters to Rockhelm to help poor Daniel. We’re going to aid our dear friend in showing the humans and their queen exactly what happens when monsters and humans ‘try to get along’.”


  “She’ll get the message loud and clear,” Jacqueline taunted. “Don’t worry, Daniel. We’re going to help you make everyone see what monsters are really capable of in this world.”


  “You’re going to invade Rockhelm?” Daniel asked in disbelief. “That’s your grand plan?”


  “That’s why you wanted us and the centaurs to join you?” Clover retorted. “To help you overthrow the humans in Koskaysil? Are you fucking insane? Rockhelm is an impenetrable fortress in itself, no monsters in this land can bring it down, especially the likes of those pathetic bitches you’ve gathered here under your feet. Do you have any idea how strong Rockhelm is?”


  “Oh yes,” Jovian recalled looking up thoughtfully. “We’ve heard much about the revered and incredible might held within that kingdom’s magnificent walls.”


  “Over a thousand well-trained knights,” Jacqueline said with a shrug. “Hundreds of expert spell casters. And if the humans were truly desperate enough they have handfuls of citizens who could easily pick up a sword and join with protecting their precious home. Those are just lowly estimates from what we’ve heard as well, it could very well be much greater than that.”


  “And you think you can beat them?” Clover mocked with a bitter smile. “How fucked up are you girls? All of that waiting for you within Rockhelm’s walls, and what do you have to challenge them?”


  “Over four thousand strong,” Jovian remarked, the sisters now showing cruel grins as Daniel and Clover stared at them in surprise of what they heard.


  “Four… thousand?” Clover slowly repeated. “That’s impossible. Where could you have gotten that many monsters to side with you?”


  “That’s the funny thing,” Jacqueline laughed. “They just came to us.”


  “That’s not entirely true, sister,” Jovian mentioned shaking a finger. “We did gather plenty of tribes of goblins and gremlins out in the eastern wastelands. They were pretty keen on seeing the humans falling to their knees and wanted to help us.”


  “That is true,” Jacqueline conceded. “We did make lots of friends all on our own at first. They told friends who then became our friends, we had a nice little bunch going for a while. But then the craziest thing happened. So many more just came our way.”


  “Hundreds upon hundreds of them,” Jovian said with a sharp smile at Clover’s shocked face. “The mindless idiots were just waltzing across Eden, not even seeming to know why themselves. They just ‘wanted’ to come out here. Why, if that wasn’t a sign from the heavens above I don’t know what is. We kindly extended our hands and they joined our cause of tearing apart your dreams of peace and love in this land, and with them more and more came before us, each just as eager to see the humans reduced to cattle and corpses as the last.”


  “Four thousand monsters?” Clover breathed out. “There are four thousands monsters nearby?”


  “Well, not right now,” Jovian admitted with a shrug. “Many have been sent out to the east to find and collect more pawns for our little game. Others are scouring the nearby lands, gathering food for our army, weapons to butcher our prey, humans to rape and torment, and anything else that catches their fancy.”


  “Though we do have plenty of friends to keep us company here,” Jacqueline giggled as she pointed behind her. “Maybe you didn’t see it behind your little dump of a home. There are tents and campfires stretching far past the forest into the arid countryside right behind us. We have so many playmates all within arm’s reach, all of which who will do anything we say.”


  “Plus we have the elves here in Green Haven,” Jovian mentioned. “Didn’t you hear about that? They’ve agreed to join our Sisterhood. You’re one of us now, girl. Congratulations.”


  “Like fucking hell I am,” Clover snarled. “And my people are not joining the likes of you. We’re nothing like you fucking savages and never will be!”


  “Oh, but you already have,” Jacqueline retorted. “Your new priestess has agreed to our terms. High Priestess Sivil is what I believe she goes by.”


  “Sivil?” Clover cursed. “That fucking whore who Celine kicked out of Green Haven for treating our sisters like cow shit is now priestess? How the hell did that happen? My people would never bow to the likes of her!”


  “They do when their only other option is death,” Jovian pointed out. “I will admit, there were some holdouts when she became priestess, and sadly we had to put down a few stubborn elves who wouldn’t listen to reason. But as I’m sure you’ve seen outside the rest of your people are falling in line quite well with their new leadership.”


  “The high maidens sure went kicking and screaming,” Jacqueline laughed. “And then they were only kicking. And then they just… swung in the breeze.”


