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  Chapter 1


  To Challenge a Dark Queen


  In the world of Eden, there existed four monsters beyond compare to all others, more dangerous and powerful than even the Darker Ones. Dark Queens they were called, with each possessing powers or strength far above what their lesser sisters could ever dream of having. One of these four were known as the Gemini; a being with two bodies but only one soul, and a never-ending thirst for causing anarchy wherever it could. Near-immortality as their gift, heartless without a doubt, merciless to all those they came across; these murdering twin sisters were the embodiment of pure evil and a blight upon dreams for peace in the world any may have.


  For those who dared to contest them, their bravery would shine the brightest.


  *****


  Within Green Haven’s grand temple atop its towering tree, a crimson glare was cast against a few large windows from inside its meeting chamber, the wavering fiery light emanating from a sword that gave off a demonic aura all its own even in the presence of a Dark Queen. In the hands of Daniel Sorres the Hellfire’s Edge seemed just as violent and menacing as when it was first wielded by the Hellfire Witch, Ember. Flames raced along its darkened steel and heated edge, the crimson runes adorning the blade glowed softly with unholy light, and the air around it distorted slightly as both the heat from the steel and its magical energy radiated profoundly from the weapon.


  Standing behind him Clover and Felucia were rendered motionless, both staring in stunned silence as Daniel held the demonic weapon before them while its light bathed the hall with a warm glow. The two were pressed back against the windows while feeling the blade’s energy pushing onto them, smothering them almost, while standing before Daniel two others were also silenced as they witnessed the human brandishing an enchanted weapon towards them. After a moment to take in the scene, the two girls blinked with their multicolored eyes before they started giggling together.


  “What… the hell?” Jovian chuckled shaking her head.


  “What is that?” Jacqueline said pointing to Daniel’s sword. “Since when do you have a knife to fight with? And where did you even find that anyway?”


  “Wait, wait,” Jovian said holding a hand up. “Let me get this straight. You think you’re going to stop us? And with that? Daniel, what manner of joke is this? I’m so confused yet very intrigued.”


  “Aww,” Jacqueline cooed with a mocking leer. “You found yourself a little magic sword, didn’t you? How cute. Look, it even makes fire and puffs of smoke.”


  “This is too rich,” Jovian mused holding a hand to her head. “You managed to get your hands on an enchanted sword, figured out how to actually hold the thing properly with the non-sharp end, and now you think you can challenge the likes of us? Is that why you’re being so brave now? You think just because you got yourself a magic butter knife that you can beat us? Oh, Daniel. I can’t believe how foolish you really are.”


  “Wait, wait,” Jacqueline laughed waving her hand. “Do that again. Do it again, Daniel. Pull your sword out again and act all tough like you just did. I have to see it once more, it’s just so adorable!”


  “Um, kid?” Felucia managed to finally say. “That’s nice you have a magic weapon and all, but, um… so do they. Not to mention, in case you didn’t know, they can’t fucking die.”


  The gemini burst out laughing while stumbling back a step, each leaning over and holding onto the table for support as they watched Daniel with only amusement and ridicule.


  “This is too good!” Jovian bellowed shaking her head. “You found some magic weapon out in the world, and actually thought you could waltz right up to us and stop us with it! You think that weapon means anything to us? You think we care at all whatever it is you choose to fight with? How stupid are you?”


  “You think just because you’ve got a magic sword you can beat us?” Jacqueline mocked. “Are you mental? What could a pathetic human such as you possibly do against us? We’re immortal, you fool! You couldn’t hurt us with that no matter how hard you try, you yourself must know this from the last time we met! We don’t even need our weapons to kill you at all, we can make do just fine using our bare hands to-”


  “Hey!” Daniel shouted, silencing the twins as he glared at them with rising anger. “Before we go any further with this, clarify one thing for me. The priestess’ daughter. Where is she?”


  “Grace,” Clover recalled with a jump. “That’s right. Grace. Where is she? What did you fuckers do with her? Where the fuck is she?”


  “Oh, her?” Jovian chuckled while Jacqueline was now shaking her head with a hand covering her face. “That’s a good question actually. She was here, but then the little brat vanished on us.”


  “Vanished?” Clover repeated. “What do you mean?”


  “She ran up into the tree, but never came back down. We searched all over and throughout this dump of a forest, but couldn’t find a trace of her. I’m sorry to say we just don’t know where she is.”


  “Liar,” Clover snarled. “You’re lying. What did you do with her?”


  “I assure you I’m telling the truth,” Jovian promised holding a hand to her chest. “Believe me, I wanted to peel her apart only with the best of intentions upon arriving here. I was even promised that child by your dear friend Sivil when she helped us orchestrate our little coup in your forest.”


  “Sivil… did what?” Clover raged. “She helped you? She conspired with you? This whole mess is her fault?”


  “Pretty much,” Jovian agreed with a shrug. “But before I could sink my teeth into the little darling, she ran away and vanished into thin air. We searched high and low for the little runt, yet we came up with nothing.”


  “It’s true,” Felucia chimed in. “The little kid disappeared completely. We don’t know if she’s alive still or not. All we know is she isn’t here.”


  “Disappeared?” Clover breathed out. “But… how? Where could she have gone?”


  “So what you’re saying,” Daniel spoke up, his glare never leaving Jovian’s face. “Is that it’s just us in the temple right now? There’s nobody else in here but us?”


  “That’s right,” Jovian agreed.


  “So there’s nobody at all, anywhere, behind you two right now?”


  “That’s right,” Jovian said with a nod, then blinked and looked at him curiously. “Why do you ask?”


  “Just wanted to make sure first,” Daniel answered, then stepped forward with a furious yell while winding back with his sword. He threw all his weight into the swing, focusing all his anger and fury towards the gemini into his attack as he stomped down with his boot and slashed across the air with the enchanted blade. Everyone watched in awe as he swung his sword, then held his pose as absolutely nothing happened except for a few cinders being thrown off the blade’s edge as it came to a halt at his side. Silence filled the chamber while the screams and rumbles of anarchy outside continued on. Clover and Felucia stared at Daniel with stunned faces while he merely glared at the gemini, the evil twins slowly looking to each other then back to Daniel while raising an eyebrow each. After a pause they started to giggle again as Jovian slowly pointed to him.


  “What… was that?” she asked shaking her head. “Did… did you just try attacking us with that thing… without knowing how to use it?”


  “Oh. My. God,” Jacqueline snorted before the two burst out laughing, both dropping to their knees and holding an arm around themselves. “He doesn’t even know how to use that thing! What a fucking idiot! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  “Dan?” Clover worriedly asked, seeing Daniel diverting his gaze down to his sword that he held to his side still.


  “Are you fucking serious?” Felucia asked in disbelief. “All that show and talk, and you don’t even know how to use that damned thing?”


  “I don’t believe this!” Jovian laughed as she and her sister dropped to the ground, both holding their sides and rolling around with kicking legs as they couldn’t contain their merriment.


  “I can’t stop- I can’t stop- I can’t stop laughing!” Jacqueline cried out with tears coming from her eyes. “This is too much! Oh no, I think I peed myself! HAHAHAHA!”


  “What the hell?” Clover bewilderedly said, watching in shock as Daniel merely stared at his sword that didn’t even make the slightest attempt to harm the gemini with its swing. “How did nothing happen? When Triska gave it a little swipe it completely obliterated everything in front of her. How… Dan?”


  Daniel slowly lowered his weapon then turned around to face the elf and sand wraith, his eyes remaining on his sword that had small flames still running up along its steel, showing that it was indeed possessing power of some form. As the gemini continued to laugh and roll around on the floor Daniel slowly turned his eyes up to the two girls that were staring at him in disbelief.


  “Move,” he quietly said.


  “What?” Felucia asked.


  “Move,” Daniel repeated as he gave a stern glance to the side then back to them. Clover and Felucia looked to each other then to Daniel before slowly stepping aside towards the corner of the room near a wall with differently colored flowers growing from small holders on it. Daniel kept his eyes on the two girls, watching carefully as they moved away while staring him constantly.


  “I can’t believe you don’t know how to use that thing!” Jovian bellowed. “What did you do, steal it and run from someone with an actual brain? Hahahahaha!”


  “You really have no idea what you’re doing in this world, do you, Daniel?” Jacqueline laughed while looking to him with a few deep breaths. She and her sister then noticed Daniel glancing back to them while holding his weapon aside, the blade having a rising aura of malice growing from it along with more flames across its steel.


  “Actually, I do,” Daniel corrected. “Sure, I may not be as proficient with this as Triska is, but I do know the basics of wielding a magic sword. And I’ve seen the force this one gives off when it’s properly used.”


  “Really now?” Jovian mused with a smirk.


  “Really.”


  “Then what the hell, Daniel?” Jovian sneered as she and her sister stood up, both holding their swords up to their waists while smirking at him. “Why not let us have it? Why didn’t you try to punish us for all our bad deeds and instead just stop like that?”


  “I wanted Clover and Felucia to get away from the windows first,” Daniel said, then promptly swung around with a furious yell, striking the sword through the air at the gemini while gripping the handle tightly. A flash of blood red light erupted in an arc from the slice before a wave of monstrous energy blasted forward in a wide bend, casting outward searing flames and snapping black electricity. The gemini managed to raise their swords up just as the brunt of the attack struck, the two enchanted blades flashing with bright green and white light for a mere moment before being engulfed in the destructive wave of hellish energy that stormed past. A powerful boom of energy exploded in the room, blasting out the windows behind Daniel with great force while the walls and ceiling before him were torn apart from the forceful wave. Felucia and Clover dropped down against the corner of the room and pressed back against it, both bracing themselves from the mighty blast that shook the entire building. Fire, charred rubble, smoke, and red light crashed through the hall and blasted all the way through multiple rooms behind it before barreling through the last wall and out into the open air above the ravaged Green Haven. A split second later every chamber next to those that were annihilated in the onslaught erupted outward as well from the force, casting fire and debris high into the air and the lowest branches of the grand tree as the priestess’ temple violently burst apart from the attack.


  Down on the ground elves and monsters nearby quickly looked up from hearing a loud explosion going off, all of them witnessing the temple appearing to viciously detonate from its side and set fire to more of the towering timber with a hail of flaming debris.


  “What the fuck is happening?” an elf cried out.


  “What did you bitches do?” another shouted at a nearby group of trolls and goblins.


  “We didn’t do this!” a troll shot back.


  “Oh really? Is there another group of diseased-ridden cunts that decided to drop by and cause trouble?” an elf retorted. “We’ve been dealing with your shit with goddamned smiles on our faces, so what’s with all this fucking hell you’ve brought upon our home in return? What in Eden’s asshole is wrong with all of you?”


  “We weren’t planning on doing anything like this! This isn’t our fault!”


  “Well then what the fuck is happening?” an elf shouted before screaming as the ground gave away under her. The other monsters quickly backed up as the dirt began caving in areas all throughout Green Haven, with some having patches of flames and smoke blasting up from them as the entire area shook again.


  “Sian!” an elf cried in horror as she watched her shrieking friend fall into the dark abyss. “No! God fucking dammit, no!”


  Elves all around the grove screamed in terror as their homes built into the sides of mighty timbers began shaking loose and even dropping straight to the ground with horrific crashes. Tall trees started sinking in some areas while a few just dropped straight down into pits with their branches snapping off as they tore through elven dwellings below. Rope bridges snapped and toppled more monsters of various kinds while others were scrambling about aimlessly on the ground as debris rained from above and the ground threatened to give away below them at a moment’s notice.


  “This can’t be happening,” an elf whimpered, grabbing onto the rope railing of a wooden crossway for dear life. Another stood by her side, struggling to retain her balance on the swinging walkway as they both observed their once peaceful and beautiful home being turned into a hellish nightmare of calamity.


  “The gods…” the elf faintly spoke. “This is their doing. It must be.”


  “What did we ever do to deserve this?” her friend cried out. “First an army of savages invades, then our priestess is murdered, and now our home is being swallowed up by hell itself! What the fuck did we ever do to deserve this?”


  “We’ve angered them somehow, we must have. Those horrid demons we harbored here, it must be because of them. We never should have let them take our home like this. We never should have let them step foot into our sacred forest. We have to do something!”


  “Do something? Do something?” her friend shouted out with terror. “What the fuck are we supposed to do? Our priestess is dead! The gods are pissed! And we’re surrounded by blood-thirsty warmongers! What the fuck are we supposed to do now? Just who the hell can save us now?”


  Up in the temple chamber Daniel watched as smoke and dust swirled outward in the trail of his strike, with fire catching on what remained of the temple nearby as a good portion of it had been blasted clear off the grand tree. Clover and Felucia stared with wide eyes as debris crumbled down around the large outward arc of leveled ruins that lay before them, their gazes then slowly turning to Daniel as he took a few steps forward while keeping a close eye ahead on the charred remains of the palace that had been sheared clean off from his attack.


  “Holy… fuck,” Felucia breathed out.


  “Dan…” Clover softly said.


  Daniel kept his stance while eyeing the smoldering remains of the temple before him, seeing everything that had been caught in his wide-reaching wave of destructive energy completely annihilated, with only a few rooms and walls remaining above and around him on what was essentially one-third of the overall palace on his level. Walking forward he carefully glanced up, seeing the tree branches above starting to catch fire as well while smoke was billowing up from the elven grove below into the sky. After reaching what was once the hallway outside the meeting chamber he stopped and aimed his gaze downward, catching sight of a skeletal arm slowly pushing out from the rubble further away. As flesh began to magically reform around the limb Daniel could hear a rustling beneath the charred debris that he could easily take a guess as to what it was.


  “What the fuck was that?” Felucia demanded as she and Clover carefully approached him. “Who the hell are you, and what… what is that you’re holding anyway?”


  “Dan,” Clover said with a smile faintly forming. “That… goddamn, that was amazing. You do know how to control that sword, don’t you?”


  “Control?” Felucia shouted at her. “Look at what he did! How is that control? He could have incinerated us in that blast! What makes you think he has any idea what he’s doing?”


  Clover glanced behind them at what remained of the temple chamber then smiled in awe at Daniel.


  “That’s why you asked if Grace was here first. That’s why you wanted us to move aside. That whole bit you did faking your first swing.”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” Felucia snapped.


  “He pretended not to know how to use that to get the gemini to laugh at him and lower their guard,” Clover snapped back with a sharp grin. “He had us move to the side so we wouldn’t be blasted out the windows and thrown down to Green Haven when he did unleash that sword’s full power on those assholes. My man knows damn well what he’s doing, so show some goddamned gratitude that we’re here to help save you.”


  “Okay, first off, fuck you,” Felucia retorted, shoving a finger hard against Clover’s chest as the two girls glared at each other, with Daniel still watching something closely before them. “Secondly, he just destroyed your priestess’ sacred temple or whatever this dump is to you, don’t you care? Third, that moron has no idea what he’s doing. If either of you had a clue as to what those two bitches really are then you should know you can’t kill them! You only piss them off when you attack them! Fourth, some rescue! Sounds like your forest is burning to the ground down there and we’re surrounded by vicious monsters! How is any of this going according to your plan?”


  “Hey!” Daniel shouted, with the two girls then turning to him before noticing the gemini once again standing amidst the charred rubble.


  “We hate to interrupt you two,” Jovian mused, the woman now standing completely nude alongside her sister as they had their swords held up while casually running a hand across their enchanted blades.


  “But Felucia does have a point,” Jacqueline empathetically agreed. “Daniel here just demolished your priestess’ lovely home. Your forest is burning to the ground as we can easily hear and smell from here. Daniel does indeed appear to be forgetting that we cannot die. And, yes, you are surrounded by our dear friends who aren’t going to bat an eyelash if we lose any elves here today.”


  “Though I must say,” Jovian said with a coy smile. “I am impressed a little by your efforts, Daniel. Don’t misunderstand, you’ve made a grave error coming here, but I do applaud your bravery and ability to actually fight for once in your pathetic life. It’s not much to commend you on, but hey, at least you’ve done something noteworthy for once.”


  “You see?” Felucia yelled at Clover, waving to the gemini while Daniel continued to stare them down. “They! Can’t! Die! All that bullshit did was piss them off and strip them of their clothes! How the fuck do you plan to help anyone?”


  “A good question,” Jovian carelessly agreed.


  “I have a better one,” Jacqueline purred. “How much do you think Daniel here would cry if we murdered both his little elf and that sassy sand wraith right before his very eyes?”


  “Oh my, that is a better question,” Jovian conceded with a dark grin. “I say we find out.”


  Clover and Felucia watched in nervous silence as the gemini held their weapons at the ready towards them, with Jovian’s Hellstorm letting off crackling arcs of electricity that gleamed in her eyes while Jacqueline’s Ice Princess gave off a chilling aura that was just as cold as its wielder. Jovian and Jacqueline giggled and took a step forward before Daniel quickly stepped forth and sliced his blade down to his side while holding a hand out towards them.


  “Your fight is with me,” he firmly declared. “You wanted me, didn’t you? I’m the one you two wanted all along. Well, here I am. If you want to try and hurt me, then come after me.”


  “Dan, what the fuck are you doing?” Clover nervously asked.


  “You got a death wish, kid?” Felucia bewilderedly said.


  The twins merely watched Daniel with cruel smiles while poised to fight, his eyes glancing back to the two girls who were staring at him worriedly from behind before he glared at the gemini again.


  “Clover, help Felucia find Cindy, and get them and all of your people out of this forest. Stick to the plan.”


  “But-”


  “Do not argue with me, Clover!” Daniel shouted, the elf jumping back with a squeak as he kept his eyes locked onto the twins. “You need to get your people out of here. You need to get yourself out of here. So get going while I deal with these two.”


  “But you can’t kill-”


  “Clover!” Daniel yelled, looking back to the elf who jumped further back with a yelp. “I know what I’m doing! You know what you need to do! Now stop fighting me and do as you’re told!”


  “Wow, Daniel,” Jovian purred. “Cracking that whip hard, aren’t you?”


  “Such a strong, little man,” Jacqueline mocked. “It’s cute you want to protect her and all, but what makes you think we’re going to let any of you go? You’re all going to play with us, until you all break.”


  “No,” Daniel corrected her. “Like I said, your fight is only with me.”


  Without pause he wound back with his sword, the gemini tensing up as they prepared for another magical onslaught from him, only to then watch as he swung all the way around and down towards the ground behind him. With a powerful strike he tore through the floor of the meeting chamber with flames and cinders rupturing from the impact, a splintering and fiery crevice streaking across the floor erratically before stopping as it hit the end where the windows were blown out. Clover and Felucia looked around at the split that was carved down the middle of the room’s floor then turned to Daniel as he was winding back with his sword again.


  “You two are leaving, now,” he ordered, then swung down into the floor again. The second crevice sliced outward and ran past the elf and sand wraith before hitting the wall to the side, with the ground below them creaking with a growing rumble. Clover and Felucia blinked then turned to Daniel in surprise just as the floor beneath them gave away, the clipped section they were on dropping down like a board before crashing into the kitchen of the temple with a loud crash. The two girls screamed as they rolled down the incline onto the ground while tables with dishes and glasses shattered under the fallen ramp.


  “Dan!” Clover cried out as she hit the bottom, on top of Felucia who hit the ground face first with a small splatter of sand. She looked up to see Daniel smiling at her with the Hellfire’s Edge flaring up at his side.


  “I’ll hold them off for as long as I can,” he told her. “Get everyone out of here just as we planned.”


  “No, Dan!” Clover screamed as she scrambled to her feet. She watched with fright Daniel then turning to face the gemini, giving the Hellfire’s Edge a quick twirl at his side before holding it with both hands as he stared the twins down.


  “I trust you’ll get the job done, Clover. Trust me that I’ll survive with you.”


  “But… Dan…”


  “Trust me,” Daniel said glancing back down to her. “I will see you again, and I will make you my woman when this is over with.”


  Clover’s eyes widened, staring in stunned silence at him even while Felucia knocked her aside and got back up with a grumble and a slowly reforming face.


  “Trust me, Clover,” Daniel repeated as he turned his eyes back to the gemini. “I will return for you. Nothing in Eden could ever keep me from you. And nothing will keep us from making a family together.”


  “Dan…” Clover breathed out.


  “I’m the only one you’re playing with here,” Daniel boldly told the twins. “Enough with your hesitation of dealing with me personally. You want to cause me pain? You want to make me scream? You want to kill me? Well, here I am!”


  With that Daniel ran towards the gemini sisters with a furious yell, his sword flaring wildly at his side as the twins laughed at his approach.


  “Dan…” Clover softly said, holding a hand tightly to her chest. She shook her head and struggled with her mate’s order while Felucia finished regenerating her face.


  “That guy’s fucking insane, isn’t he?” she muttered with a twitch of her nose, the woman slowly walking towards the doorway while the elf heard thundering booms above them. Clover growled furiously then grabbed Felucia’s hand, quickly leading her out of the kitchen and into a hallway that she led the stumbling sand wraith down.


  “Shut the fuck up!” Clover snapped. “He just saved our lives and he’s fighting those demons to buy us time to get the hell out of here!”


  “Like I said, fucking insane,” Felucia repeated shaking her head. Clover instantly stopped, turned, and slapped the wraith’s face that blew to the side in a puff of sand.


  “Don’t you DARE talk about my man like that!” Clover raged. She shoved Felucia against the wall, watching with rage as the wraith reformed with an annoyed look on her face. “He is risking his life to save you, me, and every elf in this forest, to stall those demons so they don’t come after us, to give us a fucking chance of getting out of this mess! If it wasn’t for him you’d be those bitches’ plaything until they decided to burn you to dust! You owe him your life just as I do, and you’d better show him some goddamned respect or so help me I will light an arrow ablaze and shove it all the way up your ass!”


  Felucia stared at her in stunned silence before they looked up to the sounds of thundering clashes of steel and crackling energy erupting above them.


  “He knows damned well he can’t kill them,” Clover stated with a stern glare the sand wraith. “Yet he’s up there right now, fighting those two monsters, all so we can get away from them. If those two get down from this tree they could kill anyone they want, every elf they see, and even your own daughter who’s here helping us evacuate this forest because unlike you she actually gives a damn about other people!”


  “Cindy is… what?” Felucia bewilderedly asked. Clover grabbed her hand and again quickly led her down the hall as the wraith stared at her confusedly.


  “And for the record I’m only saving your ass because my man told me to!” Clover barked out. “Anyone who dares speak ill of him in front of me would have more to worry about than gemini coming for their skin, and don’t you forget that!”


  *****


  Up above on the exposed floor of the temple Daniel sprinted towards the gemini while trailing a fiery wave behind his sword beside him, running right up to the monsters before he dodged to the side and swung his weapon around. Jovian quickly jumped forward and clashed her blade against his, a backlash of flames and electricity firing off at an angle as the Dark Queen held his weapon in place. With a hearty laugh Jacqueline merrily twirled around her sister and swung at Daniel with her sword, the deadly-cold blade freezing the air it sliced through as Daniel lunged to the side away from it, albeit still feeling a painful chill streaking across his arm from the near-contact it made with her runestone weapon. The freezing blade struck the Hellfire’s Edge on its way down, knocking Daniel’s blade and himself off-balance while a flash of steam and frost blew from the impact. Spinning around her sister in a dancing motion Jovian swung her sword at him, with Daniel anchoring himself with one foot and throwing all his weight into an upward block with his own. He clashed against Jovian’s Hellstorm, knocking it away just as Jacqueline followed her sister’s motion and repeated her attack. Daniel yelled out as he parried one sister’s strike then another with sharp downward and upward thrusts, the two girls constantly twirling around each other and never letting up on their attacks. Smoke billowed in the air behind them, electricity snapped at the ground with sharp pops, steam and frost flowed away in the wind, and Daniel growled in rising anger as he backed up more and more with the twins always keeping him on the defensive.


  “Well, since you’re so insistent, Daniel!” Jovian laughed as she pushed Daniel back further. “We’ll enjoy some quality playtime with just you. Your dear friends can scurry away like fearful rats for now.”


  “It doesn’t really matter,” Jacqueline giggled as she spun around her sister and clashed blades with Daniel, this time engaging him in a power struggle as she literally pushed him back along the ground. “We’ll kill them later anyway. It’ll be lots of fun, I’m sure.”


  Jovian darted to the side and swung down at Daniel, forcing him to jump back and near the edge of what remained of the temple they were standing on. Looking behind he saw a very long way down to the ground and a burning forest, then ahead at the gemini laughing in unison as they held their swords towards him.


  “Oh, Daniel,” Jovian sighed, holding a hand to her cheek. “You know, we originally weren’t planning on killing you right away. We wanted you to watch as we crushed your dreams into the dirt first. We were going to save you for last.”


  “We wanted you to see Rockhelm falling to monsters,” Jacqueline said. “We wanted you to see your dream of humans becoming friends with monsters fall into flames just as the kingdom did. And then we were going to kill your friends.”


  “Lovers now, right?” Jovian mocked. “That’s right, you took them all as your mates. Honestly, I’m surprised they agreed to that, but whatever. They are utter morons such as yourself after all. Morons that we were planning on killing right before your eyes.”


  “With them being your lovers, I’m sure that would have been even better to watch,” Jacqueline dreamily sighed. “Oh, you would have cried and cried, and then cried some more. It would have been a magnificent sight.”


  “But now the surprise is ruined,” Jovian pouted. “And here you are, challenging us to a fight that you’re destined to fail with. Seems we have no choice but to skip right to the main event, and kill you as slowly and painfully as we can. We have to try and make it last now, thanks to you cutting to the finale so abruptly.”


  “And we were working so hard to give you one hell of a show before you died,” Jacqueline sneered. “All that work, gone to waste now all because of your recklessness and foolishness. Honestly, Daniel, you’re nothing but a bother to those in this world.”


  “Are you two done yet?” Daniel dryly asked. The gemini blinked then looked at him curiously while tilting their heads as Daniel was holding his sword before him and staring them down with a harsh glare. “Are we going to fight, or did you two want to just keep running your mouths? No offense, but just staring at you, even when you’re naked, is incredibly boring. There’s just nothing before me that’s worth seeing or listening to.”


  “My sister’s body is anything but boring,” Jacqueline scoffed. “She’s perfect from head to toe.”


  “My mates are the definition of true beauty, both on the outside and within. You and your horrid sister couldn’t hold a candle to them no matter how hard you tried.”


  “What makes you think you’re in any position to speak to us like that?” Jovian coldly asked him.


  “Actually, I’m in a pretty good position now,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug.


  “Really?” Jacqueline dared as the sisters got ready to thrust forward.


  “Really,” Daniel answered, with him then surprising the gemini by hopping back and falling down from view. The sisters paused for a moment then smiled awkwardly.


  “Did he just jump to his death?” Jovian laughed.


  “That damned fool,” Jacqueline mockingly sighed as they walked over to the edge. Looking down they blinked before jumping in surprise as they saw Daniel standing on a terrace from the floor below them, the human glaring at them with bared teeth while having his sword wound back behind him. Without pause Daniel shouted with a furious swipe of his blade, casting out a nightmarish eruption of flames and dark electricity that carved through the building at an angle and engulfed the sisters from below. Flaming debris and smoke blasted high into the air while more rained down further away across the ravaged temple. Quickly scrambling up along the collapsed palace chamber he demolished Daniel got back to the top and looked around quickly as his attack finally dissolved above in the air. He saw flaming chunks of stone and wood scattered everywhere while burning leaves were drifting down from the tree all around, his eyes then catching sight of the two runestone blades of the gemini further away. Sure enough Jovian and Jacqueline were getting back onto their feet, which slowly reformed to have flesh covering their bones again, while pushing themselves up with their enchanted weapons. As Jovian’s eyes formed in her skull she saw Daniel rushing towards her, following up with another vicious slash through her body and knocking her sword out of her skeletal hands. Her remains were thrown back along with flames and raw magical energy from the strike while her weapon bounced away and struck into a pile of rubble with a sharp strike. Turning his attention over to Jacqueline he saw her lunging at him with her weapon. Moving quickly, he darted to the side and parried her sword away, following through with bashing her head with the Hellfire’s Edge’s hilt before spinning around and striking his sword down across her front with a fierce yell. As she splattered to the ground while feebly holding onto her sword Daniel glanced back and saw Jovian rising again, having reformed once more and glaring at him with her multicolored eyes.


  ‘Need to keep them separated. If they double-team me again I might be finished. Fight them one-on-one the best you can and keep them here as long as you can. Do not let them go near your mates!’


  “I must say,” Daniel mockingly retorted before swinging his sword around and into the ground, tearing through the rubble and knocking Jacqueline’s sword away. “I thought you two would be able to give me a good workout. I know my mates certainly do. Especially Triska, she’s definitely become more of a lustful monster in the sheets. Sad to see you’re both quite lacking when it comes to satisfying others, let alone this man. How pitiful for monsters of this world, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “You little…” Jovian hissed with anger.


  “You’re dead!” Jacqueline yelled as she lunged at him with her hands. He quickly stepped around and jammed his sword through her gut, halting her as she was run through down to the hilt, then spun her around to face him before giving a hard slap to her cheek. The girl gasped and looked back to him in surprise just before he yanked his sword upward, slicing through her body with its heated edge and out her shoulder with a crunch. He swung around and sliced her head off, following up with a swift kick to knock the falling severed girl’s skull straight over to Jovian. The girl caught her sister’s head with a startled jump and stared at it with rage and disbelief before glaring with a furious growl at Daniel who was smirking bitterly at her.


  “I’d tell you to shove that up your ass,” he derisively stated as he walked past Jacqueline’s body that dropped to its knees behind him. “But something tells me you sick bitches would enjoy that.”


  “How dare you…” Jovian snarled as she crushed the head with a loud crunch. Daniel glanced back to see Jacqueline’s body dropping forward before it stopped itself with its arms, the neck having a bulge of flesh and bones growing out from it. The girl slowly stood up as the head regenerated, her long hair dropping down and swaying in the wind as she glanced back to him with a furious look on her face.


  “What’s wrong?” Daniel taunted. “You were so happy a moment ago. Where’s your smile, sunshine?”


  Jacqueline fumed with anger before turning around and lunging at him with a scream. Daniel stepped away and dodged the girl’s frantic swipes at him, the girl stumbling a bit with her attempts before picking up a large slab of stone and swinging that at him instead. Daniel watched her carefully while dodging to the side and swiping around with his sword, cleaving her arm off with a quick slice. The girl screamed furiously as she swung down and off-balance with her stone, smashing it into the ground as Daniel jumped around to the side before darting behind her. He thrusted his sword straight into her rear, the girl lurching forward with a surprised gasp as the sword burned its way through her insides up to her ribcage. Daniel then turned to see Jovian pulling out her blade from the rubble while staring at him in shock.


  “What?” he asked with a shrug. “Don’t tell me she hates anal. I really didn’t think she would mind. Alyssa always jumps for joy whenever I give it to her in that hole.”


  Gripping the handle tightly Daniel yelled out while swinging to the side with his sword, the blade letting off a powerful eruption of fire that blasted apart the girl while throwing her bloodied remains off to the side in a wide splatter of charred flesh and seared bones. With a small flick of his fiery sword Daniel turned to face Jovian who was dashing towards him with a furious scream and blade drawn to her side, her Hellstorm sparking wildly while trailing electrical arcs all along the ground it passed over as she swiftly closed in on the human.


  “NOBODY TOUCHES MY SISTER LIKE THAT!” Jovian roared as she swung at Daniel. He threw all his weight into blocking the attack while focusing his might to channel as much power from the Hellfire’s Edge into it as he could, the two swords clashing with a violent eruption of fire and sparks that shot out all around them in a chaotic display. Daniel’s legs braced from the force of the gemini’s powerful swing, his boots sliding a bit at first as he was pushed back before he quickly darted around the girl and steered her sword down with his. Jovian snarled while swinging her blade back up at him, with Daniel again parrying around her and trying to throw the sword’s direction off.


  “I’m going to kill you!” Jovian screamed with murder in her multicolored eyes. “Her body is only for me!”


  “What’s wrong? Afraid she might like it more from me?” Daniel taunted as she razed her blade up along his towards his face, with him ducking under it and parrying her sword around and down to the ground again. Jovian merely replied with a slurred yell, her blade building up a dangerous amount of electricity as it began wildly sparking with arcs of energy zapping the ground below it. Daniel smirked as he saw he pushed her over the edge, the gemini then furiously swiping towards him with great strength. With a quick leap Daniel lunged to the side while angling his sword to guard himself, watching as the girl swung her sword at where he was and cast out a powerful torrent of lightning that crackled violently with bright light past him. The blast of energy seared across the ravaged battleground and engulfed Jacqueline as she stood up holding her sword, the girl jolting uncontrollably while arcs of electricity ran all along her body and down her weapon. Jovian stared in surprise as Jacqueline was shocked to her core, the stammering blonde shaking about before the attack finally fizzled out, leaving her standing with a dazed expression and hair that was sticking straight out in all directions with small buzzes of energy arcing between them. After a moment she wavered and dropped to her knees while her eyes finally stopped rolling around in her head.


  “Sister,” Jovian mourned in dismay. She snarled furiously and looked back and up just in time to see Daniel having leapt upward and driving his sword down at her with both hands. Before she could move he struck his searing blade through her mouth, down her neck, and into her torso with a loud crunch, with Jovian wavering off-balance and gurgling blood as her eyes sluggishly looked at the weapon then to Daniel, before he yanked her down onto her knees while grinning sharply at her. He then glanced over to see Jacqueline staring at him in disbelief while her hair finally dropped down behind her again.


  “Tell me,” Daniel dared as he kicked Jovian’s sword out her hand. “Does it make you upset seeing me skull-fucking your sister in front of you?”


  “Daniel…” Jacqueline snarled while trembling with rage.


  “Or does it arouse you?” Daniel wondered. “I guess I can understand that. I hear Clover is a big fan of fellatio as well. Though I must confess I’m sure I’ll enjoy skull-fucking her far more than your tramp of a sister.”


  Daniel stepped around Jovian while yanking up his blade, the gargling monster turning to him with a vicious glare, then promptly wound back with fire searing along his sword again before slashing down and destroying the girl’s body with a powerful blast of flames that carved a crevice through the rubble past her. Pulling his sword back up, he gave it a small twirl before walking towards Jacqueline, the girl standing back up while seething with anger as she held her blade in both hands with a trembling grip.


  “Ready for your turn?” Daniel casually asked. Jacqueline snarled like an animal before rushing at him, lunging forward with a powerful downward slice that had freezing air billowing from the blade. Daniel darted aside, dodging the attack that struck into the ground with large shards of ice and debris rupturing from the impact, then nimbly ducked and dodged to the side again as Jacqueline swung her sword around at him with a crazed yell, icicles and frozen rubble being thrown outward behind it as the girl wildly tried hacking the swordsman in a blind fury. As she swung again and again at him, Daniel found dodging her presumably fatal attacks to be increasingly easy as he confirmed something about the gemini.


  ‘It’s working. The more angry and upset they become, the sloppier their attacks get. They’re going blind with rage. Just keep egging them on and don’t let them fight together, buy as much time for everyone to get out of Green Haven as you can.’


  “I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!” Jacqueline roared as she swung down with her sword, slashing it into the ground and causing an explosion of ice and debris to burst from the impact. Daniel dodged to the side, and then slipped on the frozen ground, falling down with a hard grunt before quickly rolling away as Jacqueline tried to stomp on his head, her foot crushing the ground in with a powerful smash instead. Rolling back onto his feet Daniel turned and parried a wide swing from Jacqueline’s Ice Princess before spinning around and slashing hard with his sword, obliterating the gemini with a searing hot arc of fiery energy that pulverized her body across the ground with a splatter. Standing upright and catching his breath Daniel noticed Jovian again rushing him with her sword drawn and a furious yell as she charged him like a wild bull. Shaking off the stumble he took he prepared to once again fight and taunt the blood-thirsty monster while her sister slowly regenerated from his attack.


  ‘I hope I can keep this up. Pace yourself, Daniel, and watch your footing. Or else you’re in for a very painful demise.’


  *****


  “Now this is quite the show,” Aeon chuckled, standing atop a distant knoll while watching Daniel’s fight with the gemini. “I must say, those two lowly dogs give us Dark Queens a bad name. No self-control, no finesse, no sagacity. No problem fighting completely naked, so class is clearly out of the picture too. So nice to see some sense being slapped into them, and by a mere human no less.”


  “I have to say I’m surprised he’s lasted this long,” Flarah conceded, her eyes staring intently at the elven forest further away as she witnessed Daniel’s battle. “Not bad for a human.”


  “What are you two talking about?” Kindra whined hopping up and down. “I can’t see jack shit from here! What’s happening? What’s going on with Daniel?”


  “He’s engaged the gemini in combat,” Aeon replied with a smug smile and quick glance to the kitsune.


  “He’s what?” Kindra cried out.


  “And he’s actually fending them off all on his own,” Flarah mused.


  “He’s… what?” Kindra curiously asked. She looked ahead at the burning forest with wonder then back to Flarah as her sister merely raised in eyebrow in question.


  “Make no mistake, he’s no closer to killing them than anyone’s ever been, but he is managing to fight them off without any support.”


  “Daniel’s… winning against the gemini?” Kindra wondered.


  “Not winning,” Aeon answered shaking her head. “More of a stalemate for the time being. Of course I doubt he can keep it up for too much longer. The gemini will never tire, whereas he will slowly grow weaker and weaker with each clash they make.”


  “Then why do you want him to face the gemini at all?” Kindra demanded. “What game are you playing here, chrono wench?”


  “A very enjoyable one, I promise you that,” Aeon retorted with a twitch of her eyebrow.


  “Her question does still stand,” Flarah mentioned glancing to Aeon. “Daniel may be able to hold them off for the time being, but that time will fall short very quickly. What is it you’ve arranged for him, Aeon?”


  Aeon merely looked at her with a sly grin, the kitsune studying her carefully for a moment before turning her gaze back towards Green Haven. Her eyes scanned the surrounding chaos that Daniel was encircled in while fighting the gemini high atop the grand timber of the forest, her focus then slowly shifting downward as something new caught her attention. Kindra growled in rising frustration as she watched Green Haven burning with large trees falling amidst the elven village, the catastrophic crashes they made and the screams of both elves and grunts of The Sisterhood being heard even from their distant position.


  “I don’t like this at all,” Kindra snarled with rustling tails. “Daniel’s not ready to fight like this, let alone a Dark Queen. He can’t kill them, and he’s as good as dead if his fatigue catches up to him now. Fuck this. He’s in a fight he can’t win while surrounded by those blood-thirsty monsters, I need to get him out of there before things get even worse.”


  “Too late,” Aeon carelessly replied with a shrug.


  “What?” Kindra said quickly turning to her. “What do you mean too late? Explain yourself!”


  “Kindra,” Flarah cautioned, her eyes widening slightly as her sister looked to her with growing apprehension.


  “What is it? What do you see now?”


  “You mean you can’t?” Aeon teased. “I thought as a kitsune you would have been able to tell by now.”


  “Tell what? What are you talking about?”


  “Kindra, look closely,” Flarah warned.


  Kindra sharply observed Green Haven while searching for whatever else could be Daniel’s doom amidst the growing number of candidates. She looked around quickly for a while before stopping suddenly, her eyes narrowing slightly as something did seem off to her.


  “Wait… Green Haven, it’s… the fire’s energy…”


  “So you can tell,” Aeon mused. “I thought as much. You kitsunes are essentially fire demons, yes? Just as I’m in tune with the ether of time itself, you have a unique grasp and sensitivity to the element of fire, don’t you?”


  “What is this?” Kindra said shaking her head. “I can sense it now. The power of fire from that forest… it’s spiking. But how? Even with the forest burning it shouldn’t be rising this profoundly. What… what the hell? Flarah? Why can I sense so much burning energy building up there now? Where’s it coming from?”


  “Look down, Kindra,” Flarah cautioned.


  Kindra blinked then slowly turned her eyes downward from the forest, her senses over her natural element suddenly becoming overwhelmed as her focus shifted lower. She quickly pondered an explanation for what she was feeling, her mouth opening slightly as it only made her heart skip a beat from the mere thought, before she turned to Aeon who was now chuckling with a dark smile on her face.


  “Oh, Flarah?” Aeon coyly taunted. “Do you remember that little trick you pulled in order to allow the Hellfire’s Edge to enter that forest? Something very important belonging to the elves was broken during that event, isn’t that right?”


  “The Aquarius Gateway,” Flarah recalled. “That elven child destroyed it upon her escape from Green Haven.”


  “Yes, she did,” Aeon applauded with a few claps, then showed an innocent expression as the two kitsunes watched her carefully. “So, why do you think the elves had that unique seal constructed over their home? I don’t believe it was intended just to keep that legendary sword from entering their forest.”


  “What are you getting at? You never mentioned any of this before,” Flarah accused. “This wasn’t destined to happen last I checked with you.”


  “Oh, that is true,” Aeon slyly insisted. “Though you seem to be forgetting that after I told you what was originally destined to happen, you made a change that not even I could have predicted. You wanted that magical seal removed, thinking you had to remove it all, and you got your wish from me doing that small favor you requested of guiding that elven child to safety.”


  “What is she talking about, Flarah?” Kindra asked.


  “And after I did that little favor for you, fate changed. This is the result of your meddling, Flarah, not mine. I never foresaw the Aquarius Gateway being destroyed when you were plotting your own little show here.”


  “But you said the gemini were going to be slain here tonight,” Flarah recalled. “The Hellfire’s Edge had to have come here to do that.”


  “Yes,” Aeon answered with a nod. “But, I never said the Dark Queen was destined to fall within Green Haven. Rather, it was to be just outside of it.”


  Flarah stared at Aeon in silence as the chronofly chuckled while seeing words failing to come from the kitsune’s mouth now. Kindra looked back and forth between the two before shaking her head anxiously.


  “What does all that mean?” she demanded, before quickly noticing something that caught her complete attention.


  “This little deviation in the fates is because of you, Flarah,” Aeon lectured with a shake of her finger. “You’re the one who threw change into motion with the fates that I was so kind as to inform you of. You’re the one who wanted the Aquarius Gateway removed to better suit your own plans. You’re the one who assumed you knew everything when you didn’t ask all the right questions to begin with. You thought you had every detail planned out, and yet you didn’t see the full picture at all. And just as you didn’t put any real thought into any of that, you didn’t with why the elves had that special seal erected to protect their home in the first place. Here’s a hint, Flarah, it had nothing to do with the likes of you kitsunes or even that sword Daniel Sorres now holds.”


  “Flarah,” Kindra said as her eyes widened, her gaze locked onto a gigantic source of heat energy building up below Green Haven.


  “Seems those ant girls dug a little too close to what the elves had suppressed with their precious Aquarius Gateway,” Aeon chuckled as she turned her gaze towards the forest. “And without it still standing, they’ve awoken what once lay dormant. Don’t worry, Flarah, I’ve already taken into account this happening before I arrived here, it changes nothing of what I promised would come from this fateful night. Although, it surely will make things all the more interesting to watch now, won’t it?”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Kindra fretted as she grabbed her hair. “Green Haven… it’s…”


  Flarah stepped forward in front of the two women and watched as a dangerously high amount of fiery energy was building up below the elven forest, knowing perfectly well what they were seeing and what was about to happen thanks to her own meddling with destiny.


  “It was built over a volcanic fissure.”


  *****


  “Would you hurry up?” Clover shouted as she dragged Felucia down the long spiral stairs inside the grand tree. The two raced down the stairwell as the area rumbled again, causing them to stagger against the wall for a moment before continuing downward.


  “Would you stop telling me what to do?” Felucia barked back. “And let go, I can run just fine on my own without you guiding me like I’m some sort of child!”


  “You’re too fucking slow!” Clover retorted. “We need to get the hell out of here and find my friends! Now move your ass!”


  The two descended along the spiraling stairwell before being thrown against the wall as another violent tremor rolled by.


  “What the fuck is going on out there anyway?” Clover cried out. “Why was everything on fire all of a sudden?”


  “Who cares? Just take me to my Cindy right now, I need to get her out of this crazy shithole!”


  They began making their way down again before another powerful quake rocked the tree, causing them to stumble with their steps as they held onto the wall for support.


  “Holy shit,” Clover said looking up. “Is this from Dan fighting the gemini? How much power are they using up there?”


  “Your human didn’t start your forest on fire,” Felucia reminded her. “Something else is happening here.”


  The two girls raced down the stairs for a while before finally coming to an abrupt halt, both staring with wide eyes as they had reached the bottom of the steps with nothing at all now resting below them. Instead they only saw what was now under the grand tree; a seemingly bottomless chasm with hazy clouds of dust swirling far below in its depths. Slowly they looked around in shock, seeing that the tree’s roots were spread out far enough to still reach into the cliffs of the gaping pit and hold the mighty timber upright despite there being nothing at all directly below it now.


  “What the fuck?” Clover breathed out.


  “Where did the fucking ground go?” Felucia cried out. “What’s going on here?”


  They jumped back quickly as the step they were on broke off with a snap, the two girls watching as the loose piece fell all the way down into the pit before vanishing in the haze.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Clover shakily stuttered. “What the hell happened? What’s doing this to my home? Did those other monsters plan this?”


  “This isn’t The Sisterhood’s doing,” Felucia said shaking her head. “They don’t have the means to cause something like this. It’s like Eden itself is falling apart below our feet.”


  “Fuck!” Clover screamed as she looked up and down in frustration. “We’re trapped between the gemini and oblivion! You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! This is as bad as it can possibly get!”


  Upon uttering those words the area started to rumble again, this time with Felucia and Clover stumbling to the side and bracing against the wall before quickly backing up a few steps as more dropped out from below them. Felucia grunted while holding onto the wall before she and Clover slowly looked down as the rumbling was growing louder. The haze at the bottom of the chasm slowly shifted to a bright crimson, waves of heat suddenly rising and increasing with growing updrafts of smoke.


  “You just had to open your mouth,” Felucia snapped.


  “That heat…” Clover cautioned, the elf and sand wraith then jumping in fright as they saw the haze parting to reveal molten lava and burning rock rising with bursting geysers erupting from it.


  “Oh… my…” Felucia breathed out as she turned pale.


  “Climb. Climb!” Clover screamed as the pool of magma quickly started to rise upward with a violent vibration rolling through the forest. The elf and sand wraith turned and dashed up the stairs as fast as they could while heated air was blown through the hollowed tree in a powerful gust.


  Running about in a panic elves and monsters of The Sisterhood were scrambling in all directions within the elven forest, all of them slowly halting and turning towards the grand timber that now had pillars of smoke blowing up from under it.


  “What the hell is that?” a witch nervously asked.


  “I have bad feeling,” a goblin whimpered while stepping back.


  “The royal tree,” an elf softly said as a tremor shook the forest heavily.


  “What is going on down there?” Daniel asked as he and the gemini paused from feeling the temple shaking beneath them. “What did you two do this time?”


  “This isn’t us,” Jovian and Jacqueline mused together while looking around curiously.


  With a thunderous boom an eruption of lava and charred rock blasted up all around the mighty tree from underneath, shooting molten stone and searing magma up and out in all directions as the royal tree’s roots were lit ablaze and engulfed with the volcanic emission. Every monster nearby screamed as the forest was bathed in a deep red light from the fiery hail and then watched in terror as it rained down all throughout the village. Trees were struck with burning globs of lava that quickly seared right through them, more of the forest floor gave away with monsters and elves dropping down where broiling steam vented up from, a group of trolls were hit with a heavy molten chunk that plowed them down into the burning ground, witches shrieked and ran about while a few were clipped by raining lava and burst into flames violently, and the grand tree shook as what little foundation it still sat upon was being melted away.


  Within the hollowed timber Clover and Felucia were sprinting up the stairs while watching in fright as a torrent of liquid magma tore through the hollowed tree below them at high speed.


  “We’re going to die!” Felucia cried out. Clover looked up and saw a near-endless flight of stairs awaiting them, then down to the lava that was quickly annihilating the steps below while racing towards them. They managed to climb just a little higher before they stumbled with their footing and dropped onto the stairs, both then gripping each other close as they were engulfed in a fiery light while staring in horror as the rising lava quickly closed in on them.


  “I hate this fucking world!” Felucia screamed out. Clover stared with unblinking eyes at their approaching deaths before she shut them tightly and screamed the loudest she had ever done in her life.


  “DAN!”


   


  


  Chapter 2


  Welcome to Flame Haven


  In the world of Eden, things didn’t always go as planned. A loving deceleration from the heart could still result in rejection from that pretty girl down the street, a well-planned attack on an enemy stronghold could end in failure from a more resilient defense than expected, and even carefully constructed schemes, be they for noble or mysterious purposes, could hit a snag or two that would completely throw them into jeopardy. But this didn’t mean all was lost, rather there might still be a way to turn defeat into triumph. It’s said that desperation and fortitude could sometimes help those overcome insurmountable trials and succeed when things look their darkest.


  Although the costs of such a victory could also become much steeper.


  *****


  Between the ground shaking so suddenly, the horrible roar of Eden itself rumbling below, the waves of scorching heat coursing through the air, and the shrieks of monsters sounding out all throughout the forest of Green Haven, it was difficult to say which caused Cindy more fright at that moment. Especially given how loud she herself was screaming as she lay tucked into a ball on the ground with Squeak covering her.


  “Waaaaah!” the sand wraith wailed as she held her hands over her face. “What’s happening? This isn’t what I wanted to happen! Make it stop! Make it stop!”


  Squeak slowly looked up and around as she held onto the crying sand wraith, seeing eruptions of fire and charred rubble blasting upward within the forest. Elves were running about in a panic while others were dropping from above with hard impacts onto the forest floor as their entire home was shaken to its very core. Monsters from The Sisterhood were scrambling around in disarray, struggling to get each other and the elves to control themselves and failing miserably.


  “Daniel!” Cindy screamed, gaining Squeak’s attention. “I’m scared! What’s happening? What do I do? Fire! Fire! FIRE!”


  Squeak shook the girl by her shoulders, causing Cindy to spasm and quickly jolt from her hiding spot with a frightful scream, her eyes snapping to the ant girl as Squeak squeaked at her with a worried frown.


  “Squeak? What’s going on? Why is there- FIRE!” Cindy shrieked as she saw a nearby tree engulfed in flames. She quickly scrambled around and held onto Squeak, burying her face in her bosom while shaking her head. “What’s going on? I don’t like this! I don’t like this! Fire! Loud noises! Make it stop!”


  Squeak shook her again and pulled the girl’s head up to look her in the eye, squeaking a few more times before Cindy screamed from another violent tremor rolling through and promptly hid her face in the ant girl’s breasts once again.


  “I can’t do this!” she sobbed shaking her head. “I didn’t know there was going to be fire! And loud noises! And fire! And… and… I’m scared! Daniel! I need you!”


  Squeak showed a frustrated look as she noticed other monsters running around nearby; goblins, arachne, trolls, all of which didn’t seem to pay them any mind given what was happening in the forest.


  “I’m scared,” Cindy whimpered with eyes shut tight. “I… I can’t do this. There’s too much fire. Everything is shaking. This is too much. Please, I can’t. I want to go home. I want to go back home with Daniel.”