  Clover looked back down to the forest below with horror while Daniel trembled with anger as he saw the gemini laughing at them with absolute merriment. Felucia glanced behind her at the elven grove beneath them then shrugged at Clover who slowly shook her head while struggling to hold in her tears.


  “Look on the bright side,” she said, getting Clover’s attention while Daniel’s remained focused on the gemini. “At least your people are going to live while serving them.”


  “Serving demons like them isn’t living,” Clover argued shaking her head. “You may have resigned yourself to being their bitch but I’m not letting my people share that fate.”


  “Oh yeah?” Felucia asked raising an eyebrow. “And just how do you plan on stopping them?”


  “Yeah, tell us,” Jovian giggled. “What are you weak little elves going to do to stop us?”


  “You could always refuse our generous offer,” Jacqueline mused with a shrug. “If you prefer to be turned into manure to feed this forest of yours that’s always an option.”


  “Why are you doing this?” Daniel demanded, with the girls then seeing him stepping forward. “Why are you going out of your way to attack the centaurs, the elves, and the humans in Rockhelm? Why are you doing all this, what do you have to gain from spilling so much blood?”


  “You, Daniel,” Jovian answered, with Daniel watching her carefully as the girl held a hand to her cheek and shook her head slowly with a gentle smile at him. “We want you to suffer. We want you to cry. We want you to scream. That’s what would make us the happiest. Your despair.”


  “Not going to lie,” Jacqueline added with a shrug. “Slaughtering all these monsters and humans along the way is a wonderful treat. We can’t say we’re not enjoying ourselves because believe us we are. But the one thing we want more than anything, Daniel, is you. We want you to suffer the most.”


  “Why me?” Daniel asked.


  “Because we want you to,” the gemini replied before slowly unsheathing their swords. Jovian’s Hellstorm crackled with arcs of electricity while Jacqueline’s Ice Princess had a chilling aura surrounding it with snowflakes drifting from its edge.


  “You and your… mates are the only ones who ever escaped us,” Jovian said with a bitter smile. “Who ever lived after we decided you should die.”


  “You talk of such naïve dreams of peace and desire such disgusting things as they in life,” Jacqueline scowled while glancing to Clover. “You’re so weak, and pathetic, and undeserving of life itself.”


  “We’re going to do more than kill you for daring to escape us,” Jovian promised as the two sisters held their swords out towards Daniel with dark glares. “We’re going to fill your heart with more than just pain and suffering. Agony, despair, loneliness, fear, sorrow, ridicule. We’re going to make your very soul weep and beg for mercy before you die, before you wish for release from your accursed life, before we allow you to finally breathe your last breath in this world.”


  “We’re going to take everything from you,” Jacqueline promised. “All your dreams of bringing peace to this world, all your mates that you love and fuck, any wishes you wanted to see become a reality, every single thing you cherish and hold dear, we’re going to break it and stomp it into the dirt before your very eyes.”


  “You’re fucking crazy,” Clover breathed out. “You’re completely mad.”


  “No,” Jovian corrected shaking her head with a sinister smile. “We’re not mad. We’re delighted. We’re delighted to be able to do this. Not just with spreading chaos and anarchy wherever we go, not just with the amount of blood we’ve soaked the trail behind us in, but all because it will destroy Daniel Sorres’ very spirit in a way we so rarely get to bestow upon our prey.”


  “We have the chance to completely tear your heart out in the worst of ways,” Jacqueline continued. “A special kind of suffering, just for you, Daniel. Our dear, beloved, cherished, friend. Breaking you into a shallow wreck of a sniveling maggot is going to be simply orgasmic to see.”


  “We’re going to make you scream,” the gemini taunted with cruel smiles. “We’re going to make you scream, Daniel Sorres.”


  Daniel stared down the gemini while gripping the handle of his sword, seeing the twin monsters laughing at him with their repeated saying while Clover shakily held her aim on them still and staying close behind him.


  “But you know what?” Jovian said with a raised eyebrow. “I think we’ve been good little girls and waited patiently enough at this point. I believe we deserve a little taste of things to come, don’t you?”


  “Sister,” Jacqueline coyly said. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


  “I think I am. How about we rape and devour Daniel’s pet elf right here and now?” Jovian mused, with Clover jumping with a startle as the gemini turned their multicolored eyes onto her. “Let’s start filling Daniel’s big heart that he has for these girls with agony by ripping that girl open right before his eyes.”