  Squeak pulled her back and squeaked at her sternly, with Cindy watching as the ant girl made indecipherable hand signals while squeaking at her before pointing all around them and waving her arms about in strange patterns. After she finished saying whatever it was she wanted to say Cindy sniffled and slowly looked at the chaos surrounding them, seeing elves running everywhere while burning trees were falling with thunderous crashes and plumes of fire. Squeak glanced around at the chaotic scene then squeaked at Cindy with a concerned frown, the sand wraith watching as she said something more before standing up and guiding the frightened girl back onto her feet by her hands.


  “But… Squeak,” Cindy sniveled. “I can’t… I can’t do this. I’m not ready. I’m not.”


  Squeak took a slow breath and then started to squeak something at her before she suddenly stopped, her eyes moving over towards something that caught her attention as she then showed a pained look on her face. Cindy followed her gaze before gasping as she saw an elf lying on the ground further away with a large timber crushing her into the ground, the dead monster remaining still and peaceful amidst the anarchy surrounding her. Though what really tore into Cindy’s heart was the sight of a smaller elf in the mother’s arms, with only her short blonde locks visible as her body rested below the fallen tree.


  “No,” Cindy breathed out. “Not… a child. No. That’s so cruel.”


  She shook her head before looking around to seeing elves running about on fire, others struggling to hold onto broken rope bridges before falling with loud screams, and others trying to leap away from falling debris from the fiery trees that many unfortunately could not evade.


  “This is terrible,” Cindy whined. “They’re all scared. They’re dying. Make… make it stop, please. I don’t like any of this.”


  She took a few steps forward before stopping, the sight of fire everywhere petrifying her in fear while that of the elves in peril pierced her heart. A few shaky breaths escaped her mouth before she turned to see Squeak gazing around at the grim sight with remorse, the ant girl slowly turning her eyes back to her and squeaking while raising an eyebrow. Words faltered in Cindy’s throat as she saw the ant girl watching her, with Squeak slowly motioning with her arm towards the outskirts of the village that led away from Green Haven. Cindy looked over towards darkened woodland behind them then turned to Squeak with a nervous gulp.


  “We can both leave that way?” she asked, with Squeak shaking her head before pointing to her and then towards the edge of the village. She pointed to herself then at the burning forest before squeaking at Cindy again.


  “But…” Cindy slowly said. “I don’t want to leave you here. You… and Daniel… I don’t want… but I…”


  She looked back and forth between the burning village and the way to safety a few times, a nervous whine being made before she turned to Squeak. The ant girl squeaked, waiting for Cindy to decide what to do, while the sand wraith turned her gaze back to the mother and daughter that were slain beneath a fallen timber nearby.


  No answer was given, not a word being spoken as Cindy stared at the sight with sorrow. After a moment Squeak sighed then squeaked while gesturing Cindy to leave the forest, with herself then turning to walk off before stopping as she heard a different sound. Slowly she glanced back to see Cindy shaking a little while her heartbroken eyes were locked onto the sight of the elven child that was crushed under the tree. Again the sound was made, a slight crunching noise, before Squeak noticed Cindy’s hands were now clenched into fists at her sides. She compressed them tightly, the sound of grinding gravel being heard as the sand wraith looked down to her fist as a few loose grains of sand fell from it.


  Squeak opened her mouth to speak before a powerful boom sounded off, her eyes quickly turning upward as she witnessed the grand temple appearing to violently explode from its side. She squeaked softly in surprise, her concern for Daniel and Clover quickly escalating as she saw fiery debris flying off from the side of the temple down to the forest below. Turning back to Cindy she saw the sand wraith still staring at her fist, a stunned look on her face as she appeared to be withdrawn into her thoughts. After a moment Cindy slowly turned to Squeak, a few tears forming her eyes as she showed a stubborn scowl.


  “I don’t… want to be here,” she shakily said. “I want to go home with Daniel. I want us all to go home.”


  She paused, taking a moment to wipe her tears away, before glancing back to the fallen mother and child as a shaky whimper escaped her lips.


  “But I don’t want the elves to die. I don’t want them to be afraid like I am. I don’t… want children to die.” Hesitating for a second she then turned to Squeak with a worried frown. “If we go now… if we leave them… they’ll die, won’t they? They’ll all die here, won’t they?”


  Squeak glanced around at the burning village then slowly nodded at Cindy. The sand wraith rubbed her eye before nodding at her with a forced look of determination.


  “I want… to be brave. I want… to help them. I do. I want to do what’s right. Let’s go. We have to help them.”


  Squeak smiled a little and nodded before they saw a large treeside dwelling dropping from a timber and crashing into a hut built into the base of the tree. Rope bridges snapped and dropped those along them with loud screams while burning leaves and ashes were fluttering in the air. Cindy watched in dismay as elves were running around in a panic while Squeak looked back up to the grand temple, seeing the tree branches above it starting to catch fire while another blast of blazing red light seared upward from the top of the building in a sharp arc.


  “What do we do now?” Cindy asked. “We need to get the elves out of here. We need to tell them to go to where Alyssa is. But… how are we going to do that?”


  Squeak kept a sharp eye on the grand temple, her antennae twitching a few times as she contemplated their choices. After a moment to decide she turned her attention over to a nearby dwelling built into the base of a burning tree, the sounds of screaming coming from within it while flaming branches were falling around the home from above. Remains of a toppled rope bridge were strewn about on its side while a mesh of flaming branches and leaves were piled up on the other. Squeak grabbed Cindy’s hand and raced them towards the home, both coming up to the door that was blocked by a burning chunk of timber. Cindy quickly backed up while Squeak looked around at seeing the residence practically covered in fiery debris while the screams of those within grew louder.


  “It sounds like there are elves inside,” Cindy worried. “Hey, are you okay in there?”


  “Are you fucking serious?” an elf shouted back. “We’re trapped in here and everything is on fire! Do we look okay to you?”


  “I don’t know. I can’t see you. All I see is your house burning.”


  “Oh my god!” a young girl cried out. “How fucking stupid is that bitch? We’re going to burn in here, you shithead! We’re not okay at all! Help us!”


  “Wow, you’re mean,” Cindy retorted with ire. “I was just asking if you were okay.”


  “What kind of asinine question is that?” the woman shouted back. “We’re trapped in here and there is fucking fire building up around us!”


  “Well then get out of there,” Cindy childishly retorted. “Why are you staying in there if everything is burning?”


  “Gee, what a wonderful question. How about the fact that the goddamn door is stuck! Do you honestly think if we could leave we would choose to stay here and fucking die? The windows are blocked and the door won’t budge at all! We are trapped in here, you idiotic cunt! What the hell is wrong with you?”


  “I didn’t know the door was stuck,” Cindy whined. “It just looks like there’s some burning stuff in the way out here in front of it. How was I supposed to know it was stuck too?”


  “For fuck’s sake, someone else other than her, help us!” the elven woman shouted. “Get us out of here, now!”


  “Anyone with an actual brain, please!” the child added.


  “Hey!” Cindy retorted while Squeak at this point was just watching the scene unfolding with a deadpan look on her face. “Just because I don’t have one of those brain thingies you have doesn’t mean I’m dumb! I’m trying to help you elves here even though I’m scared right now, so stop being so mean to me!”


  “You’re doing a horrible-ass job so far!” the elven woman shouted back. “We’re still trapped in here and you’re just running your fucking mouth! I’ve a got a kid in here, dammit! I want her to live to see another day! Do something other than yapping your lips, we’re going to be roasted alive in here!”


  “The fire’s growing bigger!” the elven child screamed. “Do something and get us out of here! Move your ass!”


  “Why are elves so mean?” Cindy whined shaking her arms about in a fit. “I’m trying to be good and they’re yelling at me! This isn’t fair!”


  Squeak rolled her eyes with a huff before grabbing Cindy and pushing her back. She pulled her pickaxe aside in her hand before striking it into the fiery debris in front of the door, the ant girl then yanking it aside where it sizzled with a flash of fire and ashes. Squeak punched her hand through the door’s handle, gripping the creaking wood tightly before ripping open the door and swinging it aside with a slam. An elven woman and her child quickly ran out while smoke and fire erupted outward from behind them, themselves along with Cindy and Squeak running away before broken branches from the tree above slammed down into the building with fiery crashes. The mother screamed while holding her child close, both watching their home collapsing into burning rubble with pillars of smoke rising up from it, before turning to the sand wraith and ant girl next to them as they slowly caught their breath.


  “Thank you,” the woman panted. “Thank you for- holy shit! What happened to our forest?”


  “What’s going on?” the child cried out as they went wide-eyed at seeing their forest falling into chaos around them. “Why is everything on fire? What’s happening?”


  “Who are you and what is the meaning of this?” the elven woman demanded with a fierce glare at the two girls. “Why is our forest on fire? What-”


  “Mama!” the child exclaimed, pointing up at something with shock that the others then took notice of. While the grand tree of Green Haven was catching fire amongst its branches the temple appeared to be seriously damaged with what looked to be flashes of lightning and fire dancing about atop it.


  “What in Eden’s name?” the woman breathed out. “What is going on up there?”


  “Daniel went up there to save your priestess,” Cindy told her. “Him and Clover.”


  “Clover?” the child quickly repeated. “Clover? Did you say Clover’s back?”


  “Clover has returned?” the woman asked in awe. “How do you know this? Do you know her?”


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a big nod. “She’s our friend. She brought us here so we could rescue you.”


  “Rescue… us? What are you talking about? Who the hell are you anyway?”


  “My name is Cindy, nice to meet you,” Cindy politely said raising a hand. Squeak nudged her with the end of her pickaxe and gave her an expecting look while waving her on. “Oh, right. And this is Squeak. Sorry, she doesn’t talk with words like we do. What are your names?”


  The elven child and mother stared at them in bewilderment while Squeak face palmed before noticing other elves running to them, a few of the rangers having their bows and quivers of arrows with them while others were carrying baskets covered in brown cloth.


  “Djrea,” one of them called out to the elven mother. “Good, you and Siric are alright. Thank the- wha… wait, who are these two?”


  “Are they with The Sisterhood?” another elf demanded as she took aim alongside her sisters. “What did you freaks do? Is this your idea of some sick joke? Why have you done this to our home?”


  “Djrea, get away from them!” one warned as all the elves were glaring at the ant girl and sand wraith.


  “How could you have brought this hell upon our home?” another shouted in disgust. “We did everything you fuckers asked of us! How dare you treat us like this!”


  “Hey, we didn’t do anything,” Cindy whined while Squeak raised her hands up from seeing elven archers taking aim at them. “We just got here. And we’re not part of The Sisterhood. Why would you say that?”


  “Wait,” Djrea said, holding a hand out while watching the newcomers carefully. “These two saved us from being burned alive just now. And this one says Clover has returned.”


  “Clover’s back?” one of the rangers questioned. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Is she really back?” the child asked running up to Cindy. “I swear if you’re lying I’m going to beat the shit out of you. Is she really here?”


  “I’m not a liar,” Cindy insisted before pointing up to the royal temple. “Clover went up there with Daniel to get your priestess. She’s really here.”


  “She went up into the temple?” a ranger exclaimed. Everyone looked up to see flashes of fire and lightning shooting off the top of the palace while fire was quickly spreading through the grand timber’s branches.


  “No, those demons are up there!” a ranger gasped.


  “Demons?” Cindy asked. “Wait, I thought your priestess lived up there.”


  “The priestess is dead,” Djrea told them, with Squeak and Cindy turning to her in surprise. “She was murdered by the leaders of The Sisterhood, along with all the high maidens who resided up there. Now only they live in the royal temple that they’ve claimed as their own.”


  “If Clover ventures up there she’ll come face to face with them for sure,” an elf worried.


  “If it really is Clover who has returned then she may make it out alive,” another prayed. “I just hope all those rumors about The Sisterhood’s leaders being impossible to kill are untrue…”


  “I’m certain they are,” another ranger spoke. “Perhaps it is Clover’s plan to go up there and simply kill the fucking monsters outright for all they’ve done to us.”


  Squeak glanced around questionably at the elves while hearing them speak about Clover in such regard then watched the temple again while her concern for Daniel came to the forefront of her mind.


  “So, wait,” Cindy slowly said. “You’re saying your priestess isn’t up there?”


  “No, she isn’t!” the elven mother shouted. “She’s dead!”


  “But… Clover and Daniel went up there to get her.”


  “Are you not hearing me? Our priestess isn’t up there, she’s dead! Only those two monsters who murdered her are in the temple now! …and who the hell is Daniel?”


  Cindy and Squeak looked to each other in alarm then at the grand temple where a blast of ice exploded out atop the ravaged building.


  “She’s fighting them,” the child said in awe. “Clover really is taking them on.”


  “Well if Clover has returned and is taking the fight to them, then I say we join her,” Djrea asserted. “Our home is being reclaimed by Eden itself, but that shouldn’t be all that is taken away from those assfucking intruders who murdered our beloved priestess. They need to pay for what they’ve done to our people, a thousand fold at the very least!”


  The elven rangers agreed with cheers while the child was smiling hopefully at the temple and hopping about on her feet. Squeak and Cindy however exchanged troubled looks from hearing that.


  “Let’s get everyone armed and kick some ass,” a ranger declared with a fist held high. “This fiery wrath the gods have sentenced upon the land is a sign we need to fight back!”


  “Get every elf a bow and as many arrows as possible,” another ordered the group. “The gods have unleashed their fury upon this land to aid us with our revolution, let’s make use of it. The enemy is in disarray, time to send every last one of those bitches to hell!”


  “We’re going to make these assholes pay for everything they’ve done!” an elf cheered.


  “Wait, that wasn’t the plan… was it?” Cindy asked Squeak. “We weren’t supposed to fight The Sisterhood, were we? I thought that would be bad.”


  The ant girl shook her head then started squeaking at the elves while waving her arms around, getting only blank stares from everyone as absolutely nothing she was saying got through to them, before an arrow suddenly struck with a hard impact, all eyes quickly turning to see Djrea wavering on her feet with an arrow pierced through her head between her eyes.


  “MAMA!” her child screamed as the woman dropped to the ground with a thump. Another arrow quickly silenced the daughter as well with a slick crunch through her eye, everyone staring in shock as the young girl dropped forward atop her fallen mother. Cindy felt her breath taken away at the sight of the child being slain before her, her fearful eyes locked onto her body while everyone else turned to see a gathering of more elves and also gremlins nearby. The elves who had their arrows drawn at their own kin were clad in darker colored cloaks and cowls, their bows having more angular and thornier appearances to them, while standing in the middle of the group was another who hadn’t bothered to draw her bow yet as it remained holstered over her shoulder. Its three crimson medallions gently swayed from the bottom of the weapon while the elf kept her cold eyes locked onto the remaining rangers that slowly backed up with frustrated grunts from seeing their self-proclaimed leader staring them down.


  “I’m very disappointed in you ladies,” Sivil scolded as she slowly shook her head. “Our beloved home is falling apart around us, our new friends are hurt and scared in this dreadful uproar, my temple above appears to be under siege as well. And to top off all that, here I find my own sisters plotting to start a rebellion against their priestess, scheming to unravel everything we’ve all tried so hard to build together for our survival in this crazy world.”


  She took a few steps forward in front of her group before stopping with a hand held to her hip, lips flinching in her scowl before she showed a bitter smile.


  “And what’s this drivel I hear about Clover being back? Clover’s dead. She’s never coming back. She’s as dead as… well, you traitorous rats.”


  With a snap of her fingers her fellow rangers let loose their arrows, the bolts streaking past Sivil and striking down all the elves in front of Cindy and Squeak, with the ant girl watching in shock at the monsters killing their own kind so mercilessly. As the fallen elves dropped before them Sivil turned her eyes towards the remaining two girls, Cindy who was still staring at the dead child nearby and Squeak who tensed up from seeing the elves taking aim at them while the gremlins beside them were watching with menacing leers.


  “Who are you girls?” Sivil inquired. “Are you among The Sisterhood’s ranks?”


  “We don’t have ant girls fighting with us,” a gremlin answered shaking her head. “But I do know they’ve been hindering our movements in The Outerlands. They’ve been quite the thorns in our side.”


  “Those monsters are not allied with us,” another agreed. “They’re our enemy.”


  “I see,” Sivil replied as she narrowed her eyes. “So these are likely the ones who helped orchestrate this attack on my forest. That’s all I need to hear. Execute them immediately.”


  Squeak gripped her pickaxe as the ground rumbled below them, her eyes darting around at the archers all taking aim with sharp glares at the two girls. Sivil showed a faint smirk as she watched her before shifting her eyes to something, with Squeak then noticing Cindy shaking a little while again her fists were clenched so tightly her sand was grinding noisily.


  “She was a child,” Cindy stuttered, her voice cracking as she appeared shaken to her core. “You can’t… hurt kids like that. You can’t. It’s so mean. So mean.”


  “It makes no difference to me,” Sivil coldly quipped. “Young or old, elf or not, those that betray me, conspire against me, refuse to follow my order, they are all treated the same. They are all put to death as a lesson to those who question their priestess.”


  “You’re not the priestess,” Cindy scowled, lowering her head with her bangs covering her eyes. “Those elves said the priestess is dead.”


  “I’m the new priestess in town, girl,” Sivil chuckled. “I’m the new ruler over this forest and leader of every elf within it.”


  “You’re not a leader,” Cindy growled. “You killed a kid. You killed an innocent kid. That’s so mean. It’s so cruel. You’re not a priestess. You’re a monster. A monster.”


  “We’re all monsters here,” Sivil retorted gesturing around her. “I assume you’re just like us as well, yes?”


  “No,” Cindy argued through clenched teeth. She turned to glare with teary eyes at Sivil, her cheek losing its magical disguise and revealing falling grains of sand. Her shirt over her left breast faded into crumbling sand as well while her hip turned to loose gravel, the elves and gremlins watching in surprise as Cindy faced Sivil with her face having rips of sand tearing through her magical concealment. Even Squeak stared in awe as the sand wraith’s natural form was slipping through in her anger, her ponytail having shades of sand appearing inside it while her fists made a louder crunching noise as they tightened.


  “You’re the only monster here,” Cindy scorned, her voice distorting slightly as sand dripped from her lips. “You killed a child. She was just a kid, she was so young. How could you do that to her? That’s so wrong. It’s so mean. It’s so evil!”


  “She’s a sand wraith,” a ranger spoke up cautiously.


  “What is another one doing here?” a gremlin hissed.


  “What do you care if she’s dead?” Sivil retorted. “You’re a sand wraith. Killing others is what you monsters do, it’s what you live for.”


  “No it isn’t!” Cindy yelled swinging her arms around. “I’m not like that! I’m not like you! I would never hurt a small child, I would never do that! They’re so little, and cute, and innocent, and… and… YOU CAN’T HURT THEM LIKE THAT!”


  Cindy trembled furiously before arching back with a loud howl, her cry sounding animalistic as she shook her head before slamming her fists down on the ground. With a thunderous impact the ground shattered and dented inward, throwing Squeak back onto the ground with a sharp squeak while cracks ruptured throughout the dirt in all directions from the raging sand wraith. Sivil stumbled in her footing while her archers fired their arrows from losing theirs as well, the bolts flying all over with hard impacts into the ground, next to Squeak with not an inch to spare, and into Cindy with sand bursting out her back from the sudden strikes. Squeak stared with wide eyes at the arrows that narrowly missed piercing her abdomen before seeing Cindy standing back up with arrows stuck in her chest and arm. Sivil watched in surprise as the wraith glared at her with teary eyes, her face now having mud from the tears and sand coming off her cheeks and forehead.


  “You meanie,” Cindy growled heavily. “You mean… monster… stupid… evil… mean… I HATE YOU!”


  “Burn her, now!” Sivil yelled at her group. The gremlins grabbed a few of their alchemic pouches and wound back to throw them before Cindy roared and struck the ground with a powerful stomp. The forest floor beneath her gave away into a pit with rubble and dirt falling down the sides, with Squeak tumbling down the incline along with Sivil while Cindy was wobbling on her feet in the middle of the collapsed ground. The ant girl and elf slid down onto the dirt next to the wraith and watched as the girl yelled out in anger while grabbing the arrows out of her and throwing them around blindly.


  “Sivil!” a ranger called down. “Are you alright?”


  “Still want us to burn her?” a gremlin asked.


  “Wait for me to get away from her first, you idiots!” Sivil yelled as she started scrambling up the incline. She was quickly stopped with a yelp before looking back to see Squeak holding onto her foot, the ant girl glaring at her with a stern squeak while Cindy was shaking in her rage with even more patches of sand appearing on her body.


  “You…” Cindy growled as she raised her fists up high that Sivil stared at with wide eyes. “You’re bad. You’re bad! You’re BAD! BAD GIRL!”


  “Wait!” Sivil screamed holding a hand out.


  Cindy shook while poised to slam the elf into a bloody smear, the sand wraith trembling with shaky whimpers and growls before she slowly held her hands in front of her. She stared at them, seeing the tightly compressed gravel they were revealed to be, then slowly opened them and whimpered with heartbroken eyes as her body returned to its normal appearance. Squeak looked up and saw the sand wraith crying now as she shook her head, her arms shakily moving to hold herself as she stepped back.


  “No,” she whined. “What am I doing? Killing others is bad. I can’t do that. I can’t be like how I was before. No. Stop, Cindy. Stop. Don’t be a bad girl. I’m not a bad girl. I’m a good girl. I’m a good girl.”


  She dropped to her knees and held her hands over her face, breaking down into loud sobs as everyone watched her crying loudly in the crater. Squeak softly squeaked at the girl before a boot struck her face, knocking her back with a sharp squeak as Sivil growled at the girls.


  “Filthy rats,” Sivil scorned as she scooted up the incline. “You got my lovely cape covered in dirt. How dare you!”


  She turned to climb out of the pit before everything started shaking more violently. The elves and gremlins above them noticed the forest trembling more while plumes of steam were now rising up through cracks in the forest floor in greater numbers. Grunts of The Sisterhood and elves all around slowly stopped moving and witnessed the change before turning to see large pillars of smoke billowing up from beneath the royal tree.


  “What’s happening now?” Sivil demanded, right before a rock blasted up out of the dirt beside her with a loud bang. Steam and a high-pitched whistle blew through the small hole before another two shot up behind Squeak, the ant girl and elf noticing them with a jump while Cindy slowly looked up and around with a whimper.


  “What… what was-” she asked before a large blast of steam ruptured the top of the incline behind her, the girl screaming and turning around while Sivil slid down the slope again as all the dirt was shaking loose. She and Squeak slipped and dropped down against Cindy, the girls watching as steam seared up around the edge of the pit with a growing whistling sound.


  “What is going on?” Sivil screamed out.


  “Uh…” a ranger faintly said as she turned pale in fright, her hand shakily pointing to something that the elves and gremlins were staring at with unblinking eyes.


  “That doesn’t look good,” a gremlin said shaking her head.


  “What doesn’t look good?” Sivil demanded.


  “That,” a gremlin replied pointing at something.


  “We can’t see!” Cindy whined. “What are you pointing at?”


  Squeak looked around at seeing steam blowing out all around the hole they were in before she, Cindy, and Sivil turned to each other as they felt the ground under them shaking with a growing roar beneath it.


  Without pause a thunderous boom sounded off as an eruption of lava and charred rock blasted up all around the royal tree, launching molten magma and flaming rubble in every direction while lighting the base of the grand timber ablaze almost instantly. Cindy, Squeak, and Sivil saw the sky turn red while it sounded like every monster in the forest screamed in horror, which was quickly drowned out by a deafening roar from Eden itself. Through the growing haze above them they saw streaks of fiery light passing by in the air while the whistling sound around them grew even sharper.


  “What the FUCK?” Sivil cried out.


  The slab of rock beneath them jolted and dropped at an angle in the pit before it was blasted out of the crater in an explosion of fire and steam. The elves and gremlins screamed as they stumbled away before they witnessed a huge boulder flying off towards the grand tree trailing smoke behind it. This view was very bewildering to them, although not as much as it was for those pressed against the front of the airborne chunk of rock. Cindy, Squeak, and Sivil screamed with fright as they saw themselves hurtling towards the royal tree while eruptions of fire, lava, and smoke streaked up into the air from the ground all around them. The three girls saw the grand tree fast approaching before the boulder they were on started to roll forward, spinning around them and flying off ahead while the girls now screamed for both being thrown towards the tree and also flying at it without any means of a ride.


  Inside the spiral stairwell within the royal tree Clover and Felucia watched in horror as the hollowed space below them was quickly filled with rising lava that was racing towards the two girls.


  “I hate this fucking world!” Felucia screamed out as they held onto each other.


  “DAN!” Clover shrieked with all her might.


  To add to their list of crazy shit happening that day, a giant boulder then struck through the wall nearby with a powerful blast, tearing through the wood and out the other side as it pierced the tree with a hard strike. The girls cried out in both shock and fright from something punching through the tree in front of them before the force of the speeding debris knocked them off the stairs towards the open center. Clover watched Felucia falling before her while staring at the elf in equal terror, the wraith’s green hair fluttering behind her against the view of burning lava crashing through the stairwell towards them. The two shared a brief moment suspended above certain death with eyes locked onto each other, bathed in the fiery light from the molten magma that was about to engulf them, before they were quickly struck by passing airborne projectile-girls that flew in through one of the gaping holes in the tree and then out the other with their two newest members. Clover and Felucia grunted in a daze then noticed they each had someone holding onto them now while they were flying through the air above the burning village.


  “Mother!” Cindy cheered as she held onto her mom.


  “Cindy?” Felucia exclaimed as her daughter was in her arms.


  “Clover!” Sivil shouted in disbelief, looking back to the elf she was holding onto upside down.


  “Sivil!” Clover retorted angrily before noticing what was in front of her. “You wear pink panties? Seriously?”


  Squeak floated in the air next to them with a confused look at seeing who they had picked up during their flight before all five girls noticed that they were soaring through the air high above the village, all of them then screaming as the reality of their situation struck them along with a force known as gravity. Squeak dropped first as her pickaxe weighed her down, Cindy and Felucia began descending after while screaming at all the fire that was burning beneath them, and Clover and Sivil began falling as well and seeing the forest rushing up to greet them.


  Tumbling down in the air Squeak saw the world spinning around her, along with ashes flying by and burning leaves as she approached a tree that was tilting on its base. The ant girl spun about before plowing through the branches and leaves of the timber, snapping them off instantly and taking a few hard hits to her chest and face from the limbs before she saw herself racing towards the forest floor. Striking her pickaxe into the tree with both hands she was yanked to the side at a sharp angle, the ant girl squeaking loudly as her tool tore through the wood as she started to spiral around the trunk, the handle vibrating and starting to crack as the steel pick ripped a gash through the timber in her descent. She held onto her pickaxe with all her might as she felt her momentum shifting to the side, swinging her around the tree in a slow arc before it started to tighten, spinning her around more heavily as she felt her grip starting to slip on the handle. With a sudden clack the pick jammed in place and the handle snapped right off, sending Squeak flying off to the side with a loud squeak. The ant girl somersaulted through the air before careening down towards the ground, squeaking loudly the whole way until she crashed into something that went both crunch and splat in a horrible fashion. Squeak kept her eyes shut tight as she felt herself sliding along the bumpy ground on something, then gradually stopped, with the ant girl slowly opening her eyes and jumping in surprise at seeing she was lying atop what remained of an arachne’s body. The monster was very much dead, not just evidenced by the frozen look of shock on her face with her eyes popping out of her skull, but also as her eight legs were strewn about behind them in the long trail of blood and gore that was smeared across the ground leading up to the point of Squeak’s sudden impact on her. Squeak stared at the sight with wide eyes as did surrounding elves and monsters of The Sisterhood, with the ant girl shuddering a little as she looked down to the remains of the monster that cushioned her fall before she slowly stood up and wiped the gore off herself with a disgusted grimace.


  Falling through the air filled with burning leaves and fluttering ashes Felucia and Cindy screamed as they saw the fiery forest fast approaching them, the two shutting their eyes and holding each other close as they plummeted towards a building constructed next to the base of a large tree. It appeared to be a church of sorts, with its well-crafted wooden support beams that soundly held strong even with the ground shaking as it was, hanging tapestries of colorful floral designs that had yet to be touched by the nearby fire, finely fashioned steep roofing of green and brown tree bark that had flowers growing atop it, a belfry set in back with large wind chimes hanging within it that were clanging loudly in the breeze, tall stein glass murals of colorful floral and angelic elven designs set along the sides above smaller open windows on the ground floor, and large wooden doors that had engravings of a forest parting with sunlight shining down the center from the clouds. Of course all this magnificent detail went unnoticed by the two sand wraiths as they hurtled towards the building and crashed through a large circular stein glass window over the front entrance. Screams were heard inside as puffs of sand blew out from the open windows of the lower level while vents of steam began to shoot up from the ground next to the structure through its nearby flower garden.


  Clover and Sivil fell in a tumble together towards the burning forest below, both of them crashing through a tall tree’s branches and leaves with loud cursing and yelling, then out of the foliage down to where a crevice tore open in the forest floor with steam and fiery light quickly growing inside. The elves shrieked as they dropped towards the opening before a nearby tree toppled over with its long green tapestry swinging in front of them. The two girls grabbed the fabric that started to tear from the weight as they were yanked to the side from where a blast of molten rock and smoke erupted from the ground while the tree carrying them crashed into another at angle, with the elves then swinging hard just above the ground and past many surprised monsters before they were thrown into the air past the fallen timber with its decretory hanging finally tearing apart. The girls flailed about as they tumbled overhead many elves below before falling into a tree, tumbling through branches and vines while tossing out any obscenities they could think of, which was a lot, and finally dropped onto a circular terrace built into the tree where suspended rope bridges connected to from opposite sides.


  “Fucking… hell…” Clover managed to get out, her hand shakily searching for the railing of the balcony that she then feebly held onto. Sivil started to say something but was quickly interrupted by throwing up off to the side, the elf sputtering something amidst her bile before she slowly got onto her hands and knees. After wiping her mouth she turned to glare at Clover, the girl returning the harsh look while leaning against the wooden railing for support. Down below elves were gathering nearby and pointing to where two of their kind landed after a very bizarre fall.


  Before anyone could speak a loud crackling was heard, with everybody in the forest then seeing the royal tree’s trunk breaking where it was struck through by a ballistic boulder. The base of the timber finally gave away with its weak footing in the surrounding ground, the burning wood dropping into the lava with a splash while the break it had in its trunk snapped apart all the way around. As the roots and base of the tree melted into the magma they turned and floated at an angle, the twisting causing the structural integrity of the point of impact to shatter apart, with the large and heavy amount of tree above it crashing down through the damaged wood and tilting as it was now no longer secured by anything.


  “No,” Sivil breathed out. “My palace. My royal tree.”


  “Dan,” Clover fearfully said.


  Squeak silently watched with an open mouth as the tree began to tilt and turn atop its broken shaft, while all those around her did the same as the heavy groaning of the mighty timber foreshadowed something that everyone began to fear just as much as the danger from the ground below them did.


  “That did not sound good,” Daniel worried as he stumbled in his footing. He quickly raised his sword before Jovian struck against it with hers, the clash sending out flames and bolts of electricity all over the area while Daniel was thrown back from the forceful hit. He tumbled along the ravaged floor, which seemed to shift slightly under him as the building rotated in place, causing his roll to skew off to the side towards the edge. With a heavy bump against the ground Daniel swung his sword overhead and struck it into floor, halting him just as his legs whipped around through the air over the edge of the building before dropping down on the floor next to the edge. Getting back onto his knees he looked over and stared in shock at seeing eruptions of fire and lava bursting throughout the burning elven forest below.


  “My god…” he breathed out. “Green Haven… it’s become Flame Haven. This is a disaster.”


  The gemini sisters continued advancing on him as they walked side by side, their multicolored eyes glaring at the human with rage while their swords emitted arcs of lightning and freezing frost-filled air. Daniel turned to them while stumbling in his footing as the building shook again, watching the sisters aiming their swords at him while he was once again backed into a corner.


  “We’re going to make you scream,” the girls taunted. “We’re going to make you scream. We’re going… to…”


  Slowly they trailed off as they stared at something in confusion behind Daniel. Glancing over his shoulder he then jumped as he saw the view of the horizon having been changed to that of a burning elven village with lava erupting through its forest floor. Standing on his feet he then felt his center of gravity shifting, his boots sliding a bit on the gravel as the palace was no longer level atop the tree which was now teetering.


  “The royal tree…” Daniel faintly spoke. “It’s about to fall over.”


  ‘So much for keeping them busy up here. This entire plan is falling apart. Do something, Daniel, you can’t let these monsters go on another killing spree. Especially with your mates down there.’


  “What the hell?” Jovian wondered.


  “I think we’re all going to fall,” Jacqueline plainly said.


  “Nah,” Daniel replied as he yanked up his sword, his eyes then turning to the sisters as he gripped his blade tightly. “Just you two are.”


  With a sharp swing he flung a blazing arc of energy towards the girls, both of them blocking the attack with their blades that gave off blasts of lightning and ice that quickly turned to haze and steam. The sisters growled and got ready to charge before Daniel raced towards them from the billowing smoke, and then right past them.


  “Daniel!” the girls screamed as they gave chase, all of them running up an increasingly slanting slope as the tree’s base sunk into the magma while its severed shaft crushed part of the lower trunk’s side from the sheer weight. With that the tree finally started to fall over, trailing fire and ashes behind from its top that was ablaze and burning brightly.


  “NO!” Sivil and Clover cried out, for completely different reasons, while every elf in the forest screamed in horror as the royal tree began to fall. Squeak screeched while grabbing her hair as she saw the tree dropping towards the northern forest while plenty of monsters there started crying out in terror from what was coming their way.


  “RUN!” a witch cried out as monsters of both sides began scrambling to evade the massive timber that was coming towards them. Elves quickly grabbed their children and bows while fleeing, with some leaping off suspended walkways and even out of their homes in desperation. Goblins and trolls raced to get away while an ogre turned to run before tripping over a fallen tree and dropping face first into a hut with a mighty crash. Mites flew around blindly and into each other while arachne were skittering as fast as they could along their webs, which managed to catch a few of the buzzing mites that nobody paid any mind to while they droned and thrashed about in the sticky thread.


  “What the hell is going on over there?” a troll asked from a camp further behind the forest, herself and many other monsters watching as Green Haven appeared to be on fire, have towers of smoke rising into the sky, bursts of lava sprouting into the air, and its tallest tree now falling over.


  “Should… we go see?” a goblin slowly asked.


  “Fuck that,” a witch argued shaking her head. “We’ll wait for the dust to settle, then go see.”


  “Good idea,” a gremlin agreed as they saw other members of The Sisterhood fleeing the northern forest with some of them being on fire.


  Wind started to howl past the tree as it fell, its severed trunk splashing into the lava while its furthest branches were aiming downward to strike at the forest beneath them. From hearing the horrendous crunching of the timber digging into Eden as it collapsed, the escalated screaming of those below who were trying to get the hell out of its way, and the yelling of the murderous gemini right behind him, Daniel only focused on sprinting forward with all his might to reach the other side of the palace while loose debris was now rolling and tumbling past him back towards where he most certainly did not want to be.


  “Daniel!” Jovian yelled as she wound back with her sword.


  “You won’t escape us!” Jacqueline scorned as she did the same.


  Daniel ran with his boots starting to slip with each step he took then swung forward with his sword, the momentum being just enough to help him clear the edge of the palace while spinning him around to see the gemini lunging at him from below. Following around with his swing he wound back with his weapon with rising flames burning off its steel, a brief moment of floating above the temple being felt as Daniel glared at the murderous twins with his sword poised to strike.


  “Down you go!” he yelled, slashing forward with his sword just as the gemini did the same. An explosion of fire, ice, and lightning devastated the temple, sending flaming debris, bolts of electricity, and shards of ice outward into the tree’s branches while the building’s top level shattered apart from the force. Daniel tumbled out of the cloud of smoke in the air and down the slope of the palace wall before crashing into a table on a small terrace, a strained grunt escaping his mouth as he lay against the broken plank while still holding his sword. On the other side of the building Jovian and Jacqueline screamed in anger as they were thrown down towards the forest ahead of the falling royal tree while trailing smoke.


  “C’mon, Daniel,” he grunted as he slowly got onto his feet atop the cracking glass door leading into the temple. “This is not where you can stop and catch your breath. Move it. Dammit, move your ass!”


  He jumped to the side as the glass shattered beneath him then started running down along the wall of the temple while frantically brainstorming of how to survive this crazy scenario he was in. Stumbling a little with his feet he managed to jump just in time to avoid the sudden stop of temple wall to run along, with himself soaring a bit in the air before landing on and then running down the royal tree itself while seeing the lake of magma far ahead that had the stump of the tree sinking into it.


  “This is not at all going according to plan!” he shouted in frustration and disbelief. Looking around quickly he saw Green Haven on fire, patches of lava bursting through its forest floor, monsters screaming and running everywhere in a panic, and heard what he could easily assume to be the catastrophic roar of the royal tree’s branches striking into Eden behind him. Glancing back he saw smoke and dirt erupting behind the tree’s top while a furious tremor started to hit. Quickly searching around him he saw in a blur what looked to be trees rushing up on both sides, fire and smoke flying through the air, and the sounds of terrified monsters being quickly overshadowed by the deafening crash of the royal tree. With a sudden heavy quake rocking through the timber Daniel was thrown off it and into the air, sight and sound becoming completely blocked for him by the deafening impact and dust filled air. Taking a blind swing he struck his sword into the trunk of the royal tree beside him, his hands quickly grabbing the handle and hanging on tight as he was yanked down from the blade slowing his fall and tearing through the bark while still descending rapidly. Shutting his eyes tightly he braced for what would happen next, fearing the end was about to hit him any moment now.


  ‘It wasn’t supposed to end this way! What the hell, Eden? I was trying to help these people! Give me a break, goddammit!’


  After a while he noticed he wasn’t moving, his eyes slowly opening and focusing to see clouds of haze and cinders swirling around while he was holding onto the Hellfire’s Edge, the heated blade setting fire to the tree while melting the wood around it. Looking down he saw he was a few feet from the ground, a shaky breath being made before he dropped down and wobbled on his legs that felt like they were drained of strength. He took a few deep breaths before slumping down against the fallen timber onto the rubble that now cradled the grand tree, his eyes staring off into space while he heard muffled screams from monsters nearby. The Hellfire’s Edge melted through the wood and dropped to the ground with a clang next to him, startling Daniel who quickly looked around as he was still reeling from his experience before seeing the blade resting on the dirt at his side. He shakily held a hand out, took hold of the sword, then leaned back against the tree while praying his heart wouldn’t explode given how hard it was thumping in his head. As the reality of what just happened replayed in his mind over and over again, a single thought managed to be voiced by him.


  “My mates are never going to believe that happened.”


  After regaining his senses and silently thanking god for the lucky break, Daniel slowly got back onto his feet and shook off the shock of what happened as he reminded himself of his task. Looking to the side he saw the dust gradually settling, revealing a bright crimson haze from the magma pool further down that had swallowed up the base of the tree and was setting the part of it that was resting in the lava on fire. To the other side he saw the length of the tree that lay ahead along with several toppled ones that it had crashed through, with the towering branches of the royal tree seen against the haze further away as they were raised high into the air while still burning profoundly. Glancing around he saw elves and grunts of The Sisterhood scrambling about through the dust and between the trees as everyone seemed to be in disarray, none catching a glimpse of the human that was hidden behind veils of powder that blended in well against the fallen timber.


  “The girls can handle herding the elves out of here,” he told himself before setting his sights towards where the royal tree had landed further ahead. “Trust them to do their job. Don’t let either one of those barbaric demons lay a hand on any of them in the meantime. The forest may be lost, but my mates will not be.”


  With that he began running along the fallen tree to find his adversaries and resume their fight while hoping that his girls would be quick with rounding up the scattered elves in the forest before they became the gemini’s next targets.


  *****


  Kindra stared with an open mouth, a twitching eye, and a faint whine as she watched an eruption of smoke and bursts of lava reaching over the trees in Green Haven. Words faltered in her throat, with only shaky utterances being barely audible now and again as she witnessed trees falling with flames rising up in their place, charred rubble being thrown over the forest, and finally the royal tree being shaken loose before slowly falling down with a devastating crash that sounded off loud and clear even from her distant position. Kindra twitched a few times as the cries of those within the forest were heard echoing in the night sky from the calamity before slowly looking over to her sister with wide eyes, the elder kitsune murmuring quietly as she cleared her throat before slowly glancing over to her with a solemn expression.


  “Wow,” Aeon applauded with a few claps. “That was brilliant. I mean, well done, Flarah. This whole event wouldn’t have been even half as exciting without you arranging this little spectacle to spice things up. I can see you really are a kitsune among kitsunes. Altering the course of fates by having the Aquarius Gateway removed all so that entire forest could be engulfed in flames from the ground up. Don’t get me wrong, I have no qualms with razing entire populaces into dust for enjoyment, I just never guessed that to be one of your fetishes as well. So this is what gets you all hot and bothered, isn’t it? Hahahaha!”


  “Flarah…” Kindra slowly growled, her eyes holding a sweltering fury within them while her tails were rustling behind her with cinders flying off into the air. “This… is your doing?”


  “Um…” Flarah softly said before giving a small shrug. “My bad.”


  Kindra shook with her rage swiftly building inside her, and just like the volcanic eruption that befell Green Haven, so did another not so further away.


  “FLARAH!” Kindra screamed as a torrent of fire exploded around her, scorching the ground instantly while the kitsune bared her fangs and nails at her kin who merely showed a weak smile and quiet giggle at her. In a flash Kindra dashed towards her sister to furiously swipe at her, with Flarah quickly grabbing her hands and using more force to hold her temperamental sister at bay this time as she skidded back a little along the dirt in her heels.


  “Now now,” Flarah tried to reason with. “Calm yourself, dear sist-”


  “Shut up!” Kindra roared as flames raged around the two in a rising inferno. Aeon smirked and reappeared higher up in the air to watch as the younger kitsune wasn’t going to be calmed down so quickly this time.


  “This is all your fault, Flarah! All the lives that have been wasted, all the innocent people that have been dragged to the underworld, all the blood that’s drenched this land; it’s all because of your doing! You failed with keeping the gemini locked away, you’ve failed in stopping them from killing others, you’ve failed in protecting this world as you were sworn to do! You’re a disgrace to our family, a disgrace as a guardian; you’re nothing but a horrible monster!”


  “Okay, ouch,” Flarah replied with a hurt expression. “No need to drag family into this, Kindra.”


  “Look at what you’ve done!” Kindra shouted, her tail and fur giving off searing flames while the ground cracked below them from the force of exuded energy. “All those elves are dying now! Daniel’s as good as dead! You’ve ruined everything! You swore to me he would be fine, you swore to me this wouldn’t happen! Goddammit, you’re worse than the Dark Queens, Flarah!”


  “I don’t know if I would go that far,” Flarah mused looking aside. “I like to think I have a little more decency than they do.”


  “I HATE YOU!” Kindra screamed as she thrashed about in her sister’s grip. “I’m going to kill you, Flarah! I’m going to kill you!”


  “Oh come now, it’s not that bad,” Flarah tried to reason with. “At least Daniel is still alive, that’s something to be grateful for, right?”


  “Stop treating this like a fucking game!” Kindra yelled hopping up and down. “Let go of me so I can tear you apart! You’re going to pay for what you’ve done, Flarah! This is the last straw! Everything’s gone to hell thanks to you!”


  “And that is a reason to thank her,” Aeon chimed in. The two kitsunes turned to see the chronofly slowly fluttering down onto the ground nearby while smirking at Kindra. “Like I said earlier, this changes nothing of what I’ve arranged to happen, and it does not change what I said about Daniel Sorres surviving this battle.”


  “Thank her?” Kindra raged, the girl trying to shove Flarah away but instead pushing herself back a few steps as her sister didn’t budge. “Thank her? Why in Eden would I thank her for what she did? Look at Green Haven! Those elves are dying, everything’s being incinerated in that forest, and Daniel is not only in there with the gemini but also now surrounded by certain death at every turn! What possible reason could I have for thanking my big sister for any of this?”


  “Because it’s only going to help our cause,” Aeon answered, earning confused looks from both of the kitsunes. “You and I are after the same thing, my dear. And in order to get it, Daniel Sorres must be properly pushed to grasp it for us. This little explosive show your sister unwittingly set upon that forest will only help bring out his full potential, something I’ve aimed to do as well by arranging his encounter with the gemini on this night.”


  “What are you talking about, Aeon?” Flarah asked. “Since when have you had any interest in Daniel Sorres?”


  “What we’re both after?” Kindra carefully repeated. “And what might that be?”


  “Something we both want him to summon into this world,” Aeon knowingly said.


  Kindra watched the chronofly closely, seeing the slick grin on her face and slight twitch of her eyebrow, and then slowly showed a look of surprise as her fiery energy calmed down.


  “Summon… you mean…”


  “Yes, I do,” Aeon agreed with a nod. “The very weapon you’ve been just dying to see him bring into the world. Ragnarok.”


  “What?” Flarah questioned while Kindra’s jaw dropped as far as it could go. “You can’t be serious. Ragnarok? That mythical sword my naïve little sister keeps claiming to be real? That’s what you’re after here? This must be some sort of bad joke, Aeon.”


  “It’s no joke,” Aeon promised her. “Really now, why else do you think that stupid human is of any importance to me? All he’s good for is summoning that sword into this world, that’s it. That’s the only reason I’m here right now. I want to see this thing with my own eyes, just as I’ve foreseen that I shall.”


  “Ragnarok… is coming here… tonight?” Kindra breathed out.


  “I wouldn’t grace either of you lowly dogs with my presence if I didn’t have a good reason for being here, now would I? Oh, no offense of course, Flarah.”


  “Ragnarok,” Flarah clarified holding out a hand with a skeptical eye on Aeon. “That’s seriously your game here, Aeon? You’re either joking or mad. That weapon isn’t real. It’s never been seen in Eden for as far back as records go, nor are there any definite portrayals of it in any books as everyone has a different imagining of the damned thing. It’s just spoken of in fairytales and poorly written novels by human authors.”


  “Oh, is that really the truth?” Aeon teased.


  “Ragnarok,” Flarah again repeated while shaking her head. “You do realize how foolish you’re making yourself out to be with this, don’t you? I honestly can’t believe that you are insisting that fabled sword is real as well. I expected slightly better of you, Aeon.”


  “It’s really coming here tonight?” Kindra eagerly asked with stars in her eyes. “Daniel is… and that sword… and he’s going to… and… are you being serious?”


  Aeon chuckled at seeing the kitsune anxiously awaiting a reply with wagging tails while her sister was slowly shaking her head with a dull expression on her face.


  “Kindra,” Flarah sighed. “Don’t let her get into your head with that nonsense too. Again, I know for a fact Ragnarok isn’t real. I learned much during my time guarding the gemini in their city. I’ve seen more than you can imagine and learned far more than you want to know. And while there are things in this world that many would never even begin to dream of existing or being possible, I assure you Ragnarok is not among them.”


  “It is real!” Kindra shouted at her. “You think you know everything in this world, big sister, but you know nothing about this! The stories aren’t just stories, they didn’t just come to be from nothing. The history of that sword is hidden in this world to almost everyone, everyone but me. That weapon does exist, it can exist in Eden, and it will. It needs to. And I’ll shove it in your face the first chance I get, you better believe I will, and then you can suck on it like the bitch you are in the face of your own arrogance. Mark my words, you’re going to swallow yours when you lay eyes on Ragnarok, the Sword of the Destroyer!”


  Aeon burst out laughing, keeling over and holding her sides with her wings fluttering behind her, while Flarah merely breathed out in exhaustion from her sister’s persistent beliefs. Kindra snarled at Flarah with rustling tails, her anger again spiking for her sister just as the heat was from her tails, before they took notice of the Dark Queen’s amused smile at them as she slowly calmed down.


  “Ragnarok, the Sword of the Destroyer,” Aeon repeated in a mocking tone. “Oh my, that is rich. Humans really have twisted its memory into nothing but a poor joke amongst them, haven’t they?”


  “What do you mean?” Kindra carefully asked.


  “Sword of the Destroyer? That’s nothing but nonsense,” Aeon chuckled as she walked past them and stopped with her back turned to the two puzzled kitsunes, watching with a sly grin on her face as Green Haven continued to burn with the lone human within it being closely watched by the Dark Queen for a very specific reason.


  “If anything, it’s the sword of a tyrant.”


   


  


  Chapter 3


  Defying Anarchy


  In the world of Eden, both human and monster communities were overseen by appointed leaders, someone who would guide them into an uncertain future with the hope of a better tomorrow. Queens, priestesses, chiefs, alphas, there were many names for them, but their job was the same; help their people prosper and survive. However, not all leaders were fair or benevolent, as some were tyrannical and cruel to their subjects while only thinking of what they could take hold of for themselves. As it was often learned, oppressive leaders didn’t always remain on top by treating their people so callously.


  Much like a volcano, rebellion was bound to erupt eventually.


  *****


  The forest was swiftly catching fire. Eruptions of steam and fire burst forth from Eden all throughout the village. Monsters of both factions were scattered in disarray, with The Sisterhood frantically trying to restore order while the elves were more focused on the fact that their home was being destroyed and the royal tree appeared to be suffering just as much damage above them. Its expansive branches were on fire, the temple appeared to have streaks of lightning and flames shooting off from its roof, and the elven village that rested below was on the brink of annihilation from this sudden calamity. While the monsters of The Sisterhood struggled to get their grunts under control, the elves found themselves to be just as lost, unsure whether to flee, fight, or pray for their own lives. This hectic decision wasn’t as vague as it was to most for some elves, especially those who lived in the northern woods of their village between the rest of their kind and where the masses of The Sisterhood were camped behind their forest. For them the choice was quite clear on what to do at the current moment.


  “RUN!” an elf screamed as she pulled her two daughters behind her, all of them being joined by many others who were rushing towards the center of their chaos-stricken homeland with what appeared to be more fear for what was behind them rather than what was ahead.


  “Is it still behind us?” another cried out as she sprinted with them while glancing over her shoulder in terror.


  “Like hell I’m going back there to check!” a ranger shouted as she and her kin dashed around trees and plowed through goblins and gremlins in their haste. “Fuck that! Just keep running!”


  “Where are you-” a witch demanded before she was trampled by the elves, screaming and curling into a ball under their feet while arachne watched in confusion from above as they skittered on their webs.


  “Why?” an elf cried out while carrying her sobbing baby. “Why is this happening to us? What the fuck did we ever do to deserve this?”


  “Go! Go! Go!” a ranger ordered waving the crowd of elves by, herself and two others signaling them forward while keeping a sharp eye out for what may be chasing them.


  “Now what’s happening?” an elf dared to tempt fate by asking as she and a group of trolls and elves saw the frightened monsters stampeding through the woods near them.


  “Why are you all going that way?” a ranger clad in darker clothing called out. “We need to regroup and fall back to the-”


  “There’s a demon back there!” a child cried out pointing behind them as she was pulled along by her mother. “A horrible demon from the underworld!”


  “A demon?” a troll wondered.


  “We need to retreat to the encampments behind Green Haven,” another insisted. “This whole place is going to hell, we need to leave right now.”