  “She doesn’t have much in terms of breasts,” Jacqueline mocked with a smirk. “But her ass does look tasty. Hopefully she’s a good screamer at least.”


  “Fuck you!” Clover yelled as she fired all three arrows, piercing Jacqueline in the chest and head with loud thwacks and staggering the girl back a step. Everyone watched as the dark girl slowly regained her balance with a mean smile aimed towards Clover before she pulled the bolts out and tossed them aside.


  “Good, you can scream loudly after all. I like that in our meals,” Jacqueline said before licking her lips. “Let’s get her on the table and have some fun with her, I want to taste her so bad.”


  Clover trembled fearfully at being their focus while she slowly lowered her bow before Daniel stepped over and stood in front of her.


  “You’re not touching her,” Daniel growled as he felt something within him again building with his anger. “I will never allow you to harm a hair on any of my girls.”


  “Oh no?” Jovian mocked with a smirk.


  “What are you going to do about it?” Jacqueline sneered.


  “Yeah, seriously,” Felucia dryly added. “What can you do, kid?”


  Far below the royal tree in the hollowed railway hub red ant girls were busy checking crates of their explosives while more were being unloaded from the cargo trains that had already arrived. The officer standing near the turntable watched her kin working steadily before her antennae twitched, the girl then looking towards the eastern tunnel as clacking wheels and light screeches were heard approaching. She rolled her eyes with an annoyed grimace and looked back to the workers, pausing for a moment before blinking and quickly turning back to see the tracks for the incoming train were still set towards the center turntable that wasn’t aligned for it. She squeaked in alarm and pointed to the tracks, with workers quickly taking notice before a few dashed towards it with frantic squeaking.


  They barely got off the main platform before the incoming train rounded a bend and raced towards them, the drivers of the convoy steadily squeaking and working their levers while those riding in the cars behind them saw the approaching station while having an abundance of bombs that were to be delivered. The ant girls running towards the tracks squeaked and waved their arms to no avail as the train ran across the rails and into the cavern in a straight path, with those aboard watching in confusion before jumping in shock at seeing where they were heading. The drivers began to apply the brakes before noticing where they were going, the ant girls then screeching in surprise while those aboard squeaked in panic and waved their arms around. The train started to slow down but not nearly enough as they soon ran out of track, with the convoy then striking the edge of the turntable platform with its wheels being struck clean off below it.


  All the ant girls stopped what they were doing in watched in shock as the out-of-control convoy screeched and slid across the cavern before clipping another track and toppling over into a roll in the air. The ant girls on the train experienced a brief moment of wonder as they floated in the air along with their cargo, moments before they crashed into the ground where the volatile explosives onboard reacted as they were expected to. In a flash the entire cavern lit up with a powerful blast, the shockwave and resulting inferno striking through the cave and igniting every bomb that was stockpiled in it. The ant girls in the tunnels ahead heard a loud rumble and deafening bang before the corridors filled with fire and smoldering debris, the workers only managing to realize what happened before they and everything around them was annihilated with all their bombs going off in an uncontrollable chain reaction.


  High above Green Haven the entire grove and forest behind it was seen to rumble with a heavy groundquake hitting without warning. All the elves and monsters in the forest stopped and struggled to keep their balance before blasts of fire and charred rock erupted violently all throughout the haven. A massive rupture exploded directly beneath the royal tree while dozens of smaller yet still dangerously large pockets of burning fire and molten rock sprayed up through the ground and several trees all over the forest, sending flaming debris and burning wood into the air all across the home of the now terrified and screaming elves. Behind the village a winding crevice blasted upward of flames and high-speed gravel, slicing through the forest and instantly incinerating dozens of camps filled with goblins, trolls, and witches while those around were scattered into disarray and panic. Trees swayed and crackled in the haven while every elf grabbed onto whatever they could for balance, with a few rope bridges snapping and falling with screaming elves aboard while some of the trees teetered and even dropped down into pits as the ground was annihilated from below.


  “What’s happening?” Cindy cried out before Squeak tackled her aside to avoid a falling tree that was engulfed in fire.


  “Okay…” Reiko slowly said as she was looking out the window of a rumbling elven dwelling. She watched all manner of chaos and hellfire raging throughout the village then turned to the elven mother and two daughters that she had been talking to.