  “Get those elves back here!” a troll ordered a ranger with a whack to her head. “They’re not going anywhere but with us. Drag their sorry asses to the encampment to the north; our leaders want skilled archers for our upcoming assault, not fried cowards. The rest of you, get our sisters under control and evacuate this dump. Grab everything you can that’s useful and move it!”


  The ranger growled and rubbed her head before she and another ran after their fleeing kin while the trolls grabbed the remaining elves and dragged them along as they ran off. The rangers in dark cloaks dashed after their frightened sisters and grabbed hold of one, turning her around before she started swatting at them frantically.


  “Let me go!” she cried out. “We need to get out of here!”


  “You’re not going anywhere!” the ranger ordered with a hard slap to her face. “Pull your shit together! What the hell are you even doing running this way, can’t you see what’s happening here? We need to evacuate to the north where the rest of The Sisterhood is stationed.”


  “There’s a fucking demon back there!” the elf argued pointing behind them. “It’s horrible, it’s unlike anything you’ve ever seen in nightmares! The gods aren’t here to protect us, nobody is, and now the devils are coming to kill us all! We need to get out of here, and like fucking hell we’re going back that way!”


  “Yes you are!” the ranger said, shoving her into the arms of her comrade before marching forward. She saw more elves rushing through the forest while nearby members of The Sisterhood watched in confusion. “Hey, stop those elves! Bring every one of those cowards back, they’re not abandoning us! Grab them all, now!”


  Goblins and gremlins ran about and tackled a few elves to the ground while an ogre swung its club down into the ground before a group of them, the frightened monsters dropping back with screams as the brute snarled and waved a fist at them. Mites buzzed about and halted the fleeing elves while witches and arachne started advancing on them, pushing the nervous monsters back while Sivil’s followers ran over and started grabbing hold of them.


  “Sisterhood!” a troll shouted out. “Grab every elf and weapon you can! Evacuate the forest and regroup with the others to the north! We’re leaving Green Haven!”


  “No, we can’t go back that way!” an elf pleaded as she was pushed by a troll. “Please, you don’t understand!”


  “The demon will get us!” a child cried out as her mother stumbled back holding her, both of them backing away from two arachne who were skittering closer. “We can’t go back there, that side of our home is cursed! It’s a demon from the pits of hell I tell you!”


  “What demon?” a dark ranger demanded. “What the fuck did you see?”


  *****


  Towards the northern side of the village an elven mother and her two daughters ran screaming out of their home built into the base of a towering tree, all of them joining their neighbors who had abandoned their homes a moment ago for the exact same reason.


  “It’s horrible!”


  “It’s an emissary of the devil!”


  “Run for your life!”


  “I’ve never seen anything as fucked up as that!”


  “Where are the gods when we need them?”


  From the elven home a tiny woman floated out of the door with a dull grimace on the half of a face she had.


  “I’m trying to save your stupid lives!” Reiko shouted as she hopped about in a fit. “Show some goddamned gratitude, you dirty tree rats!”


  She huffed and flipped off the screaming elves before flying over towards a home that was built into the sprawling roots of a large tree, its lowered stoop having collected ashes from the air while its window was broken from a branch having crashed into the dwelling’s roof from above. Reiko flew through the door like a ghost and found a group of elves huddled close to the wall, with two women holding onto three younger children as they braced from another quake rattling their home and throwing more of their furniture and belongings into disarray.


  “Hey, you all need to-” Reiko started to say before the elves screamed and stumbled away from her, a few of them grabbing pots and books to throw at the tiny monster who dodged and twirled around in the air to avoid them.


  “What the fuck is that thing?” a child cried out.


  “Is that a fairy?” another screamed. “Holy shit, that’s one of those fairies that destroys elven groves, isn’t it?”


  “Get away, get away from it!” a woman ordered pushing the children back. “That’s no fairy, it’s a zombie fairy or something! Oh fuck, it’s hideous! It’s a demon of revulsion!”


  “Die, abomination!” the other shouted as she grabbed a bow and promptly fired an arrow, with Reiko letting it pass right through her body before she sighed in aggravation.


  “I’m not a demon or a fairy,” she muttered. “I’m trying to help you morons! You all need to-”


  “Run!” the woman yelled as she pulled the children with her. The elves ran around Reiko screaming, with the archer taking another shot at the harvester before they all sprinted out the door. Reiko growled as she let the arrow phase through her body before zipping out the doorway and shaking her fist at the fleeing elves.


  “That’s what I was trying to tell you do to, you assholes!” she shouted in her tiny voice. “Just keep running that way and you’ll be fine! Oh, and you’re welcome!”


  Reiko growled and rubbed a hand down the half of her face that had flesh on it while slowly floating along, with elves running by, halting at seeing her, and then promptly running away screaming.


  “What is their problem?” Reiko whined hopping up and down. “I’m trying to tell them where to go, I’m trying to save their sorry asses, I’m trying to… to… keep their delicious souls trapped in their fleshy, stinky, stupid bodies. Oh, this sucks! I can’t believe I’m sparing so many tasty looking souls like this, what has become of me? I’m not supposed to help others, I’m supposed to reap their souls and laugh at their frozen expressions of terror as they lay beneath me. I swear, the things I do for my one true love! She better start showing some proper affection for me after all this crap! You hear me, Star? We’re going to be lovers when this is all done, and it’s going to be awesome!”


  She slowly breathed out and looked around at the village behind her, seeing dwellings built into the bases of some trees, the sides of others with rope bridges suspended in the air near them, and even underneath some timbers in hollows with the roots parting over them.


  “Okay, let’s see here,” she pondered as she started to point amongst the elven homes. “Those I personally warned, those ran in terror after the ones I warned warned them about me, those were running about in circles out here before they were warned by the elves I warned and scared out of their homes, who in turn warned those… and those… and…”


  She scratched her head for a moment before she slowly held a hand to her chin questionably.


  “Hmm, maybe scaring them is more efficient than talking to them. At least then they get their asses moving.”


  After a pause she shrugged then soared around in the air before passing through a wall into a dwelling built into the side of a tree.


  “Boo.”


  Almost instantly two elves screamed and dashed out their door, frantically running along the suspended rope bridges while Reiko floated out of their residence and watched with a giggle.


  “Alright, they’re heading south. This could work.”


  She then zipped around in the air and flew down through the roof of a hut built into the side of a timber.


  “Boo.”


  Again a mother elf and her daughter burst out from the door and took off screaming and cursing, with Reiko watching with a growing smile on her face as the two dashed off into the village where others were quickly warned and joined them.


  “Oh, this could be fun after all.”


  The tiny harvester twirled with glee as she zipped around through the northern side of the village, racing into homes and howling at frightened elves with a ghostly wail, laughing hysterically as she made the monsters flee either by through the door, window, or with one taking a table and literally throwing it through her wall to make an exit. Reiko flew into a home, laughed manically while taking off her head, then left to do the same to another residence while elves took off screaming from their residence as fast as they could. The harvester zipped about from one household to the next, enjoying each time she got to make the elves turn pale in fright and shriek in horror, all the while constantly flying about the northern part of Green Haven to make the elves sprint southward to get away from where a demon was supposedly haunting their forest now.


  “Mwuhahaha!” she cackled, phasing through a wall with arms outstretched, dress fluttering below, and elves screaming in their home before rushing out in haste.


  “I’ve come for your souls,” she droned, floating down through the ceiling of another dwelling and gently spinning around so an elven mother and two children could take notice of her before scrambling out of the building in fright.


  “This forest is mine now!” she laughed while flying about in the living room of a home built into the side of a tree, the elves within it pressing back against the walls and furniture while staring in shock. “If you wish to stay in these damned woods, then you as well shall be damned for all time! Hahahahaha!”


  “Your gods can’t protect you now!” she manically bellowed, rising up through the floor of a spacious tree home with hair flowing behind and glowing eye socket slowly going around at the group of elven women who only remained barricaded inside the building for another moment before frantically tearing down what they boarded up so they could flee for their lives.


  “Woe to any who remain in my new domain!” Reiko condemned as she floated in through one open window, shook her hands and even flaunted her middle finger at a few elves that promptly took off screaming, and then casually floated back outside through another window.


  “Psst,” she whispered, with the three elven children under the bed with her quickly turning to the tiny monster with gasps as she turned her head all the way around to smile eerily at them. “I’m going to eat your toes. Won’t that be fun? Hee hee!”


  “Hello!” she cheered as she phased through an elf’s chest and stuck her body out from her right breast. “Guess what? Your boobs are mine now, bitch! Hahahahaha!”


  Monsters of The Sisterhood slowly took notice of an ever-growing flock of elves sprinting in fear and loud cursing coming from the northern part of Green Haven, all hell-bent on getting as far away as possible from the ghostly apparition that was now haunting their home.


  “Where are they all going?” a gremlin asked shaking her head.


  “Why are they all running that way?” a witch said pointing behind her.


  “You!” a passing elf shouted at them. “This is all your fault! You fucking assholes!”


  “You’ve cursed our forest with demons!” another shouted while holding her crying daughter. “You goddamned freaks have doomed us all!”


  “You’re nothing but curses yourselves!” an elf derided as the herd of terrified monsters stampeded through the village while warning every elf they could on the way to haul ass out of Green Haven at once.


  “What did we do?” an arachne scoffed. “We didn’t cause this groundquake.”


  “Stop those elves!” a ranger in dark clothing ordered as she and three others ran by. “Evacuate everyone to the camps behind Green Haven! Hey, get those fucking bitches back here now! They’re not leaving The Sisterhood!”


  Grunts of The Sisterhood turned to each other in question before running off to stop the elves from escaping, something that was hard to do given that they were indeed hauling ass as fast as they could to put as much distance between them and what they had seen flying around in their village.


  Floating out of a now abandoned hut built into the base of a tree Reiko laughed joyously as she watched the elves fleeing the area while cursing her existence. She giggled and flew around in loops before floating over into a clearing, holding a hand to her cheek as she shook her head in amusement.


  “Hee hee, this is quite fun after all. Who would have guessed saving lives could be this enjoyable? Oh, Star is going to be so proud of me. Thanks to my noble efforts, those stupid souls will live to be reaped another day.” She stopped and slowly held a hand over her chest, a gentle smile appearing on the half of her face that had the flesh to show it. “Oh my, this… feeling I have. How very odd. Knowing those little dears will live, all because of my amazing efforts here today, it… it almost makes me… it makes me sort of… glad. I’m glad to have helped them. I’m glad to have been their savior. I’m glad that I now know what it’s like to feel-”


  Halting with a small pause she heard two screams quickly drawing closer from above, the harvester then looking up just in time to see two girls hurtling towards her through the ashes and haze above. The two girls shot past Reiko and struck the ground with hard impacts, sending out dust, dirt, and blood further away in violent bursts while the sounds of bones breaking were heard quite clearly. Reiko looked back over one shoulder then the other, seeing two smoldering pits with blood coating their edges along with the sight of a twitching hand near one of them, right before two runestone swords flew past the harvester with sharp whistles and struck into the dirt with hard strikes. Reiko stared at the sight for a moment in confusion, seeing one dark steel sword of electrical energy crackling still while the other had shimmers of frost wafting from it, before a rush of air blew by along with a horrendous crunching noise. Slowly she looked up and saw the haze parting to reveal a colossal tree falling right over her, its massive branches striking into the empty homes behind her with enough force to plow the trees and dwellings straight into the ground with a catastrophic roar.


  “Fuck everyone!” Reiko shouted at the top of her lungs, right before the royal tree slammed down over her with a ground shaking impact.


  All around monsters were thrown into the air from the force, tossed away from the fallen timber into everything else that stood strong from the mighty tremor. A cloud of dust and ashes blew through the forest, knocking mites from the air and into trees while arachne were thrown from their canopies up above. Monsters stumbled and fell from rope bridges while some on the ground were knocked into the air from the shockwave. Elves who were near where the massive tree now lay became speechless from the sight, all of them frozen in place as they stared in horror at seeing the royal tree having fallen before monsters of The Sisterhood grabbed and dragged them away kicking and screaming.


  “The temple! The royal tree! No!” an elf cried out as she was hauled off by trolls.


  “Why is this happening?” another wailed while gremlins pushed her and her daughter along.


  “The gods have turned their backs to us!” an elf sobbed while her daughters were crying into her sides. “How… how could this have happened? What did we ever do to anger them?”


  “Take those elves away, now!” a troll ordered waving her axe in the air. “Grab everything useful in this dump and retreat to the northern camps!”


  As elves were dragged off and their homes were pillaged by The Sisterhood, more of its members were gathering around where the temple remains of the royal tree were completely demolished along with a timber that had served as a home to a few elven residences, all of which were now in a pile of rubble, wood, and debris together after being leveled from the temple’s great fall.


  “Shit,” a witch plainly said. “So… what do we do now?”


  “Our leaders,” a gremlin mentioned. “Weren’t they staying in that palace?”


  “Um… yeah,” another said with a raised eyebrow. “I think they were in there.”


  “Are they dead?” a goblin wondered.


  “They’re immortal,” a troll argued shaking her head. “Our leaders can’t be killed by anything, remember? Surely they’re still alive. They have to be… right?”


  An ogre walked over and started knocking away debris with its hand, the monster sifting through the rubble with a low grunt before shrugging at the others. They all exchanged glances in question before a witch scratched her head with quiet murmur.


  “So… who’s in charge now?”


  A rumbling was heard from the wreckage with bricks and branches sliding loose from it, the monsters around carefully backing up as ice started to grow all over the mound of debris and into pointed shards atop it. Arcs of energy crackled throughout the ruins before a violent explosion erupted from beneath, sending frozen chunks of debris everywhere while a lightning storm shattered more into dust with vicious snaps. Grunts dodged left and right to avoid the flying rubble while others dropped to the ground and covered their heads as ice and rock rained down around them. The rest quickly backed away and watched in awe as their leaders slowly walked out from a cloud of dust and sparks, the twin sisters holding their enchanted weapons while having their heads lowered slightly with their bangs covering the view of their eyes.


  “Amazing,” a troll breathed out.


  “They’re still alive,” a gremlin marveled.


  “They naked,” a goblin chuckled. “They naked now.”


  Jovian and Jacqueline walked out of the demolished space they had created before stopping in the clearing in front of everyone, the sisters then lifting their heads to reveal the dark glares they had while their weapons were emitting sparks and frost around them.


  “You’re still alive,” a troll said. “Incredible. You two really are something else.”


  “Of course they’re still alive,” a witch smugly retorted. “Our leaders are immortal after all, remember? How could you have so little faith in them?”


  “Hey, I never lost faith in them!” the troll shouted back.


  “We knew they would be just fine,” a gremlin casually announced while her sister nodded in agreement. “It was you two that thought they were dead and were talking about becoming the new leaders.”


  “What?” the witch cried out.


  “You filthy lying vermin!” the troll raged.


  “That’s how I heard it as well,” the other gremlin chimed in with a shrug.


  The monsters growled and got ready to break out into a brawl before Jovian started walking forward. As she did a goblin hopped over to her and pranced about anxiously.


  “You strong. You pretty. You naked. You best leader. Best leader. I like you. I like you lot!” she squealed, right before Jovian whacked the monster away with a grunt. The others watched the goblin tumbling away with bones breaking loudly before smacking into a fallen log with a crunch, all eyes then turning back to the naked woman while clearly seeing she was anything but in a good mood.


  “You…” she growled with fury in her multicolored eyes.


  “Wait, please wait,” the troll in front of her begged as she and the witch backed up nervously. “Those were lies you were told, honest.”


  “I would never conspire against you, I swear!” the witch insisted. “You can’t trust gremlins, they’re nothing but diseased rats in this world.”


  “Hey!” the two gremlins shouted while nearby monsters were chuckling at them.


  Slowly Jovian held out her sword, the blade sparking with energy while the witch and troll turned pale from seeing their leader pointing her weapon at them.


  “Please, have mercy!” the troll cried out.


  “I don’t want to die!” the witch wailed as she waved her arms in front of her.


  “I think she wants to play with me, not you two,” a voice said from behind. The monsters turned to see someone walking through the haze towards them with a sword held down to the side, the blade having a crimson glow to it through the smoke as it was letting off flames across its steel.


  “If you would be so kind as to step aside,” Daniel continued as he walked out into view. “It looks like she wants to continue our little game.”


  “A… man?” the troll questioned.


  “What the hell?” the witch said shaking her head. “Where did you come from? Who are you?”


  “Daniel Sorres!” the gemini shouted, both glaring deeply at the human while Jacqueline walked up next to her sister.


  “There’s your answer,” Daniel remarked with a quick glance to the witch.


  “What manner of trickery is this?” Jovian shouted. “The Daniel Sorres we know is nothing but a weak little worm who could never stand up to any woman in his life, let alone the likes of us! Just what the hell is the meaning of this?”


  “How are you still alive?” Jacqueline demanded. “How the fucking hell are you still standing? You’re nothing but a scrawny little boy with a magic butter knife! You’re the weakest of the weak, the lowest of the low! You’re absolutely nothing in this world! You should be dead right now! You should have accepted your fate and died like the insignificant bug you are!”


  Daniel looked himself over for a moment, and then showed the twins a solemn face while giving a mocking bow to them.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, ladies.”


  “Who is that?” a gremlin asked. “Why is there a man here?”


  “Do you two know this guy?” the troll asked.


  “Seriously?” Daniel scoffed with a smirk. “You didn’t even tell them about your boyfriend who you’ve been pining over all this time? I thought you were obsessed with little ol’ me, but here it seems you’re embarrassed to talk about us with your friends. I have to say, that hurts.”


  “Boyfriend?” the witch asked as the monsters turned to the gemini with puzzlement. Jovian roared furiously as she wound back with her sword, the girl slashing forward and sending out an electrical storm in a wide arc. The witch and troll screamed as they were hit with bolts of lightning, the troll shaking uncontrollably with sparks coming from her teeth fillings and axe, while the witch shrieked before busting into flames from the onslaught. Daniel braced himself down on one knee, striking his sword downward into the ground with a loud yell before the lightning torrent struck, a flash of crimson flames erupting before and around him as the magical attack collided with a fiery barrier that wavered and distorted in front of him. Monsters all around stared in surprise as the arc of electricity flowed past, igniting grass and the trunk of the royal tree on fire, while flames curved in a small fireball in the middle of it before Jovian’s attack passed by and slowly dissipated. The charred witch and fried troll dropped to the ground smoking, with all eyes ignoring them and instead focusing on where Daniel was seen kneeling with his sword atop a very small patch of grass that remained untouched below him. He slowly opened his eyes, glaring at Jovian who was staring with even more rage at him with a trembling sword as the human got back onto his feet and yanked his weapon out of the dirt with a sharp pull.


  “Does this mean you’re breaking up with me?” he casually asked with a shrug.


  “No way,” a gremlin breathed out.


  “He… did he block it?” a troll whispered.


  “Impossible,” an arachne said shaking her head.


  The gemini uttered something under a grunt, the twins staring at Daniel in shock and anger as he had deflected Jovian’s attack around him. Daniel glanced down to his sword that had flames licking off its heated steal then around the area, seeing mites, salamander women, gremlins, goblins, trolls, a few witches, and even elves in the woods nearby, all of them staring at him with unblinking eyes as he stood there with his sword having fire coming off its edge.


  “Did you see that?” an elf whispered.


  “Yes… but I don’t believe it,” another whispered back.


  “Is that a man?” a dark ranger asked.


  “How did he do that?” a troll wondered.


  “What manner of magic is he using?” a witch whispered to her sister.


  “How dare you…” Jovian and Jacqueline growled. “How dare you-”


  “Yes, I dare!” Daniel shouted at them. “I dare stand against you monsters and what you’re doing! I dare stand against those that would harm these innocent women of Eden! And I sure as hell dare to draw my sword against you two after everything you’ve done!”


  “Who the fuck is this guy?” an elf softly said.


  “I’m not going to let you have your sick fun with these women and their children!” Daniel continued. “You’ve destroyed the centaur’s home, you murdered their empress, you’ve laid waste to countless innocent lives, and now you dare to treat the elves of this land with such cruelty? To treat them like mere pawns for you to move about as you see fit? To treat them to horrors such as this? No, I won’t allow it!”


  The elves in the crowd looked to each other in stunned silence while The Sisterhood kept staring at the human with confusion from his words. Daniel glanced around at the monsters gathering nearby before keeping his eyes on the gemini before him, seeing them both fuming with rage while their followers were starting to show less puzzlement about his presence and more disdain.


  ‘This is not at all going according to plan. I really hope the girls are alright and are getting the elves out of here right now. C’mon, Daniel. Don’t let those two go on another killing spree, especially with your mates nearby. You have to hold them here for as long as you can.’


  “So what’s it going to be?” Daniel dared with a hard swipe of his sword. “Are you going to fight me, or are you going to hide behind your lackeys once again and have them do all the work for you? If you want me so bad, come and get me! I’m right here! Show me what you’ve got!”


  The gemini lowered their heads, shaking with their frustration and rising anger while those around were looking between them and the lone human who was boldly challenging them to combat. After a few deep breaths the twins turned to Daniel with fire in their eyes while holding their swords out towards him, with him tensing up and preparing to once again stand against them in heated battle.


  “KILL HIM!” the gemini roared, with nearby monsters of The Sisterhood facing Daniel with harsh glares before charging towards him. Mites buzzed through the air, arachne hopped down from webs and skittered along the ground and fallen royal tree, goblins and trolls rushed forward while brandishing their sharpened weapons, the ogre roared and lumbered towards the human with its huge club, witches waved their staves and wands with trailing magical radiances as they focused on their prey, and elves watched anxiously from the woods while being surrounded by their captors as the lone swordsman was rushed from all sides by The Sisterhood, all while one thought crossed his mind.


  “Well that backfired,” Daniel muttered with a dull expression.


  Tensing up, Daniel got ready to fight the incoming horde of monsters, his eyes quickly moving around at seeing them closing in on all sides. He gripped his sword with both hands, reminded himself he had many mates who were counting on him to return to them, prayed for a miracle in order to live long enough to return to them, and then watched as the monsters leapt at him with murderous intent. Before he could move and take the only swing at them he might have gotten, a flash of crimson light shot down from the sky and through the smoky haze above Green Haven, zipping down in a straight line before quickly spiraling around in a small winding decent and striking the ground at Daniel’s feet, casting out a tremendous blast of magical light and energy that shined as bright as a star in front of everyone. The monsters lunging towards Daniel were blasted away in the shockwave, some crashing into trees and fellow sisters while a few were struck down with the gemini swinging their swords and slashing them aside. The ground ruptured around Daniel and sent off clouds of dust and ashes, many of the grunts shielded their eyes from the glaring light and backed away, passing monsters of both sides slowed down and took notice of the sudden radiant bloom, everyone nearby halted and watched as the fiery light that suddenly appeared began to slowly recede around the human. Daniel waited a moment before lowering his arm from in front of his eyes, himself and everyone else then seeing a tiny girl with buzzing insect wings hovering in front of the human with a chilling aura surrounding her along with a dark crimson glow.


  “I’m back from my nap,” Pip declared, her hair fluttering behind in the wind while she slowly turned her eyes around at the monsters who were slowly getting back onto their feet and staring at her in bewilderment.


  “What the hell is that thing?” an arachne hissed.


  “It’s a tiny bug,” a goblin guessed.


  “How did that little insect do that?” a gremlin snarled as she grabbed hold of a pouch from her belt.


  “Pip?” Daniel asked. “What are you doing here?”


  “Alyssa told me to come find you,” Pip answered looking back to him with a worried eye. “I woke up to her screaming and then seeing the forest on fire. We were worried about you.”


  “Yeah, things haven’t been going according to plan here,” Daniel admitted with a shrug. “Thanks for the help just now, I needed it.”


  “Anything for you, Daniel,” Pip promised with a small smile. The two shared a moment looking into each other’s eyes before an elf nearby suddenly cried out in terror.


  “That’s a fairy!” Everyone turned to see the monster staring with wide eyes and pointing to Pip while other elves were quickly showing similar alarm. “That’s a goddamned fairy! There’s a fairy in Green Haven!”


  “Now there’s a fairy here too?” another shouted while grabbing her hair. “Holy fuck, the gods seriously have it out for us! Why are we on their shit list like this?”


  “That thing’s going to kill us all!” a child screamed holding onto her mother. “It’s a forest destroying fairy! It’s a demon from hell!”


  “All of this is her fault!” an elf shouted in distress. “She blew up our beloved forest with her accursed magic!”


  “I’m not a demon from hell,” Pip whined with a pout. “And I didn’t do this to your forest. I just got here.”


  “Kill that thing before it wipes us all out!” a dark ranger ordered pointing to Pip. “Hurry up and take it out before it unleashes more of its wrath upon us!”


  Salamander women and arachne leapt off the fallen royal tree while goblins and mites rushed forward from the woods with daggers and mandibles set to draw blood. The salamanders launched molten bile from their mouths while the arachne threw out webs of sticky silk, all of which was quickly engulfed in a mighty wave of blazing fire that Daniel cast out with a hard swing of his sword. The salamander women landed on the ground smoking as the wave blew past while the arachne were thrown back as charred corpses against the tree, with the fiery monsters then charging towards Daniel while Pip erected a large crimson casting ring before her made of spinning circles and her flair of exclamation and question marks. The fairy let loose a stream of magical energy out in a wild burst, searing through the goblins and angling around to ignite and incinerate the buzzing mites into puffs of smoke and cinders. As the torrent of burning light sliced through the forest behind them and tore down trees while terrifying the nearby monsters into ducking down and taking cover below it, Daniel faced the three salamander women that charged him with fire building up in their mouths.


  “You can’t burn us,” one of them hissed with flames coming out of her wicked smile.


  “Fair enough,” he conceded, then wound back with his sword and struck downward in a wide slice into the ground, sending out an explosive wave of charred rock and fire that washed outward and tripped all the salamanders down after it. Pip glanced back to them then heaved her casting circle up over her head with both hands, the fairy turning the searing torrent of light she was still firing around through the air and down at the salamanders, with Daniel quickly ducking down beneath the fairy as she struck the monsters with the full force of her magic, blasting them and the surrounding area into rubble and flames with a bright explosion.


  “Holy fuck!” an elf cried out, leaping to the side to avoid a falling tree that was sliced in half by the fairy’s magic.


  “That thing’s unleashing its wrath upon us!” another screamed while keeping low to the ground. “Oh god, she’s going to kill us all!”


  “I’m not unleashing my wrath,” Pip complained. “I’m just protecting me and Daniel from bad monsters. I didn’t hurt anyone else.”


  “She nearly killed us just now!” a dark ranger exclaimed as she stared with wide eyes at a few trees that were cut down by the tiny monster’s stream of power.


  “…but I didn’t… um… sorry?”


  “Get rid of that thing before we’re all roasted alive!”


  “Easily done,” a witch scorned as she and her sisters waved their relics around, creating circular searing lights of violet and black energy before them. Within the rings everything turned dark while black light began to creep outward like cracks through the air, the magical monsters forming green and purple casting rings around their hands as they held them up behind their spellbases.


  “Send them both to the underworld!” another witch ordered. The rings gave off quiet howls from within while swirling out from them were a few black skulls that trailed smoke, all of them spinning in place before the witches launched them towards Daniel and Pip at once from all sides. The skulls shrieked while spiraling at them, with Daniel tensing up before Pip held her arms close to her chest then threw them outward as she formed several casting rings all around them made of crackling red light and bearing her usual exclamation and question mark emblems along the rings. The dark magics of the witches struck the barriers and burst with ghostly wails and clouds of smoke, the rings sparking and flashing violently from the hits before breaking as well.


  “She blocked them?” a witch exclaimed with a hop.


  “Do it again!” another ordered, with the monsters again conjuring their dark magic to fire once more. “Sap that fucking human’s lifeforce dry!”


  “Nobody harms my man,” Pip growled as crackling arcs of energy built up around her. In a flash she took off in blur of red light, streaking over towards a witch before circling around her in a tight loop. The little monster screamed and swung with her staff at the fairy, her casting base wavering with a soft crackle before fading away as the witch tried and failed to hit the speedy flyer. Pip ran circles around the witch before zipping off and doing the same to another, then another, and then another, the fairy moving from one magical monster to the next while tightly circling them with trails of red light. The witches watched her move about to all six of them before zipping over to Daniel, stopping immediately over his head and then slowly gazing around at the confused monsters with rapidly beating wings.


  “Was that it?” one of them asked as they got ready to launch their spells. “You never even touched us. You didn’t do a damned thing, you stupid bug.”


  “I’m not a bug,” Pip argued. “I’m a fairy. And I did do something.”


  “Yeah? What did you do?”


  “You idiots!” a gremlin called out, with the witches turning to her in confusion. “Look below you!”


  The witches blinked then looked down, all of them jumping in surprise at seeing magical casting bases glowing below their feet with exclamation and question marks for their emblems. The monsters then saw Daniel smirking at them while Pip had her hand raised with her finger pressed against her thumb.


  “I made you all go away,” she scorned. With a snap of her finger the casting bases lit up with bright flashes before launching the witches high into the air screaming. Everyone watched the little monsters flailing about while soaring up over the forest before seeing Pip holding her hands out towards them and erecting a wide casting ring overhead with multiple intertwining bases and sets of her markers within it.


  “Meanies,” she said, right before launching a barrage of blinding light out into the sky. The thundering volley streaked high over the forest, incinerating the airborne witches while catching the attention of plenty of other monsters throughout the burning forest as the sight looked drastically different compared to the sprouting cascades of lava or pillars of smoke and cinders.


  “Dear god,” an elf breathed out, herself and others nearby watching in awe as the fairy unleashed a hellish onslaught into the sky, taking the witches out by extreme overkill, with her magical bombardment soaring high up before exploding into radiant displays of energy and light. As her magic faded away everyone turned to the fairy who kept her eyes upward still, her wings beating quickly while emitting a crimson light as she hovered over Daniel.


  “The amount of power that monster has,” an elf softly spoke. “The stories about them were true.”


  “Someone kill that thing, quick!” a dark ranger shouted as she and others drew their arrows towards the fairy. “She’ll destroy us all next with that magic of hers if we don’t!”


  “No she won’t!” Daniel called out at them, with the rangers keeping their arrows primed while other elves were watching the tiny monster fearfully. “This fairy isn’t a danger to you. She isn’t like the ones you’ve heard about, I can assure you of that. She’s nothing like the monster you believe her to be.”


  He then turned to Jovian and Jacqueline, the two slowly looking down from the magical display above back to him with narrowed eyes.


  “She isn’t like these monsters that surround us, like these two soulless murderers that stand before us. She cares about the lives of others, about the innocent women and children who are trapped in this forest, trapped as slaves to these cruel oppressors, and she’s come here to help free them just as I have.”


  “Just as you… what the fuck are you talking about?” an elf called over. “Who the hell are you anyway?”


  “Just another pitiful fool,” the gemini cursed before stepping forward and slashing their swords towards Daniel, the blades hitting against each other as a torrent of electrical energy and freezing shards of ice spiraled at the human and fairy. Pip held her hands out before her, creating a large shield of interconnecting casting rings that glowed a deep crimson, the barrier taking the full force of the gemini’s attack with lightning bolts and shards of ice flying off wildly to the sides. Monsters ducked and backed away while a bright flash lit up in the clearing, bolts of electricity and spears of ice striking all around while monsters jumped further back to avoid getting hit. The blinding light slowly faded from the point of impact to reveal Pip’s barrier standing strong while the ground around her and Daniel was scorched with large icicles sticking out of the dirt. Jovian and Jacqueline snarled with rising anger while The Sisterhood stared at Daniel and Pip with disbelief as they remained unharmed from the magical onslaught.


  “Such power,” an elf breathed out. “She blocked all that without any trouble.”


  “That thing is going to be the end of us all,” a dark ranger scorned. “Rangers, you heard our leaders. Kill that human and his pet fairy, now!”


  The elves let loose their arrows, the flying barrage shooting out of the surrounding woods with sharp whistles and glints of light from their steel tips. Pip quickly spun around with a graceful twirl, erecting more glowing barriers to cover every angle around her and Daniel before the arrows struck against them with sharp crackles and sparks.


  “Kill them!” a gremlin ordered, herself and her sisters throwing their alchemic bags at the barrier dome that they exploded violently against. Daniel and Pip looked around to seeing flames, noxious gas, and arrows striking the barrier before a huge thud sounded off above them. Looking up they saw a giant club pressing against the top of the dome, the lights flashing brightly to hold off the mighty force as the weapon was brought back by an ogre before slamming down again with a powerful impact.


  “I don’t think they like us, Pip,” Daniel commented as the ogre struck the barrier again and again while more arrows and exploding pouches hit against it relentlessly. “Though I can’t imagine why.”


  “What do we do?” Pip asked. “Daniel, what should I do now? Should I blow everything up?”


  “You can’t, there are innocent elves nearby. It would be too dangerous for me to even use my sword against those monsters with the elves so close to them.”


  “But the elves are shooting at us,” Pip said pointing to where more arrows were striking against her barriers. “They’re not being nice at all. Why are they trying to kill us? We’re just trying to save them.”


  Daniel observed as the dark cloaked rangers kept firing at them while the others were watching anxiously from behind, the elven women and children being closely guarded and held onto by other monsters that kept them in place.


  “I don’t think they all want to be saved, Pip,” Daniel reasoned. “Looks like some are siding with The Sisterhood. The others don’t look too eager to do the same though.”


  “Daniel, what should we do then?” Pip worried, watching as her barrier started to crackle and flicker above them from another strike by the ogre. “I can’t keep us safe here for much longer. That big monster is being too rough.”


  The ogre swung its club again and again against the magical shield, the barriers flickering and struggling to hold strong as the giant monster roared and slammed its weapon atop it. The beast growled then struck its fist against the barrier and pounded on it a few times before looking behind at something, the lumbering giant then slowly stepping back while the archers and gremlins ceased fire. Daniel and Pip watched as the flames and green gas outside the dome blew away, with Jovian and Jacqueline then being seen walking up next to the barrier and staring them down.


  “You can’t run from us,” Jovian scorned.


  “You can’t hide from us,” Jacqueline vowed.


  “Nobody escapes us,” they said in unison. “Nobody ever escapes from us. We’re going to make you scream, Daniel. We’re going to-”


  “Oh my god, just shut up,” Daniel groaned. “Nobody wants to hear your bullshit. Nobody wants to hear you running your mouths. And in case you didn’t notice, I’m not running from you. I came to you to fight, not to hide.”


  “How very brave,” the gemini mocked, the two girls then snarling as they wound back with their weapons to strike. Each of them built up electrical and ice energy around them while Pip fluttered in front of Daniel and held her hands out, the tiny fairy focusing her magic with rising tension as she saw the amount of power that was going to come crashing down on them.


  “Now you die!” the gemini yelled together.


  “You first!” a tiny voice replied. The sisters froze as they watched Reiko suddenly whizzing by, swiping her spectral cutter through Jovian’s head before stopping right in front of Pip’s barrier. The harvester cackled joyously as she flew around and sliced her ethereal blade through Jacqueline’s face, the tiny monster then halting with poise as everyone just stared at her in silence. After a moment Reiko blinked then noticed the twins still standing while watching her.


  “Um… okay, wait a sec,” she said, then hastily swung her blade through Jovian’s head. After that got no reaction she cleared her throat then quickly flew over to swipe through Jacqueline’s, again getting no response.


  “Okay, wait,” she said before doing the same thing again and again, with the twins glancing to each other then back to the harvester as she looked them over in puzzlement.


  “Um, hold on. This never happens to me, I swear,” she insisted before furiously swiping her ghostly blade through Jovian’s chest.


  “What is this thing?” Jacqueline asked as Reiko flew over and attempted the same thing to her bosom.


  “It’s annoying me,” Jovian coldly remarked as the harvester tried in vain to cleave their souls.


  “Alright, what the hell?” Reiko complained hopping about. “What gives? Why can’t I take your souls? This isn’t how it’s supposed to work, you bitches!”


  “Reiko,” Daniel spoke up. “You can’t take its soul. It can’t be killed that way.”


  “Don’t you mean they can’t be killed that way?” Reiko retorted.


  “No, it.”


  “They. There’s two of them, you moron.”


  “And there’s only one soul between them,” Daniel argued, with Reiko turning back to the gemini with a puzzled look. “And I assure you, you can’t take it from them. You can’t kill them. A deathmare couldn’t even take their soul away, they can’t be killed like that.”


  “They can’t be killed?” Pip nervously asked.


  “That’s… not fair,” Reiko mentioned holding up a finger.


  “Too bad,” Jovian said raising her sword up, lightning building around the blade as Reiko floated back and nervously held a hand out. “Let’s see if this kills you, shall we?”


  Reiko saw the gemini swing its blade down towards her, trailing a bright light with arcs of electricity zapping around it, before the Hellfire’s Edge moved into view over her, parrying Jovian’s Hellstorm off to the side towards the fallen royal tree with a sharp clang. Pip witnessed in awe as Daniel had charged through her casting ring and deflected Jovian’s strike, the two swords slashing into the ground while casting out a torrent of fire and lightning that barreled into the fallen tree before exploding violently. Daniel whacked his sword into the ground along with Jovian’s, backhanded the woman with all his strength, then grabbed and threw her over into Jacqueline before the blonde could lift her sword up. Reiko looked around in bewilderment of what just happened before seeing Daniel grabbing his sword along with Jovian’s, the harvester slowly turning up to him in stunned silence as he yanked the weapons out of the charred dirt and glared at the gemini while standing over her.


  “You’re not killing her or anyone else today,” he boldly declared. “I won’t allow you to take another life, you damned monsters.”


  “Daniel!” the gemini cursed as they got back onto their feet, with Jacqueline holding her sword tightly while Jovian clenched her fists with a murderous glare at the human. “Dammit, someone kill that fucking human now!”


  Reiko glanced to them then back to Daniel while failing to speak, the harvester then seeing the ogre nearby swinging its club towards him, the monster roaring with bloodshot eyes right before an arrow struck into its skull with a crunch. The brute groaned with eyes rolling upward as it swayed off-balance and dropped with a heavy thud, its club falling to the ground behind Daniel who glanced over at seeing the ogre lying dead next to him. Everyone turned and saw an elf clad in green garb near the crowd holding her pose after shooting the brute dead, her eyes then focusing on Daniel as he saw the monster staring at him in marvel while slowly lowering her bow with her brunette locks draped over her bust.


  “Eleran!” a dark ranger shouted. “What are you doing?”


  “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” the elf stated, her gaze moving around from Daniel to Pip and Reiko before back to him again. “I don’t know who you are or where you came from, but… if you truly stand against The Sisterhood… if you truly fight for us… then I will stand with you.”


  “You traitor!” the ranger scorned as she turned to aim at the elf. “We are allied with The Sisterhood, that is the will of your priestess!”


  “Sivil is not my priestess!” Eleran argued as she drew another arrow and aimed at the ranger. “These fucking monsters are not my allies! Those two harbingers of death are not my gods! You are not fit to guard our people! And as such, you have no command over me!”


  “Our leaders demand that human’s head,” the ranger viciously retorted. “That fairy needs to be crushed like the horrible bug she is. And that fucked up zombie fairy has been terrorizing our people.”


  “Hey!” Reiko shouted while hopping about. “I’m not a zombie fairy!”


  “Yet you would dare side with the likes of them over your own people?” the ranger demanded.


  Eleran glanced to Daniel, seeing him along with everyone watching her while another tremor rolled through the forest. Pip lowered her barriers as her glow shifted back to blue, Daniel held both enchanted swords at his sides while keeping an eye on the elf, and Reiko was flipping off the dark ranger with muttered obscenities while bobbing in the air.


  “No,” Eleran answered, turning back to the ranger with a harsh glare. “Not over my people. For my people.”


  With that she fired her arrow, striking the ranger in the chest with a hard impact. The elf fired her arrow on reflex, the bolt streaking through the air and piercing Eleran in the shoulder, knocking her down with a scream as both elves dropped to the ground. The second they hit the dirt the elves held among the monsters quickly rebelled, all of them tackling their oppressive sisters and grunts of The Sisterhood as they couldn’t hold it in anymore.


  “We have had enough!” an elf shouted as she started punching a goblin in the face while another was jamming her knee into the monster’s gut.


  “You fucking traitors!” a dark ranger scorned as she wrestled with another elf.


  “Look who’s talking!” the elf shot back before grabbing an arrow from the ranger’s quiver and jamming it into her eye. The monster shrieked and kicked about underneath as the elf repeatedly struck her former comrade in the face. A goblin grabbed hold of her hair before two elven children jumped on its back, smashing stones against her head and dropping her down with a yell as they mercilessly bashed her face in. The elf grabbed the fallen ranger’s bow and started shooting arrows, striking salamander women and other dark rangers in the head while her friends grabbed sticks and rocks to beat the monsters who ran at them.


  “You fucking assholes had this coming!” an elf yelled as she whacked a troll in the face with a wooden plank, again in the hand that broke and dropped her axe, and then once more onto the head which broke the board and dropped the monster to the ground with weak groan. Another elf ran by, grabbed the axe, and threw it through the air in a sharp spin that connected to an arachne’s face, the monster dropping back as the elf ran over and kicked the steel further into its skull.


  “Bad elf!” a goblin shouted as she tackled one to the ground and tried stabbing her with her dagger, the elf batting away her hands and face before grabbing a rock and bashing the fiend’s jaw aside with a loud snap. Rolling them over the elf used the goblin’s dagger to relentlessly stab her face with, blood splattering onto her green tunic while obscenities were flowing from her mouth like a waterfall.


  “Insolence!” a salamander woman scorned, pinning an elf down and spraying molten bile on her face. The elf let out a gurgled scream as she was melted away before another ran over and tackled the salamander to the ground, wrestling with her and spinning about on the dirt before grabbing her head with her arm and snapping the monster’s neck with a loud crack.


  “Stop them!” a gremlin yelled throwing her bag. It struck an elf and burst into flames before another ran over and body slammed the gremlin down onto the dirt, plunging her fingers into the monster’s eyes before grabbing the belt with its pouches and throwing it at a group of trolls and goblins. Hitting against a troll’s chest the bags burst, sending flames and noxious gas all across the screaming and choking monsters that stumbled about and dropped amidst the deadly haze. The elf smirked at her kills before being struck down by an arrow, the dark ranger further away taking aim again before getting shot through her eye.


  “Fuck The Sisterhood!” Eleran yelled as she fired another arrow from the ground, the elf quickly launching bolts through the air and between trees to strike down her traitorous sisters. Sivil’s rangers returned fire while grunts of The Sisterhood struggled to detain the rebellious elves who were attacking them with anything they could get their hands on. Elves quickly grabbed bows and quivers from the ground, arrows soon flying wildly between them through the woods as monsters from both sides were pierced to trees and dropped to the forest floor dead.


  “Well,” Daniel said. “That escalated quickly.”


  Looking forward he tensed up as the gemini rushed at him, with Jacqueline lunging with a downward slash of her sword that met with a flashing crimson barrier just before hitting him. The gemini pushed against the barricade while Jovian struck her fist into it, the shield flickering and crackling loudly as Pip fluttered over Daniel’s shoulder while focusing her magic with a stern expression on her face.


  “You can’t stop us,” the gemini scorned. “We will kill you all. There’s nothing you can do to beat us.”


  “We may not be able to kill you,” Daniel agreed. “But we’ll still stop you. Someone has to.”


  Pip quickly waved her arms outward, throwing her barrier forward and pushing the gemini back with skidding feet, before Daniel ran towards them with both swords lighting up at his sides.


  “It’s you who won’t win!” Daniel yelled as he slashed forward with both weapons, crossing the blades with a screech as they struck through the chests of the two twins, the ensuing firestorm and lightning barrage blasting the sisters and their bones back into a fiery haze. The elves and monsters in the woods stopped and watched the magical display that knocked the gemini away and also demolished more of the royal tree that it crashed through afterwards.


  “God damn,” an elf softly said in awe.


  “Who is that human?” an arachne hissed.


  Daniel turned around and started walking back to where Pip and Reiko were just staring at him in wonder, both watching as he had a focused look in his eyes while smoke and static haze billowed behind him. He slowly breathed out before quickly regaining his fighting wrath as he swiped the Hellstorm to the left, casting out a web of electrical energy that shocked a quickly approaching goblin and troll while frying a mite that dropped to the ground smoking, before following through with his Hellfire’s Edge to knock the troll’s axe out of her hand that was quickly sliced off, then used the fiery blade to slice her face off as well. Ramming the Hellstorm through the goblin’s chest he gave another hard slash to the screaming troll with his other blade before kicking the croaking goblin off the other.


  “Where did this guy come from?” an elf asked shaking his head.


  Daniel took another few slow breaths before turning to where a massive rupture of ice and crystalline shards blasted out from the burning tree, sending steam and debris flying while the frozen wave of spires raced towards him. Gripping the Hellfire’s Edge he threw all his weight into his swing, striking the freezing spikes that reached out for him before a fireball erupted and collided with the wall of snow and ice, exploding it into steam and water while throwing frozen shards wildly back through the air. Monsters all around stared in surprise at seeing Daniel standing with his swords held down at his sides, his focus now set on where the destroyed wall of ice had been cast out from. Smoke, steam, and cinders fluttered through the air as Daniel felt his body surging with adrenaline while also feeling something else pulling from his center. Taking another slow breath his eyes glanced down to the Hellfire’s Edge then Hellstorm, the blades emitting powerful auras of fire and lightning while at the same time doing something else that he began to take further notice of.


  ‘I can feel fatigue creeping over me. Each time I use these swords for their magic it’s draining me. Their power isn’t all their own, there’s still a tax to be paid by me for wielding them.’


  Before Daniel could move his attention was brought back to the ice before him that exploded from behind, the remains shattering from the force while large blocks of ice erupted from the royal tree, tearing apart more of its ravaged trunk and growing outward to reveal two girls slowly standing back up before them. Jovian and Jacqueline glared at Daniel with seething rage while Jacqueline was tapping her sword against her palm, the two then walking forward while Daniel kept his stance as he saw the twins were nowhere near finished just yet.


  “How long?” they loudly demanded. “How long are you going to continue this pathetic game of yours, Daniel? You can’t kill us. Nobody can kill us! Nobody can stop us from doing what we want! You’re going to die! You and your friends are all going to die and there’s nothing you can do about it!”


  “Lovers,” Daniel corrected, with the gemini stopping with frustrated grunts. “They’re my lovers, not friends. And you’ll never take them away. You’ll never be allowed to run wild and do as you please, killing the innocent and spreading your anarchy throughout Eden at your whim. I will stop you. I will fight you. So long as there’s breath in me, I will fight you with everything I have, everything, so that these elves, their children, and all the other races in Eden can live peacefully in this world!”


  “What is he blabbering about?” a dark ranger scoffed. “Enough of all this. Take him out, rangers!”


  “Um, Krin?” a ranger hesitantly said next to her. Krin turned around then jumped in surprise as she saw them and the remaining six dark cloaked elves being aimed at by many other pissed off elves with arrows while having them surrounded. Looking around she saw trolls and gremlins being beaten to death by angry elves brandishing branches and clubs while a mite was being stomped into the dirt by several children. An arachne struggled to hold onto an elf before her sister ran over and jammed a dagger into the fiend’s head, taking her to the ground and hacking her face apart with vicious yells. A salamander woman quickly sprinted through the woods, weaving around trees in an effort to get away before an arrow streaked through the air between the crowded timbers and pierced her skull. Krin held in her growl before seeing Eleran standing before her, the elf holding her wounded shoulder while scowling at her former guardian.


  “Don’t be stupid,” Krin warned. “There are thousands of monsters to the north of us, and their immortal leaders are less than twenty feet away from you. If you turn against your sisters-”


  “No!” Eleran shouted back. “You turned on your sisters! You turned on your people! You turned on Green Haven! We are done bowing to the likes of you! That ends now!”


  “It’s the only way we’re going to survive, we have to join them or die! It’s the only way we can have a future! There’s no other path for us to take!”


  “Yes there is,” Eleran countered before turning her eyes over to Daniel. He watched over his shoulder as the elves of Green Haven regained control of the area while Pip and Reiko were keeping a close eye on the gemini before them. “I believe a new path has opened for us.”


  “Reiko,” Daniel said, gaining the attention of his tiny companions. “Go lead them out of here towards the southern fields to join with Alyssa. Make sure they all get out of Green Haven alive. Pip, go with her and-”


  “I’m not leaving you,” Pip argued shaking her head.


  “Yes, you are. I don’t want you to get hurt-”


  “I’m. Not. Leaving,” Pip stressed with a firm expression. “I’m not leaving my mate to fight those bad monsters alone. I’m not.”


  “Pip, don’t argue with me.”


  “Daniel, don’t be stupid,” Pip shot back. Daniel turned to her as she showed a frustrated look at him. “They can’t die. More monsters could show up any moment now. The forest is on fire. Don’t be stupid and throw away your life just to save ours.”


  “I need to protect my mates,” Daniel insisted.


  “And your mates need to protect you,” Pip sagely countered. Daniel fell silent as Pip’s glow flickered and shifted to a soft pink, the fairy slowly shaking her head as a sympathetic smile came across her face before she continued with a calm voice. “If you truly wish to fight to protect your loved ones, then do so wisely and not foolishly. What does it matter if we survive if we have to lose you in the process, our hearts will be lost all the same. Don’t throw away your life fighting for us when you don’t have to, especially when we want to help you succeed and keep you with us.”


  “Pip…”


  “Reiko can handle the elves. My power is better suited to aiding you than her right now. So let me do the right thing and help my mate,” Pip said, her glow then shifting to blue as a worried smile came over her. “Please, Daniel? I love you, I don’t want to lose you. I don’t.”


  Daniel glanced back to the elves in the woods then ahead at the gemini, the sounds of monsters screaming and trees falling echoing all around them as another tremor again shook the forest.


  “Reiko, go lead the elves to safety,” Daniel said before smirking at his fairy. “Pip and I will deal with the gemini.”


  Reiko looked back and forth between the elves and Daniel in silence, the harvester then merely giving a single nod before floating over towards them. The elves grew more anxious from seeing the undead monster approaching them while Eleran tried to force a brave face.


  “She will guide you out of here,” Daniel called out, with the elves turning to him in question as he focused his sights on the gemini again. “She will help protect you. Head to the southern fields, we’ve arranged your escape from this land so The Sisterhood and these two monsters can’t hurt you anymore.”


  “Nobody escapes from us!” the gemini shouted. “None of you are leaving!”


  “No, they are leaving,” Daniel said swiping his swords down at his sides. Pip’s glow shifted to red as she stared down the two sisters, all while elves in the woods were looking between them and Reiko in disbelief. “We however will play with you a bit more today. If you really want those elves so badly, you’re going to have to go through us.”


  “Where did this human come from?” an elf asked shaking her head. “He’s going to challenge both those accursed demons, and he also tamed a fairy and a zombie fairy to aid him?”


  “I’m not a zombie fairy!” Reiko whined hopping about in a fit.


  “No, fuck this!” Krin shouted in anger. “I don’t care if he tamed a zombie fairy or not, like hell I’m bowing to some fucking man or any of you weaklings! For The Sisterhood!”


  She unsheathed her dagger and quickly lunged towards Eleran, the elf watching in surprise as the ranger rushed her with a yell before Reiko whizzed by her, swiping her cutter through the elf’s face who then dropped to the ground with a thump and a frozen expression of shock. The elves saw the fallen ranger remaining motionless then looked to Reiko as she crossed her arms and eyed them over while her spectral cutter wavered at her side.


  “Does anyone else want to call me a zombie fairy?” she called out, receiving no response from anyone. “No? Good. Because I’m trying to be nice here and not reap all your souls as is my nature. But if you call me that stupid name again then that’s going to be you, got it? Now let’s go! I want to get out of this dump as much as the rest of you, so follow me.”


  The harvester floated off and waved the elves to follow, with them turning to each other in wonder before following the tiny monster. They grabbed and pushed along their oppressive sisters who dropped their bows and raised their hands defensively, not wishing to share Krin’s fate and now being surrounded by their upset kin. Eleran watched them go then turned to Daniel, seeing him and the fairy facing off against the gemini while fire was engulfing the royal tree’s branches that reached high into the air nearby. He glanced back to her, catching her smile and small wave she gave him before she ran off to join the others, then turned his eyes back to the twins before him.


  “Now then,” he said before tossing the Hellstorm blade out towards the gemini, the sword striking into the ground in front of Jovian who stared at it with surprise before seeing Daniel smirking at her. “I think you’re going to need that to give us any sort of challenge.”


  “Why did you do that?” Pip asked worriedly.


  “Because,” Daniel whispered while taking hold of the Hellfire’s Edge with both hands. “It’s a bit too much for me to use two enchanted weapons at the same time. I’ll last longer using just one.”


  “But why give it back to her?”


  “To piss her off,” Daniel grinned, with Pip turning to see Jovian grabbing the blade while fuming with indignation now.


  “You little bastard,” she snarled as she and her sister were shaking in anger. “You dare mock me by showing me pity? You think I need any help with murdering you? You fucking little maggot, I’m going to tear you apart!”


  “She looks really mad now,” Pip worried.


  “Good,” Daniel replied. “The angrier they get, the worse they fight. That’s how we can beat them. We need to keep them busy here. We can’t let them go after the elves or our mates. Hold them here as long as possible to buy time for the elves to escape.”


  “Got it,” Pip agreed with a nod.


  “And have some fun with them,” Daniel added, with Pip glancing to him curiously. He smiled sharply as he saw the gemini now glaring at him with even more anger than before.


  “Let’s see how much we can irritate these two girls.”


   


  


  Chapter 4


  A Fiery Ally


  In the world of Eden, there were different classes of reptile-based monsters known to man. Reptile girls were considered dangerous enemies due to their fierce fighting spirits and strength, although they were at least rumored to show mercy to those that failed to defeat them in combat. Salamander women, however, had a much harsher reputation, being notorious for spreading wildfires while relishing in burning anyone they came across. They were extremely hazardous creatures of fire and wrath, with even other monsters being cautious in their foreboding presence.


  Needless to say, they often had difficulty making real friends.


  *****


  The cries of elves within Green Haven carried out through the air as the royal tree within their grove began to fall with a thunderous crackling blare. As the towering timber started to drop from its broken base, a loud screech was heard amidst the terrified elves, a screech that belonged to an ant girl who felt her heart skip a beat from seeing where her mate was now careening towards the ground. Squeak stared with unblinking eyes as the grand tree toppled over, its expansive branches tearing into the forest beneath it before slamming into Eden with a terrifying crash. The branches that now pointed straight up towards the sky were engulfed in flames, dust and cinders were flowing through the forest from the heavy impact, elves were rendered in shock as they witnessed their royal tree having been felled, and Squeak felt her breath taken from her as she feared the worst for her mate.


  Shaking her head she slowly took a few steps, eyes unsteadily going over the sight of the giant timber that lay stretched across the village along with crushed and toppled trees that were strewn about alongside and underneath it. Eruptions of steam and lava burst forth throughout the elven grove while burning leaves and cinders fluttered in the hazy air. Monsters were running around in disarray while elves were stricken with misery as they saw their entire home being taken away from them. As horrible as the royal tree having been brought to the ground was, it was by no means the end of this disaster which had befallen Green Haven.


  “Sisterhood!” a gremlin called out. “Fall back to the northern steppes! We’re getting the fuck out of here!”


  “Get those elves moving!” a troll ordered waving her axe. “Grab everything we can use and get your asses out of here! Move it!”


  Squeak snapped out of her trance as she heard elves screaming while being dragged away, her eyes never leaving the sight of where the royal tree had crashed down along with the temple Daniel would have been in. Without pause she quickly took off running, leaving confused trolls and elves behind as she sprinted through the smoky haze and around trees with growing concern for her mate. She stumbled over fallen branches, bumped into elves, and ran through a bush with twigs slapping her face, all before she came up to a collapsed elven dwelling that blocked the path between a pair of towering timbers. With debris and fiery lumber piled up on the sides Squeak frantically searched for a way around the roadblock, only seeing arachne pulling along elves bound in webbing while others were hauled off by trolls and even ogres from the nearby homes. Goblins and gremlins were breaking into huts and houses while mites and witches were quickly moving about and trying not to catch on fire. A few elves tried to run away, only to be stopped by numerous captors that surrounded them, with one having her face sliced off with a cleaver from a goblin while the rest were beaten by trolls and salamander women before being dragged off shouting and crying.


  “Move along, you stupid cunt! Get!” a troll shouted as she shoved an elf over towards other captive villagers and their abductors. She grunted with a smirk while watching her comrades taking their slaves off before noticing Squeak standing nearby.


  “Hey, you! I said you there!”


  Squeak turned to her with a jump and squeak, seeing the troll pointing at her while salamander women and arachne walked up beside the ant girl. She gulped and glanced around at the two fiery and three hissing monsters who were sharply watching her before the troll walked up and smacked her cheek a few times.


  “Snap out of it, we need to get moving,” she scolded before pointing off to the side. “You girls go make sure the archery billets are being cleaned out. Elven archers won’t be any good for our forces if we lose their precious longbows. Get those weapons out of here before they burn up, now!”


  Squeak pointed to herself in confusion before she was quickly shuffled away by her escort, the ant girl squeaking at them in bewilderment as she was pushed along by the monsters and not paid any attention to as she kept squeaking and shaking her head in protest. She trotted along with them, being completely surrounded and unsure how to escape before they caught on to her, while noticing the forest they moved through was swiftly catching fire and burning down, or in some cases dropping straight down into bubbling pools of magma that opened up from below. Elves were dragged kicking and screaming from their homes while others were forced to march forward with their captors holding weapons and claws on them. Squeak glanced around at the monsters moving alongside her, not a care at all from them for seeing elven women and children being abused and abducted all around and instead only adding to the menacing aura that was engulfing the falling haven.


  She did however notice a salamander woman watching her out of the corner of her radiant eye, the fiery monster looking her over with a suspicious murmur as she trotted alongside the ant girl. Her dark leather petal skirt fluttered around her hips while her scaly red tail swiped sharply behind, the orange scarf she had around her neck with the ends torn and burned being the only discerning item compared to the other salamander, including her long black hair that she brushed out of her face while she kept her eyes on the nervous ant girl. After a moment the arachne beside her took an interest as well as something became apparent to them.


  “I thought we were at war with a nest of ant girls,” she mentioned, with the other monsters then looking over Squeak in question while she remained quiet. “Why is one of them here with us?”


  Squeak felt their eyes staring intently at her, her throat drying up as she forced a calm expression the best she could and tried not to break out into a nervous sweat. She cleared her throat and squeaked a few times then shook her head before looking forward again.


  “I haven’t seen any others amongst our sisters,” a salamander woman hoarsely hissed. “I thought they were our enemy.”


  “I thought that as well,” an arachne agreed, the monsters now showing sharp glares at the ant girl.


  Squeak rolled her eyes and squeaked a few times before casually waving off that statement and shaking her head again. After a pause she noticed the monsters still watching her sharply, the ant girl then bracing to fight her way out of a dire situation before a loud crackling sound was heard. Looking up they saw a tree quickly falling while snapping apart rope bridges attached to its terrace, the timber racing down towards the monsters who quickly scrambled to get out of the way with screams. With a heavy crash the tree slammed into the ground, casting out fiery leaves and clouds of dust while its roots tore apart the dirt from its ruptured base.


  “This whole forest is falling apart,” an arachne mumbled, getting back onto all her legs and brushing out leaves from her long silver hair.


  “It’s not so bad,” a salamander woman raspingly said, the monster getting up from a flaming bush without a single burn on her skin or scales. “I don’t care for the groundquakes though. Otherwise this is an improvement.”


  “Let’s go make sure the elven weaponry is being packed up and then get the hell out of here,” an arachne muttered while dusting off her chest. The other monsters nodded and gathered near the tree then noticed two of their group still lying on the ground right beside it, with a salamander woman on her back staring up in surprise at Squeak who was on top of her. The salamander looked over to seeing the tree resting on the ground an inch away from where her tail and the end of her scarf was then back to Squeak as the ant girl was holding her down while staring at the timber that nearly crushed them a moment ago. Looking down to the fiery monster she hesitated as she realized what she did without thinking before slowly glancing around to seeing the others watching them curiously.


  “Thank you,” the salamander roughly said, with Squeak smiling weakly down at her with a few small squeaks. “Um… you can get off me now.”


  Squeak blinked then hopped to her feet, squeaking a few times with a nervous smile while the salamander got back up and dusted herself off.


  “You saved her?” an arachne wondered. “So… you’re not with those ant girls who have been attacking us?”


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked a few times, the other monsters exchanging silent glances before the ant girl waved her hands around with some sort of reasoning that nobody could understand.


  “Come to think of it,” another arachne pondered with a hand held shrewdly to her chin. “I think I remember hearing of those troublesome ants wearing red garb. This one is clad in blue.”


  “So she’s not from that nest?” her sister questioned. Squeak shook her head at her and squeaked a few times.


  “Ah,” a salamander knowingly said. “I see. Looks as though we’ve recruited a rival ant girl nest into our Sisterhood. Is that it?”


  Squeak paused for a moment then nodded and pointed to her while squeaking some more.


  “Whatever,” an arachne grunted, herself and everyone bracing from a passing tremor hitting the grove. “An enemy of ours wouldn’t risk their life protecting one of us. Let’s just get going. She can help carry more of the armaments out of here, she’s strong, right?”


  Squeak nodded and patted her arm with a few quick squeaks, the monsters eyeing her over briefly before continuing on except for the salamander woman who was still alive thanks to the ant girl’s quick rescue.


  “Glad you’re with us,” she hoarsely said with a smirk. “Name’s Sheal. What’s yours?”


  Squeak squeaked at her, the salamander staring at her for a moment before raising an eyebrow.


  “Can you talk?”


  Squeak nodded and squeaked a few times, with the salamander rubbing the back of her head with an uneasy grimace before shaking it a little.


  “Not what I meant. I’m just going to call you Squeak then. That okay?”


  Squeak nodded with a weak smile and squeaked, the salamander eyeing her over briefly then smiling back at her, though with her sharpened teeth and the way small flickers of fire came out from behind them Squeak felt her anxiety rising despite the friendly gesture.


  “Let’s go, Squeak. Just remember, I owe you one.”


  Squeak nodded again before the salamander took her hand and led her off after the others, with Squeak glancing around to seeing more of the monsters raiding the village that they crossed through while her concern for Daniel kept poking into her mind and heart. She was pulled along by the salamander woman and rejoined with the others, all of them making their way through the burning village before coming to a halt atop a small ridge. Below there was a wide storehouse built beside the base of a towering timber that was being set ablaze from another flaming tree having crashed into it on the other side, not toppling it over yet passing along fire very quickly to the top of it. The storehouse itself was still intact, although the expansive clearing beside it that held multiple circular targets and fences was in shambles from sinkholes having formed and a glob of molten rock that had crashed into it earlier. A few elves were running around in a panic near the wooden doors and under the awning of the billet while goblins and gremlins were seen trying to calm horses that were neighing loudly in a fenced pen next to the building, the animals not being calmed down so easily as they were running in circles while the monsters were either knocked aside or outrun by the frightened mares.


  “Go get us some more hands to work with,” an arachne told a salamander woman. “We’ll get everything that’s salvageable ready to be taken out.”


  The salamander nodded and took off with a hasty trot while Sheal remained by Squeak’s side, the ant girl watching with a nervous frown as the speedy reptile left in search of more threatening monsters to join them. She was then pulled along by Sheal as the rest of the group made their way down the incline towards the storehouse while flaming branches began to fall from the tree above. Upon reaching the building they saw three elven women keeping close to the open barn door while nervously looking inside, along with a goblin and mite who appeared to be just as hesitant with entering.


  “What are you idiots doing?” the arachne demanded. “We need to pack up everything in there that’s useful and get the hell out of this forest. Why are you all just standing there?”


  “We know!” an elf barked out at her. “That’s why we were dragged here against our will. But your friend in there isn’t stopping!”


  “Stopping? Stopping with what?”


  “Butchering anyone she gets a hold of!” another elf cried out as she pointed to the doorway. “We’re not going in there as long as she’s in there! No fucking way!”


  “Um… me either,” the goblin spoke up shaking her head. “She scary. Very scary.”


  “She’s lost it,” the mite droned while skittering about. “She won’t stop. She won’t listen to us.”


  “Stop what? What are you talking about?” the arachne asked. She skittered forward while Sheal pulled a reluctant Squeak along with her, the three entering the storehouse and looking around before jumping in shock at what they saw.


  The elven archery billet was normally a wonderful, almost magical, workshop, at least when everything wasn’t going to hell around it. These prized establishments were the birthplace to the renowned elven bows made by their expert creators, with their quality and piercing power far surpassing what other monsters and even humans were able to produce. On the left side of the workshop the bows themselves were cut and carved into their elegant and sturdy frames from the trees of Green Haven, with piles of lumber stored near several benches that had all the proper cutting tools to sculpt their famous weapons on.


  Beside that the next step on the assembly line was tying the wire, which was kept in large spools hanging from the ceiling where the near-unbreakable cord glistened in the light as they dangled below. Of course, elven bows weren’t like any others in Eden, as they were known to be tied with three times the strength as normal bows were, with their strings being incredibly tight and under great stress. The middle of the workshop was where the elves performed the tying of the string in a unique way, where a suspended half-log with a rounded top and flat bottom was set horizontally with large chains holding it up from the rafters above by way of two steel hooks connected to each of the ends. The bows would be placed over and held in their proper curved form atop the log by using heavy lifts and pulleys holding iron weights on either wall next to the assembly beam, their chains going from the sides of the assembly beam where they were shackled onto the bows’ ends down into the ground where they came back up near the walls where large gears and weights were used with the process, each of them appearing to weigh a great deal as the dark iron masses dangled in their chains while secured towards the ends of some of the bows that somehow managed to hold strong even with the incredible amount of extra weight on them. Cans of oil shimmered on a rack near the assembly line, the same emollient that was seen on a few of the bows that were currently fastened to the log while curved around its top, all of them seeming to hold strong while bent like that despite the pressure applied with their heavy weights pulling on both ends. A line of twelve longbows could be assembled at once here, with exactly that many still on the log while only seven of them had strings tied to them at the moment, before they would be slid down along the beam to where the hooks on the end could be undone to allow the bows to be removed.


  The right side of the workshop had dozens of the finished products hanging along a wall while others were on tables, each of them awaiting final inspection to ensure both quality and safety before being given to any elf for use. On a normal production day the archery billet would be staffed with dozens of elves, all working diligently to craft their prized bows, while oddly enough the process of making arrows was so ridiculously easy that only a smaller workshop located a few yards away was enough to produce plenty of arrows for every elven archer to use.


  Today however it was not in the best of condition. Not from the forest being lit on fire and threatening to crumble into the ground to be swallowed up by the fiery hunger of Eden, but rather from a certain individual having turned the workshop into a hall of horrors for her own enjoyment.


  “What the hell?” Sheal hoarsely asked.


  The benches that were normally used to carve the bows from lumber now had bodies of elves lying on them instead, the women having had their limbs chopped into pieces while their chests were torn open and their faces looked like they were ripped off.


  “Well this is a mess,” the arachne stated with a raised eyebrow.


  Where the elven bows were hanging up on the walls so too were elven women, with some of the poor monsters missing their arms and legs while their frozen faces were contorted in agony.


  Squeak gulped and tried her best not to throw up. She and her group slowly looked around at the grisly sight and seeing a few more elves, or at least parts of them, strewn about on the floor, before spotting the culprit of the bloodbath toying with her next victim on the other side of the suspended assembly beam.


  “Please,” an elf whimpered, blood coming from her mouth as she was on her knees atop the bloodied floor. Her arms were lying nearby with cuts all over them, the mutilated elf barely staying conscious as her chest had multiple punctures in it while her face was covered in blood and tears. She wearily witnessed a large black pincer gently brushing aside her bloodied golden hair, shivering nervously as it then opened and placed her neck between the sharpened claws.


  “Please… no more…” the elf begged before squealing in fear.


  “Such… suffering,” a woman’s voice purred in delight. “Oh, I’ve waited for this for so long. This is truly a splendid day. That look of misery you have, your tears, your screams, the crying and begging you’ve done. Ah, I’ve relished the time we’ve spent together like this. I needed this so much.”


  The elf started breathing sharply as her eyes widened, the girl then beginning to shriek in terror before a large stinger sharply struck her through the eye, the woman jerking with a splatter of blood while falling silent before the stinger jabbed her again and again, destroying her face and skull with loud crunches.


  “Oh goddammit,” the arachne groaned, herself and the others watching as the dead elf was lifted up by her neck with the pincer that belonged to one of The Sisterhood’s more passionate killers. Squeak stared with wide eyes as she saw the fallen elf dangling by her neck that was slowly being crushed by the pincer, the monstrous limb being attached to a scorpia with messy brown hair, golden eyes, and a stoic expression that the ant girl swore for a moment revealed a very frightening leer before quickly vanishing.


  “Rio!” the arachne shouted in frustration. She quickly skittered around the central log and fumed with anger behind the scorpia while Rio was tilting her head slightly to one side then the other as she watched the neck of the elf slowly cave between her crushing claws. She paid the arachne no mind, instead only seeming fixated on the elf she had butchered like so many others moments ago while staring at the corpse with a blank expression on her face.


  “What do you think you are doing?” the arachne demanded. “What is the matter with you? How many times must we tell you, you can’t just kill so many of our slaves like this! Look at this mess!”


  “I couldn’t help it,” Rio distantly replied. “They were screaming. I just had to play with them. It was… so seductive.”


  “Knock it off!” the arachne yelled, giving the scorpia a swift whack to the back of her head. Rio paused for a moment, snapped her pincer shut and sliced the head of the elf clean off her shoulders, let the body and severed head drop to the ground, and then slowly turned to face the spider with a dull expression on her face while tilting her head slightly.


  “Don’t do that again.”


  “This is unacceptable,” the arachne hissed. “We need these stupid elves and their bows to help us overthrow the humans in this land, and we can’t do that when they’re hacked into fucking pieces! We’ve told you this multiple times now. For crying out loud, why is this so hard for you to understand?”


  “Counting eleven dead elves in here,” another arachne said as she and her sister were slowly skittering around the workshop. “Um… I think. Hard to tell with the scraps left on the floor.”


  “Eleven elves,” the one before Rio growled with a face palm. “And I distinctly remember you doing this to at least six more the other day.”


  “Those elves tried to run away,” Rio reasoned. “I disciplined them as were my orders.”


  “We didn’t want them dead! You just had to smack them around a bit, that was all. Maybe a take an ear or toe, something to get them to behave. But no, you slaughtered them worse than a butcher does to a cow!”


  “It was a fun afternoon,” Rio agreed with a nod.


  “Are all scorpias dimwitted, or just you? We need these elves to fight with us, and they can’t do that if they’re dead! You just tore apart eleven elves-”


  “Fourteen, actually.”


  “Fourteen?” the arachne questioned with a jump. She quickly looked around the bloodied workshop then back to Rio in bewilderment. “Wait, where are their bodies?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Rio plainly replied.


  “For fuck’s sake!” the arachne shouted in frustration. “Stop killing everyone you see! Why is that so hard for you? All you have to do is watch over these filthy tree rats and make sure they do as they’re told, not chop them into pieces whenever the mood strikes you!”


  In the blink of an eye Rio whipped her stinger over her shoulder, stopping it right in front of the surprised arachne’s face while the scorpia casually lifted a claw and brushed her hair aside.


  “I’ve. Been. Bored,” Rio calmly stated. “I was promised a thrilling time with murdering as many humans as I wished when you invade Rockhelm. Men to rape, that’s a nice bonus, but I’m here to kill first and foremost. That is what gets me wet the most. However that event has yet to be delivered upon, and the appetite my loins feel is quite short of that which my claws yearn for. I’ve waited, and waited, and waited so long for my fun, and yet you all keep asking me to wait some more. I’m tired of waiting. I’m tired of wanting. I’m tired of not having my fun.”


  Squeak stared at her in disbelief from her words, the ant girl then slowly looking around the room to seeing the other monsters merely watching the standoff while not showing any surprise themselves.


  “You can’t blame me,” Rio factually continued. “When these elves started screaming from the sudden commotion, when they cowered in fear and cried like weaklings, when they showed how fragile and ripe they were for my claws, I could contain myself no longer. I needed to quench my thirst for bloodshed, to hear their shrieks that overshadowed the chaos outside. I simply had to wring out what agony and suffering I could from their measly lives when they tempted me as they did. I had to do it.”


  “And you will have to answer to the gemini for what you’ve done after this is over with!” the arachne shouted in her face, with Rio not showing any reaction from her words. Squeak however was rendered squeakless in shock from hearing that, her eyes having quickly locked onto the arachne while questioning if she heard correctly just now.


  “I’m sick of dealing with the trouble you cause!” the arachne yelled. “If you want to kill those who are enemies to The Sisterhood, that’s fine, do whatever you want to them. But murdering our own slaves and tools just because you’re bored isn’t acceptable. Our leaders will not be pleased about yet another loss of our resources because of your inability to control yourself.”


  Rio merely stared at her in silence, not offering any reaction or rebuttal. The arachne threw her arms up in exhaustion while Squeak started to feel even more fear for Daniel’s safety growing now, the ant girl quickly glancing around the workshop for how she could escape to find him as soon as possible. The arachne ruffled her hair with a frustrated grunt before waving her hand around in the air as she looked over the assembly beam in the middle of the room.


  “Whatever, let’s just grab what we can and go. Get every last bow that you can and pack them up, we need to leave right now.”


  “She needs to leave right now!” an elf cried out pointing to Rio.


  “Get in here and get to work!” the arachne yelled with trembling fists. The elves were pushed forward by the goblin and mite while Sheal and Squeak stepped aside, the frightened women nervously looking around from Rio to the other monsters in the room while the arachne pointed to the scorpia accusingly. “And you! Since you slaughtered all our little helpers, you can make yourself useful for once and help them get these bows gathered up! We lost plenty of elves today, let’s at least salvage these weapons for other elves to use for us, ones that haven’t been hacked to bits by simpleminded scorpias!”


  Rio merely stared at the arachne without saying a word, the three spiders then quickly skittering over to the side of the workshop and gathering the bows from the wall while throwing off corpses that were in their way.


  “Hurry up,” Sheal ordered with a wave to the central beam. “Get those things off there, quick.”


  “Wait, what?” an elf questioned with a jump. “Hold on, all the bows that are ready to use are over there, the ones on the assembly bench aren’t ready yet. We can’t take those with us.”


  “Every. Last. One,” an arachne stressed at her. “Your reputable bows are not as replaceable as you yourselves are. We’re not leaving behind a single one.”


  “They’re not ready yet,” the elf argued back. “It takes days to properly prepare these for use. This batch needs considerably more time to finish. Not to mention we can’t even remove these bows from the bench yet, it’s not safe.”


  “Not safe?” Sheal questioned. “What’s so dangerous about them?”


  “Do you have any idea the strength those wires are fastened with?” the other elf snapped. “Any elf can make her own bow, it’s not exactly the hardest thing to do, but Green Haven’s are the best there is in Eden because we don’t fuck around with building them! These bows here are coated with a special salve made from amordyl ferns, that’s what makes them able to hold the extra tight wire without snapping like fucking twigs. Those bows need to set in that position with the proper weight for balance and constant care with that balm to fortify their frames otherwise they’ll break from the stress, and if that happens that fucking wire will slice you in half!”


  “We can’t touch those,” the first elf insisted. “Take the others if you want, and any personal ones our sisters may have, but there’s no way to safely remove these ones right now.”


  “What about this one?” the goblin asked, standing at the end of the assembly bench and closely examining the last bow in the line. “It looks good. Looks like any other bow. Doesn’t look dangerous.”


  “Oh yeah?” the elf sneered. “Go ahead. I dare you to try to remove it. Go on.”


  The goblin scoffed at the woman then started tugging on the bow to slide it down towards the hooks on the end. She grunted and failed to budge it before grabbing onto the end and struggling to move it around. The chains below held strong and taut, the goblin growling in frustration as she wasn’t able to dislodge the bow at all. She started kicking the steel clamp on the end that was attached to the chains, everyone watching in silence as the monster hit it again and again while being unable to remove it.


  “I don’t think it’s coming off,” the mite droned as she slowly buzzed around the beam to the other side, watching as the bow wasn’t moving in the slightest despite the goblin’s efforts. She landed on the log over the bow’s end and tapped it a few times while shakily tilting her head now and again, seeing that the weapon was really secured as warned about.


  With a big jump the stubborn goblin struck her foot down and kicked the clamp hard, a snap being made from the bow as the end was bent at an angle just below the steel holder where the wire was tightly fastened. The goblin stared at it for a moment as it remained in place then smiled weakly and shrugged at the arachne nearby.


  “Um… I think it broken. Heh heh.”


  The bent end of the bow crumpled before it snapped off and was whipped right under the beam with a sharp shrill, the wire being snapped like a whip as it tore through the air in an upward arc beside the log and right through the mite who was instantly sliced in two. Everyone except Rio stared in surprise as the little monster was cleaved by the wire with a spray of blood before dropping to the ground and twitching a few times.


  “Uh… oh,” the goblin slowly said.


  “Told you,” an elf smirked.


  “You mistreat your weapon, and your weapon will fuck you up,” the other elf stated with a nod.


  “Wow,” an arachne said. “I see what you mean.”


  “Let’s just pack up the ones that are ready,” another suggested as she carefully inspected the bow in her hands. “Um, these bows are ready to be held, right?”


  “Those over there are fine,” an elf answered. “The ones here on the assembly beam aren’t going anywhere. Unless you want to end up like your little friend there and test your luck.”


  “I don’t,” the goblin replied, shaking her head as she watched the two halves of the mite finally stop moving.


  “Fine, let’s just grab these and get the hell out of here,” an arachne said as she was plucking bows off the wall in a hurry. “All of you, get over here and get to work, now!”


  Sheal and the goblin ran over along with the elves and started picking up bows off the tables while the three arachne were skittering around on the wall, throwing off corpses that Rio had strung up on the hooks and quickly grabbing the elven armaments in bundles. As the monsters worked to pack the bows into crates near the doors on the far side of the workshop, Squeak was carefully backing up towards the other end while watching the monsters cautiously. The building rumbled with a tremor rolling through, screams were heard echoing outside along with the sound of another tree crashing to the forest floor, chains and pulleys clattered and swung above from the rafters, the dangling wire from the large spools near the assembly beam glistened in the light, and Squeak jumped with a small squeak as she felt her abdomen suddenly bump into something. Spinning around she came face to face with Rio, the scorpia watching her with a blank expression while her eyes held a cold malevolence behind them.


  “Where are you going?” Rio asked, slowly walking forward while Squeak quickly scooted back. “Actually, what are you even doing here? I wasn’t aware we had any ant girls in our little club.”


  “Hey, Rio!” an arachne shouted. “Get your ass over here and help us!”


  “In a minute,” Rio said while holding up a claw towards Squeak. “I just want to nip this little mystery in the bud first.”


  She snapped her pincer hard, prompting Squeak to jump back with a squeak as the scorpia took another step closer.


  “Leave her alone,” Sheal hissed at the scorpia. “She’s with us. Not to mention we need her help, she’s strong and can help us get these damn things out of here.”


  Squeak nodded with a nervous smile as the scorpia stared at her constantly, the ant girl turning to head over towards the others before Rio’s stinger whipped by her head and halted, with Squeak stopping with a sharp squeak as she saw the large needle hovering beside her.


  “We don’t have any ant girls in our group,” Rio said while eyeing over the trembling monster. “I’m quite sure of it.”


  “Yes we do,” Sheal snapped, the salamander shoving a crate into the goblin’s arms before marching towards Rio with a snarl. “Her nest has allied themselves with us. She even saved my life before we got here. Now stop messing with her.”


  She smacked aside Rio’s stinger and pulled Squeak over behind her, eyes glaring at Rio who merely watched them with a blank expression on her face as another tremor struck the area. The scorpia casually glanced to her stinger as it hovered over her shoulder then faced Sheal while more screams were heard outside the building.


  “I really don’t like others treating me so rudely,” Rio plainly said.


  “I really don’t like you,” Sheal hissed, her bared teeth having cinders and smoke coming out from behind them. “Or you threatening my friend like that.”


  Squeak slowly looked around as she felt tensions running just as hot as the burning forest outside, seeing the other monsters behind her busy packing up the elven bows into crates and blocking the exit while Sheal and Rio stood before her and the other way out.


  “Funny how she’s the only ant girl I’ve seen around here,” Rio mentioned. “Also, correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t the red ant girl nest the only one in this part of the land? Where exactly is her nest from?”


  Sheal glanced to Squeak while remaining on guard, the ant girl shaking her head at her and squeaking a few times while waving her hands before her.


  “Oh my fucking god,” an arachne groaned loudly. “Would you bitches knock it off and help us? I’m not dying here today, and especially not around you wretched cunts.”


  “Rio!” another arachne called over, the monster skittering on the wall while pulling off bodies of elves with a frustrated growl. “For crying out loud, why did you stick these mutilated elves up here like this? You got their blood and entrails all over the bows!”


  “It’s called art,” Rio dryly quipped. “I thought they looked divine strung up alongside their precious sticks.”


  “You are such a pain!” an arachne yelled while pulling another body off the hooks. Upon doing so the elf in her arms started screaming while weakly flailing her arms and legs, the woman still alive despite having large gashes all over her body and covered in blood. The arachne jumped with a startle before quickly throwing the crying elf over onto the floor with a thump, the monster hoarsely screaming while her sisters nearby stared at her in horror.


  “Oh fuck! Callie!” one cried out as she started to rush towards their friend, only to be immediately pulled back by an arachne.


  “You girls aren’t done!” she yelled, shoving the elves over towards the tables and knocking one to the ground with a scream. “I’m not going to say this again! Pack your shit up right now, or so help me I’ll let Rio do whatever she wants to you! Do you hear me?”


  The elves stared at her in fright while the monster shook her head in disdain at them before glancing over to crying woman on the floor with a scoff.


  “Oh my,” Rio plainly said. “Seems she hasn’t died just yet. That’s no good. How about we have our new friend here do the poor woman a favor and put her out of her misery?”


  Squeak turned to the scorpia with wide eyes as the stoic lady walked towards her, with Sheal shielding the ant girl with her arm and pushing her back as they stepped away from the menacing monster.


  “Go on,” Rio urged as she waved to the crying elf. “Do it. You’re one of us, right? Killing a wounded and worthless elf shouldn’t be a problem for you. It’s alright, she can serve no other purpose for us, no need to keep her around now. Prove to us you’re really with The Sisterhood and finish her off.”


  Squeak slowly glanced around to seeing the other monsters and elves watching her now before turning her gaze over to the mortally wounded elf, the woman lying in a growing pool of her blood while hoarsely gasping for air.


  “Just do it, Squeak,” Sheal roughly said. “Prove her wrong and shut her up so we can get out of here.”


  “Yes, please do,” Rio insisted, her eyes never leaving Squeak as she just stared at the wounded elf. The ant girl glanced to the salamander woman with a clear look of trepidation before slowly walking over to the elf, stopping right above her head and watching with remorse as she was struggling to stay conscious with her injuries. The elf’s eyes wearily looked up at the ant girl who stood over her, unsteady whimpers and coughs being made as she tried to shake her head with a fearful grimace.


  “Well go on,” an arachne urged with a wave of the hand. “Just get it over with already. I want to leave.”


  Squeak watched the elf whimpering at her feet, seeing that although her body was mangled she was still clinging to life with all her might. The ant girl slowly breathed out then lowered her head and kept silent while the monsters all around watched her closely.


  “Squeak?” Sheal asked.


  After a pause Squeak glanced to her and slowly shook her head, the salamander lowering her stance with disbelief coming over her while the elves nearby showed curiosity towards the ant girl’s refusal to execute one of their own. The other monsters in the building however were now expressing stern looks towards the ant girl except for Rio who retained her passive guise.


  “I knew it,” Rio calmly said. “You’re not one of us. You never were.”


  “You’re not… with The Sisterhood?” Sheal questioned, with Squeak shaking her head while keeping her eyes on the stunned salamander woman.


  “I don’t believe this,” an arachne groaned, rubbing a hand down her face before shaking her head at Squeak with annoyance. “Who the hell are you then? Why are you here at all?”


  “Maybe she is with those bothersome ants that have been attacking us,” another sharply accused. “The same ones who have been demolishing Eden in an attempt to scare us off. I bet this whole disaster is because of her and her filthy sisters. This is all your fault, isn’t it?”


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked a few times at her before a loud crackling was heard. The building rattled with a tremor striking through, followed almost immediately by a large burning tree crashing through the ceiling on the other side of the room, completely demolishing the workbenches where the bows were made while the roof was set ablaze by fiery branches landing on it.


  “Alright, that’s enough!” an arachne shouted before quickly grabbing a box filled with elven bows. “All of you, grab whatever you can carry, we’re leaving now!”


  “But we can’t carry all of these by ourselves,” another pointed out with a troubled grimace at the crates they had stacked up. “We need to wait for the others to get here and-”


  A ball of molten rock struck down through the nearby corner of the workshop, destroying the wood with a fiery eruption and a few of the boxes that were quickly melted away by the glowing magma.


  “Fine, stay if you want,” the first arachne scoffed. “I’m getting my ass out of here now!”


  She turned to skitter away then stopped, glancing back and seeing the elves, goblin, and arachne choosing to grab what they could now rather than wait any longer, and also Rio, Sheal, and Squeak who were watching the opposite end of the storehouse quickly turning into a roaring firestorm.


  “Rio,” she called out, gaining their attention as she hopped the crate a bit in her arms while balancing herself. “Kill those two before you leave.”


  “What?” Sheal questioned with a hop. “Me? Why me?”


  “Why else would that ant girl have bothered to save your life unless you two were working together?” the arachne accused. “Come to think of it, wasn’t it your own two worthless sisters that the gemini personally executed for failing them?”


  “Wait, I don’t know her!” Sheal protested. “And leave my family out of this! They didn’t deserve to die, much less be spoken of with your foul tongue!”


  “Your family is nothing but failures,” the arachne smugly retorted. “Your own kin betrayed our leaders, just as you’ve done with bringing the ants here to attack us.”


  “My sisters didn’t betray anyone!” Sheal shouted back. “They did nothing wrong, nothing to deserve being executed so unjustly! And I never conspired with the ant girls, I didn’t know why she was here just like the rest of you didn’t!”


  “Better safe than sorry,” another arachne reasoned. “Rio, they’re all yours. Make sure they don’t follow us or cause any more trouble for The Sisterhood. Do whatever you want with them.”


  Sheal and Squeak turned to each other in shock then to Rio as the scorpia merely watched them with a blank expression still on her face. As the other monsters quickly left while screaming intensified outside, Rio snapped her pincer a few times while slowly looking between the two remaining girls in the burning storehouse.


  “Well, shall we get on with it then?”


  “I’m not a traitor,” Sheal raspingly insisted.


  “Don’t care,” Rio said, then quickly dashed forward and snapped her claw at the salamander’s neck, the woman ducking down and jumping aside before Rio spun and struck her tail across the reptile’s chest. As Sheal was whacked straight through a bench and into the wall with a painful groan Rio sidestepped in the blink of an eye, moving right in front of Squeak where she struck forward with both her claws. Jumping back into a stumble Squeak squeaked in fright while tripping over her feet and trying to stay away from the scorpia that nimbly followed after with snapping pincers. After backing her up towards the crates Rio quickly stopped and struck her stinger down behind her, piercing it through the skull of the wounded elf who jerked once from the impact before lying motionless on the ground. Squeak squeaked with a pained look at the elf while Rio merely tilted her head with a small shrug.


  “That was all you had to do to keep up your charade,” she casually said. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?”


  Squeak growled at the scorpia with clenched fists, watching as the woman yanked her stinger out from the corpse and waved it a few times to get the blood off it. Glancing behind Rio saw Sheal holding her chest while coughing out smoke, the salamander slowly getting up on her hands and knees amidst the broken workbench with a frustrated glare aimed at the scorpia.


  “You’re also weak,” Rio mentioned with a small shake of her head. “You’re not worth keeping around with us. Just like your pathetic sisters weren’t.”


  “They believed in the cause,” Sheal coughed out. “All three of us did. We wanted a better future for all of us, even you. How dare you treat us this way for all that we did to help you, you fucking monsters!”


  “Spoken like a true traitor.”


  With a loud squeak and quick lunge forward Squeak swung her fist out, with Rio blocking with her claw which was then knocked aside and into her jaw from the force. The scorpia shook off the hit before quickly shielding herself with both her claws as Squeak followed through with a strong blow to the monster, which pushed her back with skidding feet while the loud clack from the hit echoed out.


  “You’re stronger than I thought. Still, is that the best you can do?”


  Again and again Squeak threw punches at the scorpia, hitting her large pincers that took the blows without seeming to dent or waver, all while the monster watched from behind with a dull stare as she didn’t appear to grow upset or cautious from the ant girl’s attacks. Rio kept her solemn expression as she then dashed forward and snapped with her claws at the girl, with Squeak darting back just enough to avoid losing her nose before the scorpia struck forward with her tail over her shoulder. The stinger missed Squeak’s shoulder while brushing against her tunic before quickly drawing back and striking again. Squeak leapt to the side against the assembly beam to avoid the hit, ducked down to keep from losing her head by the scorpia’s snapping pincer, then jumped over to dodge the stinger which struck through the side of a bow still attached to the suspended log, snapping its wire free which cracked like a whip on the other side of the beam. Squeak scrambled to her feet and quickly grabbed a pincer which snapped towards her head, holding the two claws apart with trembling hands as the scorpia felt the ant girl pushing back against her with great strength.


  “Not bad,” Rio commented. She struck forward with her stinger, watching as Squeak quickly and just barely moved her head side to side to avoid being struck in the face. The ant girl pushed Rio back a step, slammed her fist down onto the pincer to knock it away, and then struck towards the scorpia again with a loud squeak, only to be blocked by the other pincer quickly moving to stop the hit and hold her in place.


  “Still not good enough,” Rio plainly said. She jabbed forward with her other claw into Squeak’s face, knocking the ant girl back with a sharp squeak and a bloody lip, then dashed forward and jammed her knee into the girl’s gut with a hard impact. As Squeak was thrown back into the crates of bows near the exit, Sheal ran over and jumped onto Rio’s back, pinning the scorpia’s tail between them while digging her nails into the woman’s chest. With a furious growl Sheal built up a fiery blast in her mouth before Rio bashed her head back into her face, knocking the salamander out of her senses with a dazed grunt, then elbowed the monster hard, sending her straight off her back onto the suspended beam next to them. Sheal feebly lay back against two of the bows on the log that weren’t stringed up yet with a snarl before spitting her fiery bile at the scorpia, the speedy monster quickly darting aside then rushing forward and jamming her pincer into the log around the salamander’s neck. Sheal grabbed the claws and struggled to keep them from snapping shut, her legs kicking against the dirt below while Rio brought her stinger up over her shoulder as she coldly watched the squirming salamander.


  “You’re just like your sisters,” Rio taunted. “Nothing but mistakes in this world. They paid the price for their betrayal, just as you shall now do.”


  “My sisters served the gemini honorably,” Sheal coughed, her hands starting to slip as the pincer crunched through the wood behind her while closing around her neck. “We pledged ourselves to The Sisterhood, we followed our orders and never spoke against anyone, we believed in the cause. And what do we get for it? My sisters were murdered for trying to serve those two monsters, and you’re all so quick to place blame and death sentences on me to protect yourselves. No, it’s The Sisterhood who betrayed us.”


  Squeak slowly sat up amidst a broken crate with bows lying on the ground around her, the ant girl shaking her head with a weak squeak before seeing Rio holding Sheal against the assembly beam. She glanced behind her, noticing the exit to the burning forest where fire was quickly spreading through the trees just as fast as the screams of those within the village were rising, then back to Rio as the scorpia held her stinger right in front of Sheal’s face.


  “To hell with you all,” Sheal hoarsely condemned. “I never liked any of you anyway.”


  “So sorry to hear that,” Rio plainly said. She slowly brought the stinger’s needle right in front of Sheal’s eye, the salamander staring with fright as she started choking with the closing pincer tightening around her throat.


  “Consider this your resignation,” Rio said before showing a very malicious smile. “Feel free to scream for me while I dig around inside your skull. I would rather enjoy that very much.”


  “I won’t scream for you. I won’t give you any pleasure, you sick bitch.”


  “That’s alright. I’ll enjoy murdering you all the same.”


  A sharp squeak was heard, with Rio glancing behind her while Sheal turned her eyes to see Squeak standing behind Rio with a harsh glare and bared teeth at the scorpia, along with holding a bow with the handle facing her and the string held out towards Rio’s tail. The scorpia merely raised an eyebrow at her with a blank expression while Sheal stared at Squeak in bewilderment as the ant girl was holding the bow backwards at the monster while fire was spreading along the wall behind her.


  “What are you doing?” Rio plainly asked.


  “That’s not how you use a bow, you stupid girl,” Sheal coughed out.


  Squeak continued to glare at the scorpia as she held the bow’s handle with both hands, her grip remaining firm while she squeaked a few more times at the monster in a threatening tone.


  “Are you mental?” Rio dryly chuckled. “Do you not understand how those things work? You don’t even have any arrows to use with it, nor could you possibly hope to strike me with one of those silly little things. Just what do you think you’re going to do to me with that?”


  Squeak narrowed her eyes with a squeak, then grabbed near the end of the bow with one hand as a smirk formed on her face. With a hard clench she crushed the wood with a crunch, breaking it apart with the tied end piece now being snapped off, with the freed wire shrilling through both the air and the scorpia’s tail without pause. Rio screamed in agony as her tail was cleaved off by the elven cord, the severed appendage dropping to the ground twitching while blood poured out from its base. The scorpia cried out in pain while cringing uncontrollably, with Sheal watching in shock at what happened before managing to part the scorpia’s claws away from her neck. Squeak tossed aside the broken bow and grabbed hold of Rio’s stump where her tail once was, gripping the bleeding limb tightly and throwing the scorpia away from Sheal into and then through the burning wall behind her. The salamander woman watched in awe as Rio was flung through the burning wood where she dropped into a bush outside with fiery debris raining down atop her. Squeak sharply squeaked at where Rio had been buried in smoldering debris, waving her fist around and clearly saying something along the lines of a witty retort, before looking back over to Sheal who was now staring at her in disbelief.


  “You’re not with The Sisterhood?” Sheal again questioned, with Squeak shaking her head to that. “Then why save me? I’m just like them. Why didn’t you leave me with her?”


  Squeak eyed her over then squeaked with a raised eyebrow, slowly taking steps towards the salamander woman who tensed up as the ant girl drew closer. Sheal kept on guard as Squeak watched her with a solemn expression, the ant girl slowly breathing out then squeaking at her a few times while waving around them. Afterwards Sheal just stared at her in confused silence, with Squeak closing her eyes and sighing as she realized why she wasn’t getting a response. She pointed back to where Rio was under the debris and shook her head with a stern expression, then slowly pointed to Sheal and showed some curiosity before squeaking a few times and giving a single shrug.


  “I’m no different than her,” Sheal said shaking her head. Squeak merely raised an eyebrow and tilted her head forward slightly, seeming to be questioning that statement. Sheal lowered her guard and then her head, silence befalling her as Squeak watched her closely. Before they could say anything more their attention was brought over to where broken boards and branches erupted with cinders and fire from outside the hole in the wall. With a furious scream Rio stood up amidst the ashes and flames, her stoic expression having gone straight to hell as her eyes were glaring with murderous intent at the two girls while her face was contorted with unbridled rage.


  “You’re both fucking dead!” she roared, the scorpia quickly dashing towards them with her claws set to strike. Squeak and Sheal quickly dodged aside, the scorpia’s claws tearing into the assembly beam and ripping it apart before she chased after the two girls who scrambled to get away. As the suspended log dropped down at an angle from being torn through Rio hopped onto and ran along it towards the girls who looked back with surprise at seeing the scorpia quickly closing in on them. Moving with extraordinary speed Rio lunged through the air towards Squeak, the ant girl squeaking loudly at her before Sheal knocked her aside, with the scorpia tackling the salamander down to the ground while Squeak was pushed against the central log that swayed with rattling chains from the impact.


  “I’m going to hack you apart!” Rio scorned, thrashing about atop the salamander woman under her who was holding onto the scorpia’s arms in a desperate attempt to keep the pincers away from her. Squeak regained her footing then ran over and punched Rio hard in the head, knocking the monster off Sheal, only for the scorpia to then quickly recover and lunge right over the salamander into the ant girl. Holding onto the front of the monster’s pincers Squeak stumbled back and fell onto her rear, the girl being pushed along the ground all the way into the log with a thud before Rio started snapping her claws at her. Ducking down Squeak dodged the clacking pincers and tried to crawl away under the log, managing to turn her lower back and insect abdomen aside to fit under the low hanging beam and also avoid the scorpia’s pincers that narrowly missed it. The claws however did manage to snag her tunic, halting the ant girl with a squeak as Rio started to pull her back.


  “Leave her alone!” Sheal yelled, jumping onto Rio’s back and biting down on her shoulder. The scorpia screamed in anger as she thrashed around, ripping off the back of Squeak’s tunic which allowed her to scramble away to the other side of the room, while Sheal was grabbing the scorpia’s head and chest with her claws with smoke and cinders slipping out between her teeth.


  “You traitor!” Rio shouted as she tried to bash Sheal’s face again, this time being unsuccessful as the salamander was holding her head away while chewing into her with fire coming out of her mouth. Spinning around in her struggle Rio tried to swat off the salamander or snap at her with her claws, each time failing to do so as the reptile was clinging too closely to her back while scratching up her cheek and breasts. With a loud yell Rio jumped backwards, slamming Sheal into the log between two of the tied bows with a hard crack before they both dropped to the ground. The salamander froze with a stunned groan, smoke and fire wafting from her open mouth as she felt the brunt of the impact very heavily. Getting onto her knees Rio turned and snapped her pincers at Sheal, the weakened salamander ducking down and trying to scoot away under the log before the scorpia grabbed her foot with a painful clamp of her pincers. Dragging the screaming salamander back Rio watched her with a furious scowl, seeing the woman struggling to grab onto the dirt to pull away while seeming to be stunned with pain. Sheal turned her head and spat out what fire she still had in her mouth, the small blast being blocked by Rio’s other pincer that quickly shielded her before moving aside to reveal her infuriated glare at the salamander woman.


  “You… will… suffer!” Rio snarled with a trembling claw. She reached out to snap at the woman’s frightened face before the log was kicked by Squeak right into the scorpia’s face. Rio dropped back onto her rear with a painful scream, holding a pincer up against her broken nose while blindly snapping at the salamander woman with the other. Squeak grabbed and quickly pulled Sheal over to her, dragging the wounded monster off to the side before looking back with a glare at seeing Rio slowly getting up on one knee with a bloody face and a vicious leer at her.


  “You… little insect… you’re going to fucking die!” Rio roared. She started to lunge forward with her claws before Squeak hopped aside and kicked the steel holder attached to one of the bows. Breaking the frame with a loud crunch the broken end and wire snapped through the air under the assembly beam and up through the air, slicing through Rio’s side and cleaving her arm right off with a spray of blood and a horrible shriek coming from the scorpia. Rio dropped down with a slurred cry, holding onto the log with her remaining arm while staring at her mutilated body with both shock and rage.


  “You… YOU… GODDAMNED LITTLE- AHHHHHHH!” she cried out shaking her head with eyes shut tight. Pulling herself up onto her knees she roared as she became consumed with wrath, the monster shakily looking from her severed tail to her arm, then ahead at seeing Sheal now standing on the other side of the assembly beam next to Squeak.


  “Alright, you win,” Sheal hoarsely conceded before glancing down to the bow that was between her and Rio. The scorpia slowly looked down to it then to the salamander with widening eyes as Sheal smirked at her.


  “Now I’m a traitor,” she admitted, then promptly moved aside and kicked the steel holder on the bow with all her might. With a hard crack the bow’s frame broke, its compromised end crumpling under the strain of the wire and snapping right off. It launched the freed line through the air with a sharp shrill, slicing the tension-filled cord under the log and up through Rio with a slick crunch. Blood sprayed behind her as the scorpia was sliced in half up to her neck by the wire, the monster wavering slightly with a stunned look on her face before dropping to the side in a bloody mess. Sheal spat out a little fiery bile onto the scorpia’s remains, flipping off the fallen monster with a scoff as it caught fire, and then turned to Squeak with a curious eye who was smiling a little at her. The two then noticed the building shaking with a loud creak while fire was spreading through the rafters, the girls making a mad dash for the exit where they managed to flee from before the workshop collapsed into a fireball against its burning timber behind them. Squeak looked around to seeing elves and grunts of The Sisterhood running about in disarray through the smoky air further away while Sheal distantly gazed at the burning archery billet and slowly brushed a hand along her scarf.


  “I joined The Sisterhood with my two sisters,” she spoke up, with Squeak turning to her curiously as the salamander sighed softly. “We were going to fight for our people, for respect, for a better future. That’s what the gemini promised us. We were going to unite and take care of each other, to protect each other, to help each other survive in this world. To become a true Sisterhood in Eden.”


  Shaking her head in defeat from that statement she then turned her glowing eyes to Squeak as the ant girl was watching her with twitching antennae.


  “You’re the only one since that I’ve encountered who actually wanted to help me, who actually did. Why is that? Who are you, and why are you here?”


  Squeak opened her mouth to speak before stopping herself as she remembered the minor detail of the language barrier between them. Ruffling her hair the ant girl tried to think of a way to explain everything, with Sheal watching carefully as she struggled to come up with how to do so before they both turned towards a thunderous boom that caught their attention. Through the smoke and haze they saw flashes of fiery crimson glows and bolts of lightning erupting further away, being followed by bright red lights as magical energy was being unleashed wildly near where the top of the royal tree would have landed. Squeak peered ahead closely at the sight, seeing strange lights going off behind trees deeper in the village, while Sheal slowly shook her head with a frustrated groan.


  “For crying out loud, now what’s happening?”