  “So, I don’t think that’s the signal I was talking about. But… you should probably start running for your lives anyway. Your choice. Good luck,” she said before waving and zipping out the window. The elves looked to each other in stunned silence then screamed as their home shook violently and tilted on the side of its tree.


  Standing near the tall field of grass outside of the elven grove Alyssa stared with wide eyes while holding the sleeping fairy in her hand, the witch watching in shock as fire and smoke blasted high above the forest while screams were heard echoing throughout the haven.


  “Did Daniel use the sword already?” she shakily asked herself.


  In the royal temple Clover held onto Daniel as they lowered to their knees and struggled not to lose their balance, the shaking building throwing tables and chairs all around while the windows cracked severely with small shards of glass falling out. Felucia staggered aside then dropped onto her rear with a yelp while the gemini wavered with their footing while merely looking around curiously.


  “What the fuck is going on now?” Clover cried out.


  “That’s a good question,” the gemini plainly replied as they nodded in agreement.


  Daniel and Clover stumbled back and hit the window, breaking more of its glass out with a clatter before they helped each other stand again and looked outside at what was happening to the village. They saw fires spreading everywhere in the forest while several trees were tilting dangerously far on their broken bases. Elves were running around in a panic along with The Sisterhood while pockets of the forest floor gave away into deep pits with fire flaring up far below them. Beneath the royal tree most of the ground had dropped into the seemingly endless chasm while the grand timber’s roots still held onto enough foundation around the pit’s edges to stay standing.


  “What in Eden?” Daniel said in disbelief.


  “Um… this wasn’t Alyssa’s signal… right?” Clover carefully asked.


  Further away from the ravaged forest Kindra was staring in surprise at seeing flames shooting high above the elven grove while a few of its trees tilted and even dropped straight down into the jungle with loud crashes.


  “What the fuck is this?” she cried out. “What’s happening over there?”


  “Is this what you changed, Aeon?” Flarah asked glancing to the chronofly.


  “No, no,” Aeon said shaking her head. “That was going to happen no matter what. The ant girls below the forest had a little… accident.”


  “No, fuck this!” Kindra yelled clenching her fists. “I don’t care what you’re planning, I’m not letting Daniel Sorres die in there!”


  She started to run forward before Flarah grabbed her hand and yanked her back, the younger kitsune then thrashing around and hopping about in anger while her tails rustled with cinders flying off them.


  “Why are you stopping me, big sister? I have to save him! I can’t let him die now!”


  “Don’t get involved,” Flarah ordered. Kindra opened her mouth to shout all manner of expletives at her older sister before Flarah held a hand over it to silence her. “Remember what Aeon said? He will survive, provided we do not interfere and change his fate. If you really want to make sure he lives then you will not get involved with this.”


  “You’re going to trust her?” Kindra yelled pointing to the chuckling chronofly.


  “We don’t have a choice,” Flarah reasoned with a shrug. “If you want to actually have his life be in danger then go ahead, step in and throw his fate to the winds. Frankly I’m a bit curious myself as to why Aeon has taken an interest in your little human, and the only way we’re going to find out is to sit here and watch what happens.”


  “He could be coming face to face with the gemini any minute!” Kindra cried out. “That forest is being consumed in fire and chaos and there’s a Dark Queen in there with him!”


  “Actually he already is facing the gemini,” Aeon spoke up. “He’s standing in front of them right now.”


  “WHAT?” Kindra screamed at her.


  “It’s true,” Flarah said turning her gaze towards the forest. “He’s standing before them as we speak, and doesn’t appear to be too frightened.”


  “He is?” Kindra exclaimed. She quickly looked around at the forest then shook her head in bewilderment. “Wait, where is he? I can’t see him from here. I can’t see anyone from here. How the hell can you?”


  She looked at Flarah cautiously, seeing the elder kitsune staring off into the distance at the burning forest with Aeon doing the same, each appearing to be watching something very closely that made an uneasy shiver creep down Kindra’s back.


  “Flarah?” she carefully asked. “How can you see him from here?”


  Flarah merely glanced to her while remaining silent, seeing her sister watching her with a sharp eye before she turned her gaze back towards the forest without saying a word. Kindra held in her growl as she watched Green Haven suffering a few more loud explosions and falling trees before slowly breathing out while her tails rustled behind her.


  “Daniel, you’d better not die in there.”