  Without warning a large barrage of bright red lights shot upward into the sky, parting through smoke and casting the surrounding area into a crimson glow. Sheal stared in surprise at the flashy display while Squeak showed a look of wonder from the oddly familiar lights. After which crackles of electricity and white glows erupted near the source, followed by more fiery red lights as it became apparent there were those fighting with magical power within the village. Slowly a smile came across Squeak’s face as hope for her mate being alive was rekindled. She started to run forward then quickly stopped, the girl looking back over her shoulder as Sheal just watched her with a troubled grimace. After a pause Squeak walked back and took her hand, pulling her along a step before the salamander stepped back and shook her head.


  “You want to go towards those lights? Are you crazy?”


  Squeak waved her hand around and squeaked something at her, the salamander woman watching with unease as she couldn’t make sense of what the ant girl was trying to say before glancing over towards where something was waiting further ahead that was making strange bursts of light.


  “You know what’s doing that, don’t you?” she asked, with Squeak nodding and squeaking at her.


  “Friends of yours?” Sheal asked, again getting the same response from Squeak. “Then go find them, no need to bring me along. Save yourself from this nightmare. Just leave me be.”


  Squeak shook her head and pulled on the salamander, this time with Sheal yanking her hand away and stepping back with a flustered grunt.


  “Dammit, I’m not your ally. I’m your enemy, aren’t I? You’re not with The Sisterhood, so that means we’re not friends. We… we can’t… we don’t belong together. I’m not even… I… I don’t even know where I belong anymore. But it’s certainly not with you and your friends.”


  Squeak reached out for her hand before Sheal stepped away and held her arms close to her chest.


  “I’m your enemy. I’m not worth protecting, Squeak. You shouldn’t have bothered with me back there. There was no point to it.”


  Squeak stomped her foot and squeaked sharply at her, waving her hands around and stepping closer to the salamander who again watched her with confused silence. After she got her long and unknown reasoning out Squeak grabbed Sheal’s hand and tugged on it.


  “I’m not worth saving, Squeak. I’m just like the wretched monsters around you. I’m just like Rio.”


  Squeak huffed then pointed back to the burning remains of the archery billet, the ant girl shaking her head while doing so before pointing to Sheal and then nodding. The salamander woman tried to protest but words never passed her lips, the stunned monster seeing Squeak smiling at her again before pointing to where the lights they saw earlier came from and squeaking something more. Pulling Sheal after her the salamander started to trot behind the ant girl, letting her companion take her along as Squeak started heading towards where she hoped to find her mate. As the two girls ran through the smoke and between trees while avoiding passing groups of monsters belonging to The Sisterhood, Sheal slowly turned her fiery eyes from the ant girl that wouldn’t leave her behind down to her hand which was being held securely by her new friend.


  ‘The only one to ever want to save me, and I can’t understand a word she says. Why is life always so cruel?’


   


  


  Chapter 5


  Cindy’s Choice


  In the world of Eden, there was a unique monster class known as sand wraiths. These monsters were comprised of magically cursed sand, being able to take the form of beautiful women while shifting their appearance to cover up what they truly were. These dreaded monsters were feared by both human and monster alike as they preyed upon anyone they could, devouring them whole as was their nature to breed. The mere sight of a sand wraith would instill fear in most, for any sensible person would know these monsters were nearly unstoppable and extremely dangerous.


  For any to think they could have a heart, or even a will to protect others, was simply unheard of.


  *****


  “Please help us!” an elf desperately cried out. She sat on her knees alongside two of her sisters, all three outfitted in sleeveless white silk dresses with yellow ribbons tied to their arms around their backs, having their hands clutched together and heads adorned with flowery circlets hung low as they trembled fearfully from another tremor rolling through the area. Before them was a statue of an elf clad in a flowing dress and flowers woven into her long braided hair, the marble effigy standing tall with a serene expression on its face at the end of the grand church of Green Haven while bathed in fiery light that came in through the large circular stein glass window on the front of the upper level over the entrance foyer. Colored glass murals of floral and angelic designs rattled in the high walls as they let in flickering shadows and burning red light from the raging forest fires, long elegant tapestries hung between them with woven depictions of elves standing amidst sunny skies, the open windows on the ground floor let in veils of smoke as well as the sounds of trees crashing to the ground nearby, the wind chimes in the belfry above clanged loudly in the wild gales passing by, and terrified screams from monsters of various races were heard outside that appeared to be quickly escalating. Chandeliers with lit candles swayed high overhead as the building shook from another tremor hitting and testing the solid foundation of the chapel. Goblins, gremlins, and arachne were gathered near the entrance of the elven sanctuary and remained on alert while keeping close to the doors, some of them catching glimpses of their sisters running around in disarray outside through the windows while others were eyeing over the local residents who had taken refuge in the church with them. Seated in several rows of pews were elven women and children, all of them struggling with keeping their fearful voices down as they prayed for the gods to save them and their home from the raging calamity.


  “Please help us!” the cleric repeated, turning her teary eyes up towards the statue’s face. “Oh Holy Spirits of Eden, hear our plea! The devils of this world have brought upon our sacred land a horrible disaster! We need your divine mercy to save our people and send these goddamned horsefuckers back to the putrid hell they crawled out of!”


  “We beseech you!” an elf at her side cried out. “Do not let them smite our sisters or daughters with this fiery cleansing that they’ve unleashed! Our people have suffered enough, please spare them any further despair from these demons and their wretched ways!”


  “Except for Sivil and her fucking traitorous regime!” the third quickly added shaking a fist in the air. “Seriously, this entire nightmare is her fault! Rip her apart and burn her in hell for all time at the very least, she needs to suffer for all this bullshit she brought into our home!”


  “Yes, except for her and those treasonous rats!” the first cleric agreed. “You can take them away, we won’t mind at all! Smear their fucking guts all over the barren wastelands, we would forever be in your debt for such a grand service! But back to the matter at hand. Please, Deities of the Divine Forests, hear our cries and answer our prayers! Save us! For fuck’s sake, save us!”


  As the elves continued calling to the gods for help, monsters of The Sisterhood watched their fruitless pleas while scoffing at their efforts.


  “You know,” a gremlin spoke up with a sigh. “For fearless and renowned archers of the forests and women who talk a good amount of shit, these tree rats are just cowards inside.”


  “Love how they’re blaming us for what’s happening out there,” another dryly mentioned. “As if we could have done such a thing even if we tried. But no, go ahead. Everything’s our fault. Wretched fuckers.”


  “Is it just me,” an arachne questioned. “Or have they only been praying to vague titles such as Spirits of Eden or Gods of the Forests? I haven’t actually heard them speak a specific name of a deity in all our time here.”


  “Me either,” a gremlin said with a raised eyebrow. “Are these bitches just praying to every god they can think of and hoping to get lucky? Who do they worship anyway? One god? Twelve? I tell you, they really are fucking idiots.”


  “These little tree-humpers wouldn’t last a day out in the wastelands,” another agreed shaking her head. “I’ll admit, it’s gotten pretty crazy out there, but even I know there are no gods or spirits coming to help any of us. They never have, and they never will.”


  “This isn’t the first groundquake I’ve been through,” an arachne boasted. “Granted, never had lava raining from the sky around me, but still, it’s not like this is the end of the world. Hell, if it was I’d probably be cheering.”


  “Look at them shake,” a goblin snickered while hopping about. “So scared. So afraid. So stupid.”


  “You were peeing yourself out there from this happening,” a gremlin laughed with a whack to the goblin’s head. “Don’t act so tough like those forest cunts always try to do.”


  “Did not! Did not!” the goblin yelled flailing her arms at the monster. “You lie! You bitch! You lie!”


  “You goblins are just as cowardly as the elves are,” an arachne sneered.


  “At least the elves look tastier to eat,” another chuckled. “Not like horseshit as you goblins always do.”


  The group of goblins unsheathed their daggers and started yelling at the spiders as they hopped about anxiously, with the gremlins laughing and holding their sides while the arachne purred in amusement while waving the enraged monsters to come at them. In front of the bickering monsters of The Sisterhood, paying no mind to those behind her as she hadn’t at all for the past five minutes, stood a witch whose patience for the frightened elves before her that cowered within their sanctuary was close to its end. Her hand clutched a staff at her side, its raven skull ornament on top bearing an ominous presence as she herself did, despite the colorful ribbons and gemstones hanging down from the bleached animal decoration. Her green gemstone focuser glowed softly in its mantle over her chest, her blue eyes having a similar haunting magical hue to them as they watched the elves from beneath her black witch’s hat that had skeletal hands holding onto the top. And her lips flinched in her scowl before she started walking forward in her black boots with her short violet skirt fluttering around her hips, with her dark cape flowing behind her while the other monsters of The Sisterhood halted as they saw her advance down the center aisle within the church.


  “Alright, that’s enough!” Alice shouted, gaining the attention of all the elves who quickly turned to her apprehensively. “Are you done yet? Are you done wasting your time and breath with crying and whining for help that nobody is going to answer to?”


  “We are not wasting our time!” the cleric shouted back. “We’re trying to save our people and our home! Look outside, you fool! The gods have-”


  “What gods?” Alice demanded. “Who the fuck are you praying to? Who is going to come save you and your stupid forest? That bitch there, the one made of stone? Is she your messiah that you’re nauseatingly begging to come rescue you?”


  “How dare you speak about Elywrnn the Divine like that!” another cleric scorned. “She was the emissary to the holy spirits that guarded our home, to the gods that bestowed bountiful crops and peaceful nights upon our people for generations, to the rulers of all-”


  With a mighty scream Alice threw her staff through the air, sending it spiking through the head of the statue with its sharpened end where it cracked the marble with a loud crunch. All the elves gasped in shock before Alice waved her hands down at her sides, magical casting rings of violet and black light forming around her wrists as she slowly and strenuously lifted a hand up to clench the air with a snarl. The fractured head of the effigy shattered apart, an erratic split carved itself all the way down to the base, and the statue ruptured into debris which drew painful screams from the elves who stared in horror at the sight. The witch’s staff floated in the air and reoriented itself upright while the three clerics at the base of the destroyed monument broke down crying and holding their heads in anguish as the remains of the stature lay before them.


  “Let’s get something clear here,” Alice said, waving her hand down and sending her staff down to impale the cleric in the middle through her shoulder down her side where it struck out through her rear. The elf cried out in agony as she clutched the relic and tried in vain to remove it, the others watching in fright as the woman was then lifted into the air by the levitating pole and brought high above the alter.


  “The only gods you fucking elves should worship is The Sisterhood,” Alice scorned, slowly walking down the aisle while those in the benches quickly scooted away from her in fear. “The only ones who can guard you from anything are the new friends you have all around you. And the only ones who rule you are us. That should be painfully easy for you simpleminded whores to grasp seeing as we’re actually in front of you right now, we actually exist. I cannot fathom how you misguided creatures could remain so blissfully unaware of this fact even now when the truth is right in front of you.”


  “Save us!” the wounded cleric shrieked while kicking her feet. “Elywrnn! Hovasteis! Malakka! Save us, I beg of you!”


  “Okay,” an arachne simply said while she and her comrades watched the elf thrashing about with blood dropping from her feet. “We’re finally hearing some specific names from these people. Now we’re just missing context.”


  The cleric screamed and struggled to free herself from the staff that held her up in the air, the woman fearfully looking from its raven skull ornament down to the witch who watched her with a chilling glare.


  “The gods will not allow such sacrilege of my people!” the elf shouted at her. “They will not show you mercy for treating us like this! And you can’t spill fucking blood within the holy church, you goddamned monster!”


  “You still don’t get it,” Alice argued with a shake of her head. Holding her hands up at the elf she clenched her fingers, causing the woman to suddenly scream in pain as she locked up with red marks appearing all over her skin. The elves watched in horror as Alice yanked one hand down, causing the floating cleric’s dress and also her skin to rip off her body and drop to the ground, coating the alter and her two sisters in blood while causing the children in the church to cry out in terror from the sight. The mutilated elf gave one last hoarse, tormented yell before she slowly fell limp, her body twitching a few times more while blood sprinkled down on the two shocked women below her.


  “We’re your gods now,” Alice declared. She swung her other hand up, causing her staff to lift up out of the elf who promptly dropped to the ground with a splatter of blood, before the relic floated back down into the witch’s grasp. The crimson-soaked clerics covered their mouths while crying at the sight of their skinned sister before them, with the elves in the pews staring in shock at the body before turning to see Alice walking up towards the grieving ministers. They fearfully turned to her while dropping back onto their rears as she approached them, the witch’s cold, glowing blue eyes moving from one to the other before she faced the elves behind her.


  “Do you all get it now? Do you understand this simple truth that I’m telling you? Your imaginary friends, or gods, whatever you want to call them, they’re not here! They’re not coming! The only ones you should be bowing to and begging to give you a better future is us!” Pausing for a moment she observed the elves silently watching her while holding their young close, all of them shaking in their seats as a loud tremor shook the building briefly amidst the witch’s echoing words in the hall.


  “Fine,” Alice sighed. “Let me put this into words you morons can understand. Either you treat The Sisterhood as your new ‘gods’ and show us some proper respect, or we show you what real devils are capable of. How does that sound?”


  Turning back to the blood-soaked clerics the witch raised an eyebrow in question, the two trembling elves turning their watery eyes from their skinned sister to the little monster as she awaited their answer.


  “Will you bow to me?” Alice asked. “Or the rubble at your feet?”


  The clerics slowly got up on their knees, hesitating as all eyes were on them now, and then bowed forward onto the ground with hands placed before them at the witch’s feet.


  “Please… show us mercy,” one shakily forced out of her mouth.


  “We beg of you. Save us,” the other wept. “Please… forgive us, my lady.”


  “That’s more like it,” Alice cooed, gently petting the head of the elf who kept her eyes shut tight. “Now, get up, and lead your flock of frightened chickens out of this dusty old roost. It’s time we got moving. Everyone, follow your enlightened sisters and new friends to salvation. Come come, on your feet.”


  The two women shakily stood up amidst the bloodied ground, heads remaining lowered as they averted their gazes from the smirking witch. Moving forward they ushered the rest of the elves to stand, the women and children reluctantly doing so as they all felt they weren’t in the presence of any divine gods but instead dreadful demons. Alice giggled while watching the clerics slowly walking down the aisle, passing elves who left their seats and followed after with heads hung low. As the crowd approached the monsters of The Sisterhood who were chuckling amongst themselves by the doors, one elven child stopped walking in the middle of the church, her green eyes distantly gazing down at the floor while her braided ponytail of fluffy blonde locks hung down against her tunic in front. The other elves halted and took notice of the young girl as she slowly turned to face Alice, the witch watching her with a curious smile and fingers lightly drumming along the staff she held at her side.


  “No dilly dallying,” Alice said shaking her head. “Move along, child. Your goddess has spoken.”


  “You’re not my goddess,” the girl stubbornly retorted. “I’ve prayed to the holy spirits all my life, the ones who blessed our land and our people, the ones who protected us from the likes of you. You’re nothing but a fucking demon.”


  The elves gasped from her words while one woman quickly raced over and held onto her daughter, holding her close while fearfully shaking her head at the witch.


  “Forgive her!” she pleaded. “She’s young, she doesn’t understand-”


  “I do too understand!” the child screamed, thrashing free from her mother’s arms and stepping towards the witch who merely smirked at her words. “She’s nothing but a fucking murderer! The only offering we should give her is a load of horseshit!”


  Alice giggled and shook her head in amusement at the young girl while the elves in back nervously watched in silence. With a heavy sigh the witch lifted her hand up, plucking the child off the ground with a magical force as the screaming girl was lifted into the air with kicking feet.


  “Stupid girl,” Alice said as a violet and black casting ring formed around her outstretched hand. “You people just never learn, do you?”


  The mother cried out in fright as she tried to grab her daughter, her efforts in vain as she was then brought down to her hands and knees with a magical casting base of violet and green light forming under her.


  “No! Please don’t hurt her!” she screamed, watching in horror as her daughter was brought over in front of Alice and dropped to her knees before the witch. The child forced a brave expression, despite having tears clearly running down her cheeks, as Alice reached out and gently brushed her hair. The witch giggled and glanced over to the mother who was struggling to get up from her magical binds, then to the other elves who watched fearfully with the grunts of The Sisterhood, none of them daring to step forward in fear of what could happen to the young girl.


  “Go ahead, child,” Alice urged with a cheery smile. “Beg your gods to come save you. Pray to them with all your might. Cry and cry some more if it will help. Go on. Do it.”


  The elven child whimpered while trembling on her knees, her body unable to stand or run away as a magical force constricted her in place. She shut her eyes and started murmuring to herself, desperately praying for anyone to come rescue her while the witch chuckled at her efforts. Alice waited while casually running her fingers along the girl’s fluffy ponytail before showing a sympathetic smile at her.


  “Well? I’m waiting. Are they going to smite me anytime today? Are they having trouble hearing your pleas? Speak up, maybe you have to cry louder for them to notice.”


  She then held her hand out towards the child’s face, the young girl staring in terror as the casting ring around her wrist glowed softly with a quiet wail. Slowly black light began to swirl around her hand, forming into a hazy fog that then turned into dark skulls that circled in place with ghostly howls. The child began crying loudly and shaking her head while her mother was doing the same, the bound woman watching as her daughter was forced to stare down the witch’s magical power.


  “Let this be a lesson to you,” Alice warned, her eyes giving off a chilling glow. “The Sisterhood are your gods now. You will worship us from now on. You will serve us from now on. And you, child, will be held accountable for your sacrilege against your new rulers.”


  “Please don’t kill her!” the mother cried out with all her might. “I’m begging you!”


  “Oh, no,” Alice answered shaking her head. “I’m not going to kill her.”


  Without pause the witch flung one of the ghostly skulls she conjured past the child’s head, the young girl screaming and looking back to see the magical attack streaking through the air with a haunting wail before striking her mother. The skull hit the shrieking woman, vanishing from sight while letting off distorted trails of dark light that crackled all over the elf’s body and into the air around her. With one last scream the woman dropped to the ground, her skin now pale while her face was frozen in contorted agony. Her hair gently fell to the floor after being turned gray, her body appearing withered and dry, and her eyes now milky white with no signs of life left in them.


  “MOM!” the child yelled in horror, eyes locked onto the dried-up cadaver that moment’s ago was her living mother. Her chin was then grabbed by Alice, her gaze forced back to meet the witch’s while the sounds of her people screaming and crying behind her didn’t go unnoticed.


  “I told you before,” Alice scorned. “Either you worship us as the gods who can save you, or you will fear us as the devils who will make you suffer. And choose carefully, otherwise it won’t be just you that you cast into that unforgiving hell with your foolish words. Now, what do you have to say to me, brat?”


  The child sobbed with a teary-eyed look of despair, her snivels and whimpers only drawing a frustrated grunt from the witch who held the young girl’s chin in place. After a few deep breaths the little elf choked back her sobs, tried to compose herself, and then promptly spat in the witch’s face.


  “Fuck you!” she screamed loudly. “You goddamned murderer! I’ll never worship you! Never ever ever!”


  Alice growled as she slowly wiped the spit off her face, her eyes shifting to her palm as she saw the elf’s disrespect on it before turning back to the child with a stern glare. Holding her hand out in front of the girl’s face she watched the child crying and glaring back at her while the ghostly skulls slowly circled her wrist.


  “Well then,” Alice solemnly reasoned. “I guess I’m going to have to be the devil now, aren’t I?”


  “The gods will smite you,” the child growled. “You’ll see. They’re going to be pissed for all that you’ve done and they’re going to come for you!”


  “I’m sure they will. Too bad you’ll be long dead before they ever arrive.”


  The elves cried out in protest as they were held back by The Sisterhood, all of them watching in fright as Alice was about to execute the young girl in front of them. The child closed her eyes and voiced a silent prayer to find her mother in the underworld while one of the dark skulls slowly moved forward with a ghostly howl. Before anyone could make a move a sudden crash was heard as the circular stein glass window above the entrance was destroyed by something quickly passing through. Two loud screaming girls barreled through the shards of glass over the surprised monsters below before slamming into the pews with a powerful smash. Broken wood from the benches flew about from the impact while sand was thrown everywhere in a cloud that quickly reached all throughout the church and out the open windows in an enveloping cloud. The elves and monsters coughed and tried swatting away the floating dust while Alice backed up as she recalled her magic, the witch holding both hands over her mouth and choking on sand while the elven child before her had dropped down to the ground for cover from the sudden commotion.


  “What the hell was that?” a gremlin spat out, waving her hands around in front of her to clear the drifting haze. A goblin tried to say something back but wasn’t able to as she coughed and hacked repeatedly while dropping to the ground.


  “I can’t breathe,” a young elf whined, burying herself in her mother’s tunic as the woman was struggling to draw a proper breath while holding her daughter close.


  “Goddammit, I can’t see anything,” an arachne complained with a few heavy coughs. She blindly stumbled over to the doors and opened them with a loud clang, with herself and the other monsters quickly running outside for air and to clear their vision.


  “What was that?” an elf wheezed while wiping her face.


  “Ew, my mouth is all sandy,” an elven child whined as she quickly wiped her tongue. “I can’t get it off.”


  “Can we just get the fuck out of here already?” a gremlin asked as she brushed dust out of her fur. “This whole place is going straight to hell.”


  “What was that, mama?” a young child said while spitting a few times.


  “I… I’m not sure,” her mother replied, wiping sand from her face and trying to see properly again.


  All the monsters and children then halted as a loud, echoing crackle sounded off across the forest. Slowly everyone turned their eyes over towards the royal tree, the towering timber having its branches burning ablaze while it was both teetering and turning in place with a rumbling groan.


  “That’s… not good,” a goblin nervously said.


  “Oh… fuck… no…” an elf breathed out in horror.


  “The royal tree… it’s…” a child whimpered while slowly pointing to it.


  The grand timber suddenly jerked to its side as a fracture inflicted through its trunk broke apart with a blaring crunch, causing the mighty tree to begin falling over. Monsters of all races throughout the forest were heard screaming as the royal tree tipped over and dropped down with a roaring crash, driving its flaming branches into the elven village before the tree itself struck the ground with a devastating slam. Dust and rubble was thrown into the air over the smaller trees while the ground rumbled violently from the heavy impact, fires quickly spreading not only across the burning village but also the fallen grand timber.


  “No!” an elf cried out in horror. “God fucking dammit, no!”


  “Are you shitting me?” another yelled in anger. “That did not happen. No, that... FUCK! God fucking damn this day to the depths of the underworld!”


  “Why the fuck is this happening to us?” a child demanded waving her arms around. “What the hell did we ever do? This is bullshit!”


  “Haha, wow,” an arachne mentioned with a big grin. “That one went down real hard, huh?”


  “Your special tree dead now,” a goblin heckled, pointing to an elf repeatedly as the woman gritted her teeth with a furious growl. “Look, it fell over. It burning. Haha! Haha! No more tree!”


  “Too bad for you,” a gremlin snickered. “Oh well, not like you needed this place anymore. You girls are all coming with us when we leave, no sense crying over fallen trees.”


  “Good riddance,” another agreed with a careless wave. “Looks better burning as firewood if you ask me. Now then, like I was saying, let’s just get the fuck out of here. No point in staying any longer, right?”


  The monsters of The Sisterhood nodded in agreement with one another, while the elves all exchanged silent looks as a few of them displayed twitching eyes and flickering scowls from their internal rage.


  “For crying out loud,” Alice coughed, waving her hand to clear the floating dust while she backed up a step. Peering around with squinted eyes and holding her arm over her mouth she saw the lingering haze slowly settling inside the church while red light was cast throughout the hall from the open doors and broken window above as the wildfires outside intensified.


  “I hate this stupid forest,” she muttered. Clacking her staff onto the ground a burst of energy blew the sand away from her in a wave, the witch taking a moment to dust off her shoulders and then her hat before noticing the elven child starting to sit up while coughing a few times. She slowly looked around at the sand covering the ground and many of the benches then turned her eyes up towards the broken window as streaks of fire and smoke blew past through the sky.


  “Please,” she quietly begged. “Elywrnn. Malakka. Anyone. Please help us. Tell us what to do.”


  “Seriously?” Alice scoffed. She began walking towards the child who quickly turned to her fearfully. “Still? You’re still begging holy spirits to come rescue you? You honestly think anyone is going to come for you now? Wake up, brat! Nobody but me is hearing your worthless words. Look outside. That shit happening out there is about as far as it gets from what merciful gods would do. Do you get it now? The holy ghosts you prayed to, the ones you’re on your knees there begging to come save your ass, they don’t exist! They never did! You’re all alone, kid! Nobody, and I mean nobody, is going to save you!”


  The child dropped back onto her rear and leaned away with a nervous whine as Alice walked up and pointed her staff’s skull at her, the dangling gemstones clacking against the elf’s legs while she tried not to cry with the raven ornament aimed at her face.


  “We only need smart elves for our army, not useless trash such as yourself,” Alice condemned. “Time to say goodbye, kid. But take solace in knowing this; if there are any gods up there, you’re going to meet them very soon. Make sure to give them my regards.”


  Alice held out a hand towards the elf with a cruel smile, the motion coming to a sudden halt as she noticed something peculiar. Her confused eyes quickly darted around at something on the floor, with the child pausing for a moment before looking down as well. She saw sand sliding across the ground around them, dry powder that was coming from all over inside the church and flowing towards where a few broken benches were toppled over an indentation in the floor that was made from whatever careened into the building recently.


  “Are… you doing this?” the child slowly asked, with Alice merely shaking her head as they watched all the grains of sand being pulled towards the pile of debris with a rustling noise that was easily heard in the echoing chamber. After the last of the sand appeared to seep under the toppled seats a moment of silence followed, with Alice and the child glancing to each other in question before a sudden thump was heard. Shortly after another happened, then another, with the witch and child watching the pile of broken pews being banged on from underneath. With a powerful blast the benches were thrown off in mangled pieces before a lady with long green hair slowly stood up amidst the rubble and small crater that was punched into the floor under her.


  “Okay,” Felucia said, stretching her arms out before looking around in confusion. “That had to be the craziest thing to ever happen to me. And I’ve seen some crazy shit in my life. Wait. Cindy? Cindy, are you okay?”


  “I’m okay!” Cindy cheered as she sat up beside her mother, a joyful smile on her face and hand raised into the air. “Wow, that was really weird, wasn’t it? One second I’m in a hole in the ground, and the next… wait. Mom?”


  Turning to Felucia with a jump she quickly looked her over before scrambling to her feet and clinging to her mother as worry came over her again.


  “Mom! What are you doing here? It’s not safe! There’s lots of fire everywhere, and mean monsters, and… and… hey, hold on, where have you been? I didn’t know where you went or how to find you! I was worried I would never see you again! Oh, mom! I missed you so much! I missed you and-”


  “Cindy!” Felucia cried out, arms pinned to her sides as her daughter was not only hugging her tightly but also holding her up in the air. “Put me down! Put me down right now!”


  “Oh, okay,” Cindy said, setting the woman down and watching her curiously. Without pause Felucia grabbed and held her daughter close, with Alice and the elven child still watching in confused silence nearby as another tremor struck the building.


  “Oh my baby!” Felucia bawled as she smothered her daughter’s face in her bosom. “I was so worried about you! I’ve been going through hell with these despicable freaks, it’s been absolutely dreadful, and all the while I was worried sick they were going to find you too! Thank goodness you’re alright! I didn’t know if I would ever get the chance to hold you like this again! Oh, Cindy! My beautiful, dear, Cindy!”


  “I’m alright, mom,” Cindy reassured while hugging her emotional mother. “I promise. I’m okay. I’m just glad you’re okay. Hey, please calm down, mom. I’ve been doing great walking on my own two feet, just like I said I would. And Daniel has been taking great care of me too. He’s the best and-”


  “Daniel?” Felucia repeated with a jump. She held her daughter back by the shoulders and leaned in towards her face with a flabbergasted expression. “Did you say Daniel? You mean that human man who owns a flaming sword of destruction? You really know that guy?”


  “Oh, you met him?” Cindy asked with a bright smile. “Yeah, I know him. He’s really nice and likes me and takes such good care of me. He gave me lots of yummy food and made me so happy. I’ve been having the best time since I met him. He makes me feel happier than anything ever has and he teaches me lots of cool new stuff! He’s amazing!”


  “He… what?”


  “And don’t worry about his sword,” Cindy continued with a small shake of her head. “He would never hurt us with it, he’s really nice to monsters like us. It’s actually not even his. It belongs to his friend, Triska. She’s really nice too. She gave me lots of yummy things to eat too. We’re best friends now. Her and a lot of other nice girls. You have to come with me, I need to show you-”


  “Wait… WHAT?” Felucia cried out. “Hold on, hold on! What the hell are you talking about, Cindy?”


  “What are either of you talking about?” Alice shouted out. The two sand wraiths turned to see the witch scowling at them while tapping her staff on the ground impatiently. “Who the hell are you two and what are you doing here? Where did you even come from? Hey, wait a second. You, the old hag with the green hair. I’ve seen you before. You’re that sand wraith that belongs to the gemini, aren’t you?”


  “Oh, me?” Felucia stammered with a nervous smile. “Um, yeah. Yeah! That’s right, I’m with them, with you! I’m on your side. We both are. So… we’ll just be going now, need to get back to our revered leaders right away. Don’t mind us, we’ll show ourselves out. Sorry for… intruding on whatever it is you were doing. Carry on.”


  She turned Cindy around by the shoulders and started pushing her down the aisle with a forced laugh, with Cindy watching her in puzzlement while Alice slowly turned her eyes to follow them with a narrowed stare. While they did the elven child’s eyes were locked onto Cindy as something poked into her mind from seeing the blonde sand wraith.


  ‘That girl… I’ve seen her somewhere before. But where?’


  As the sand wraiths got closer to the doors several of the pews were lifted over and stacked atop each other in front of them, the two girls jumping a bit at the sight before turning to see Alice shaking her head at them.


  “Despicable freaks,” Alice repeated with a raised eyebrow. “That’s what you called us just now, wasn’t it? How very hurtful to hear you say such things about The Sisterhood like that. And forgive me for prying, but why are you not on your knees by our leaders’ side right now? You’re their pet sand wraith, aren’t you? You wouldn’t by chance be trying to run away from your owners now, would you?”


  Felucia stammered something with a fearful smile, nothing being said managing to pass for actual words, as she leaned back and tried to push aside the floating benches that remained firm in place.


  “Hey, my mom isn’t anybody’s pet,” Cindy argued. “Nobody owns her.”


  “Cindy, shh!” Felucia hushed through her smile.


  “And The Sisterhood are nothing but mean jerks!” Cindy shouted at Alice. “You’re one of them too, aren’t you? I saw witches out there that look like you, I know I have. You’re part of The Sisterhood, you’re being mean to all the elves here in the forest. Isn’t that right?”


  “Indeed I am,” Alice agreed with a tip of her hat. “The name’s Alice, friend. And just who might you be?”


  “My name is Cindy. I’m not your friend. And I’m not going to let you hurt these elves anymore. I’m not.”


  “Oh, no? And just what are you going to do to stop me?” Alice sneered. Waving her arm around she formed her casting ring on her wrist before swinging it aside, in doing so yanking the elven child off the ground into the air with a scream with a magical force. The young girl thrashed about in fright before her body locked up, a painful sensation being felt all over as if snakes were constricting all her limbs. Shakily she turned her gaze down to Alice, the witch glancing up to her with a cruel smile as she clenched her fingers and prepared to skin the child alive just as she had done to the elven cleric.


  “What’s a stupid sand wraith going to-” she said before looking forward and seeing Cindy running towards her with a large stride and furious scowl on her face.


  “Gonna bop you one!” Cindy yelled as she swung a fist towards the witch. Alice quickly held her hand forward, halting the wraith in place with her fist being an inch from her face. Cindy growled and struggled to move as her body was bound by a magical force, with the young elf watching anxiously as Alice was now giggling with a mean grin on her face.


  “Are you now?” Alice wondered. She lifted the sand wraith into the air with a laugh before slamming her down onto the ground, splattering her body into grains of sand that washed all over the floor. The witch laughed and held her side while the bound elf watched in stunned silence as the wraith was smeared across the ground.


  “What a foolish girl,” Alice chuckled. She looked ahead then gasped as she quickly held out her hand, focusing her magic to catch and stop a bench that was hurtling towards her at high speed. Moving it aside in the air she stared in surprise at Felucia who was grabbing another long bench near her while glaring at the witch.


  “Nobody touches my baby girl like that!” Felucia roared, hurling another heavy pew towards the witch in a wild spin. Alice swung the floating bench she caught into the flying stand, smashing them both off to the side in pieces before she reached out, grabbed Felucia with a magical bind, and then threw her aside, sending her careening through multiple stands with a loud crash. With a powerful yell Alice lifted her hand, yanking Felucia out of the debris with a loud scream, and then threw her over at the wall where she slammed into with her side crumbling to sand from the impact. As she dropped with a grunt to the ground with sand pouring out of her crushed side Alice reached out at one of the large chandeliers above, yanking it towards the downed sand wraith with its chains clacking and struggling to hold as it was pulled on. Felucia slowly reformed her shoulder and arm before gasping as she saw the flames and smoke above the circular chandelier that was trying to break free from its chains to fly at her.


  “Only one thing to do with traitors like you,” Alice condemned, repeatedly swinging her hand at the wraith while the chandelier sharply swung back and forth to break its chains. “And that’s to put you down like the mangy dogs you are.”


  A few candles were thrown from their holders at the sand wraith, with Felucia screaming and trying to dodge side to side to avoid the flaming sticks that struck the wall behind her, before the entire chandelier snapped free from its chains and wobbled in the air. Felucia grit her teeth as she pressed back while watching the fiery candleholder leaning towards her, the elven child screamed and tried to move her body while suspended in the air, and Alice smiled wickedly at the sand wraith as she kept her hand held up.


  “Burn in hell, you bitch,” Alice said, then threw the chandelier towards Felucia with a heavy swing of her hand. Before she could complete the motion she suddenly screamed and swayed off-balance, causing the candleholder to veer to the side and smash into the wall just as Felucia jumped away. Getting back onto her feet Felucia turned around to see the flaming wreck lighting nearby benches and tapestries aflame, stein glass murals shattering from another tremor hitting the building with great force, and the sight of Alice falling back and being lifted up by her feet from a pair of hands that were forming from sand on the floor. The elven child watched in amazement as Cindy slowly regenerated with her sand flowing back towards her, the wraith rising up from the ground with her angry glare directed at the witch she had grabbed who was now screaming and thrashing about while being held upside-down by her ankles.


  “Nobody burns my mother!” Cindy yelled as she finished reforming. “You mean meanie!”


  “Wait, stop!” Alice cried out. “Put me down! Put me down!”


  Swinging the witch over her back Cindy roared as she prepared to slam the little monster into the ground, the wraith poised to smear the magical caster all over the floor before she suddenly stopped. Alice screamed and frantically clawed at Cindy’s rear while batting the girl with her staff, trying in vain to free herself from the wraith’s iron grip, while the elven child and Felucia saw Cindy now hesitating with finishing off the monster.


  “What are you waiting for?” Felucia called over. “Smash her, Cindy! Finish her!”


  “Do it!” the child cried out. “Please! Send her to hell!”


  Cindy whimpered and slowly shook her head as tears started to form in her eyes.


  “No,” she shakily uttered. “Killing is bad. Killing is wrong. Don’t kill others. It’s not right. It’s mean. It’s not what good girls do. Don’t do it, Cindy. Don’t do it.”


  “What are you talking about?” Felucia demanded. “Cindy! Do it! Kill her!”


  “She’s evil!” the child begged. “She’s going to kill us all! Please get rid of her before it’s too late!”


  “I can’t…” Cindy breathed out. “I can’t… do it. It’s not right. I want to be good. I want to be a good girl.”


  Alice screamed as her focuser glowed bright green, a sudden blast of magic ripping across Cindy’s back and exploding outward as the witch let loose a powerful bust of energy from her hand. Cindy flew forward while the pulse tore apart her legs and hands, throwing the wraith away and onto the floor with sand raining behind her while Alice rolled away in the middle of the aisle with a few grunts. Scrambling back onto her feet the witch snarled at the torn-up sand wraith who was strewn across the ground in pieces.


  “Alright,” she scorned as her eyes glowed deeply. “Now I’m mad.”


  With a powerful thrust she slammed her staff onto the ground, the loud echoing clack sounding off as a large casting ring lit up beneath her while taking up nearly half of the entire floor space in the church. It’s haunting violet and green light shined brightly up between the pews and against the walls, it’s sharp emblems lining the edges and floating across the middle giving off distortions of light and air, and the force of wind it cast forth knocked the remaining chandeliers around in their chains. The flames from the burning seats and wall-hangings continued on, with Felucia observing the ominous spell base beneath them with growing trepidation before she and everything that wasn’t nailed down lifted up into the air from a powerful magical force. The sand wraith screamed and thrashed about as broken and burning debris hovered above the ground in the church, her eyes witnessing flames passing on to stands one by one in the air before turning to the witch who was glaring at Cindy with rage. The blonde sand wraith finished pulling all her sand towards where her upper body had landed and regenerated herself before she slowly got back onto her feet, watching as the witch was staring her down with her cape fluttering in the wind while everything around them was floating in the air. Everything rose up around Cindy, the bodies of fallen elves, broken debris and gravel, bubbles of blood from the ground; everything except Cindy herself who remained standing while her ponytail floated up behind her.


  “How dare you touch me like that,” Alice growled through bared teeth. “You will suffer for that. You, your mom, that fucking brat, you’re all going to die! I’m done playing with you, I’m done wasting my time with all of you!”


  “Why didn’t you kill her?” the child cried out at Cindy. “Why didn’t you stop her?”


  “I couldn’t do it,” Cindy whimpered shaking her head. “I can’t kill anyone, not anymore. I can’t now that I know it’s wrong. I don’t want to be a bad girl. I want to be a good girl. I don’t want to be like her. Not again. I don’t want to be bad.”


  “She’s bad!” the child desperately tried to explain. “You’re not bad for wanting to stop her! For fuck’s sake, she killed my mother! She’s been killing my people! If you’re not going to stop her, then who the fuck is?”


  Cindy looked between the young elf and Alice while struggling to understand, seeing the child bound in place in midair while crying and the witch who was glaring at her with a chilling aura and glowing eyes. The elf whimpered and shook her head then showed a worried smile at Cindy.


  “You’re not like her,” she reassured. “You’re not. You wanted to stop her, you wanted to save us. That’s what you wanted, right? You said earlier that you weren’t going to let The Sisterhood hurt us. You meant that, didn’t you? You’re not bad for wanting to help us. So please, I’m begging you, do something. Don’t let this witch kill any more of my people.”


  Cindy slowly turned her eyes to the child as the young girl tried to keep showing a smile through her fear.


  “I heard sand wraiths were terrifying monsters in this world. That they kill everyone they meet, that they live to kill others and nothing more. If you really came here to stop them, if you really want to save us, if you want to be a good girl like you say, then do what sand wraiths do best and put an end to this witch once and for all. Prove you’re not heartless like them and save us, please.”


  Slowly Cindy lowered her head, paying no mind to the sounds of more of the glass murals shattering or the eruptions of fire and chaos outside. Instead she thought back to what Daniel had said to her before they entered Green Haven, something that became prominent in her mind.


  “Cindy, let me tell you this. 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.”


  Daniel’s words echoed in her head, her eyes then turning to the bodies of fallen elves that floated in the air nearby. She looked to the elven child who was screaming at seeing everything being lifted around them, then to Alice, the witch holding out her hand and summoning dark ghostly skulls out from the casting ring around her wrist.


  “Killing is bad if it’s done out of cruelty or hatred,” Cindy repeated. “If it’s done to purposefully cause pain and suffering to others.”


  “What are you babbling about now?” Alice growled.


  “Killing when protecting the innocent and defending ourselves isn’t bad,” Cindy continued with a stern expression. “But it too isn’t something we look forward to doing.”


  “Cindy?” Felucia asked, then started screaming as fire was swiftly spreading along the airborne debris and getting closer to her.


  “I’m not a bad girl,” Cindy declared. “I’m a good girl. I’m going to be a good girl. I’m going to do what’s right. That’s what I want to do with my life.”


  “Good for you,” Alice mockingly scorned. She clacked her staff on the ground, the casting base below lighting up profoundly while Cindy was lifted up by a magical force. The sand wraith slowly looked at seeing the floor lowering below her then turned her glare onto Alice again while her skirt and hair fluttered in the air.


  “Taking a life is never an easy choice to make,” Cindy said narrowing her eyes.


  “Really? It is for me,” Alice retorted, then launched a howling ghostly skull towards the floating sand wraith. Cindy growled and grabbed her hip, tearing out a large chunk of her sand with a crunch before throwing it towards the incoming attack. The skull struck the glob of sand and vanished with a haunting wail, casting out distorted dark bends of light around the gravel that turned to bleak powder and spread out in the air. Alice yelled and fired the other two skulls towards Cindy, with the wraith again ripping out handfuls of her own sand and tossing them at the incoming spells. The skulls collided with the wraith’s grit and let off their life-draining power that reduced the magical grains of gravel into dust that drifted about in a thin cloud.


  “You think that’s going to protect you?” Alice shouted, only to then be struck with a glob of sand right to the face. The witch coughed and wiped it away before taking another clump of the wraith’s dirt into her shoulder, then her leg, and then her face again as Cindy kept tearing out chunks of her own sand and throwing them at the witch. The elven child and Felucia watched in bewilderment as Cindy ripped apart and threw at the little monster her legs, waist, then her face and chest; the furious sand wraith literally tearing herself into pieces and throwing them at Alice who was knocked back a few steps with sand and powder pelting her and the ground nearby in a relentless barrage.


  “Knock it off!” Alice yelled swinging her arm blindly to clear the building haze in front of her. With a furious scream she jumped forward into a roll out of the dusty cloud and held out her hand, forming her dark ghostly magic around her wrist again and taking aim. She blinked then stared in confusion at the sight of seeing only one of Cindy’s arms gently floating in the air with barely anything else remaining of the girl.


  “What the fuck?” Alice spat out. She coughed and dropped her staff to wipe her face again, her eyes locked onto the motionless arm drifting in place while Felucia and the elven child were keeping their sights on her very closely now.


  “Was that the best you could do?” Alice laughed. “You think a little sand is going to bring me down? You fucking moron! You’re nothing but useless dirt! Did you really think throwing your shitty self at me would do anything at all? Nice try! Now show me your stupid face again so I can sap the life from it!”


  She held out her hand to aim at the wraith’s remains, her furious glare then turning into puzzlement as Cindy’s remains crumbled apart and began drifting towards her in siphoning streams of sand. Alice watched the grains floating towards then going past her, the witch slowly turning her head with eyes widening as she saw Cindy regenerating right behind her with a stern glare aimed at the little monster. She jumped around and brought her hand forth to attack, only for the wraith to reach out and grab it painfully tight, lifting the frightened witch up off the ground as Cindy finished reforming her body again. Alice screamed with kicking legs, her wrist cracking under the pressure and her casting ring dissolving along with the ghostly skulls she summoned.


  “It’s not an easy choice to make,” Cindy repeated. “I don’t want to kill anymore. I don’t want to hurt others anymore. I want to be a good girl. I want to be happy with my friends, with Daniel, with so much yummy food to eat. That's what I want. That’s all I want.”


  She glanced over to the elven child who was watching her in speechless marvel, her eyes then moving back onto Alice as the witch was shaking with a nervous whine in her grip.


  “I’ve made my choice,” Cindy declared.


  “That you’re not going to eat me?” Alice shakily asked with a weak smile. “You’re going to be a good girl and not eat me, right?”


  “I’m not going to eat you,” Cindy answered, slowly shaking her head. She then clenched her other hand into a fist with a small grinding noise. “I’m going to bop you one.”


  With a quick windup Cindy struck the witch in the chest with a powerful punch, blasting apart the little monster’s focuser crystal and her upper body into a shower of blood and gore splattered across the ground. The elven child stared in amazement at seeing the witch’s remains strewn along the floor with her hat slowly floating down onto the ground, then turned to Cindy as the wraith tossed aside the fallen monster’s arm while scowling at the remains.


  “Meanie,” Cindy said as she wiped her hands on the matter. Before anyone else could speak the witch’s casting ring flickered and vanished below, with everything then falling to the ground with a clatter. Felucia quickly scrambled away from the burning debris while the elven child dropped to her feet as she was freed from her magical binds, her eyes never leaving Cindy as the sand wraith looked around at seeing everything released from Alice’s control. The wraith then took notice of the child staring at her, a small smile forming on her face as she walked up to the young girl.


  “Are you okay?” she kindly asked. “I’m sorry if you were scared. You’re not hurt, are you?”


  The elf quickly lunged forward and hugged her, breaking down into tears as Cindy gently held the child with a warm smile on her face.


  “Thank you!” the child cried out. “Whoever you are, thank you so much! Thank you!”


  “It’s okay,” Cindy gently replied. “You’re safe now. That mean monster won’t hurt you anymore.”


  Felucia slowly walked around the broken benches and shards of glass, watching in bewilderment as Cindy knelt down and hugged the crying elf while gently rubbing her back. The young girl shook her head in the wraith’s shoulder then slowly drew back, seeing the sand monster watching her with not a trace of malevolence in her eyes or face which only bared a gentle smile at her.


  “You’re not… going to eat me?”


  “No, I’m not,” Cindy answered shaking her head.


  “Why are you here?”


  “To rescue you.”


  “You came… to rescue me?”


  “Uh huh,” Cindy replied with a big nod. “You and all the other elves. Me and my friends are here to take you away from all this.”


  “Your… friends?” the child repeated, rubbing her eye and watching Cindy in confusion. “You’re going to take us away? To where?”


  “To where you’ll be safe,” Cindy answered, using her fingers to gently wipe the last of the tears from the girl’s cheek. “So let’s go get the rest of your people and leave this bad place together, okay?”


  The child quickly grabbed her hand and nodded with a whimper, with Cindy watching as the young girl held onto her tightly with an empathic smile. Standing back up on her feet she then saw Felucia walking closer, the elder wraith looking between the two in stunned silence before finally holding her arms out wide.


  “What the hell are you talking about, Cindy?” she loudly demanded. “What are you doing, and what… who… why are you… for crying out loud, explain what’s going on this instant!”


  At that moment the building began to shake wildly, the three girls quickly tensing up as the remaining windows shattered while the fires amidst the debris were steadily growing. Outside in the flower garden beside the church a blast of molten rock and steam erupted while splitting the ground apart, tearing a crevice right into the monastery and rupturing through the floor across the front alter. The wall caved from the loss of foundation beneath it while the nearby stone columns dropped into the collapsing ground as the remains of the garden fell into a hazy chasm that opened up next to the building.


  “But first, run!” Felucia cried out, right before the ceiling started to collapse at the same time the side of the church that was split from the fracture lifted up with the slab of rocky ground it was on teetering from underneath.


  From the front of the church a cloud of dust blew out from the open doors, its towering belfry dropping into the collapsing building while a wall of smoke erupted behind it along with a crashing roar. Felucia ran out onto the grass from the billowing haze, the sand wraith stumbling with her steps on the shaking ground as she turned to see the remains of the building falling apart and crumbling into a cloud of dust and smoke. The sand wraith slowly looked around at seeing trees on fire, pockets of flame and smoke bursting from the ground throughout the burning forest, and also the sight of several elves kicking and beating the living stuffing out of a group of monsters belonging to The Sisterhood nearby. The elves and clerics from earlier stomped the broken arms and legs of gremlins and goblins, poked out eyes of the screaming arachne, grabbed their axes and swords to rend flesh and bone from the evil creatures with extreme prejudice, allowed their children to tear hair out from their horrible oppressors, and let loose terrifying roars from their pent-up rage having finally been released.


  “You fucking assholes!” an elf shouted, her boots bathed in goblin blood as she kicked in the face of a gremlin repeatedly. “It’s not enough you treat us like shit, but you have the audacity to mock our people with such horrible disrespect in our darkest hour? Our forest is on fire! Our royal tree is knocked over! You fucking bitches laughed at our gods! I’m going to smash your fucking skull in and shit on your brains, you filthy stinking whore!”


  “You can’t treat us like this, you wretched cunt-sniffers!” another yelled as she was literally beating an arachne with one of the spider’s legs that she had torn off. “That was our royal tree that just went down! This was a goddamned holy place, you putrid piles of horseshit! This is all your fault! I’m going to fucking skin you alive, you ugly bitch!”


  “How dare you mock our gods in there!” a child raged as she ripped out clumps of hair from a screaming goblin while the clerics were busy stomping her ribs in. “Burn in hell and choke on the devil’s cock, you shit-eating horsefucker!”


  Another elf was completely misunderstood with what she was saying, her words slurred in her furious warcry as she used a staff that was on fire to mercilessly jam into a goblin under her, the screaming monster flailing around as the enraged elf punctured her chest a few times before using the flaming end to stab the monster in the face.


  “I always thought elves were peaceful monsters of the forests,” Felucia dryly said to herself. “It’s been a real eye-opener coming here.”


  The elves beat down and savagely murdered the grunts of The Sisterhood before turning their furious glares over to Felucia, the sand wraith then showing a nervous smile as a few of the elves picked up flaming sticks and branches as they appeared ready to charge at any moment.


  “Um, hold on,” she pleaded holding a hand out. “I’m not with them anymore. Never wanted to be. I was being used, just like you girls were. I’m a victim too.”


  The elves snarled and prepared to attack before noticing something behind the sand wraith, with Felucia blinking then turning to see Cindy walking out of the dust cloud with the elven child in her arms. The little girl was watching Cindy with eyes of wonder while the sand wraith came up beside her mother, a smile being shown towards Felucia who fell silent from seeing her daughter cradling a young elf in her arms.


  “Yanee?” a cleric called over. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m okay,” the child replied with a few slow nods. “This sand wraith saved me. She saved me and took down that wicked witch. She protected me.”


  “She’s a sand wraith?” an elf questioned while holding a flaming branch. “They both are, aren’t they? Why would she help us?”


  “I want to be a good girl,” Cindy answered. She set the child down who choose to stay close by her side then walked up towards the elves, all of them watching her carefully while her mother was again rendered speechless from what she was seeing and hearing.


  “I don’t want any of you to die,” Cindy explained. “I don’t want that at all. Especially your babies and children, I just couldn’t stand the thought of them being hurt. That’s why I’m here. That’s why we came to save you.”


  “We?” an elf repeated. “What do you mean we? You and that other wraith there?”


  “I have absolutely no idea what she is talking about right now,” Felucia stated shaking her head. “Cindy, please explain what the hell is going on here.”


  Cindy looked around to seeing all eyes on her now then showed a puzzled expression as she noticed something missing in the forest.


  “Hey, where did the big tree go?” she asked scratching her head. “The big big one. Daniel and Clover were up in that tree, but now I don’t see it. Where is it?”


  “Clover?” an elf repeated with a jump. “Did you say Clover is here?”


  “Clover’s back?” a child asked with bright eyes. “Are you fucking serious? She’s really back?”


  “She is, but where’s the tree?” Cindy whined. “I don’t see it anymore. Where did it go?”


  “It fell,” an elf explained, herself and the others pointing over to where the towering branches of the toppled timber were seen burning in the air. “It dropped down moments after you fell into the church. Do you know what happened to it?”


  “It fell?” Cindy worried. “But… Daniel and Clover were up in that tree. They went up there… and now it’s not there. Now it’s… down there? It… it… but… but then… but they…”


  “Who’s Daniel?” the child at her side asked.


  “Some human male nutjob that defied the gemini,” Felucia spoke up, with everyone turning to see her walking up next to her daughter. “He’s armed with a magic sword that tore the palace apart. Cindy, who was that guy? He just waltzed right in and actually challenged the gemini to a fight. Is he messed up in the head or something?”


  “Wait, hold on,” an elf quickly said. “Did you just say a human man challenged the gemini to a fight? A man dared to take on the leaders of The Sisterhood? Alone?”


  “Was Clover there?” a child asked. “Was she there with him?”


  “She was the one leading me out of the palace,” Felucia answered shaking her head. “Only that Daniel guy stayed behind to fight the gemini, he wanted Clover to get me out of there so they could fight alone. Cindy, explain. Who are these people and how do you know that man?”


  “He’s wonderful, mother,” Cindy praised. “He loves me, and I love him. So much.”


  “Wha… wait. Love? Did you say he loves you?” Felucia bewilderedly replied.


  “A human man loves a sand wraith?” an elf questioned. “That can’t be true.”


  “He really loves you?” Yanee asked, tugging on Cindy’s hand with a curious look. “A human actually loves you?”


  “He does,” Cindy insisted, her worried eyes turning over to where the top of the royal tree now rested in the burning forest. “He loves me, and he wants to protect me. He wants to help innocent monsters. Like all of you elves, he wants you all to be safe again. He’s great, and friendly, and smart, and… and… Daniel… oh no…”


  Everyone looked over to where the towering branches that were sticking up over the forest while ablaze with pillars of smoke rising up overhead, clouds of dust and haze slowly settling amidst the elven village from the grand tree’s mighty crash while screams of those within still sounded out without pause.


  “That elf named Clover fell with us out of the tree,” Felucia recalled. “No telling if she survived the fall. But that Daniel guy probably didn’t. Especially if he was still in the palace fighting those two crazy girls. Poor dolt never stood a chance against them.”


  “Daniel…” Cindy whimpered with teary eyes.


  Near the top of the tree a barrage of crimson lights shot into the sky with a thundering roar, the sight causing everyone to jump in surprise as the magical trails of energy reached high into the air above the flaming forest.


  “What in Eden’s name was that?” an elf breathed out.


  Shortly after, bolts of lightning and chilling white light flashed about from the same location, being followed by more fiery red glows with echoing booms sounding off.


  “What’s going on over there?” an elf asked. “That looks like magic being used.”


  “No way,” Felucia said shaking her head in disbelief. “Seriously? He’s still alive?”


  “Daniel?” Cindy wondered as she wiped away her tears. “Was that Daniel?”


  “That… that was the human man you’re talking about?” an elf questioned pointing ahead. “That display just now was from him?”


  “He’s still alive?” Felucia asked with complete bafflement. “He’s really still fighting those two immortal monsters after he fell with them along with the tree into a burning forest? Are you shitting me?”


  “Daniel,” Cindy said, a smile forming as hope for her mate’s survival was rekindled. “That’s him. It has to be him. I know it is. He’s still alive.”


  “He’s still fighting the gemini?” Felucia exclaimed. “He was in a fucking tree that crashed into the ground while on fire! And he’s still going at it with those two crazy bitches? Cindy, who the fuck is that guy?”


  “He’s fighting those two demons… for us?” an elf wondered, herself and the others exchanging curious looks while the child at Cindy’s side tugged on her hand. The wraith looked down to see the young girl holding back her tears while gripping her hand tightly.


  “He’s the one you were talking about? He’s the one who came here to rescue us?”


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a big nod. “He wants to help monsters like us. He wants us to be safe and happy. He saved me from being a bad monster in life. And now he’s going to save you.”


  “Cindy?” Felucia stated holding up a finger. “Question. Many questions. Please explain now.”


  Cindy took a few steps forward, her eyes watching the forest closely as she knew her mate was alive and fighting for the elves further ahead. Looking back she saw her mother stammering something in her shock while the elves were whispering amongst themselves, the women and children looking between the sand wraith and the burning forest where a human man was supposedly engaged in combat with the gemini on their behalf.


  “Listen to me please!” Cindy called out with a hand raised into the air. “We came here to help you get away from The Sisterhood. But we need to move quickly, or else none of us are going to get away.”


  “And what’s your plan on how to do that?” an elf questioned. “There’s hundreds and hundreds of those wretched monsters camped out behind our forest. Where are we supposed to go, they’re going to be coming after us any minute now.”


  “Head south,” Cindy answered as she pointed to the side.


  “That’s east,” an elf pointed out.


  “Head south,” Cindy again said as she pointed in another direction.


  “That’s north,” a child said shaking her head.


  “Which way is south?” Cindy whined. The elves pointed in the right direction, with the sand wraith then doing the same. “Head that way. Get out of the forest and keep going, you’ll find a witch waiting for you. She’s a nice witch, not at all like the mean witch from before. Her name is Alyssa, she’s going to use her magic to help you all escape.”


  “Alyssa?” Felucia repeated with a jump. “Wait, you mean Alyssa the Wildfire Witch? You found her, Cindy?”


  “Uh huh,” Cindy answered with a big nod. “She’s my friend. She’s going to help all of us get away so The Sisterhood can’t catch us.”


  “She’s… your friend?” Felucia repeated in utter confusion. “Whoa whoa, hold on here. Cindy… what in Eden are you talking about?”


  “I’ll explain it all later, mother. But you and the elves need to get going, it’s not safe here. Tell all the elves you can to head south and meet up with Alyssa. Once everyone is there she’ll use her magic and take you all away where you’ll be safe.”


  “How exactly is she going to help us get away from the horde of monsters that’s going to be coming after us any moment now?” an elf desperately asked.


  “It’s magic, I don’t know how that stuff works,” Cindy answered with a shrug. “She’s going to use a spell to take you all far away from this place. Trust me, it’s going to work. But it will only work if everyone gets to her soon. So please, you need to hurry and get going.”


  The elves looked to each other apprehensively while Felucia slowly walked up and grabbed Cindy by the shoulders.


  “Cindy,” she worried while shaking her daughter a little. “You’re scaring me here. Why are you helping these people? Why are you saying such things like you love a human man? What is wrong with you?”


  “Nothing’s wrong with me,” Cindy assured shaking her head. “This is what I want to do. I want to help these elves. I want to be good like Daniel. And I do love him, I love him with all my heart.”


  “We don’t have hearts, Cindy,” Felucia argued. “We’re made of sand. And we certainly don’t talk about our food in such a way. I don’t know what’s come over you but-”


  “They’re not food,” Cindy interrupted, stunning her mother. “These elves are nice people, they’re not for eating. And Daniel isn’t food either, he’s my mate and I love him.”


  “Your mate? What has happened to you, my baby?” Felucia sniveled. “My god, what’s come over you?”


  “I’m doing what I want with my life,” Cindy answered as she stepped back. “I’m walking on my own two feet, and doing what I know is right in this world. I’m being a good girl, just like Daniel said I could be.”


  “Daniel,” Felucia repeated. “That man is the one who put these foolish thoughts into your head? He’s to blame for your confusion?”


  “They’re not foolish thoughts, they’re good thoughts. And I’m not confused, not this time. I know what I’m doing. I’m glad Daniel taught me how to be a good girl. I like being good. I don’t want to be bad anymore, I don’t want to be like those meanies from The Sisterhood.” Felucia opened her mouth to protest before Cindy held a finger towards her face. “I don’t want either of us to be bad monsters, mother. We’ve been very bad before, eating innocent people like we did. We were so bad. That needs to change. We need to change.”


  “Cindy,” Felucia breathed out, seeming at a loss for words.


  “Head south,” Cindy called over to the elves. She gave Yanee a little push towards them then pointed in that direction as they all watched her curiously. “All of you, get going and tell your friends to leave the forest right away. Alyssa will get you all out of here, you can trust her. Just run out of this place and don’t look back.”


  “What about you?” Yanee asked.


  “I’m going to go find Daniel and Clover,” Cindy declared with a bold smile. “I’m going to help them. Clover’s my friend, I have to make sure she’s okay after that tree fell. And Daniel’s my… my everything. I need to make sure he’s really okay.”


  “Whoa, hold it!” Felucia yelled, grabbing Cindy’s hand as the wraith turned to run off. “You are not going in there, Cindy! It’s bad enough that man corrupted your impressionable little mind, but you’re sure as hell not going anywhere near the gemini! I’m taking you out of this damned place and you are going to be in serious trouble!”


  “Let me go!” Cindy yelled as she thrashed about. “Let go, mother! Let go!”


  “Cindy, stop! Stop this at once! Enough! Listen to me, dammit!”


  “No!” Cindy shouted, turning around and punching her fist through Felucia’s arm, splattering the wraith’s limb apart in a puff of sand. Felucia stared in shock as Cindy disarmed her and quickly shoved her away, watching in stunned silence as her arm started to slowly grow back while Cindy pried off the wraith’s severed hand from her own.


  “I’m not a bad girl anymore!” Cindy declared with a stomp of her foot. “I was before, but not anymore! I’m going to help my friends! I’m going to help these innocent people! And I’m going to help Daniel! He’s given me so much, he’s shown me so many good things, I’ve never been happier before I met him! I’m going to find Daniel and do whatever I can to help him get out of here alive, he means the world to me!”


  “Cindy…”


  “I’m walking on my own two feet,” Cindy stubbornly insisted. “This is the path I want to walk on. This is my choice to make. Go with the elves and get out of here, Alyssa will help you escape before The Sisterhood comes after you. And don’t you dare eat a single elf while I’m gone, not a single elf, mother. If you keep being bad and choose to hurt any of them… then… then… then I won’t love you anymore!”


  “Cindy,” Felucia faintly uttered.


  “I’ll hate you, forever and ever! So don’t be bad anymore! Please, be good. For me. Please be good now, mother.”


  Felucia held out a hand towards her daughter, with Cindy taking a step back and sniffling before turning around and running off. The elder sand wraith watched her go then glanced back to see the elves doing the same.


  “Cindy,” Yanee quietly repeated. “She looked just like…”


  “Let’s go, everyone,” a cleric said to her people. “I’m not sure if that girl was a messenger of the holy spirits or not, but I’d much rather place my faith in her than the demons who have been tormenting us.”


  “You think Clover’s alright?” a child asked her mother. “If she fell from the royal tree… then… then…”


  “I’m sure she’s fine,” the woman assured her. “If it really is Clover who has returned, then I’m confident she’ll survive this mess. To be honest, I’m more curious about that mysterious man who’s taken on the leaders of The Sisterhood. I’m not quite sure what to make of such a turn of events.”


  “Perhaps he was sent by the gods to be our savior,” a cleric wondered, turning her distant gaze up towards the sky. “A man named Daniel. How very curious his loved one was that girl…”


  “If he’s brave enough to fight those two fucking demons, he has my faith to be our savior,” an elf spoke up.


  “I say we do what that sand wraith said,” an elven woman agreed. “I trust her, and it’s our only real option anyway. Let’s get moving, find our sisters and tell them to haul ass to the southern fields. We’re getting the fuck out of here.”


  The elves nodded and started running away together, with Yanee remaining behind and watching Felucia who was gazing ahead at where Cindy had run off.


  “That was your daughter?” she asked, with Felucia glancing back to her in silence. “You know, it took me awhile to figure it out, but she looks just like the elven goddess, Hyliana.”


  Felucia remained quiet as the child looked over to where her savior left then back to the woman with a small smile.


  “The goddess of hope,” Yanee explained. “She certainly bestowed that upon me. I’m never going to forget her or what she did for me. Tell her thank you for me, okay?”


  She turned and ran after the other elves while Felucia looked back ahead, standing still and silent amidst the burning woods while screams and trees toppling down echoed around her. After a moment she blinked then clenched her fists, a stern expression coming over her before she started running after her daughter.


  “Goddammit, what the hell happened to you, Cindy? I swear, when this is all over I’m going to beat the shit out of that Daniel guy for what he’s done to you. Nobody corrupts my baby girl and gets away with it!”


  Further ahead Cindy was running through the smoky forest, passing trees and flaming debris while showing a focused expression as she made haste towards where she hoped to find the ones she loved still alive.


  “I’m walking on my own two feet,” she said with a daring smile forming. “And I’m ready to be a very good girl. Just like my mate believed I could be.”


   


  


  Chapter 6


  The Honored Huntress


  In the world of Eden not everyone in their respected communities were valued or appreciated, or even trusted to have around. Be they human or monster, each society had their share of criminals and outcasts, those who were pariahs and nothing but trouble for their kin. Some were imprisoned for their wrongdoings, others exiled for their rebellious ways, and there were a few that were merely shunned and ostracized by their people who just barely tolerated their presence. Perhaps they deserved this punishment for how they acted and treated their people, for the danger they posed to everyone around them.


  Or maybe they never did, and it was all in their head to begin with.


  *****


  “NO!” Clover cried out, her unblinking eyes locked onto the sight of the royal tree falling over with a deafening crackle from its broken base. The mighty timber dropped to the side into the burning forest, its flaming branches driving down into the village with a terrible roar before the tree slammed into the ground, rocking the forest to its core and throwing cinders and dust high into the air around the fallen lumber. Clover dropped to her knees and braced herself from the shockwave by grabbing onto the railing of the treetop terrace she was on, her painful scream sounding over those of the many elves nearby from both seeing Green Haven’s majestic tree felled and also knowing Daniel was still in it. Nearby Sivil was yelling in similar shock as she pulled herself upright against the guardrail, her concern only being that she witnessed her new palace being knocked over with a colossal crash.


  “This can’t be happening!” an elf below the tree cried out in agony. “That did not just fucking happen!”


  “Why is this happening to us?” another shouted in outrage. “Seriously, what the fuck did we ever do to deserve this?”


  “Haha, wow,” a troll laughed. “That one went down real loud, didn’t it? Look at the bright side though. Now you’ve got plenty of firewood for winter. Haha!”


  “Shut up!” an elf shrieked, bashing the monster’s head with a rock before she pounced on and started smashing the screaming fiend’s face in with the bloodied stone. “I fucking hate you tramps! This is all your fault!”


  “This is all her fault!” another shouted, pointing up from the crowd to Sivil. Elves all around turned to see the dark priestess fuming with rage at the sight of her palace having fallen to rubble. “Ever since she brought The Sisterhood here it’s been nothing but a never-ending nightmare for all of us! This is all because of her!”


  “The gods are pissed at us now!” an elf cried out while cowering in fear. “All because we let those assholes in our sacred forest, because we let Sivil take over as priestess who has done a piss-poor job of keeping us safe, all because we allowed these atrocities to unfold and didn’t do shit to stop them! We’re all doomed now!”


  “If that’s the case,” a ranger growled as she brought an arrow into her bow and took aim up at Sivil. “Then I intend to right this wrong as penance for my people.”


  A twitch of Sivil’s ear was made as the ranger pulled the arrow back against the taut wire, her eyes snapping down to seeing the elf taking aim with a sharp eye and fierce glare. In a flash the arrow was fired up and over the crowd towards the woman, coming just short of piercing her eye before being caught by her hand. Without batting an eyelash Sivil quickly slid down her bow from her shoulder, pulled the arrow back against its wire, and promptly fired it towards the stunned ranger, striking her through the skull with a slick crunch as she fell back with a spurt of blood. Elves all around stared at the downed ranger in surprise then glared with anger up at Sivil who merely looked over them with bitter hatred.


  “What happened?” Sivil loudly demanded. “What happened to my people? Since when were you all so cowardly and weak? Since when did you become as low as maggots and threaten your priestess with acts of violence and betrayal? How dare you-”


  “Oh shut the fuck up!” the elf who was bashing the troll’s face in shouted, giving one final whack and splatter of blood from the downed monster before pointing up towards the dark priestess. “This disaster is all your fault and you know it, bitch! This sort of crap never happened before you came back!”


  “This is a sign from the gods!” another shouted with a fist held high. “To hell with The Sisterhood and to hell with you!”


  “Watch your tongue!” a dark ranger scolded, taking aim at the elf with her bow and arrow while nearby gremlins and trolls were growling at the rebellious elves. “That is your priestess up there! You will show respect to her and our new allies, or else I’ll rip out your traitorous tongue myself!”


  “You’re one to talk about being a traitor!” an elf retorted, holding her young daughter close and scowling at the dark rangers nearby who were all drawing their arrows onto the crowd.


  The elves of Green Haven glared at each opposing side of their own kin, tension running hot just as the forest that was aflame around them, while Sivil clenched her fist with growing aggravation of everything that was happening. She saw The Sisterhood and her rangers holding steady while the crowd of elves below the tree were on the verge of breaking out into a riot, then noticed one by one all the elves and grunts of The Sisterhood turning their focus towards something to her left, with the dark priestess slowly breathing out in frustration as she knew what that was. Turning her eyes to the side she saw Clover standing on the terrace while staring her down with apparent fury.


  “This is all because of you,” Clover snarled, trembling with ire as she felt her temper from everything burning even hotter at the sight of the heartless elf. “Celine’s death. Grace’s disappearance. The Sisterhood killing and torturing our people. This entire nightmare is because of you.”


  “Is that… Clover?” an elf whispered.


  “Clover?” a ranger softly asked. “Holy shit, is that her?”


  “She’s alive,” another praised. “She came back. She came back for us.”


  “Are we sure it’s her? How can we be certain it’s really Clover we’re seeing?”


  “And to top it all off,” Clover continued, her fists clenched tightly at her sides while her eyes were burning into Sivil’s. “As if that wasn’t enough, as if you haven’t done enough to earn my everlasting hatred, now… because of the hell that you’ve brought into our home… my man could be hurt or even dead as we speak.”


  “Your… man?” Sivil asked with a raised eyebrow. “What the hell are you talking about? For fuck’s sake, why are you back? How are you even alive? Why can’t you just stay dead, Clover?”


  Clover shook with her rage boiling inside before she let loose a furious roar as she couldn’t contain it any longer, her powerful cry echoing out over the sounds of trees falling and elves screaming within the village around them while mesmerizing the crowd below from the sheer strength of her voice.


  “That’s Clover,” a ranger slowly said. “That’s her alright.”


  “She’s really back.”


  “She sounds pissed.”


  “She sounds really pissed.”


  “Who is that elf?” an arachne asked.


  “Trouble,” a dark ranger cautioned.


  “YOU FUCKING WHORE!” Clover raged, her anger easily being felt by the elves below while Sivil became noticeably tense with a small drop of sweat forming on her temple. “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO OUR HOME? WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO OUR PEOPLE? GOD FUCKING DAMMIT, YOU’RE GOING TO PAY FOR THIS, YOU HORSEFUCKING ASSHOLE!”


  “Wow,” a troll slowly said. “That… is one angry elf.”


  “Now that’s the sort of fighting spirit we heard you weaklings could possess,” a gremlin chuckled. “Where’s that fire been with the rest of you? Haha!”


  “I think she going to pop,” a goblin snickered with a few hops. “Can see her turning red from here. Hee hee, she going to pop.”


  “Um, girls?” an arachne pointed out as she noticed all the dark rangers becoming extremely tense. The other monsters stopped laughing and saw the same thing while the elves in the crowd were staring in awe at seeing Clover having finally returned and brandishing her flair of being extremely volatile.


  “It’s her,” a child said with a growing smile. “She’s back.”


  “Where has she been?” her mother wept. “Goddamn, she took long enough to get here.”


  “I never thought I’d be this happy to hear her yelling like that,” another elf commented with a smirk.


  “You’re all fucked now,” an elf sneered at The Sisterhood and dark rangers. “You’re all fucking dead now that Clover’s back.”


  “She’s not going to take your shit like we’ve been struggling to do,” another added. “Nobody pushes her around and lives to tell the tale. You’re fucking dead now, you goddamned whores.”


  “Are you serious?” a troll laughed. “You really think that scrawny little elf up there is any threat to us? So she’s got a pair of lungs in her, so what? What’s she going to do? Yell at us until we run away?”


  Sivil watched Clover erupting just as Eden was doing all around them, her eyes glancing to the bow she had holstered and her quiver full of arrows before returning to her face as the elf was showing nothing but fire in her eyes.


  “Our people?” Sivil retorted loudly. “You honestly think you have any right to say that? You never gave two shits about us, Clover. You were an outcast from the day you wandered into our grove uninvited. You refused any acknowledgements from our dear late Celine. You turned down any positions of honor or importance she so graciously wanted to give you in our community. And you of all people were the most cold and callous towards the elves here the entire time you stayed in our home. You didn’t even like a single soul here.”


  Putting her hand on her hip Sivil smirked at Clover, the blonde elf snarling at her before quickly grabbing her bow in hand.


  “And where is our holy artifact?” Sivil demanded. Clover paused as the elf shook her head in disdain. “Our late priestess gave you one fucking job, Clover. One job that she insisted was something only you could do for her. You were to track down a thief who stole her precious treasure, an artifact that blessed our home with good fortune and peaceful years. Even though you blew off every bit of pity she gave you, even though she wanted to believe there was anyone at all inside the icy husk you truly are, even though I begged her to be the one to recover the artifact as I knew failure was not an option, she picked you. So where is it? Where is our divine treasure, Clover?”


  “Wait, how did you know it was stolen?” Clover asked, before Sivil quickly waved her off and turned to face the crowd.


  “Empty-handed, as I expected! Look around you, Clover! Everything that could go wrong has gone wrong. And it’s all your fault!”


  “My fault?” Clover exclaimed.


  “Without that divine artifact here, without its blessing and protection it offered by the very spirits who entrusted it to us, we’ve been cast out of their favor! The Aquarius Gateway has been destroyed, our source of fresh water gone forever! The Sisterhood, who offered to give us protection and respect in the world, have been met with animosity and resentment from bitter and dysfunctional elves! Celine herself, the one and only elf who believed you were worth a fucking damn, is now dead and buried after a freak accident in her royal chambers! Her daughter, Grace, vanished without a trace, likely having been snatched up by wolves or predators outside her protective home! And Green Haven itself, our lovely home and only pocket of Eden we were fortunate enough to be graced with, is being swallowed up by vengeful spirits with no mercy or remorse!”


  Turning to Clover she pointed at her accusingly, the blonde elf stammering some sort of reply as all elves were now watching her closely.


  “And it all could have been avoided,” Sivil scowled. “Our home would still be standing, Celine and Grace would be here with us, the alliance between us and The Sisterhood would have been rationally accepted; if only you had done the one thing you were specifically ordered to by Celine. To bring back the divine artifact that protected us all, that ensured our place in the gods’ good graces, that kept everything from descending into anarchy! You failed, Clover! You failed, and now you have the audacity to come back, to place blame on others for your shortcomings, and to actually act like you give a damn about our people? You fucking monster, you should be ashamed of being alive! You’re nothing but a mistake! You were the blight that brought death upon your last grove, and now you’ve done it again to ours!”


  “I didn’t cause any of this!” Clover tried to protest with. “I wasn’t even here!”


  “No, you weren’t! You never have been here for us, Clover! You never have been one of us! You’re nothing but an outcast, that’s all you are, that’s all you’ll ever be! Celine offering a place for you here in our precious forest was the biggest mistake in the history of Green Haven!”


  “The biggest mistake was her appointing a fucking warmonger like you as her advisor in the first place!” Clover shouted back as she pointed to Sivil. “You treat everyone as nothing but pawns to your own game, someone who wouldn’t think twice to sacrifice anyone to get what you want in life, and would be so out of her fucking mind to actually bring the likes of The Sisterhood to Green Haven and not expect it to turn into a complete shitshow!”


  “I was the best choice for her advisor!” Sivil shot back. “I took the safety and future well-being of our people with nothing but absolute importance! I trained the finest archers Eden has ever seen to ensure our survival! I enforced the strictest training regimens to produce healthy, fit, and superior elves than any other grove! And I saw the alliance with The Sisterhood as our ticket out of the shadows in this world and into a better one, one where we don’t have to submit to the humans to get their seeds, where we don’t have to humiliate ourselves and cower before them just to survive! We’re going to have our shining forests, our pride and recognition, and all the seeds we want from now on, all because of me!”


  “You’re completely insane!” Clover cried out. “You sold out our people as slaves and you’re trying to play the part of noble leader in doing so? You fucking bitch!”


  “I know what’s best for my people! I know how to treat them to make them stronger, how to ensure we survive in this fucked up world! That’s why I was her advisor! That’s why I’m priestess now! Who are you to stand there and belittle me? You have no ground to stand on and act so high and mighty, like you’re anything special at all. You turned your back on us time and again, you refused to accept anything from Celine or these elves; you didn’t even have one single fucking friend in all of Green Haven! She even offered you, you of all people, command of the royal guard, who I fucking trained and perfected all by myself! And you refused! You never wanted to be part of our community! You never wanted anything to do with us! You never wanted to be here in the first place! Admit it!”


  “It’s true, I admit it!” Clover shouted, with Sivil suddenly halting with confusion to that while the elves below questioned what they heard. “I didn’t want that position! I didn’t want that title! I didn’t want that power! I didn’t want to get involved with anyone! I didn’t want any friends or anything, I wanted no part of that at all!”


  Taking a few breaths she turned to the elves below, all of them staring at her in speechless bewilderment while the ground rumbled with another tremor hitting the area.


  “I was scared,” she called out, her voice cracking slightly. “I was scared of feeling the pain that I felt when I lost my old home, my old priestess, my… everything. I had everything taken from me, ripped out of my chest and thrown to the four fucking winds, and it killed me inside. I couldn’t… I couldn’t go through that again. I couldn’t bear even the thought of getting close to anyone, having them become a part of my life and growing attached to them, and then watching as they too were taken away by the cruel hands of fate. I wasn’t strong enough. I wasn’t strong enough to face that fear.”


  “Um… okay…” Sivil slowly said.


  “I’m sorry,” Clover continued. “I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough for you then. I’m sorry I pushed you all away like I did. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to knock Sivil’s teeth out for coming back and treating you all so horribly. I was a coward, I was afraid of being hurt, and in doing so I wasn’t there for you all when you needed me.”


  “That’s… right?” Sivil unsurely said.


  “I may not have been there for you in the past, but dammit, I’m here for you now! The moment I heard what happened to you all I got my ass back here as fast as I was able. I understand I’m the last one any of you wanted to see, I understand you all hate my guts for how I’ve treated you. You can curse my name all you want, you can call me an outcast, and maybe I really am, but still I had to come back and-”


  “We never hated you!” an elf suddenly called out. Clover jumped a bit as she saw the elves below smiling at her. “We never thought of you as an outcast. You were part of our family, Clover. You always have been.”


  “We’ve been praying to the gods for your return, and it seems they’ve blessed us with a miracle by listening to our pleas.”


  “I can’t believe you’re finally back. We’ve been waiting forever for you to return to us.”


  “You… have?” Clover asked. “But… but why?”


  “Are you kidding?” a child exclaimed. “Because you’re the best, that’s why!”


  “The best? No, no I’m not. I’m just-”


  “You’re the most amazing archer we’ve ever seen!” an elf declared. “And you’ve been so protective and caring towards us, you were our guardian angel, Clover. Green Haven was never better before you came along.”


  “Guardian angel?” Clover stammered while blushing. “Hold on, no I wasn’t. I wasn’t anything like that. I blew everyone off, I never talked to any of you before, and I always kept to myself. How could you not have thought less of me?”


  “You saved my daughter’s life,” a mother tearfully said while holding her child close. Clover glanced down to them as the young girl nodded at her. “She’s still alive today thanks to you.”


  Clover eyed the young child, her fluffy blonde locks and blue eyes seeming familiar before she remembered where and when she had seen her.


  *****


  “Mama!” the child screamed, running quickly through the shadowy woods and stumbling against trees and over roots in her haste. Looking back over her shoulder she saw a large bear roaring while crashing through the lumber after her, the grizzly beast closing in as she ran as fast as she could back towards the village.


  “Mama! Mama!”


  “Chlorece?” her mother called out, standing atop a high terrace of their tree-side dwelling. She quickly searched for the sound of her daughter’s cries before seeing the young child further away along with the bear that was swiftly gaining on her. “CHLORECE! Oh god- Chlorece!”


  “Mama!” the child cried as she stumbled over some rocks and through a bush, frantically trying to return home with the bear smashing through a fallen log behind her.


  Her mother dashed back inside, grabbed her bow and quiver, then ran back onto the porch and quickly drew an arrow towards the charging bear. Chlorece and the beast weaved around trees and through the shadows, with her mother trying to keep her aim steady on the enraged animal’s head while her heart was thumping hard in her chest. With a sharp inhale the woman fired her arrow, shooting it far and narrowly between trees and branches, before it struck the side of a leaning timber and lodged in place with a whack.


  “No!” she screamed, quickly grabbing another arrow and taking aim. Watching her daughter trip and fall to the ground with a frightened wail she jumped with a startle and let loose the next arrow, launching it not even halfway to the bear before it connected with another tree.


  “CHLORECE!” the mother shrieked, her hand shakily grabbing another arrow, only to fumble the bolt against her bow’s string and drop it off the deck. She desperately reached out for another, her hands now shaking and unable to properly grasp the arrows in her quiver that she knocked away as she saw the bear charging right towards her screaming daughter.


  “NO!” she cried out with all her might, watching in horror as the beast tore through a tree’s flank and roared at the young girl who was now curled into a ball and crying loudly. As the beast prepared to lunge at its prey an arrow streaked through the air with a sharp whistle, striking the bear in the head and dropping it to the ground with a heavy thud. Slowly Chlorece opened her eyes, the sight of the downed bear with an arrow sticking out of its head being seen while leaves slowly drifted down behind it. The mother was rendered speechless, her eyes watching her daughter slowly sitting up and wiping away her tears, before quickly searching around for the second archer. It was then she spotted an elf with long, blonde twintails holding her bow forward in her pose, the archer standing on a rope bridge deeper in the village and much further away from the bear she struck down with a single shot.


  “Clover?” the mother breathed out. She watched the blonde elf lower her bow before walking off along the bridge alone, holstering her bow over her shoulder and heading into the village without saying a word. After a moment the mother snapped back to her senses and quickly climbed down the rope ladder from their home, jumping off onto the ground and sprinting over to where she dropped to her knees and held her daughter close in her arms.


  “Chlorece, thank the gods you’re still alive!” she sobbed, her daughter still staring at the dead bear while finally catching her breath. “You’re not hurt are you? Are you? Please, say something, my dear.”


  “Mama… what happened? Did you do that?”


  The child looked back to her mother, seeing her teary-eyed smile while she held her daughter near, the two then turning and seeing Clover walking along a faraway bridge with her twintails flowing behind her.


  *****


  “Oh, right,” Clover softly said looking down at the young girl she saved that day. “Well… I just… I was only…”


  “You saved my baby that day,” the mother praised. “Thank you so much, thank you. Not a day goes by without our prayers going out to you for what you did for us.”


  “Um… well… you’re welcome. But I…”


  “Us too,” another woman spoke up, herself and her friend smiling gratefully up at the elf. “I still remember, I’ll never forget that day. You certainly proved yourself to be the best archer of our grove without a doubt.”


  “I did? What… what did I do?”


  “You don’t remember?” the second elf asked shaking her head. “You must, you have to remember what you did for us. You definitely taught my friend a lesson that day.”


  “Yeah, you sure did,” the first humbly admitted.


  Clover eyed the two elves with a curious expression, seeing one with a long brunette ponytail while the other had very short blonde hair trimmed around her ears. Their green eyes, their matching nose piercings, and the sight of the brunette having a familiar looking necklace with a bronze star medallion on it; after a moment Clover recalled having seen them before during a patrol of the surrounding woods.


  *****


  “Come on, coward,” the blonde sneered, both of them standing in the lush forest that surrounded their village and next to an old tree with a dark hollow in its side. “Quit being such a scared little mouse and get over here.”


  “I’m not scared, Shiva,” the brunette complained, hesitating with stepping closer to her friend that was waving her over.


  “Then why are you keeping your distance? What’s wrong?”


  “You know why, Bolla!” Shiva flustered. “I’m not falling for this again! You’re going to try to frighten me again with something gross you found!”


  “I thought you said you weren’t scared?” Bolla smugly quipped. “Come on, I’m not going to show you anything gross this time. It’s really cool, I promise.”


  “I’m not scared…” Shiva complained. “I just don’t like it when you throw bugs and creepy animals at me without warning.”


  “Just get over here,” Bolla sighed. Shiva grumbled before reluctantly stepping closer, her eyes nervously going from her grinning friend to the darkened hole in the side of the tree that obviously had something her companion wanted to show her.


  “If this is another one of your fucking tricks…” Shiva warned.


  “No tricks,” Bolla promised. “I just want to show you something that I found to be really interesting. That’s all.”


  Shiva walked over next to her friend and crossed her arms with a pout, her eyes worriedly glancing to the darkened hollow then back to Bolla again while she gave a small shrug.


  “Well, what is it?”


  Bolla calmly stepped over to her side, keeping Shiva between her and the tree, then reached past her with a slick grin into the hole. Her friend tensed up with a nervous whine as she paused for a moment, and then slowly drew her hand out to reveal a large, furry spider on her palm. Shiva gasped as Bolla carefully brought the spider over in front of her, the arachnid having dark fur with blue spots all over it while its many eyes seemed to peer right into Shiva’s soul with a chilling gaze.


  “What the fuck?” Shiva cried out, pressing back against the tree as her friend laughed a bit. “Dammit, get that thing away from me! You know I hate those fucking things! Bolla! Knock it off!”


  “It’s not going to bite you,” Bolla chuckled as she shook her head. She held the spider up near her big grin and tilted it around while Shiva was whining and pushing herself back against the timber as much as she could. “Relax, this spider doesn’t bite or anything, it’s not going to hurt you. You’re perfectly safe. I know you’re always complaining that the thought of spider bites freak you out, so I wanted to show you one that can’t bite you. See? It’s harmless. Cool, right?”


  “It’s still disgusting! Get it away from me!”


  “Aww, you’re so mean,” Bolla teased with a pout. “See? This little guy isn’t so bad. C’mon, be nice and give him a gentle pet or two to apologize.”


  “BOLLA!” Shiva shrieked, turning her head away and shutting her eyes tight. Bolla burst out laughing as she backed up a few steps, watching with amusement as her friend shook her head and squealed in fright.


  “Sorry, little spider,” Bolla cooed. “I guess my fearless friend still doesn’t like you. I don’t know why, you’re so cute after all.”


  “I hate you so much, Bolla!” Shiva shouted at her. Bolla laughed and held out a hand towards her, opening her mouth to speak in an effort to calm down her emotional friend, before suddenly her mood quickly changed to a fearful one. Shiva trembled a bit at seeing her freezing up then started to get a very ominous feeling in her chest.


  “Bolla? What is it now?”


  “Shiva,” Bolla slowly cautioned. “Don’t. Move.”


  “Why?” Shiva nervously asked. She then felt something slowly crawling along her hand, her eyes shakily turning down to see a large spider of sleek red carapaces with black streaks on its abdomen coming out of the darkened hollow and making its way up along her wrist.


  “Don’t move, Shiva,” Bolla ordered.


  “Why not? I thought you said these spiders were safe.”


  “Not that one. Not that one. Very poisonous. Very dangerous. Don’t move a muscle.”


  “Is this another one of your tricks?” Shiva nervously laughed. “You’ve had your fun, Bolla, so knock it off already.”


  “Shiva, I’m fucking serious. One bite from that thing could be fatal.”


  Shiva looked to her friend with a pale expression of fright while feeling the spider crawling up along her arm.


  “I hate you so fucking much, Bolla,” Shiva faintly spoke. “Do something. Do something, you crazy bitch.”


  “I… uh…”


  “Do something. Goddammit, why would you bring me to where these horrible things live? What is wrong with you?”


  “I only found the harmless ones last time I was here, I didn’t know those little fuckers moved in since then. It’s not my fault.”


  “Bolla!” Shiva whined, feeling the spider crawling up her shoulder and touching her neck now. “Help. Do something. For fuck’s sake, do something.”


  Bolla gulped before slowly reaching her hand out, her movement quickly coming to a halt as something else caught her eye and made her heart skip a beat. The two elves watched another of the deadly spiders slowly lowering down in front of Shiva’s face on a strand of silk, its legs moving about right before the terrified woman who locked up completely from the sight.


  “Shiva,” Bolla quietly whimpered.


  Shiva held in her scream with tightly pressed lips, eyes glancing between the two dangerous arachnids before looking to her friend who was frozen in fear. The spider on her neck crawled along her tunic and down onto her breast, its legs gently tapping on her while the one in front of her face began touching her nose and cheek with its feet. Bolla bit her lip as she fretted about what to do, watching as her friend was moments away from being bitten by two of the spiders while silence befell the area. Before she could attempt to make a move sharp whistles were heard, the spiders being instantly struck and taken away by two arrows that flew by and whacked into a nearby tree. The elves blinked, looked over to where the spiders were pinned to the timber with twitching legs, and then turned to see a blonde elf with long twintails having her bow held out as she stood further away in the woods.


  “C-Clover?” Shiva stuttered, shakily slumping down against the tree as her legs gave out. Bolla dropped to her knees in the same manner, both elves watching as Clover holstered her bow and walked up to them with a harsh scowl on her face. As she stood over the stunned women her sharp gaze shifted between each of them before taking notice of Shiva’s star medallion that glistened in the sunlight. Her eyes then moved back to the woman’s face that had tears running down her cheeks, a calm breeze coming through the woods that swayed her long twintails and being the only sound that could be heard.


  *****


  “Wait,” Clover slowly said, eyeing the two elves in the crowd carefully before she jumped and pointed to them. “I remember now! You two idiots were the ones playing around with poisonous spiders! What the fuck was wrong with you girls? You stupid bitches could have been dead, you know those fucking things are dangerous! What were you thinking?”


  “We know,” Bolla agreed, grateful smiles from her and her friend being aimed up at the elf who was shouting at them while banging a fist on the balcony’s railing. “I was an idiot and nearly got my friend killed. You saved her life, and shouted relentlessly at me for what I did afterward until I was more frightened than she was that day. I can never thank you enough for setting me straight, Clover. For keeping my dear friend alive.”


  Clover halted her angry tirade and showed a puzzled look at them before seeing the other elves in the crowd nodding and smiling at her in agreement.


  “You’ve always been watching over us, like a real guardian,” an elf praised. “You’ve always been there for us in your own way.”


  “But…” Clover hesitantly said. “Well… not always…”


  “You were there for me when our crossways fell apart from the windy storm,” another elf spoke up, with Clover glancing up in thought while Sivil was growling at her with clenched fists.


  *****


  “Hang on, Joanne!” an elf cried out, desperately reaching down from a high treetop balcony while elves were gathered nearby and watching the scene anxiously. Down below them on the side of the tree an elf was clinging for life against the trunk while the broken rope bridge she had been walking on was now banging loosely against a faraway tree in the mighty wind that was blowing through Green Haven.


  “Whoever built that bridge needs to be fired and beaten to death!” Joanne shouted while gripping the bark as tight as she could. “Goddammit, someone get me down from here!”


  “Reach for my hand!” the elf above called down, being a good ten feet above where the frightened woman was slipping a bit on the smooth treeside.


  “Are you fucking serious?” Joanne demanded. “I can’t reach that far! Get a rope or something!”


  “We’re looking for one! Just hang on!”


  “What do you think I’m doing? Hurry up!” Joanna shouted shaking her head. Her hand slid down the tree before her left foot dropped below her, the woman screaming as she tried to hang on to what little grip she had on the wide trunk. Looking down over her shoulder she saw the very long and easily presumable fatal fall that awaited her, with other elves below gathering near the area and crying out as they saw one of their own clinging to the timber with no visible way down other than falling.


  “This is it,” Joanna whimpered. “This is how I die. For fuck’s sake, I never even got to leave Green Haven yet. This is total bullshit.”


  “Joanna!” the elf above shouted, seeing her friend slipping again and losing her footing.


  Joanna screamed and shut her eyes, feeling her fingers losing their grip on the tree while her feet couldn’t find anything to rest on, before hearing several sharp whistles followed by loud whacks sounding off above her. Looking up she saw a jagged line of arrows struck into the tree, leading up towards the terrace where elves were staring at the bolts with equal surprise. Everyone then turned to see a blonde elf with long twintails standing on the faraway balcony, her hair blowing wildly in the wind while her eyes were keenly set on Joanna.


  “Clover?” Joanna wondered.


  “Climb, dumbass!” Clover shouted out over the wailing gales.


  Joanna blinked then quickly lunged up and grabbed the first arrow, using it to then lift herself up and desperately grab the next. The elves above started cheering her on as she lifted herself up to each arrow one by one, using them to climb up towards her friends as the bolts proved sturdy enough to act as a ladder. After reaching the final arrow she was grabbed and pulled up onto the balcony by her kin, all of them holding her close and thanking the gods she was still alive. After catching her breath Joanna looked over towards the faraway terrace, spotting Clover giving a single nod at her before walking off.


  “Was that Clover?” an elf wondered.


  “How did she do that?” another asked in disbelief. “The wind is blowing like crazy, yet she fired multiple arrows with perfect accuracy from way over there.”


  “I have to learn how to shoot like she does,” one mentioned in awe.


  “Lucky for us she was here,” the elf holding Joanna praised. Joanna slowly nodded as she watched Clover vanishing behind a tree, her long twintails flowing wildly behind before also fading from sight.


  *****


  “Oh… yeah,” Clover softly said.


  “And you were there for us when those merchants tried to swindle us,” another elf mentioned, with Clover opening her mouth to speak before halting as she remembered that event.


  *****


  “What the fuck is this horseshit?” Clover loudly raged. Gathered near the edge of their forest she and several other elven rangers were seen speaking with gremlins and a few hooded monsters clad in dark red cloaks who had traveled to Green Haven in a horse drawn caravan to offer valuable merchandise for those who would be willing to pay for it. Of course instead of bargaining and speaking in a civilized manner it was more like yelling, arguing, and in Clover’s case, repeatedly banging the head of one of the gremlins against a wooden chest that was set on the ground and was starting to crack from the monster’s skull whacking against it so many times.


  “We paid you 50 gold coins for what you promised to be the finest arrows in Eden!” Clover continued while slamming the head of the screaming gremlin onto the trunk again. “We have plenty of arrows here already, but we were promised these particular arrows were far superior and needed by our people! So explain to us why my rangers back there are holding fucking twigs with tin can lids tied to the ends! I could get sharper shrapnel to fasten to those flimsy pieces of shit by shattering your motherfucking skull apart and using the bone fragments as arrowheads!”


  “I’m sorry!” the gremlin cried as she flailed her arms around. Her companions were watching the sight with stunned expressions of shock while the rangers behind Clover were glaring at them and holding boxes of what was essentially garbage that was sold to them. Clover roared like a lion as she brought the gremlin up to face her, lifted her off the ground by her neck using both hands, and glared so deeply into the monster’s frightened eyes that the gremlin swore she was staring at a Darker One.


  “50 gold coins for all the arrows you had! 100 for all the tunics and capes you had, and 300 for an assortment of pork, beef, and lamb rations to help feed our people with, and what did you give us? Half-assed arrows you barely put together, dirty linens not even an ogre would dare wipe her ass with, and the most rotten, obscene, clumps of god-only-knows-what that I wouldn’t even feed to pigs! You fucking bitches picked the wrong grove to try and swindle!”


  “We’re sorry, we’re sorry!” the gremlin cried out. “I don’t know how that mix-up could have happened, I swear! You can have your money back, you can have it back!”


  With a furious roar and mighty throw Clover hurled the gremlin over towards the front of the convoy, knocking the driver off with a scream while the two horses neighed and bucked about in front of the ride. Clover started walking towards the convoy with a menacing growl and terrifying aura, with the remaining gremlin and two dark hooded figures quickly scrambling to get out of her way by running around the ride towards their friends who were slowly getting back onto their feet.


  “450 gold coins,” Clover restated as she jumped up onto the front seat of the convoy and leaned against the top of the enclosed wagon, watching the merchants backing away while holding their dazed friend with a furious scowl. The elven rangers walked around the ride and threw down the boxes of junk towards the swindlers while glaring at them, with Clover eyeing over the convoy and its horses before turning her piercing gaze back onto the monsters.


  “That sounds about fair for a wagon and some horses, don’t you think?”


  “Sure, sure, whatever you say,” a gremlin eagerly agreed. “We’re sorry. We’re sorry for… the misunderstanding. Please, it’s all yours.”


  “Damn straight it is,” Clover snapped. “Now get your sorry asses out of our land before we string you up and use you as target practice! And if you dare come back and try this bullshit again you won’t be walking away with just a measly headache!”


  “I think I have a concussion,” the dazed gremlin groaned with eyes rolling in her head.


  “BEAT IT!” Clover roared out, prompting the merchants to scream and run off as fast as they could. The elven rangers laughed at seeing them go before turning to Clover who was scowling at the fleeing monsters with a twitching lip.


  “Toss out whatever useless crap you find then take the rest into the village,” Clover ordered as she turned and hopped off the ride. The elves watched Clover march towards the village without so much as giving them a fleeting glance then looked over the new convoy wagon and horses that now belonged to them.


  “We have to learn how to negotiate like she does,” an elf commented, with the others nodding in agreement before watching as Clover walked away with her twintails flowing behind her.


  *****


  Clover gazed around at the crowd of elves below in stunned silence, words failing to form in her mouth as she heard again and again of how they didn’t feel any animosity towards her at all, rather quite the contrary. More of the elven women and children spoke up about times that she came to their aid, protected them, inspired them, and amazed them, all of which Clover found shocking to hear.


  ‘They… like me? They really like me? Even though I always pushed them away… treated them so coldly… they only wanted me closer to them? I don’t believe it…’


  “What is wrong with you people?” Sivil shouted, banging her fist on the guardrail with a frustrated snarl. “Did you hear nothing that I said earlier? This whole mess with our forest falling apart is all her fault! She’s nothing but a lowly outcast who never belonged here! It’s all because of her our forest’s divine relic wasn’t returned, she failed the one fucking job Celine ever gave her! Without that relic’s protection all manner of hell has been unleashed upon our home and people, all because she didn’t-”


  “How did you know about Celine’s artifact being stolen?” Clover suddenly shot back. Sivil turned to her with a grunt as Clover was eyeing her sharply with a sideways glance. “You were cast out of Green Haven long before it was taken from her, and she only entrusted myself and the high maidens of what happened to it. How the fuck did you hear about it?”


  Sivil growled at her with clenched fists while the elves below were now watching her closely. Clover observed Sivil’s silent reaction before turning to her with a flinching scowl.


  “I tracked down that thieving elf to the town of Rackleholm after she fled this land with Celine’s holy relic. Every step of the way I wondered what came over that foolish girl for daring to do something as heinous as steal from her priestess. Not to mention why she stole it.”


  “You found her?” Sivil carefully asked.


  “Yeah, I did. The bitch is dead now, though I’m starting to think she was just a lowly pawn in someone’s game. How did you know about the relic’s theft, Sivil? I don’t think Celine would have told you, and I’m sure as shit the high maidens had their lips sealed. So tell us, who told you about it?”


  Sivil glanced down to see the elves below glaring at her while The Sisterhood and dark rangers were keeping on guard as they could tell tension was swiftly growing between everyone.


  “It was you, wasn’t it?” Clover accused, only getting a silent look from Sivil in response. “That archer was one of yours, wasn’t she? You had the relic stolen, you’re the one who orchestrated that robbery against our priestess and people! You goddamned whore, you’re nothing but a fucking traitor! Why did you do it? Why did you have our holy artifact removed from Green Haven? What were you thinking?”


  “Simple,” Sivil hissed. “I thought to myself, what would be the best way of getting that fucking rat Clover removed from Green Haven? The answer was obvious, steal something so valuable that Celine would only entrust its recovery with you, her prized little pet. You weren’t supposed to come back, Clover, you were supposed to do us all a favor and fucking die out there. The swarm in Rackleholm should have devoured you alive, how the fuck are you standing here again? Why won’t you just go to hell, you unbearable forest urchin?”


  “You knew about the swarm in Rackleholm,” Clover realized. “Holy shit, that’s what this was all about? You had Celine’s artifact stolen and taken there so I would follow after it, all so you could feed me to the swarm. You tried to kill me, you fucking bitch!”


  “Watch your tongue, Clover,” Sivil retorted with a cruel smile. “You’re speaking to the new priestess of Green Haven, whether you like it or not. I am the priestess of Green Haven now! The elves and archers belong to me now! This is my forest! This is my land! This is my rule! And nobody, and I mean nobody, is going to take that from me!”


  Without warning a massive barrage of crimson lights shot into the sky from near the top of the fallen royal tree, the roaring outburst of searing magical energy catching everyone’s attention as the sparkling bolts of power soared high above the flaming forest.


  “What the fuck?” a dark ranger asked.


  Shortly after, bolts of lightning and chilling white light erupted from the same location behind several trees, being quickly followed by more fiery red glows of magical energy with thundering booms sounding off.


  “What’s doing that?” an elven child asked. “What is that, mama?”


  “Now what’s going on in this fucked up forest?” a troll grunted.


  Sivil watched the magical radiances blooming further away before turning to see Clover smiling at the sight. With a heavy sigh of relief the blonde elf then sharply grinned at Sivil while tilting her head slightly.


  “Looks like my man is still alive!” she loudly declared, getting all elves to turn up towards her in surprise. “And is busy wiping those smug grins off The Sisterhood’s leaders as we speak!”


  “Your… man?” Sivil repeated. “You have a man with you?”


  “Did she say she has a man?” an elf whispered. “Like a mate?”


  “Clover has a mate?”


  “That fucking display just now was from a human man? Is she serious?”


  “And he’s fighting The Sisterhood’s leaders? A man is doing that?”


  “You’re damn straight I have a man,” Clover boldly boasted. “I found the best guy Eden has to offer. He’s the one who saved me out there. He’s the one who brought me here so we could save my people. And he’s the one who’s going to help them all have a brighter future, one without The Sisterhood in it!”


  “What in Eden are you yammering about?” Sivil snarled. “What trickery is this?”


  “No tricks,” Clover retorted as she quickly slipped her bow down into her hand. “This is as real as it gets, Sivil. While my man is busy kicking in the teeth of the gemini, I’m going to beat the fucking shit out of you for what you’ve done to our people.”


  “You wish,” Sivil hissed, her piercing gaze staring back into Clover’s while she tensed up. “I don’t care what game you or your little pet human are playing, you’re both at your end. Sisterhood! Get my elves out of this fucking inferno right now! Rangers! Execute this insufferable rat who dares stand before me! It’s about time she left this world once and for all!”


  It all happened in mere moments. The monsters of The Sisterhood charging towards the crowd of screaming elves, the dark rangers taking aim up at Clover atop the treeside balcony, Sivil darting back away from the targeted elf while reaching behind to grab an arrow out of her quiver, the furious rumbling of Eden below as more lava and steam erupted nearby in the flaming forest. For Clover, the sounds and sights of everything swiftly unfolding around her were easily noticed, and as she prepared to right the wrongs of her traitorous kin she felt very confident about one thing.