  Felucia slowly crawled over to the broken windows next to Daniel and Clover and stood up, the wraith poking a few broken pieces of glass out and looking around at the elven grove below in puzzlement before shaking her head a bit.


  “What the hell just happened? The forest is on fire and falling into Eden now.”


  “It is?” Jovian asked with a growing smile. “Well isn’t that delightful. I can hear the screams from here. How wonderful.”


  “This is truly a happy day,” Jacqueline giggled. “I don’t know what just happened down there but it sounds simply divine.”


  “Green Haven,” Clover mourned holding a hand over her mouth. “My… home. This is a nightmare. This can’t be happening.”


  “I really hope Squeak and Cindy are okay down there,” Daniel worried.


  “Cindy?” Felucia quickly asked turning to him. “Did you just say Cindy?”


  “Yeah,” Daniel answered looking to her curiously. “She’s a sand wraith like you. Do you know her?”


  “She’s my daughter!” Felucia exclaimed. She grabbed Daniel and started shaking him by the shoulders as he and Clover stared at her in surprise. “My daughter is here? What is she doing here? How do you even know her? Where is my baby girl?”


  “Let go of him!” Clover yelled as she tried prying the wraith’s immovable hands off Daniel. “She’s our friend, she’s here helping us! Let go of Dan, goddammit! Let go!”


  “Your friend?” Felucia bewilderedly shouted. “What do you mean friend? She doesn’t have friends!”


  Daniel was shaken about a few more times before he and Clover finally managed to pull himself free from the sand wraith, the two stepping back from the upset monster as she looked between them anxiously and the burning village below as she grew fearful for her daughter’s safety. They then noticed the gemini laughing at them while having their swords held down at their sides.


  “You have a daughter, Felucia?” Jovian wondered. “That’s fantastic. Why didn’t you ever tell us? We’d just love to meet her. If she’s as fun as you are then we’ll gladly keep her with us so you can be together again.”


  “Yeah,” Jacqueline purred before licking her lips. “We’ll all play together. It’ll be so much fun, my sister and I will each have our own dolls to play with as much as we want.”


  “Don’t you dare even look at my daughter!” Felucia yelled at them. “She is not for you! You already have me to rape and torture, isn’t that enough? Do what you want with me but keep your fucking hands off my Cindy!”


  “Since when does our toy get to speak to us with such commanding words?” Jovian questioned with a bite. “I think you’ve forgotten your place, Felucia.”


  “I have an idea, sister,” Jacqueline proposed. “This one’s old and bitchy. Let’s replace her with a better toy. Her daughter sounds ripe and enjoyable, let’s just share her together and get rid of this one. I’ve grown tired of playing with her anyway.”


  “That sounds like a splendid idea,” Jovian agreed as the two held their swords out towards Felucia. The sand wraith backed up against the broken window with a fearful tremble before Daniel slowly stepped out in front of her and Clover.


  “You’re not laying a hand on Cindy,” Daniel scorned, his eyes deeply glaring at the sisters while he gripped his sword’s handle. “You’re not touching her mother. You’re not going anywhere near my mates. And you’re not going to take away the elves of Green Haven for your wretched and selfish desires. You’ve done too much already, you’ve already ruined enough lives with your damned followers and your bloody crusade. You’re not going to threaten my family, my loved ones, their friends, their homes, their lives, or anyone else ever again!”


  “Oh really now?” Jovian mused with a smirk.


  “And just who’s going to stop us?” Jacqueline giggled.


  Daniel felt something in him snap, his anger towards the gemini for the damage and suffering they caused to countless innocent lives and even those of his own family having reached a breaking point. With a furious shout he yanked out the Hellfire’s Edge, the dark blade giving off not only a dreaded aura that quickly filled the room but also a bright flash of crimson flames that raced along its glowing edge. The gemini watched curiously as Daniel held the flaming sword before him with both hands, his eyes glaring at them with rising fury for their crimes while behind Clover and Felucia stared at him in awe.


  “Dan…” Clover breathed out.


  “Who the hell is this guy?” Felucia slowly asked.


  Daniel growled with his anger for the gemini burning just as hot as the weapon he held towards them. Their haunting multicolored eyes, their wicked smiles, their lack of morality or even a shred of a soul only inciting further rage towards the heartless monsters as Daniel pushed aside any thoughts of them being nearly impossible to kill or defeat while only one thing became prominent in his mind. That being the answer to their question that he boldly gave them without fear.


  “I AM!”
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