  The odds were stacked in her favor, bestowed personally by a real angel of death.


   


  


  Chapter 7


  Clover’s Shadow


  In the world of Eden, elves were renowned for their expert archery. From striking distant targets with pin-point precision, to shooting arrows through crowded woodlands with insane accuracy, these vixens of the forests were considered the best archers in Eden. Though spoken of in fabricated tales that they are quiet, harmless creatures of the trees, the truth was they were in fact anything but gentle. Elven rangers were certainly formidable opponents with arrows as sharp as their tongues, never to be taken lightly as these women could bring the pain onto any who provoked them with ease.


  With proper dedication and gear, one could even rival an entire army.


  *****


  Standing on the shore with the lake’s water gently lapping against her boots, a lone elf was seen distantly gazing at the tranquil waters that rested deep within a sprawling jungle under the sunny weather. The trees and their rustling leaves that swayed in the wind were all that could be heard as the young elf who couldn’t have been more than fourteen years of age stood before the rippling water with her long blonde twintails running down her back against her arrow-filled quiver. Her brown tunic and short skirt held tightly to her petite frame, arms being bare while hands were clad in small brown gloves, boots resting in the soft sand beneath the water, and her leafy ribbons swayed in the breeze along with her golden locks. In one hand, her bow, held tightly with a clenching grip. The other, bare, trembling at her side as she tried to hold in both her tears and cries while she stood alone in more ways than one.


  “Why?” Clover uttered under her breath. “Why do you keep fucking with me? Why do you keep tormenting me? Why do you keep picking on me?”


  Rubbing her eyes quickly she then turned her teary gaze down to her hand, fingers trembling as she appeared to despise the very thing she was now glaring at.


  “It’s not fair. I tried. I tried so hard. I gave everything I could, did everything I could, and yet… for fuck’s sake, why is it never enough? Goddammit! What more could I do? What more could I have done?”


  With a furious roar her voice carried out across the land, startling birds from their trees and sending woodland critters fleeing from their homes.


  “My mom was everything I had! Everything I had to live for, to hold onto, to make me happy! The only one who gave a single fuck about me, the only one who ever loved me, and what did you do? You fucking assholes in the sky took her away! You took her away right in front of me in the most fucked up way possible! Goddamn you all!”


  Dropping to her knees she slammed her fist down on the beach, splashing mud and water repeatedly as she screamed again and again.


  “Did you think that was funny?” she shouted up at the sky. “Did you get your sick kicks? Did you have a good fucking laugh? Watching my mother get slaughtered by trolls, ripped apart in front of my fucking eyes, was that what you wanted to see? Huh? Was it? Or did you fuckers get your wretched entertainment out of my suffering instead? I’m sure you saw! Seven trolls! Seven goddamned horsefucking trolls getting the drop on my mother, who always prayed to you divine cocksuckers all her life, and having her torn apart all over the forest floor as thanks for that!”


  Scrambling to her feet she waved her arms around in a fit, her eyes then turning to the bow in her hand that only drew more self-loathing out in the young girl.


  “Seven trolls…” she whimpered. “How could I have gotten them all by myself? How could I have been expected to shoot them all before they killed her? It’s not fair! I tried to shoot as fast as I could, I tried to save her, but there was no fucking way I could have! How could you have sent down a horde of those bloodthirsty monsters upon my poor mother like that? You knew I couldn’t have saved her! You knew I couldn’t have taken them all down in time! You fucking knew that, that’s why you did it, wasn’t it? You didn’t just want to take the only person I ever loved away from me, you also wanted to rub my face in the fact that I’m a fucking horrible archer who can’t protect anyone!”


  Throwing her bow down she then grabbed her quiver and slammed it into the water with a furious yell, the girl staggering back and screaming her heart out with arms held tightly around herself.


  “I hate you all! I hate my fucking life! I hate myself! I hate everyone! Goddammit, I just want to die! I want to die! I want everyone to fucking die!”


  Dropping to her knees she broke down into loud sobs and cries of anger, her hair sliding in the shallow water that continued to gently wash against her as pounded her fist into the sand. Minutes passed as the young girl cried and cursed everything in the world with slurred obscenities and snivels, her boiling rage gradually subsiding and being replaced with sorrow and remorse. After a while she started to quiet down, her ears twitching slightly as not only a strong wind blew across the treetops surrounding the lake but also a faint whisper was heard within it. Lifting her head she sniffled and rubbed her eyes before slowly looking around as she kept hearing the strange sound echoing in the breeze, almost as if it were dancing through the air near her ears.


  “That’s no good,” a woman spoke up, with Clover quickly turning to see an elf standing near the shore behind her. She wore a unique variant of elven garb; black boots and gloves with silver straps on the ankles and wrists, fishnet stockings that covered her legs, a dark tight-fitting skirt with violet embroidered edgings, a black and green tunic that was left undone over her large bust, and the quiver on her back was filled with arrows that had long silver feathers on their ends. Her golden arm bracelets of elegant design shimmered in the sunlight while her long raven hair flowed freely down to her thighs, her eyes being a dark violet while her nose bared a ring-piercing that dangled near her upper lip. A silver tiara was worn with a dark green diamond gemstone set over her forehead. Her bow, most noticeably enough, was certainly not of the typical variety either. It was as if an elf had a nightmare when dreaming up its design, the jagged edges on the frame being made of bone and sinew while the front displayed two small skulls that were facing outward with the handle set between them.


  “Praying for death seems like a foolish thing to do,” the woman continued, her eyes gazing ahead at the water as if without a care. “Surely you have some will to live on still, right?”


  “For what?” Clover spat out. “I’m all alone now in a fucking world that hates my guts.”


  “Haha!” the woman laughed, her eyes finally turning to the young girl while an amused smile came across her. “Now now, the world hates everyone. Don’t go thinking you’re something special just because you’ve had your share of bad luck.”


  “Bad luck? My mother was murdered in front of me! She was fucking killed by filthy trolls right before my eyes! And there was nothing I could have done for her! I couldn’t save the one person who meant everything to me, I couldn’t do jack shit! All I could do was watch her die! Now I have nothing, you fucking bitch! What else is there to live for in this fucked up world?”


  “What else is there?” the woman questioned. “Well, let’s see. For starters, yourself. You do have your own life to live after all. Second, what about your people? What about your sisters in your village? What about them?”


  “What about them?” Clover scoffed. “They weren’t there for my mother when she was being ripped apart. They weren’t there to help me while I failed horribly in saving her life. They’ve never been there for me to begin with. Nobody has ever been there for me, helped me, or even wanted to talk to me. I could never count on anyone, anyone at all. Nobody, but my mother. She was the only one worth living for. She was the only one I cared about.”


  “I see,” the woman replied, her gaze lowering to her bow that she tilted in her hand. “So, if your entire village were to be wiped out, you wouldn’t care at all, Clover?”


  Clover slowly turned to face the woman while getting back on her feet, sharply watching as the strange elf shifted her sights over to her again with a playful smirk.


  “If someone were to say, kill every single last elf in your village, every one without exception, would you not care at all? Would you even be happy if they were all dead? Would you thank the gods for such a service?”


  “Who are you?” Clover demanded. “How do you know my name? I’ve never seen you in Tiok Grove before. You’re not from around here, are you?”


  “Oh, I go here and there, now and again,” the woman humbly admitted. “Been around the world more than you would think. But back to the matter at hand, would you be happier if everyone was dead? Would you be thankful that those who were not with you and your poor mother during her final moments in this world were ripped away from the land of the living?”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” Clover growled. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”


  “My job,” the stranger replied, gently tapping her bow against her hip a few times while the faint whisper was again heard in Clover’s ears. The young elf looked at the demonically crafted bow that almost seemed to be making those strange noises before tensing up as she turned her eyes into the piercing gaze of the woman who was starting to emit a very chilling aura.


  “Well, Clover?” she asked again. “You won’t care at all if they died today, right? If anything, it’ll serve them right for not saving your dear old mother’s life.”


  “I don’t know who you are or what the fuck you’re talking about,” Clover snarled back. “But if you’re looking to start a fight today then you picked the wrong forest to visit. And you sure as shit picked the wrong elf to mess with!”


  She quickly reached down to snatch up her bow and quiver, right before two arrows struck past her legs into the water with sharp whistles and hard impacts. Jumping back with a scream Clover looked up just in time to see two more arrows flying right at her, the bolts streaking by her head with not an inch to spare while the archer was holding her pose from firing them with an amused smile on her face.


  “Is that so?” she asked cocking her head aside. Clover froze as she saw the woman staring her down, the reality of what just happened sinking in as she replayed the event in her mind and noticed something glaringly wrong with it.


  “How… how the fuck…” she shakily breathed out. “How did you fire those so fast? That’s not possible, you can’t-”


  In a flash the ranger reached behind, grabbed two arrows, drew them back in her bow, and fired, launching them right past either side of Clover’s head. And then again. And again. All in the time it took Clover to draw a breath she witnessed the ranger launching a volley of arrows with dangerously sharp accuracy right past her head, her arm and hand movements a blur in the young girl’s eyes as she wasn’t able to fully track the motions that happened so blindly fast. The rapid splashing of the arrows hitting the lake behind her were heard over her shaky breathing, the young elf looking behind to where multiple rippling rings were seen in the water before back to the mysterious ranger who lowered her bow and rested a hand on her hip.


  “I can’t, can I?” she quipped. “Well, I just did.”


  “Who are you?” Clover nervously asked. “What are you?”


  “I have but one answer for both. Just another ranger of the underworld.”


  “Under… world?” Clover faintly repeated. “You’re from the underworld?”


  “I’m certain you’ve prayed to many spirits before,” the woman said as she walked up in front of the girl. Gently she brushed aside Clover’s bangs and ran her hand through one of the fluffy twintails while seeing the girl struggling to remain still. “But never once have you prayed to one like me. Don’t worry, I don’t take offence to that. Like I said earlier, praying for death seems like a foolish thing for someone to do.”


  “You’re… an angel of death?”


  “I wouldn’t call myself an angel,” the stranger laughed. “I certainly have no holy wings on my back. But death… that is something I’m quite familiar with. An elf of death doesn’t have the same ring to it though. Oh well, no matter.”


  “What do you want?” Clover shakily asked. “Have you come to take my life? Am I dying?”


  “No, you don’t have to die, Clover. You’re not fated to fall on this day. But the rest of your village, all of Tiok Grove, is.”


  “What?” Clover gasped.


  “I’m sorry but it’s true. Those trolls you killed, the ones who ambushed you and your mother, they were just a scouting party. The rest of their tribe is on their way now, coming to take the forest and wipe out all who reside within it. That’s why I’m here. This is my job. To await their deaths and escort them into the underworld afterwards so they can continue the cycle of destiny.”


  “No. No!” Clover yelled stepping back. “What sort of trick is this? You’re full of shit! Who are you, really? What the fuck are you doing here? Did those trolls send you? Are you some outcast looking to make trouble? Whatever it is I’m not having it! Get the fuck out of here! Beat it before I-”


  “Kill me?” the woman guessed. She brought up her hand to her mouth, gently biting down on the glove and pulling it off, with Clover then freezing with a frightened gasp as she saw only a skeletal hand waving its fingers before her. While the woman’s arm had flesh to it her hand was nothing more than bones being held together by an unseen force. Clover stared in shock at seeing a wavy distortion rolling across the ranger’s arm, revealing nothing but her bones as it passed by, before it reached up to her head and showed the stunned girl a perfect view of a lifeless skull for a moment before eyes and flesh reformed again.


  “I died decades ago, Clover. Ever since I’ve been acting as a guide for those who the end comes for, as is my new purpose in death. And I’m sorry to say no matter how much you want to kill me there’s just no way for you to do so. Not as I am now.”


  “Fucking hell,” Clover managed to get out through gritted teeth. “You’re a goddamned zombie?”


  “No, not a zombie. I’m an elf. Or at least I was. It doesn’t really matter now. I am what I am, and I do what I must do, that’s all we need to be concerned with. I’m sorry, is this freaking you out?”


  “What? You having a fucking skeleton hand and being an angel of death? No, I deal with shit like this all the time,” Clover retorted shaking her head. “Are you kidding me? Of course I’m freaked out! I’m talking to a fucking ghost… or zombie… whatever you are!”


  “Calm down,” the woman sighed with a roll of her eyes. Gently waving her hand flesh formed around it, the undead elf showing her now normal looking hand to Clover before she put her glove back on again. “That was just to prove what I am to you. I don’t normally leave the hand in that state, makes it a bitch to properly fire arrows with.”


  “I’m sure,” Clover carefully said as she kept on guard.


  “Look, I didn’t come here to scare the piss out of you or give you nightmares. I came because your mother asked me to.”


  “I’m not scared! Wha… wait, what? You talked to my mother? You’ve seen her?”


  “Who do you think was there to guide her in the underworld after she fell?” the ranger replied. “Yes. Cadence, am I right? Long blonde hair, similar to yours. Green eyes of the lightest shade I’ve ever seen. And five lone freckles placed across her nose. She’s got a bit of a mouth on her too, again, similar to yours. Like mother like daughter it seems.”


  “That’s her… that’s my mother. You really saw her? You talked to her?”


  “I did, we had a very lovely chat all about you. See, every step of the way, every moment that passed after she and I met, she didn’t complain once about dying or lament her destiny, yet instead begged and pleaded and cried to know if you were going to be okay in her absence. That’s all she cared about, that’s all she spoke about, you and just you. Not even her own soul’s fate crossed her mind.”


  Clover stared at her in shock as the woman lowered her head and ruffled her hair with a tired sigh.


  “Truth be told, you weren’t going to escape what’s swiftly coming unscathed,” she admitted before glancing up to the stunned girl. “You were going to be sitting right here, crying and whining about the world being unfair and ‘fucking stupid’ as you called it, right up to the point the trolls found you. That was your fate.”


  “Are you… serious?”


  “Knowing the proper course of fate is what we in the underworld do,” the woman reasoned with a shrug. “I could see your future clear as day, Clover. Don’t worry, you would have gotten away from them. But not before losing your right hand and both your ears after they had their fun with you. You think you’re pissed off about everything now? You don’t hold a candle to the version of you twenty minutes from now.”


  “Twenty minutes?” Clover breathed out. “They’re going to be here in twenty minutes?”


  “No, they would have found you in twenty minutes. They’re about ten away from reaching the grove.”


  “What? No!”


  “Your mom begged me to spare you any more horrors,” the ranger solemnly continued. “To spare you any more pain. So here I am. I don’t normally take these kinds of requests, but I have to say I was a bit curious about you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Seven trolls,” the woman recounted with a smirk. “It wasn’t the fact that you took them all down on your own that impressed me, Clover. As I waited for your mother’s soul I witnessed you shooting arrows faster than any elf I’ve ever seen. You took down all seven trolls in fifteen seconds. Not bad.”


  “It wasn’t enough,” Clover argued shaking her head. “I wasn’t fast enough. I tried to get them all, I tried to kill them before they could finish my mother off. But I couldn’t. My fucking body couldn’t move fast enough!”


  “Well now you can move fast enough and get your ass out of here,” the ranger ordered as she pointed off to the side. “This is your only warning, Clover. I’m not exactly permitted by my superiors to change anyone’s fate, it really messes shit up down below, but you seem like a worthy exception to me. Plus you weren’t going to die anyway, so I figure it wouldn’t be too much of an alteration for destiny. Start running and get out of this forest as fast as you can, maybe then you’ll get to keep your body in one piece and your mother’s soul from weeping any further for you.”


  She turned and started walking away, taking only a few steps before stopping and looking over her shoulder to see Clover just staring ahead into the woods towards her village. The young elf wiped her nose then looked at the ranger with a stubborn glare, the woman solemnly watching as the elf seemed to be contemplating her choices. After a moment to think she made her decision; she picked up her quiver and strapped it to her back then snatched up her bow from the water, her sharp gaze focusing on the forest ahead as she took a few slow deep breaths. Taking only one step forward prompted the ranger to turn to her questionably.


  “You should run, girl,” she warned, with Clover ignoring her while marching towards the village. “If you go in there you will die. It’s going to be a slaughter, there will be far too many trolls invading your grove and no sympathy at all to spare among them.”


  “Whatever,” Clover muttered as she continued on.


  “You’re going to die,” the woman called out, with Clover finally stopping and keeping her back turned to the ranger. “You realize this, yes? I just told you what’s about to happen, and not even you trying to be brave and going back there will change any of it. Those elves are all going to die, there’s no way for them to escape their fate. You can’t change that.”


  “I don’t care,” Clover said shaking her head.


  “You don’t care? How very odd. Only moments ago you were cursing their existence, your own existence even, and wishing you could just die and leave it all behind. Wishing for everyone to die. Those people in your village meant nothing to you, they never have, right? So why march towards certain death all for the likes of them, those who wouldn’t even come to the aid of your dearly departed mother?”


  Clover remained silent, eyes focused ahead of her while her bow was tightly held in hand as she felt the woman watching her closely.


  “Why risk your life for the likes of them, Clover? Just let them all die, like they deserve. Isn’t that what you wanted?”


  “What I wanted was someone to help me,” Clover retorted. “To help save my mother because I couldn’t do it alone. I wasn’t able to save her all by myself, no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t do it, I needed help.”


  “But they didn’t help you. Those elves weren’t there for you.”


  “It wasn’t their job to be!” Clover snapped, turning her sharp glare back towards the woman. “My mother and I strayed far from the village, we got careless. We went alone. We didn’t pay attention. We paid the price. That’s not the fault of my people. It’s not the fault of anyone but us.”


  “But you just said-”


  “I know what I said earlier! I know what I shouted at the heavens, and I know fucking well enough that I was wrong! I was pissed off, okay? I still am, that hasn’t changed! But I’m not a fucking moron, I knew not to expect the gods to come to my rescue, that they would drop everything and descend from the heavens all to help me save my mother just because I prayed for them to! I was a fucking idiot to want them to do anything for me when we were the ones who messed up!”


  The ranger of death crossed her arms and smiled curiously as Clover lowered her head, the young elf’s hand clutching the strap of her quiver close to her chest as she shakily took a breath.


  “Life is cruel. Life is unfair. And life sucks ass. Nobody’s going to help me. Nobody’s going to be my savior. Nobody can be counted on to have my back when I need it. That’s how life works.”


  “Is it now?”


  “Yeah, it is,” Clover asserted at her. “But dammit, I don’t want my people to get hurt or suffer, no honorable elf would! I fucking hate this world, I fucking hate people, and even though you tried to warn me about this upcoming shitstorm I still hate you, especially knowing you reaped my mother’s soul after she fell.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. If it makes you feel any better, I’m often quite gentle with my reaping.”


  “But I hate murderous demons like those trolls even more,” Clover snarled. “I hate those that aim to kill and torture others even more, especially if it’s all just for their sick entertainment. I don’t like those elves, or anyone, I’ve been kicked in the gut too many times with misplacing my faith in others to give any more fucks for anyone in Eden. But those elves, my people, they are still a small step above the likes of those fucking trolls, and that’s reason enough to try to help their sorry asses, to keep those fucking mother-killing assholes from hurting anyone else the way they hurt me!”


  “I think I follow you,” the woman agreed with a nod. “But again, you will only get yourself killed by going back there, Clover. I promise you, you can’t win. You can’t turn the tides for your people in this conflict. You can only save yourself, or choose to die with them. Is this really what you’re going to do after your mother wanted to spare you any of it?”


  “My mother loved me just as much as I loved her,” Clover said looking down and away. “She was everything to me. Everything I had left to hold onto. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for me, and nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Losing her killed a part of me, ripped it right out of my soul and took a huge dump on it. But even so, even though this world has been nothing but shit to me and refuses to give me a fucking break, I’m not dead yet. I’m still here and I’m still me. And I’m certainly not going to allow those trolls who butcher and murder innocent people all because they’ve got sticks up their asses to do as they please like this.”


  “Again, you’ll die if you go, Clover.”


  “Then so be it,” Clover sternly replied. “Nobody came to help my mother and I when we were in trouble, nobody knew to come save us. I cannot walk away, even from those who have frustrated and pissed me off so many times, when I know I can at least try and help save them. At the very least, I like to think I can save at least one person, so that it doesn’t always have to turn out like it did for me in this fucked up world.”


  She started walking off again before suddenly stopping, the sound of the ranger now laughing causing her to turn around with a confused look on her face. The woman shook her head amusedly with a hearty chuckle at the young elf before tilting her head with a finger held to her cheek.


  “You’re just like your mother said you would be. Stubborn, temperamental, heated, disparaging, and… oh yes, selfless to a fault.”


  “She said that about me?”


  “She did,” the ranger agreed, walking towards the young girl with a curious eye. “She even said you might try to go back there and fight them all off, all to save your people. The very ones you claim to hate and feel indifferent towards, you would risk your very life to help them despite any warnings I may give of how futile your efforts would be, all because you refuse to let life turn you into a real monster like those trolls that struck your mother down.”


  “Well that proves you did speak to her, because she’s absolutely right. I don’t care what you say, I’m going to help my people because that’s the right thing to do. My mother raised me right, I won’t let her efforts be for nothing.”


  “My my,” the woman said as she now stood in front of the young elf. “Looks like I was right too. There was good reason to be curious about you, Clover. Such an odd elf you are. So much anger and hate within you, yet you still act honorably and selflessly without hesitation to those who need help. I haven’t really come across any like you before.”


  “I’m honored,” Clover flatly retorted.


  “Haha! Well, you should be,” the ranger reasoned with a small shrug. She looked off towards where the elven massacre would soon be taking place then eyed Clover with a slick grin forming on her face. “Still, it doesn’t change the fact that there are far too many trolls approaching your home. One more elven archer on the frontline won’t make a difference.”


  Holding her hand up she toiled her fingers together with a curious murmur, an idea forming in her mind before she then stepped behind Clover and gently held her by the arms. With a jump Clover looked back to see the ranger smiling shrewdly at her with a firm grip below her shoulders, her eyes piercing her own while again a whisper was faintly heard in her ears.


  “However,” the ranger continued. “Perhaps one more archer could make a difference.”


  “What are you doing?” Clover demanded, trying to pull away from the woman’s immovable grip.


  “Are you certain you wish to fight for them? Are you certain you wish to risk your life all on a gamble that you can save them? Will you not heed your mother’s and my own warning and flee while you still can?”


  “I’m not leaving my people,” Clover snapped. “I’m not giving up on them. I can’t do that. I don’t give a fuck if I might die, I have to try to help them!”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because that’s what an honorable elf would do! That’s what my mother taught me, how she raised me to be, and that’s what I’m going to live and die by!”


  “Does that matter if the world is nothing but shit?”


  “It matters to me! The world may be fucked up, but dammit I’m not going down without a fight in this life! I don’t care if I have to go at it alone forever, I’m going to stand tall in this goddamned world, and like hell you or anyone else is going to stop me! When I see my mother again I’m going to tell her I lived my life without anyone getting in my way, and I never let anyone or anything keep me from being a good soul in Eden!”


  “I see,” the ranger conceded. “Well, if you’re so intent on flirting with death as you are, then I don’t mind flirting back, Clover.”


  “W… what?” Clover bewilderedly asked.


  The ranger smirked as she gently moved her hands around the young elf’s upper arms, her gloves trailing a bright light that Clover stared at in surprise. As the woman traced her hands around the girl’s arms and slowly drew back, she left behind glowing bands of light that shimmered a yellow radiance before gradually dimming, revealing elegantly crafted golden arm bracelets that resembled those of the ranger’s. After they took their form however they quickly dropped down to her elbows as they were a size too big, with the woman laughing a bit as she lifted them back up and held them in place with a tickled smile.


  “Oh my, you really are small, Clover. And I’m not just talking about your bust size.”


  “Hey!” Clover yelled back with a blush.


  “Calm down, I’m only teasing you,” the ranger chuckled.


  “What did you do? What are those things?”


  “A gift,” the woman replied, taking out a long strand of her hair that she used to tie one of the bracelets in place below the girl’s shoulder. Doing the same to the other one she calmly fastened the larger armbands to remain on the smaller girl’s arms, with Clover watching in confusion until the ranger finished and stepped around to the side to examine her handiwork.


  “Yes, that will work. They are a bit big, but you should grow into those in no time.”


  “What… what is this? Why did you give me these?”


  The ranger chuckled as she glanced over towards the forest trail before she started walking away, the low whisper seeming to follow her as she headed off along the beach with Clover watching in puzzlement.


  “You should get going,” the woman warned, stopping and glancing back to the young elf. “You should have just enough time to get there before the fun starts. Good luck, Clover.”


  “Wait, where are you going? And what’s with these bracelets you gave me?”


  “Like I said, they’re a gift. Hopefully you’ll put them to good use like an honorable elf would. As for me, I’ll be around. Someone needs to escort the losing side through the underworld when the fighting stops after all.”


  “The losing side?”


  “Yeah,” the ranger said as she looked ahead again. “I do wonder who that will be now. Oh well, I’ll find out soon enough.”


  She walked off with a single wave, leaving Clover alone on the beach with a confused look towards the mysterious elf. She examined each of her arm bracelets, the trinkets feeling a bit heavy while at the same time being held up on her arms by a single hair each from the ranger of death.


  “Hey!” she called out, with the ranger merely stopping and waiting for her to continue. “What’s your name?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “It might. I want to know who to either thank or curse later on, depending how this day goes.”


  “Oh my, is that so?” the woman laughed. After a moment she looked back to see the young elf keeping a sharp eye on her as she held onto the strap of her quiver. “My mortal name no longer matters, so there’s no point in calling me by that anymore. You can just call me… Shadow.”


  “Shadow?”


  “Yeah. That’s all I am to the living now, a shadow.”


  The ranger walked off with sand blowing in the wind behind her, leaving Clover in a state of awe as the woman slowly faded from view in the billowing haze. As the sand settled and revealed Clover to be all alone on the beach, the young elf looked to her arm bracelets, feeling a small ominous aura from them knowing where they came from. Turning her gaze towards the forest she decided to question if she was going crazy from what just happened later on, with the girl then sprinting back towards her village as fast as she could as the most prominent thought in her mind wasn’t that she just had a literal brush with death itself, but rather the imminent destruction of her home that she was determined to avert. Of course there was one more thing that poked into her mind as she felt the golden bracelets bobbing against her arms which she turned a questioning glance to.


  “How the fuck am I supposed to put these things to use? What are they going to do?”


  *****


  Within the elven village of Tiok Grove a loud horn was being sounded, the echoing blare cutting through the sky while sending birds flying off in haste, elven mothers and children rushing into their homes both below and above in the trees, and rangers scrambling as fast as they could to gather their weapons and proceed towards the disturbance. Elven archers clad in brown tunics and black capes rushed through the forest settlement, dozens of well-trained and armed women charging along the ground and down rope walkways as they headed towards the lookout who was sounding the alarm on the outskirts of their forest.


  “For fuck’s sake!” a ranger shouted as she ran alongside her sisters. “This better not be another surprise test from the lead huntress again! I’m sick of these stupid training exercises happening during my lunch!”


  “It’s no test,” another warned nearby. “The patrol on the southern side of the forest just got back from dispatching a group of trolls slinking about. Sounds like there’s more of the filthy bitches coming our way.”


  “About time I see some fucking action,” an elf eagerly said. “Every patrol I’ve ever been on has been boring as fuck. My arrows are itching to kick some ass and pierce some skulls.”


  “Sounds like you’re going to get your wish,” another pointed out as a second horn began blaring. The rangers suddenly heard the lookouts sending louder and longer signals, which only meant one thing.


  “What the fuck?” a ranger questioned. “This isn’t some scouting party that’s crossing into our land.”


  “A third lookout is giving the same signal!” another exclaimed as the two warning sirens were joined by one more. “You’ve got to be shitting me!”


  “What’s that signal mean again?”


  “It means there’s a fuck-ton of enemies coming our way, not just a few!”


  “A fourth is going off!” a ranger cried out as yet another warning blast went out.


  “Aren’t our lookouts stationed far apart? They can’t be seeing the same group of intruders, right?”


  “No, they’re seeing a huge wave of intruders if they’re all going off at the same time. That’s a fucking army coming our way!”


  “Move it, ladies! We’ve got to stop them from getting to the village!”


  “A fifth is going off! What the fuck is happening?”


  “Move it, move it, move it!”


  The rangers of Tiok Grove nimbly weaved around trees and over hedges, all of them racing through the village as mothers and children were now starting to freak out as they heard multiple warning sirens going off. The archers grabbed their arrows and prepared to rush out into an all-out-war as they neared the village limits, all of them starting to sweat out of fear while hearing the ominous blaring of their sentries further ahead. As the rangers started to approach the outer border of their forest they saw other archers running by and sticking close to trees while keeping in the shadows, their arrows primed in their many bows as they were set to fire at a moment’s notice.


  However that moment never came for them, or the many reinforcements they received who all rushed up to the front lines alongside their sisters just as the warning sirens stopped. Every elf on the ground and in the trees, those that gathered behind the line of archers, and the lookouts who stood atop high balconies in the tall timbers, everyone fell silent as they both lowered their bows and jaws in disbelief of what they saw.


  “What’s going on?” a ranger with a golden cape demanded as she and two of her rangers pushed their way through the stunned crowd. Upon stepping out ahead of their fellow archers they too stopped and stared with marvel at what lay ahead.


  To the east of their forest lay a wide horizon of small hills and sparse woodlands that couldn’t even conceal an ogre. Further away in the distance a lone mountain could be seen sticking up from Eden, covered in a thick jungle with banks of mist floating around the base of the gloomy looking crag, and was known to be the home of a large tribe of savage and rather unpleasant trolls that often harassed the elves of Tiok Grove for generations.


  The very same trolls, and nearly all of which by the looks of it, that now littered the landscape just short of reaching the elven forest. Arrows were seen everywhere; hundreds of them pierced to every tree, mound of dirt, fallen log, and the murderous trolls who had multiple bolts each stuck in their lifeless corpses. Piles of the fallen monsters were seen clumped together, one of the unfortunate monsters was literally pinned to a tree with a dozen arrows sticking her to it, another was down on her knees while leaning back to show multiple arrows lodged in her face, and there was even a troll who was bent over on her knees with arrows stuck in her back and sticking out of her rear. Only the sound of a small breeze blowing across the land could be heard as every ranger of Tiok Grove saw what looked to be a very unsuccessful campaign against them by their enemies.


  “What… the… fuck?” an elf finally asked. “What the hell happened here?”


  “Holy shit,” the ranger in front said in shock. “This was a fucking massacre. There’s hundreds of the damned bitches out there.”


  “They didn’t even make it into our forest,” her companion slowly said to the elves behind her. “Um… how did you girls do this? You just stopped a fucking army in their tracks.”


  “We didn’t do this,” a ranger said shaking her head. “We only managed to fire at the frontlines of the trolls before it happened.”


  “Before what happened? Explain, because one minute we’re being warned of approaching danger, then the next all’s quiet and there’s a fucking meadow of dead trolls stinking up our eastern fields. What did this?”


  “Captain!” the second companion said pointing ahead, with the captain and the other elves all turning to see yet another baffling sight.


  In the middle of the field filled with fallen trolls and arrows sticking up from the ground was a pile of the dead monsters along with something else quite noticeable. It wasn’t the dozens of empty quivers littered around the mound of flesh and blood, but instead the lone elf who stood atop it with her blonde twintails flowing in the wind. With her bow in hand and an empty quiver on her back, Clover kept her sharp glare aimed ahead at the battlefield while all eyes fell upon her.


  “Who is that?” the captain asked. “Is that a fucking kid out there?”


  “Hey, isn’t that Cadence’s daughter?” a ranger wondered. “I recognize her hair from here. That’s Clover.”


  “What is she doing out there?”


  “She just… ran out there,” an elf said with a shrug. “Right before the sentries spotted the horde coming for us she sprinted out there with arms filled with quivers of arrows.”


  “She what?” the captain exclaimed. “What do you mean she just ran out there? Why would she do that?”


  “She… she…” another elf shakily spoke up as she pointed to Clover. “Captain, you’re not going to believe this. But she… and they… it was all…”


  Slowly Clover glanced behind, seeing her people gathered at the edge of the forest while staring at her in awe, the harsh scowl on her face never leaving as she slowly breathed out and relaxed slightly before looking down to the dead troll she was standing on.


  “You’re all nothing but shit,” she muttered. “Unreliable, untrustworthy, fucking cunts. Don’t think this means I like you people. You’re just a small step above this trash, that’s all. This was only to make my mother proud of me. Nothing more.”


  Wiping away a tear she then looked at her arm bracelets that shimmered in the sunlight, a curious look coming over her before she gazed around at the fallen monsters that dared to attack her home. As she slowly calmed down from the battle and fully realized what had happened, as the elves in the crowd began speaking in hushed tones of a very unusual tale, further away under a small canopy beneath a tree with a fallen troll slumped down against it was someone else who witnessed the event from start to finish with a serene smile on her face the entire time.


  “Whatever you say, Clover,” Shadow mused with a slight shake of her head. “Like them or hate them, just keep living your life how you see fit. And bravo for proving right your mother’s faith in your spirit and ability.”


  Turning around she started to walk away, the woman then stopping and looking up with a curious murmur while tapping her bow against her hip.


  “I think… yes, I’m most certainly sure of it,” she said, a weak smile then coming over her face as she giggled and shrugged in self-amusement. “I’m probably going to be in trouble for this little deviation of the fates. Going to get yet another earful of the ‘I’m not supposed to interfere with destiny’ speech. Still, this was worth the show. That girl was indeed worthy of my interest.”


  With a hearty laugh she continued on, a haunting whisper coming from her bow as the wind blew against its cord while she left the battlefield to collect her own spoils of the conflict.


  “I do wonder what fate has in store for her now.”


  *****


  A molten blast of fire and rock erupted from the forest floor, throwing glowing globs of magma into the air while nearby trees were quickly set ablaze. The ground trembled violently, as if Eden itself was letting loose a terrifying roar in awakening from its slumber. The elven village of Green Haven was thrown into chaos, and not just from the land threatening to swallow it up from below, but also by the civil unrest between the residents of the haven and their captors. They, and the new self-appointed priestess.


  “Sisterhood!” Sivil yelled, the woman pulling an arrow out from her quiver to take aim at Clover as the two stood atop a high terrace over their frightened elven sisters. “Get my elves out of this fucking inferno right now! Rangers! Execute this insufferable rat who dares stand before me! It’s about time she left this world once and for all!”


  It all happened in a noisy blur. Monsters of The Sisterhood converged on the crowd of screaming elves, dark cloaked rangers aimed their arrows up at Clover with sharp glares, and a torrent of fiery lava erupted from the ground on the other side of the tree, setting fire across its branches and leaves while Clover and Sivil stared each other down in the crimson bloom.


  It happened in mere moments, at least to everyone but Clover. For her, things happened considerably less quickly. Her narrowed glare remained locked onto Sivil, her hearing picking up the screams of her kin below, while out of the corner of her eye she saw the twinkling glimmers of arrows that were about to fire towards her. Everything, from her hair blowing in the breeze, the screams of the elves below as they saw The Sisterhood rushing them, the rumbling of Eden below, everything passed by at a snail’s pace as Clover’s sense of awareness drew in an overload of sensory information. Her golden bracelets shimmered in the fiery light of Green Haven as the elf prepared to engage those that threatened her people once again. And to use her special gift, once again.


  Gripping her bow tightly Clover started to run forward, taking only one step before quickly jumping up onto the railing while reaching back to her quiver. She saw Sivil turning her aim upwards at her, heard the sharp twangs of strings that let loose arrows from the rangers, felt her boot touching down on the guardrail, and her fingers grasped three arrows between them. With a sudden hop she jumped back over the terrace, her hair flowing behind as she fired all three arrows to the side in a blur, reached back and grabbed three more, and then fired them as well before doing so again and again. With hands and arms that moved faster than could be believed Clover then fired two more arrows towards Sivil, one of which struck off the head of the arrow that just launched from Sivil’s bow while the second pierced her in the shoulder. As Clover finally touched down on the platform she promptly jumped forward, turned her body, grabbed and fired three more arrows just over the top of the railing, then rolled backwards along the floor as sudden cries of surprise were heard below along with the sounds of six arrows whistling by and striking the tree that Clover had leapt past.


  Sivil screamed as she staggered back with an arrow striking into her shoulder, right before Clover rolled back onto her feet and swung her leg out, kicking the dark priestess in the gut and throwing her tumbling back along a rope bridge away from the tree’s balcony. Clover stood still as she saw the arrows that missed her sticking out of the tree then slowly turned her sights down towards the crowd. The residents of Green Haven below were frozen in place with stunned faces. Before them they saw six of the dark rangers having dropped back onto the ground, each having an arrow lodged in their leg or arm that they painfully grasped at. Next to them three goblins, a troll, and two gremlins dropped to their knees with arrows lodged in their skulls, the fiends falling forward with thumps while nearby grunts of The Sisterhood were staring at them in shock. Slowly everyone looked up to see Clover watching them with her piercing stare while Sivil was heard screaming on the bridge behind her.


  “What the FUCK?” Sivil roared, yanking the arrow out of her shoulder and throwing it aside. “How… how the fuck did you do that? What trickery is this, Clover?”


  “What… just happened?” an arachne nervously asked.


  “She didn’t just…” a troll cautioned.


  “Holy fuck…” an elf breathed out.


  “What did you just do?” Sivil yelled as she got back onto her feet. “What the fuck was that?”


  “This,” Clover replied. She hopped up onto the handrail with one foot, and to everyone’s amazement rapidly fired a barrage of arrows all down towards the monsters who surrounded the crowd below. In the time it took to spin her body around to face towards Sivil and hop back off the banister a wide volley of arrows streaked over the elves in the crowd, striking each grunt of The Sisterhood in the head while the remaining dark rangers were incapacitated with bolts piercing their hands and thighs. The residents of Green Haven struggled to fully watch as Clover sent out what appeared to be a flurry of arrows all in a mere moment, each of which took down their oppressors in the blink of an eye. As the last body of a goblin dropped dead onto the dirt and the dark rangers screamed while gripping their injured limbs, Clover kept her sharp glare aimed towards Sivil who was staring at her in bewilderment after witnessing the blonde elf’s attack.


  “What… in… Eden?” Sivil breathed out. “That’s… not possible. You can’t… you can’t…”


  “Did you see that?” an elf below hushed. “Did you see what she just did?”


  “Um… no.”


  “What the hell was that? How… how did she do that?”


  “She just took down an entire troop of those wenches… in a fucking second…”


  Slowly every elf looked up towards Clover, backing away from the tree’s base so they could see the lone archer staring down Sivil with her twintails flowing behind her. They saw their huntress having made her return and challenge the priestess who continued to curse and yell at her with a bleeding shoulder, whispers of disbelief and praise starting to spread amongst the crowd after witnessing something truly remarkable. Glancing behind they then saw other grunts of The Sisterhood slowly approaching from the fiery woods, all of them looking between their fallen sisters and the single elf up high who they had seen doing something completely baffling to them.


  “What the fuck is this bullshit?” Sivil yelled, watching as Clover stepped over onto the bridge from the terrace while keeping her unblinking eyes on the dark priestess. “How could you do that? That’s not fucking possible! Goddammit, what the fuck are you? You’re no elf, you’re a goddamn abomination! You’re nothing but a fucking outcast, a loser, a freak, a nobody! You can’t do this! You can’t do anything!”


  “Keep telling yourself that,” Clover retorted.


  Sivil snarled as she reached back for an arrow, her hand stopping over her quiver as two bolts were instantly shot right past her head by Clover, the blonde elf almost appearing to just move into position of having fired them in the blink of an eye.


  “Don’t even think about it,” Clover warned with narrowed eyes.


  “How… how are you doing this?” Sivil shakily asked. “Nobody can fire that fast, it’s not possible. There’s no way you can shoot arrows like that.”


  “Again, keep telling yourself that. This is your only warning, Sivil. I’m sorely tempted to skull-fuck you with my arrows right now, and don’t think for a moment I won’t if you push me any further. I spared those rangers’ lives down below, I just spared your life, all so you can surrender and attempt to redeem your souls. Either you all come with us, quietly and peacefully, or I will consider you to be one with The Sisterhood and treat you as such. This is your last chance to belong to our community in any way, Sivil, and it’s far more than you deserve after all you’ve done! You’re just lucky I respect my people enough to give them a chance to redeem themselves, but you only get one fucking chance! So what’s it going to be?”


  “Surrender? To you?” Sivil shouted back. “I am your priestess! I am ruler of the elves and this forest! Do you honestly think I’ll ever surrender what’s rightfully mine to some worthless little outsider like you?”


  “Drop your bow, or I’m dropping you,” Clover warned as she reached her hand back towards her quiver.


  Sivil glanced down to her own bow, her hand still hovering next to her quiver as all eyes turned to her. She looked down at the elves below, the grunts of monsters waiting nearby, the wounded dark rangers who were getting up onto their knees, and finally back towards Clover who remained poised to make good on her promise to drop her if she refused this last offer. Taking a few deep breaths and choking back her growl Sivil then showed a vicious glare towards Clover while her teeth became bared in her snarl.


  “Fine. I won’t rule over you. I won’t rule over them. Why would I want to, when you’re all fucking traitors to your priestess’ will! Sisterhood! Kill them all! They shall all die here and now for defying me!”


  The elves below turned to see the monsters nearby rushing towards them from the flaming forest, claws and daggers bared, axes and chemical pouches ready to slay the innocent monsters who screamed and backed up fearfully, while Sivil darted back atop the suspended crossway and grabbed hold of two arrows from her quiver.


  “CLOVER!”


  “You fucking idiot!” Clover yelled, grabbing three bolts from her quiver as she ran towards the dark priestess. She hopped up onto the railing of the bridge, jumped with a heavy leap aside in the air as she fired the arrows down towards the advancing monsters, spiraled around the two arrows Sivil launched at her which just missed her cape, fired three more arrows down towards The Sisterhood before landing on the other railing of the bridge, and then repeated the motion while closing the distance between her and Sivil.


  “Just die!” Sivil screamed as she frantically fired at the evasive elf while stepping back. She watched in frustration as her arrows narrowly missed Clover again and again, each time with the blonde elf moving closer while hopping between the two guardrails of the bridge as she fired her own arrows down towards the monsters of The Sisterhood in rapid succession. Arachne were struck in the chest and heads as they skittered among the trees and their branches, mites were shot out of the air and pinned to timbers and the ground with twitching wings, goblins and gremlins dropped with hoarse screams and arrows piercing their chests and skulls, trolls were pelted mercilessly with steel-tipped bolts and collapsed short of reaching the stunned crowd of elves. The dark rangers who remained incapacitated on the dirt witnessed with disbelief as the advancing monsters were swiftly cut down by the acrobatic elf that kept chasing a retreating Sivil atop the high crosswalk and firing volley after volley of arrows down towards The Sisterhood at the same time.


  “Die! Just die! Fucking die!” Sivil cried out as she fired again and again, watching in terror as Clover nimbly jumped around the bolts in midair while firing her own at the advancing monsters that were stopped from reaching not even five feet away from the elves who were rendered speechless from the sight.


  “You can’t do this! It’s not possible!” Sivil shrieked as Clover drew closer to her, the blonde elf seeming to keep her steady glare on the dark priestess while jumping side to side and shooting a barrage of arrows down towards the dwindling number of monsters approaching the elven crowd. As the last arachne and gremlin dropped dead Clover darted down from the railing while avoiding two more arrows from Sivil, the blonde elf then swiftly dashing low across the bridge towards the dark priestess with a furious roar. Sivil managed to draw another arrow from her quiver that was now nearly empty before Clover drew one of the last few from her holder and took aim at the monster she was quickly approaching.


  “End of the line, bitch!” Clover yelled, firing her arrow that Sivil moved back and down to avoid. The bolt’s tip seared across the side of her head and struck off the tip of her ear, the wounded elf screaming in both anger and pain as she lunged forward to strike Clover with the arrow in her hand. Clover’s bolt flew past with Sivil’s blood trailing behind it as the dark priestess then jammed her own arrow into Clover’s gut. With a painful cry Clover stumbled aside as Sivil pushed the bolt in deep while grabbing hold of the girl’s hair.


  “FUCK YOU!” Sivil roared as she pushed Clover down to her knees, yanking out the bloodied arrow from her before again ramming it into the screaming elf’s shoulder. Clover felt a sharp pain shoot through her as Sivil kept a firm grip on her hair, her quiver sliding off her back onto the bridge next to her feet with three arrows rolling around inside it. The elves of Green Haven gasped as they saw their huntress dropping, with the blonde elf letting out a strained cry as Sivil pulled the arrow out of her, now dripping with blood as the dark priestess looked down at her opponent with a malicious leer. Clover shakily looked down to her injuries while sitting on her legs, seeing blood running down her tunic and skirt while a different sensation other than pain was also felt from the wounds.


  “What… what is this? What did you do to me?”


  “You fucking bitch,” Sivil snarled. “What’s wrong? Are you done already? Is the pain too much for you? Are you not used to getting your ass handed to you? Or could it perhaps be that you’re not a fan of my Devil Kisser arrows?”


  “Wha… Devil Kisser arrows?” Clover slowly repeated.


  “Yes, I use a special toxin with my arrows,” Sivil taunted as she held the bloodied bolt up towards Clover’s face. “Taken straight from the Devil Kisser beetles that make their home to the north of our forest. You know of them, right? How a single bite can paralyze anyone almost instantly.”


  “Devil Kissers?” Clover said, her eyes carefully moving from her shoulder up to Sivil while she remained motionless atop her legs. “You… you mean…”


  “That’s right,” Sivil hissed in front of Clover’s frustrated scowl. “I use their toxin with all my arrows. You can feel it, can’t you? That heavy sensation taking over your body? If it wasn’t for me holding you upright like this you would drop like a lifeless corpse right here. Looks like your days of jumping about like a fucking bunny are over.”


  Clover narrowed her eyes at the elf while her hands remained still at her sides, the look only drawing out a laugh from Sivil as the priestess took a moment to eye over the motionless girl.


  “I will admit you surprised me, Clover. I have no fucking clue how you just took down all those monsters and evaded my arrows for so long. I’m almost at the point of considering you above that of a maggot in this world, though sadly I’m not about to go that far even now. I don’t know how you pulled the shit you just did, but your fucking tricks end here.”


  Raising the bloodied arrow up into the air she prepared to strike it down into Clover’s head, the blonde elf gritting her teeth with a growl while the elves below started screaming from baring witness.


  “I should have done this a long time ago,” Sivil declared. “You fucking cockroaches just don’t die like you should in this world. I can’t trust anyone else, not even swarm, to kill you, so I’ll just do it myself like I should have from the start!”


  Before she could move Clover suddenly lunged forward, her hand now holding one of the arrows from her quiver that she then jammed into Sivil’s chest, taking the screaming elf down onto the bridge with a thump while elves below cried out in surprise.


  “Yeah, you should have!” Clover yelled as she struck the bolt into Sivil’s chest again with one hand, the other now holding Sivil’s arm and the bloodied arrow down above her head. The dark priestess cried out in agony as Clover repeatedly struck the arrow into her chest again and again with furious shouts.


  “You stupid whore! I tried to save you! I tried to help you! What is wrong with you? You fucking bitch, why do you never learn? Goddammit! Why couldn’t you just fucking listen to reason?”


  After a few more stabs into the bloodied and torn tunic of the priestess Clover wound back and struck the arrow straight through the woman’s chest and out the other side of the wooden plank below her with a crunch. Sivil locked up with a hoarse cry, her eyes wearily looking down to the arrow pierced through her then up to Clover while her hand slowly let go of her venom-tipped bolt.


  “I gave you a chance to live,” Clover scorned. “You stupid bitch, you just had to push me, didn’t you?”


  “How…” Sivil choked out. “You… should have been paralyzed.”


  “My old girlfriend used to use Devil Kisser venom to keep me still in bed,” Clover explained, with Sivil showing a baffled look to that. “It was fun for a while, but sadly I built up an immunity to it over time.”


  “W… what…”


  Clover stood up over the mortally wounded elf, watching as Sivil struggled to draw a breath with a faint scowl appearing once more on her face. Picking up her bow and quiver Clover started to walk away towards the treeside terrace, stopping for a moment before glancing back over her shoulder as Sivil’s eyes were locked onto her still.


  “You’re going to die, Clover,” Sivil quietly groaned. “The Sisterhood will destroy you all. You cannot escape your inevitable death.”


  “I’ve flirted with death before,” Clover reasoned with a shrug. “She seemed to like me. I think I’ll be alright.”


  Sivil showed a confused grimace at her, the elf’s eyes then slowly rolling upward with her head dropping back with a soft thud. Clover watched the fallen priestess remaining motionless with strands of her hair blowing in the wind, a small shake of her head in disdain for the woman being made before she walked over towards the treeside balcony and watched as the crowd of elves below were staring at her in silence.


  “Listen up!” she called out while holding a hand over her wound. “There’s no time for anything now! There’s going to be a fuck-ton of monsters from The Sisterhood coming down on us any minute! You all need to get our sisters out of this place and haul ass towards the southern fields right now! My friend is waiting for you there, a witch named Alyssa is going to be taking all of you away from this land before The Sisterhood comes after you!”


  “The southern fields?”


  “How can a single witch help us all escape The Sisterhood?”


  “How did you kill all these bitches just now? That was amazing!”


  “Was that really your mate making those magical lights earlier? You really have a man now, Clover?”


  “Are you alright? You’re bleeding! Are you going to be okay?”


  “It’s a miracle, that fucking cunt Sivil is dead! Fuck yeah!”


  “I always knew Clover would come back to save us! Never lost faith in her!”


  “Hey!” Clover yelled banging her fist on the railing. “I missed you all too and we can talk all you want about whatever you want later, but right now we have a bit of a crisis going on that needs our attention! Everything’s going to hell around us, those goddamn savages are going to be coming after us soon, and I’m fucking bleeding all over my favorite skirt! So if you really do trust me like you say you do, then fucking trust me right now because I don’t have time to beat any sense into you people!”


  “Anything you say, Clover,” an elf assured with a hopeful smile. “I trust you with my life.”


  “Me too.”


  “We’ll get going right now, just like you said.”


  “I’m just so grateful you’ve returned to us.”


  “What about them?” another elf asked, pointing to the dark rangers near the trees who were watching Clover with nervous frowns. The crowd turned to them with harsh glares, taking only a few steps closer towards the rangers with vengeful intent before Clover whistled into the air.


  “Bring them with, alive,” Clover ordered. The elves turned towards her in question as she eyed the dark rangers with a sharp glare. “They’re going to pay for their crimes and betrayal against their people, but not like this. We don’t kill our own unless absolutely necessary, we’re not like The Sisterhood. Bring those assholes with, and offer one and only one chance to others like them you meet in Green Haven. Either they come peacefully and accept their punishment by our terms, or they can die here, by The Sisterhood’s hands or our own if they leave us no choice.”


  Elves from the crowd rushed over towards the fallen rangers who quickly held up their hands in surrender, yanking the wounded women up onto their feet and helping them walk while keeping a firm grip on them the whole way. Clover watched the crowd gather bows and arrows that were lying around and make their way towards the southern side of their village below her tree, with a few of them stopping along the way and noticing Clover turning to walk towards the northern side of the village along the suspended walkway.


  “Clover? Aren’t you coming?”


  “I’ll be right behind you,” Clover called down to them. “I’m going to make sure the rest of our people get out of here alive. Make sure to spread the word to as many elves as you can, get everyone to the southern fields right away. And don’t take any shit from The Sisterhood along the way. If those fuckers try to mess with you again, shoot them dead!”


  “As you wish, High Priestess,” the elf replied with a small bow.


  “No! I’m not your priestess! I’m not! I’m just another elf like you! I’m just a huntress, that’s it!”


  “But you are next in line to assume command,” another elf mentioned. “With Celine and Sivil dead, and young Grace missing, that leaves only you to lead us. And I honestly wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  “Then find Grace while you’re evacuating Green Haven!” Clover cried out with a small blush. “Find her so she can take over! I can’t be priestess, I just can’t! No way, I can’t do that! I’m not leadership material!”


  “You are to us, my grace,” an elf countered with a graceful bow. Other elves in the crowd waved at Clover with approving smiles as they marched off, leaving Clover shouting at them while stomping her feet on the creaking wooden floor.


  “Don’t call me that! For fuck’s sake, I’m not the priestess! I’m only a huntress! Just… just… just get everyone out of here! Get the fuck out of here now, goddammit!”


  Watching the elves leaving the area Clover growled in frustration before shaking it off, her attention then turning back towards the northern side of the village where the flurry of magical radiances had erupted earlier.


  “I know Dan ordered me to get out of here with my people, but…” she hesitantly said. Glancing down to her wounded torso and shoulder she growled while wiping blood off her glove onto her skirt. Quickly looking around the area she spotted a fallen ranger further ahead on another rope bridge. She raced along the crossway past the fallen priestess’ body and around another treeside balcony while screams were heard echoing amidst more fiery explosions sounding off within the burning forest. Rushing over to the dead ranger she quickly grabbed arrows from the woman’s quiver and stuffed them into her own, then ripped off the end of the elf’s cape that she used to tie around her waist and shoulder to bandage the wounds. Standing up with a quiver filled with arrows and her bow held firmly in hand Clover peered ahead into the hazy forest where she knew for certain Daniel was still alive and fighting the gemini.


  “Yeah, no doubt about it,” she smirked before taking off along the suspended walkway. “My man is going to tan my ass red for disobeying him like this.”


   


  


  Chapter 8


  Friends and Foes


  In the world of Eden there were always conflicts to handle in life. Some could be done peacefully, others only by force, while a few may have resolutions not so easily seen or obtained. The more difficult ones to solve arose from internal conflicts forming, either by personal hindrances or moral dilemmas. It was during these troubling times that relying on friends or family for aid was a reasonable choice with seeking proper guidance on what to do next. Perhaps they could help with words of reason, or assist in combat with their strength and courage.


  Unless of course, they were the ones challenging you in the first place.


  *****


  Mika let loose a powerful roar as she threw all her weight with a swing of her sword towards Aeon, her casting circle flaring up below as purple wisps of light flowed upward around the hunter before forming into glowing balls of energy that began to build up in the air. The radiances cast a bright light onto the surrounding cavern as Daemon and his followers observed the confrontation while bound by the chronofly’s magic, all eyes centered on Mika charging through a stunned Aeon’s control to strike down the Dark Queen.


  “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 crying out as the blade’s slash sent out a blindingly hot arc of energy that clashed against the monster’s body. Everyone watched as the attack flared past the chronofly in a slow, crackling wave, with Mika lifting her sword up high above her as glowing black and crimson casting rings appeared down around the blade to the hilt. Wisps of neon red light sifted through the air into the sword as Mika prepared another attack to throw at the screaming chronofly, her eye holding unbridled fury for the monster that dared to threaten her with her little brother.


  “I’m not holding back anymore!” Mika roared. She swung down with her sword, casting out a violent 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 witnessed 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 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.


  “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 sliced through the air and her neck, lopping off her head with a slick crunch while cutting off most of her hair as the Dark Queen now stood behind the human with her weapon in hand.


  “MIKA!” Hollia cried out as the human’s head was then swiftly sliced into pieces in a mere instant, coating the ground with blood and bone fragments while her body dropped forward with a lifeless thump.


  “You foolish human!” Aeon raged at the remains of the hunter. “Did you actually believe you could kill me? That you, of all the lowly maggots in Eden, could possibly hope to overthrow your queen? You really were the most pathetic bug in this filthy world, weren’t you? You were nothing but a mere insect compared to the likes of me! How dare you defy your queen and have the audacity to draw your stupid little sword towards me!”


  “Mika,” Scay whined with watery eyes.


  “Fuck,” Rulo muttered. “She almost had her too. She just couldn’t do one right thing with her life, could she?”


  “Now we’re all going to pay for her mistake,” Forrus growled.


  Aeon threw the human’s sword aside with a scoff before she started chuckling bitterly at the fallen hunter.


  “How very rich! The mighty Mika Harollson finally loses her head from having an ego too big to hold it! I saw her death coming without a shadow of a doubt, even with all your insignificant meddling with the fates in a poor attempt to stop me, and yet even now I can’t get over how stupid that human was! I know I foresaw her failure clear as day, but still, it’s just unreal how naïve and foolish that little worm could possibly be!”


  “She really was,” Forrus muttered as she laid eyes on Mika’s remains.


  “And now we’re all going to be skinned alive thanks to her,” Tabitha morbidly added.


  Aeon bellowed in her vivacity with fluttering wings, waving distortions of air being cast out from their movements as the chronofly relished in her victory and freedom, before she slowly gazed around at those still standing in the cave. Daemon narrowed his eyes at the monster while the girls nearby were tense with alarm that they were next to suffer the wrath of the Dark Queen. Aeon chuckled then waved her hands aside, erecting a large casting ring below everyone that locked their bodies in place forcibly while an echoing clack sounded off in the cavern. The girls struggled to move while shouting in anger as Daemon continued to stare down the chronofly, watching as the evil woman began walking towards him with a sly grin on her face.


  “I must say, I feel much better after having sent that bothersome girl down to the underworld,” she mused playfully. “She really was a pain to have around. Nothing but a bother to those around her, wasn’t she, Daemon Warrick?”


  “As bad as her crimes were, she was still much more pleasant to have around than you,” he retorted, having black scales again forming on his neck and cheeks while his eyes turned colder.


  “Oh my, you appear to be upset again. I thought it was only at the cost of your dear pet reptile girl’s life that you could be riled up as much as this, but it seems striking down that human woman in front of you gets your blood boiling all the same, doesn’t it?”


  “It’s the sight of you that draws out the monster in me,” Daemon spoke, his voice deepening while scales began creeping up from his gloved hand along his arm.


  “I can see that,” Aeon cooed as she walked up to him, gently placing a hand on his cheek and slowly rubbing the monstrous skin that was appearing. Glancing to the side she saw his girls showing heightened rage and alarm from her being next to him, a curious smirk showing on her face now as she giggled at their reactions.


  “You really are a monster, Daemon Warrick. Though I must say, I do wonder how they compare to you when it comes to what lies within. They look rather angry at me right now, especially your pet reptile girl. Tell me, what kind of monsters would they become and show us all if I were to rape you to death right in front of them here and now?”


  “WHAT?” his girls screamed out.


  “Oh yes,” Aeon purred as she turned to Daemon with a malicious smile. “That is a big mystery. And so is what kind of monster you’re hiding in your pants right now, am I right? Haha! Well, girls, how about we solve these burning questions all at once? Pay attention now, make sure to compare his to all the other’s you’ve fucked during your lives, I’ll be counting on your findings for a final decision. And make sure to watch closely as I make your dear monster here climax until he breathes his last breath! HAHAHAHA!”


  “MASTER!” Sasha shrieked, her horrified eyes watching as Aeon reached down to grab Daemon’s pants, only for the chronofly to then suddenly stop with a sharp gasp. Aeon started shaking while straining to draw a breath, her eyes going wide while she appeared to be suffering great pain from out of nowhere.


  “Wh- wha… what…” she choked out before staggering back. Her magic in the cave flicked violently before shattering with a loud snap, freeing everyone who continued to watch in puzzlement as Aeon started screaming while turning red. She gasped heavily, her wings twitching while the transparent cosmos seen in their green segments began to show red cracks in them.


  “What… is… this?” Aeon wheezed as she dropped to her knee.


  “What’s happening to her?” Hollia asked.


  “She looks like she’s about to pop,” Tabitha guessed with a shrug.


  “No she doesn’t,” one of the desuwraith sisters said. “She looks like she’s about to poop.”


  “I think she’s about to throw up,” another added with a grimace.


  “You’re both so stupid,” the third retorted. “She’s obviously getting horny right now. Look at her face. It’s so obvious.”


  Saffron squeaked while tilting her head, herself and the other ant girls staring in confusion as the chronofly screamed while dropping down to her hands and knees.


  “What is happening to me?” Aeon shrieked, gripping her head and struggling to stand again. She looked to her hands and gasped in horror as red cracks were appearing all over them, a shining crimson radiance coming from them along with sheer pain streaking through her body as she suddenly felt like she was being torn apart from the inside.


  “What is this? What did you do to me?” she screamed at Daemon, her eyes having breaking red fissures in them now as her vision began to blur.


  “We have done nothing,” Daemon answered shaking his head.


  Aeon cried out in agony as she dropped forward again, her wings now starting to break apart into dust while an echoing clack began sounding off in the cave, with everyone hearing the repeating snap growing louder and faster as if something was spinning out of control.


  “What is that?” Sasha asked looking around. “What’s making that sound?”


  “What the hell is happening to her?” Forrus questioned.


  Aeon looked up with a gasp as she heard the strange noise turning into a heated blare, her eyes then shakily moving over towards Mika’s corpse as she began to realize what was happening.


  “No…” she breathed out. “It… can’t be…”


  Everyone looked to Mika’s lifeless body then to Aeon as she started to choke with her right arm now beginning to break apart like glass.


  “Tell me, Aeon,” Daemon spoke up, the chronofly shakily turning to him with growing fear. “If altering the fates for someone causes you discomfort, what happens if you end someone’s fate altogether?”


  Aeon merely continued to gag as her leg began to break apart, all eyes watching closely as the chronofly seemed to be literally falling to pieces now.


  “You’re one with time, aren’t you?” Daemon continued. “You can feel those disturbances in fate quite clearly, yes? So answer me, what happens if you snuff out an entire lifetime of someone’s fate all at once with your own hands? What does that do to your being?”


  “Are you in pain, Aeon?” Hollia sharply asked. “You don’t look too well, dear.”


  “She looks like she’s getting stabbed a lot,” Scay mentioned with a twisted grin. “It’s so cute.”


  Aeon loudly croaked as she felt her body going numb. Slowly she looked over towards Mika’s body, her hand shakily reaching out towards the corpse as she realized the fatal misstep she had made.


  “How ironic,” Sasha spoke up. “It seems Mika was the one to do you in after all.”


  “NO!” Aeon shrieked, right before her legs and arms shattered into dust with bright green flashes of light. The chronofly’s body dropped to the ground as she screamed in her torment, her cheek now starting to have a large crack of red light opening across it while her eyes were breaking apart into dust. Turning her head towards Mika’s body the chronofly let out a strained cry as the clacking became painful for her to hear, the repeating snapping sound causing the pulsating breaks on her body to rip and tear her apart. With a final howl of agony the chronofly shattered into dust with a bright green flash, the haunting echo of the clacking noise suddenly stopping as time came to an end for the Dark Queen herself.


  “NO!” Aeon screamed with a jump, the chronofly still standing behind Mika who was frozen in time along with everyone else around her. The Dark Queen remained poised to behead the hunter as she trembled with a nervous sweat having formed on her neck. Her eyes were twitching along with her antennae, her distant gaze not focusing on Mika but rather something she had seen flash before her in the midst of her magical power flowing through the air.


  “No,” she uttered while shakily taking a step back. She looked to the sword in her hand then to Mika as the human remained perfectly still in the cave, the only sound being heard was Aeon’s unsteady breathing while she tried to calm herself.


  “How… how could that be my fate?” she cursed, a look of rage washing over her. “This can’t be. It can’t be!”


  She wound back to slice Mika’s head off, her eyes focusing closely on the human’s fate while her antennae twitched slightly. Slowly her anger subsided and was replaced with shock, her hand lowering with the sword as she stared almost through Mika and into the ether of time itself.


  “It can’t be true,” she worried. Glancing to the sword again she paused before looking at Daemon. Aiming the blade towards the frozen cambion Aeon focused on his fate while contemplating skewering his heart with the steel. After a few moments of silence passed, Aeon showed a horrified expression as she again lowered the weapon.


  “This isn’t happening,” she feared. Turning to Sasha she did the same, and then to Rulo, then towards Forrus, and each of those in the cavern with her one by one, each time growing more frustrated and alarmed as the same thing was present in every scenario of her ending the life of anyone around her.


  “No… no… goddammit, no!”


  It was the same fate she herself would be sentenced to should any of their lives be permanently ended by her hands; her own time would also come to an end shortly after.


  “NO!” Aeon roared with fluttering wings. She grabbed her hair while stumbling in circles, her glare moving around to Daemon and all the girls in the cavern as she couldn’t foresee any possible future where she could strike them down and live to tell the tale.


  “This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening! I can’t… I can’t kill them! I can’t end their time at all! How is this possible? I am queen of time itself, I am ruler of the fates, I am this world’s one true god! How is it I cannot kill these measly little cockroaches? This can’t be true!”


  She screamed while winding back to strike down Mika, her eyes staring intently at the hunter’s head as she focused on the human’s fate that she desired to end. Again she foresaw the same outcome should she murder the human without any intent to reverse the slaying afterward.


  “Curse it all,” Aeon snarled with fluttering wings. “I can’t believe this. To end anyone’s time is to end my own? Their own severed timeline would unravel my lifeforce as well? This was not anticipated while I was trapped in that accursed city. If only I had known this when I was first imprisoned, I wouldn’t have plotted to take my rightful place in this world as its one and only queen when I was finally released by means that would be fatal to me! Fuck!”


  She lowered the sword with a grunt and glanced around at those frozen in time nearby, each of them completely vulnerable to the Dark Queen and yet at the same time quite out of reach.


  “This is going to be a problem. If halting their time completely with death is fatal to me, then how the hell am I supposed to properly subjugate this filthy world as I’m destined to? I suppose I could cripple them, though that’s nowhere near as fun and pleasurable as killing them is. No… no. If I inflict any terminal deviations in their fates… no, damn it all!”


  Aeon turned her frustrated glare down to her own hand as it shook slightly in her revelation.


  “The timestream is my lifeforce, and that includes the rivers of fate for all of these accursed bugs! I can’t believe my own destiny is this twisted, I have all these stupid rats cornered and I can’t finish them off! Halting the timestream and its natural flow for anyone is fatal to me! The entire world is mine for the taking, and I can’t fucking take it!”


  Rubbing a hand down her face with a frustrated groan she then started pacing back and forth behind Mika, eyes darting around at the frozen people at her mercy while she brainstormed her next move.


  “Alright, so be it. I cannot kill these fools, or anyone else for that matter, so I’ll just have to get around this pesky law and find another method of disposing of these worthless bugs. But how?”


  After muttering to herself for a while and walking back and forth behind a motionless Mika for a few minutes, Aeon suddenly halted with an intrigued murmur as something popped into her mind.


  “Wait,” she distantly mused, her eyes then gazing ahead as she waved a hand in front of her eyes with a trailing lime glow behind it. Large green and blue triangular casting bases formed beneath her feet, the markers crossing through one another and slowly spinning while searing green emblems bled upward from them into the air around the woman. Aeon murmured while deep in thought, peering into the fates that had already passed while glowing neon lime symbols floated up near her from the magical bases.


  “That’s right. Mika Harollson’s little brother, he lived past his expected death because of my actions. By sending that little elf to his home, I changed his and that fat little centaur’s fate, and also the fates of those copycats who are now rotting corpses because of that temperamental tree rat. Those three monsters died in the end because of my actions, yet that did not end my own life in the process.”


  Grasping the air with a clenched fist she dissolved the casting bases at her feet with a loud crackle, a sly grin slowly forming on her face now while her wings gently fluttered.


  “That’s it. That’s how I can become queen of Eden. I can’t end anyone’s time myself, but others can do it for me very nicely. As long as I don’t personally kill them, I can steer the fates of others to suit my needs however I wish without concern. I suppose it’s rather poetic really, it’s simply the nature of being a revered queen. Sullying my hands with trash such as them, it’s not my place to do so. That’s a job for peons.”


  She paused for a moment, her antennae twitching slightly as she pondered her choices on what to do next, then slowly turned to Mika with a devious chuckle as she eyed over the frozen woman. Turning her eyes downward she saw where Nuci was slowly digging upward towards the cavern, the alurane moving her roots and flower bud up to the cave with the intent to strike down the chronofly by surprise.


  “Oh my, look at you,” Aeon derided shaking her head. “I can’t believe it. You too? You actually think you can kill me, and you’re really trying to be sneaky about it? I can see your fate just as always, have you already forgotten? You are completely idiotic to believe you have any chance of success. You’re just as pitiful as Mika Harollson here, and you don’t even realize it, do you?”


  Aeon laughed at seeing her guardian’s fated advance and murder attempt, her gaze then moving around to those behind her before finally resting on Mika again.


  “Well then,” she playfully mused while stepping over behind the human. “These amusing antics aside, I’d best recruit some lackeys to begin my conquest with. I have work to do and a world to rule after all. And you know what? I can already think of two dear friends who I’d simply love to rule the world with.”


  Aeon looked over the hunter’s sword in her hand then smirked at Mika, taking notice of the nervous look the human had while unaware that her weapon wasn’t in her grip anymore.


  “Don’t worry, Mika Harollson,” Aeon cooed as she examined the back of the human, taking aim with the sword to strike through the woman. “This will only sting for a little bit. I am sorry, but I need to make a convincing show so the others will back off and follow their new fates. But never fear, your dear Aeon will find you again when the time is right. And when I do, you and I will become much closer.”


  *****


  “For my queen!” Nuci called out, launching forth a devastating barrage of kinetic water imbued with glowing blue light. The alurane fired a piercing volley of water towards Daemon and his companions who were trapped with her inside the underground grotto, all of them promptly jumping aside and down to the ground to avoid the strikes that whizzed by with sharp whistles. All except two of the red ant girl workers who took the shots through their chest and head with deadly results. As the two girls dropped with searing holes through them and the remaining shots struck the rocks behind everyone, the crazed alurane laughed wildly as she waved her hands forward, sending two spiraling pillars of magically infused water crashing through the lake and onto the shore towards the fighters.


  “Take her down!” Rulo shouted, herself and the girls quickly scrambling about as the pillars of water tore through the ground and waved towards them. In their wake Nuci ripped her long roots up through the dirt and rock, snapping them into the air and at her targets with reckless abandon.


  “Watch it!” Hollia cried as she leapt aside before a root impaled the ground she had been standing on.


  “She’s out of her fucking mind!” Tabitha shouted, slicing apart one flailing root before hacking another away with her swords. A third shot through the ground between them and whacked her hard, sending her screaming into a tumble along the ground while more of the alurane’s tendrils tore through the dirt after her. Rolling back onto her feet she leapt into the air, missing a group of vines that plowed through the ground below, before two more snapped around her arm and leg that they then swung the yowling feline around in the air with.


  “Tabitha!” Scay whined, using her dagger to hack at the tendrils before a group of them wrapped around her snake body and pulled her back. The naga quickly slithered out of them, raced back and chopped at the vines swinging Tabitha around, and then was yanked back again as more of the alurane’s roots grabbed hold of her. Scay turned to slash at the vines wrapping around her before she was hurled up into the air with a scream, the spry naga shaking about wildly before Sasha ran by and sliced her broadsword through all the alurane’s suspended roots in her path. While Tabitha spun about and landed on her feet with Scay landing on her head nearby, the reptile girl sprinted towards the laughing alurane while cleaving through bundles of the monster’s roots that snapped at her.


  “She will not get in my master’s way!” Sasha cursed, slashing through more of the vines while Hollia and Rulo charged towards the deranged guardian nearby.


  “That’s not nice, dearie,” Nuci taunted holding her hand out towards the swordswoman, summoning streaking blue light up along her body from the water into her palm while siphoning water into the channeling spell. With sharp bangs she fired out a barrage of liquid light at Sasha, striking her leg armor with hard impacts while she used her sword to block the rest. Skidding back on her feet she struggled to block the heavy strikes before a root snapped around her tail and yanked her back through the air with a scream. With a joyous laugh Nuci wrapped her tendrils around Sasha’s legs and arms, binding the thrashing reptile girl tightly while her sword dropped to the ground and struck into place.


  “Dammit,” Sasha growled, feeling the vines pulling her limbs in all directions, right before a blast of water struck her in the chest over her heart with great force. The world went out of focus for a moment as Sasha felt a sharp pain striking through her, a strained gasp being made before a shot of water struck her in the face. Everything went black, the world becoming muffled in her ears as the reptile girl was knocked senseless by the impacts, before sight and sound slowly came back along with the feeling of a splitting headache. When they did she saw herself in someone’s arms, falling at first before landing and being caught by her savior.


  “You fucking bitch!” Rulo roared as she swung her hammer down, smashing clumps of the alurane’s vines into the dirt while Hollia charged past with a slurred warcry, right before another root tore through the ground and threw her back into the orc with a heavy crash. The two struggled to get up before a torrent of water spiraled by like a tornado, sucking the two girls into the spinning magical water with gurgled screams as they bounced against each other. Bolts of magical blue water shot into the torrent and struck the girls, knocking the air out of them before large roots swatted the two out of the water and down onto the ground with painful groans.


  “I can’t feel my side,” Hollia whined with a cringe. “And to think I believed her to be so gentle before.”


  “The bitch… washed me,” Rulo whimpered. “She fucking washed me. I feel so clean. I hate her so much.”


  The two girls started to get up before large balls of water struck down next to them, exploding powerfully with radiant light and throwing the girls back into a screaming roll. Landing next to each other they watched two more glowing balls of water hurtling towards them, right before a streak of light sliced through them and detonated the magical bombs into a shower of rain.


  The alurane’s vines snapped at Scay and Tabitha, pushing them back while Forrus leapt around and over them as she closed in on the corrupted guardian. Before reaching the shore a tendril snapped hold of her foot, yanking the lycan back into the air with a howl while more whipped at her from below.


  “You filthy weed!” Forrus yelled, right before several vines started whacking her hard across her body, knocking the screaming lycan around while a few snapped onto her arms and tail painfully tight.


  “Scay, stab her!” Tabitha ordered, slashing through the weeds that snapped at her before suddenly being yanked aside into a torrent of water that kept tearing through the cavern floor. The neko yowled while being sharply spun within it until a hand reached in and grabbed her, pulling her out of the sparkling water and pushing her aside. Coughing and sputtering out obscenities Tabitha shook what she could off her fur before staring at something in front of her with surprise, with Forrus howling in agony from being constricted and beaten by the alurane’s vines before being sliced free and tossed over beside the neko with a weak groan.


  “HAHAHAHAHAHA!” Scay laughed, racing around and between vines and blasts of water that struck past at high speed while swiftly closing in on Nuci. She spiraled around an uplifted root, shot through the air with bolts of water streaking by, and then plopped against Nuci’s magical barrier with a hard thump face first. The alurane giggled awkwardly as she saw the naga pressed against her translucent shield, the monster whining and jabbing the magical barrier repeatedly with her dagger while the rest of her body slowly slid down against it.


  “Nice try, little snake,” Nuci teased with a wink. Grabbing hold of the naga’s tail with her vines she threw Scay through the air, into the lake with a hard splash, up above again while sending streaking bolts of blue light out of the waves up towards her, pelting her with a painful barrage of magical water, slammed her into the lake again with a brutal crash, then whipped her away over the shore’s edge and into a clump of weeds. The dazed naga struggled to draw a breath while twitching slightly, her grip on her dagger being the only show of strength she had as vines quickly ensnared the monster entirely and began to constrict her into a ball. With a low whine Scay feebly tried to cut herself free, her hand being bound tightly to her chest while she felt the alurane’s roots slowly crushing her. Before she could blackout from the strain she felt the vines suddenly being torn off her, her hand being grabbed and used to swiftly pull her out of the alurane’s deadly flowerbed. Her eyes wearily focused on her tail dragging behind before slowly looking up to see someone standing over her as she was set down on solid ground next to Forrus and Tabitha.


  Saffron squeaked and hurled a lit bomb towards the alurane’s mighty roots alongside her sisters, the explosives blasting apart the vegetation in a wide spread before more shot towards the ant girls through the fiery haze. Moving quickly Saffron leapt up onto a large root that spiked down into the ground where she had been standing, ran along it, and jumped off the curling bend while reaching into her satchel. Rolling onto the ground and in one swift motion she drew out another bomb, snapped its fuse lit with her hand, and threw it towards the alurane, only to then watch as a tendril swiftly swatted the bomb back over her head towards her sisters who were now ensnared by constricting roots. Saffron squeaked in fright as the bomb landed down and rolled next to the bound ant girls, their eyes being too busy with rolling back into their heads with painful groans to notice as the vines were crushing them forcibly. The lit fuse burned down towards the explosive rod before water sprinkled down across the area from above, fizzling it out with a low hiss.


  Saffron started to run back towards her bound kin, making it only a few steps before a vine snapped around her foot and yanked her into the air. The ant girl squeaked and thrashed about, grabbing hold of the weed and struggling to pry free to no avail. Hearing a loud crunch she quickly looked back to see blood coming out the mouths of the remaining ant girls, their bodies caving in while blood started pouring down below them. With a sharp squeak Saffron stared in horror as her comrades were crushed with their bones finally breaking, their lifeless faces drawing further anger and agony out from their lieutenant. This was followed quickly with the workers’ bombs going off in their hands from the pressure, blasting them and the roots into fiery dust. Saffron screeched with rage as she ripped apart the tendril holding her, managing to drop a few feet before being ensnared by more. She thrashed about with legs and arms bound, squeaking in heated fury at the alurane who merely had one hand held out towards her while she was watching Scay unsuccessfully trying to hack through the barrier she was pressed against. With a quick squeak Saffron looked down to see a vine slithering around up along her leg and under her tunic, the girl then shaking her head and feeling it going up under her garb, around her breasts, and finally out above her cleavage before it wrapped around her neck. Her arms and legs were constricted behind her, her abdomen was painfully squeezed by a root, and her mouth was opened as she choked with her windpipe being crushed. Shutting her eyes she slowly pulled one hand over towards her satchel, a fist being formed as she prepared to strike it and take out as much of the alurane as she could. Before she could take her own life she was suddenly falling as all the tendrils holding her went limp, the ant girl dropping down before landing in someone’s arms. She gasped for air and frantically pulled the weeds off and out of her tunic then brushed aside her bangs just in time to see someone setting her down on the ground.


  Coughing out water and slowly catching their breath, Hollia and Rulo got back onto their feet as the torrents of water slowly retreated towards the lake again. The vines receded slightly while roots of the alurane were protruding up through the lake still. The two girls saw Sasha slowly getting up on her knee, Forrus staggering onto her feet and shaking her head, Tabitha shaking the water out of her fur, Scay slowly sitting upright while rubbing her bruised chest, and Saffron being set down by Daemon who then turned to face Nuci who was watching him with a curious smile on her face.


  “Oh my,” Nuci giggled. “Quite impressive, Daemon Warrick. Like a true hero you came to their rescue, so very dashing and noble of you. Though it seems you weren’t fast enough to save a few from popping from my flower’s hugs. Still, a very commendable effort.”


  “Master,” Sasha started to say, being silenced as Daemon glanced back to her with a sharp look.


  “All of you, stay back,” he firmly ordered.


  “We can take her down, my lord,” Forrus promised. “We can-”


  “I said, stay back,” Daemon loudly repeated. “None of you are ready to fight a guardian.”


  “But, master,” Sasha protested. “I promise I can handle it, I can-”


  “Sasha,” Daemon countered, halting the reptile girl with a squeak. All the girls stared at Daemon in worried silence as he glanced around at them before resting his sights back on the laughing alurane. “She nearly killed all of you in a matter of minutes. She killed the rest of Saffron’s workers without any mercy. This is not a normal adversary and will require a bit more focus to take down, she’s clearly not going to hold back with trying to kill anyone who gets in her way. I want all of you to retreat from fighting her, leave this one to me.”


  “But we can handle her, honest!” Rulo whined.


  “She’s certainly stronger than I first believed,” Hollia cursed. “Still, I don’t think I can follow your order, my knight. I cannot just stand idly by while you face her alone. I refuse to be such a burden to you.”


  “It’s not like we can run away anywhere down here,” Tabitha reasoned as she got into a fighting stance. “Besides, I only get paid by Charlotte if you remain alive and in one piece, there’s no way I’m letting this payout slip between my fingers.”


  “You are such a greedy cat,” Forrus muttered as she tensed up as well.


  Saffron took out a bomb from her satchel and squeaked a few times, her stern glare cutting through her long bangs towards the crazed alurane.


  “Please, master,” Rulo insisted. “Let us help. We have to do something here.”


  “You will be,” Daemon said as he started walking towards Nuci. He passed by and grabbed hold of Sasha’s blade, yanking it up from the ground and tossing it over his shoulder, throwing the large broadsword into a spin over to where it struck into the dirt before the reptile girl. As she slowly reached out to take hold of it, Daemon came to a stop while twirling the Archlight’s Blade once at his side, his cold blue eyes watching the laughing alurane before glancing back over his shoulder.


  “I’ll deal with Nuciferyne. You girls take care of her friend that’s been waiting to join the fight. You can come out now, your moment to strike unseen has long passed.”


  Sasha and the girls looked back to where clouds of dust were floating near the destroyed railroad tracks and several boulders, the sound of footsteps being heard as another fighter approached the battle from behind. As the newcomer stepped out of the banks of haze the girls jumped in surprise while Daemon’s stoic expression was beginning to wane with ire as he saw Aeon sent more than one attacker after them.


  “Mika?” Hollia breathed out, the group seeing the swordswoman slowly stepping forth with her head lowered, cape fluttering behind, and sword held in hand. After a few more steps the human stopped and remained still, a shaky whimper being made as she wavered slightly with her balance.


  “What is she doing here?” Rulo oinked.


  “Mika?” Scay wondered. “Is that you? Or am I hallucinating again? Or is it both?”


  “Mika?” Forrus cautioned. “How did she get here?”


  “I think we already know that answer,” Sasha warned, standing up and pulling her sword out of the ground. “There’s only one reason why she would be here now.”


  “Aeon,” Tabitha answered, with the group watching as Mika looked up to them with a hollow face of sorrow. The woman twitched slightly and held in her voice, hand shaking at her side while the other gripped her sword tightly. The empty look in her eye, her quivering lips that appeared to try and fail with passing words from them, it was more than apparent she wasn’t holding all her senses at the moment.


  “Mika?” Hollia called out. “Oh my word, you look dreadful. Mika? Can you hear me? Are you okay?”


  “She’s not looking so good,” Scay worried, seeing Mika’s eye shakily moving from one girl to the next.


  “I think Aeon fucked up her head too,” Tabitha reasoned. “An impressive feat given how stupid and stubborn she was before.”


  “So Nuci isn’t the only one Aeon sent after us,” Forrus summed up while glancing between the two broken girls.


  “Oh c’mon,” Rulo muttered as Mika slowly drew her sword up and held a hand towards the girls. “Now this bitch is going to get in our way, again?”


  Black and crimson arcs of energy began snapping around Mika’s arm towards her palm while a dark casting base formed before her outstretched hand, her cape flowing back behind her with the wind picking up around the sorceress.


  “Mika,” Sasha cautioned. “Snap out of it. Think about what you’re doing. You need to wake up and-”


  “I am awake,” Mika droned. “I’m awake now. I was sleeping, but… not anymore. Now I see clearly. Now I know how to behave. I’m a good girl now. I’m a good girl now. I learned… how to behave.”


  “Yeah, her brain’s been turned to mush,” Rulo grunted. “She’s gone.”


  “Mika,” Hollia softly said, then turned towards Nuci with a stern glare. “What is the meaning of this? What did Aeon do to her?”


  “She fixed her,” Nuci giggled while twitching. “She was broken, so my queen fixed her. She fixed her. She fixed her. Now she’s not broken. Well… not entirely anyway. But at least now she does as she’s told, hee hee!”


  “She looks dead inside,” Forrus mentioned, seeing Mika staring off into space while barely keeping her balance. “Aeon destroyed her mind just as she did with her former guardian’s.”


  “Find out for sure,” Daemon ordered, setting his sights back onto Nuci again. “I’ll deal with the Dark Queen’s guardian, you girls see if you can knock some sense into Mika.”


  “You’re asking us to beat her up?” Tabitha dryly asked. “Well, if you insist.”


  Saffron blew her bangs away with a puff, eyed over Mika, then shrugged before getting ready to charge her without questioning that order in the slightest.


  “She looks out of it,” Rulo reasoned with a shrug. “Shouldn’t be too hard to beat her down.”


  “For… my queen,” Mika declared, her face then showing a vicious glare as she focused her magic which began to greatly intensify around her arm and into the casting base. Sasha and the girls tensed up while facing her, seeing the hunter now showing a fierce look towards them while small rocks began floating up around the sorceress as magical energy began crackling through the air nearby.


  “You just had to open your mouth,” Hollia muttered with a brief glance to the orc.


  Mika waved her sword down, erecting a circular casting base below her that shined with red and violet light, her eye slowly moving from one opponent to the next while she held her hand forward with small wisps of red light running along it. Sasha and the girls kept on guard as the sorceress summoned her magic, their eyes stealing a glance behind at Daemon who walked towards the shore of the lake with Nuci laughing at him with a deranged look in her eye.


  “We shall not fail with our orders,” Nuci boasted. “Our queen has spoken. None of you are leaving here alive.”


  “A shame she couldn’t be here to make such a decree herself,” Daemon retorted with a shrug. “I have to ask, why aren’t we being graced with her presence right now? Forgive me, let me better rephrase that. What I meant to say was why did she send mere pawns here to kill us instead of challenging us herself?”


  “I feel like that’s meant to be an insult, however I do understand my place as Aeon’s faithful pawn, so I don’t think I’ll take offence to that. Though it does make me laugh hearing you say such things after all your dear little pets were nearly killed a few minutes ago. As weak as they are, you shouldn’t be so foolish to challenge me alone, Daemon Warrick. I’m more than capable of ending your lives here and now, just as my queen has faith in.”


  “It seems fair to challenge you by myself,” Daemon reasoned. “The girls can keep Mika entertained while you and I settle this little dispute. Unless of course you feel you’ll need Mika’s help in defeating me.”


  “You really think I’m that weak?”


  “I’m not sure, are you?”


  “Daemon Warrick, you of all people should know better than to underestimate the power of others!” Nuci shouted back with a twisted grin. With a sharp wave of her hand and a hearty laugh she launched a large root out of the lake towards Daemon, the extending plant having pointed barbs covering it as it tore through the ground briefly before flying at the cambion. The spiked tendril streaked through the air before slamming into Daemon’s hand as he held it out, pushing the swordsman back with skidding boots while the tendril crumpled and bunched up from the impact. Holding her hands out Nuci summoned a tidal wave to erupt behind her, the towering wall flashing with blue streaks running through it before exploding into watery spears that whizzed past the laughing alurane at Daemon. Holding his sword out to shield his face the liquid lances struck against his body, pushing him back further while tearing off his shoulder armor and most of his shirt in the process. As steam and water blasted around him the crazed alurane ripped her roots up from the ground all around the swordsman, the flailing tendrils then striking down with a thunderous crash on top of him while kicking up dust and dirt from the force.


  “Hahahaha!” Nuci bellowed, holding her hand out and launching a flurry of watery bolts of light into the cloud of haze. With a fierce blast of energy the area exploded violently, incinerating the alurane’s roots and throwing charred rubble into the air while setting the impact site ablaze with a bright blue energy ball that swirled around like liquid flames.


  “I can’t believe you thought you could block all that!” Nuci bitterly laughed. “You may be the guardian of the reaper, Daemon Warrick, but you’re certainly not up to my level of power in this world. Serves you right for not showing this flower proper respect and fearing me as you should have.”


  “M-My knight?” Hollia shakily asked, staring with fright at the dissipating light while dust billowed around the impact site.


  “He did not seriously stand still for that… did he?” Tabitha asked in disbelief.


  “Is… he okay?” Scay worried.


  Saffron held her hair aside while staring at the dust cloud in shock with twitching antennae.


  “My lord,” Forrus breathed out.


  “Hey,” Sasha called out, with the girls then noticing her and Rulo still staring down Mika who also didn’t bother shifting her eye away from them. “Let my master deal with that misguided weed. Our orders are to smack some sense into this idiot.”


  “Did you not see what happened to him?” Tabitha cried out. “Nuci just blew him up! She just torched Daemon and you… you weren’t even looking! What the hell, girl? What is wrong with you? She just killed him and you’re not even going to say anything? For crying out loud, this is complete bullshit! There goes my fucking payout! Goddammit, I hate this day!”


  “That’s all you care about?” Forrus raged at her. “Your stupid gold? Who cares about your damn money, my lord was just struck down by that infernal guardian!”


  “Um, girls?” Hollia mentioned, holding up a hand while staring at something with wide eyes.


  “Who cares about my money?” Tabitha barked back. “I do, you filthy mutt! Why else do you think I’m even down here dealing with this crazy shit? That guy was my ticket to a fortune, and that fucking alurane just ripped it from my hands! Don’t even talk to me right now, I’m in no mood to deal with your mangy hide!”


  “Tabitha?” Scay mentioned, tugging on her friend’s arm while pointing at something.


  “She just took my lord from me!” Forrus shot back. “That certainly takes precedence over your stupid money! Have you no sense of loyalty or even compassion in that fucking head of yours? Is greed the only thing that drives you nekos in this world, does nothing else matter at all to you?”


  Mika slowly moved her eye past them before showing a surprised look that quickly turned to anger.


  “My loyalty is to whoever pays me!” Tabitha shouted at the lycan. “Don’t push me, mutt! I’m already royally pissed off about losing this job, if you keep barking at me I’m going to add you to the list of bitches I need to murder in order to make this horrible day less shitty!”


  “Hey!” Rulo yelled, gaining their attention. The orc motioned with her head to something behind them then turned her sights back onto Mika again. Tabitha and Forrus blinked then looked behind, both of them staring in surprise along with their companions as the dust settled to show Daemon holding his ground. The shirtless cambion held his sword before him that glowed softly against the humid haze, his eyes remaining locked onto Nuci who showed alarm at seeing him standing still.


  “What?” she breathed out. “No. No. That’s not right. You should been smeared across the floor. You should have been killed. You should have been reduced to ashes. This isn’t right. This isn’t right at all.”


  “Is that so?” Daemon asked.


  “What trickery is this?” Nuci exclaimed. She lifted up her hand and formed it into a fist, in doing so launching a root up from the ground below the swordsman and striking it into his jaw. Gasping in shock Nuci watched as Daemon merely rocked his head aside from the impact before slashing away the tendril with his sword.


  “How did that not rip your head from your neck?” Nuci demanded.


  Again she waved her hand aside, launching a spiked root up through the ground and punching Daemon in the chest, knocking him back only a step before he again sliced apart the plant while keeping his eyes focused on the guardian.


  “How did that not pierce your gut?” Nuci flustered with thrashing arms.


  She screamed and held out her hand towards the cambion, launching ballistic water with bright flashes out of the spinning water tornados at her side towards the swordsman. The bolts struck against his sword with loud clangs, splashed against his chest without moving him, smacked his face that didn’t flinch from the hits, and even pelted him in his crotch that he merely looked down towards with annoyance before back at the alurane while shaking his head. Sasha and Rulo kept their eyes on Mika as they remained locked in their standoff, while the other girls were staring in awe at seeing Daemon standing without seeming to take any damage from the alurane’s attacks.


  “Oh my word,” Hollia breathed out.


  “He’s perfectly fine even after all that,” Forrus marveled.


  “Thank god,” Tabitha sighed. “I was so worried.”


  “About your stupid gold?”


  “It’s not stupid, you filthy mongrel!”


  “How is he doing that?” Scay wondered.


  Saffron merely squeaked softly with twitching antennae.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Nuci demanded waving her arms around. “How can you still be standing after I hit you like that? I even hit you in your crotch, what gives? You’re supposed to keel over and die, you’re supposed to just die already! It is the will of my queen! How is this possible?”


  “What was it you said?” Daemon recalled as he looked to his gloved hand. After a moment he nodded and pulled the glove off with his teeth, spitting it aside and turning his cold blue eyes back onto the upset alurane.


  “Oh yes, I believe it was you of all people should know better than to underestimate the power of others.”


  Holding the Archlight’s Blade down at his side Daemon lifted his reptilian hand to show the woman. Slowly black scales began creeping from the monstrous hand along his arm while his other hand started to take similar form. Sasha and Rulo glanced back to observe while Mika was doing so with gritted teeth, herself and the others in the cavern watching as Daemon’s arms shifted into their true scaly form complete with spiked bones protruding outward along his lower arms up to his elbows.


  “Well I will not make such a mistake, Nuciferyne,” he spoke, voice deepening while his cheeks and neck began to show dark reptile scales on them now. His hair slowly bled from black to sleek silver, his eyes letting off a haunting cerulean glow while remaining fixated on Nuci. His chest and torso shifted to dark scales while his muscular abs took on a tougher texture, the alurane stealing a glance of which with a small blush before quickly shaking it off.


  “You clearly have a lot of power at your disposal, fitting for a guardian whose sworn duty was to prevent her charge from wreaking havoc on the world around her,” he continued as he pointed his glowing Archlight’s Blade at the alurane. “And worse for a corrupted guardian who has forgotten her role with keeping Eden from descending into anarchy, and even contributes to such decadence with her own betrayal.”


  “No, this isn’t right,” Nuci nervously said to herself. “This isn’t happening how my queen said it would. He wasn’t supposed to have shown his true form so soon. Why is he changing now?”


  “I don’t know if you’re still in there,” Daemon said shaking his head. “I don’t know if you or Mika have any idea what you’re actually doing or even care anymore. But I’m not playing Aeon’s game. I have a job to do, a have a duty to uphold in Eden, and I will let nobody stand in my way of doing so. If you wish to stand before me as an enemy, then I will treat you as such as well as the danger you dare impose on your fellow guardian.”


  The girls behind slowly eyed over Daemon’s transformation, all of them except for Sasha and Rulo then gasping in surprise as spiked wings began growing out from his back. The large, dark leathery extensions grew outwards before swooshing as they spread out wide behind him, with Tabitha and Forrus’ jaws dropping while Hollia and Scay twitched slightly as they were rendered completely speechless. Saffron blushed while faintly squeaking, looking over the cambion’s real form before she gulped and showed a growing smile at it. Sasha and Rulo proudly beamed as they saw Daemon releasing his concealed form before turning their glares back onto Mika, the hunter still staring at the cambion in frustration before catching their looks.


  “What’s wrong, Mika?” Sasha taunted. “Didn’t your new queen Aeon warn you of this? You had to have known before you came here what you would be up against, didn’t you?”


  “Or did the bitch not warn you at all?” Rulo chuckled. “How sad for you, being sent straight to the grinder by your new boss without even knowing it. Seems like nobody gives a shit about you anymore. Can’t imagine why.”


  “Holy… fuck!” Tabitha blurted out.


  “My… lord,” Forrus managed to say.


  “He’s… wow…” Hollia softly spoke.


  “I want to stab him so much,” Scay murmured with a bright blush.


  Saffron squeaked with unblinking eyes as she saw Daemon arching his wings back.


  “You should feel honored,” Sasha derided at Mika. “My master only shows his true form to those who have pushed him properly into doing so.”


  “Though don’t go feeling all high and mighty because of it,” Rulo snorted. “You’re not deserving of getting your ass kicked by him. That’s reserved for that stupid alurane over there who forced his hand. You’re going to have to settle for us beating the shit out of you. Alright girls, it’s time to teach this stupid bitch a lesson, you ready? Girls? Girls!”


  The others snapped their attention to her for a moment before again ogling Daemon in silent wonder.


  “Get over here!” Rulo demanded stomping her foot. “Hey! My master gave you all an order, remember?”


  “Excuse me,” Tabitha argued at her as she pointed to Daemon. “But look at this! This isn’t something you see every day you know! I don’t want to miss a second of it!”


  “You girls go ahead and clobber her,” Hollia mentioned waving them off. “I’m going to… observe my knight’s full… potential.”


  “Yes… that’s what I’m staring at right now,” Forrus agreed nodding a few times. “His potential. His really muscular potential.”


  “Stab,” Scay sighed with a dreamy smile.


  Saffron whistled while nodding slowly as she eyed over Daemon.


  “Stop staring at my master and get your asses over here!” Sasha yelled at them. “Right now, or else I’m standing aside and allowing Mika free reign to kill you!”


  “This bitch means business!” Rulo barked at the girls. “So let’s hop to it and beat her into the dirt before she causes any more problems for us today! You can watch my master tear apart that stupid weed afterwards, now get over here!”


  “Ugh, fine,” Tabitha groaned as she walked over to them. “Let’s get this over with, Scay.”


  “Hee hee, stab!” Scay grunted as she erratically slithered over next to the neko.


  “Being forced to divert my attention from my knight’s dashing performance,” Hollia sighed as she trotted towards the girls. “Yet another problem caused by that troublesome human. I swear my patience for her is dwindling dangerously low.”


  “Mine has just about reached its end,” Forrus growled as she reluctantly did the same.


  Saffron huffed with annoyance before marching over next to them with a dull stare aimed at Mika.


  Daemon glanced over his shoulder and saw his girls facing off against the sorceress, his eyes then returning to Nuci who was obviously trying to force a stern grin towards him.


  “Why the worried look? Didn’t Aeon tell you everything about me in preparation of this fight of yours?”


  “She informed us what you really are, Daemon Warrick,” Nuci bitterly replied. “You merely surprised me a little with shedding your human disguise so soon. If I may ask, why the sudden shift in tactics? Are you really that desperate to beat me that you had to play your trump card right away? Are you feeling nervous about facing a real opponent for once?”


  “Not quite,” Daemon countered shaking his head. “Just eager to get this over with. Besides, surely you and Aeon expected this of me. You had to have known I would be forced to use all my strength to stop you given how powerful you are.”


  He twirled the Archlight’s Blade at his side before standing ready to fight the crazed alurane, his cold blue glowing eyes fixated on his opponent who wouldn’t be holding back just as he himself would no longer be doing.


  “Making an impulse decision and jumping ahead with our destined fight won’t cause any problems for you, right?”


   


  


  Chapter 9


  Strayed From the Path


  In the world of Eden both humans and monsters commonly made mistakes, some being easy to avoid while others proved to be harder to spot or have no other option to take instead. What was once thought to be the proper path to take could turn out to be a horrible choice with dire consequences. Those that strayed from the right path could still have a chance to correct the error of their ways and come back, especially if they had another to help guide them. As many would attest, the road to redemption was often a long, difficult path for any to take.


  Sometimes those that strayed weren’t strong enough to come back on their own.


  *****


  The whirling pillars of water that spiraled near Nuci’s sides echoed within the underwater grotto as the alurane became noticeably tense in the face of her opponent, her magically infused torrents of water being heard amidst a brief silence as she and Daemon remained poised for battle. His arching wings, monstrous appearance, enchanted weapon that glowed softly at his side, and cold blue eyes that remained locked on the flowery lady; all paled in comparison to his inhuman aura that drew a nervous sweat out on the back of the alurane’s neck.


  “This wasn’t supposed to happen just yet,” Nuci quietly said to herself. “My queen? What’s going on? What does this mean?”


  “Ready or not,” Daemon spoke in a deep voice, the cambion then launching off the ground with a powerful blast of rock and dust as he flew up into the air over the stunned alurane.


  “Here I come!”


  Nuci quickly raised her hands up to follow him, her translucent magical barrier shining brighter now with an increase of magical energy added to it, while the corrupted guardian focused her power to siphon up water from the rolling waves below into her palms where they glowed with a dark cerulean bloom.


  “For my queen!” Nuci screamed, throwing her arms aside and erecting multiple circular spellbases before her, the bright aqua and lime colored rings sparking wildly before the alurane threw the water from her hands through them, casting out a ballistic barrage of brightly burning spears of watery light. Evading the streaking lances in a blur Daemon raced down towards his foe, striking his sword through her casting rings that shattered with sharp flashes and hitting her shield, the impact knocking Nuci down slightly while the waves below exploded from the force. With a fierce shriek Nuci launched her roots up past her towards the cambion, passing through her barrier and failing to strike Daemon as he jumped off the woman’s shield into the air.


  “You forget your place, guardian,” Daemon said, slashing his sword and casting out a blindingly hot arc of energy that seared through the roots and slammed down on the alurane’s shield. Following through he dropped down with a somersault, striking the blade downward and piercing the barrier that cracked with bright fissures of light. Nuci stared with wide eyes at seeing the swordsman’s weapon lodged through her shield as he stood atop it, the cambion then raising his hand and forming a swirling flame of blue and black light that grew above him.


  “You forget who you’re supposed to hold your magic against in this world,” Daemon reprimanded.


  “I forget nothing, you pathetic little dragonfly!” Nuci roared, swinging her hands towards the cambion and launching out ballistic bolts of water from the nearby spinning torrents. Daemon shielded himself with his wings, the blasts striking against them with heavy impacts without budging him, before he leapt up while yanking his sword out of the cracked barrier, the cambion soaring up high and then launching his blazing fireball down towards the alurane that quickly grew with intensity.


  As the blast struck the shield and exploded with a powerful display of magical energy, launching smoke and waves of steam over the wild tides it created below in the lake, another similar outburst of energy was moments away from occurring nearby.


  “Face your end!” Mika shouted, flinging a searing blast of fiery energy towards Daemon’s companions. Sasha ran forward and spun her blade, swinging it before her and blocking the brunt of the blast that exploded into a flaming inferno and threw her back trailing smoke with more force than she anticipated. Charging through the haze Scay and Hollia quickly raced towards the swordswoman, being followed by Forrus and Rulo while Saffron took off to the side while grabbing another bomb out of her satchel. Tabitha however was knocked back with a loud meow as Sasha crashed into her, the two girls tumbling back along the ground with their swords bouncing nearby.


  “Goddammit, Mika!” Hollia cursed as she ran forward with her spear. “Would you please stop it with the horrible life choices already?”


  Mika waved her sword aside, lighting up the casting ring below her that gave off swirling golden trails of light up along her feet, before she suddenly took off running towards the girls at blinding speed. Hollia gasped and quickly angled her lance, blocking Mika’s blade that swung at her as the sorceress ran between her and the naga that she held her other hand out towards with crackling arcs of black and red light swarming around it. In a flash she launched a magical blast of energy at Scay, the naga quickly curving down below it and whipping her tail towards the speedy human. As she did Mika jumped into a spiraling leap, the sorceress running her hand across the sword that she imbued with black and violet light before launching the weapon into a deadly spin at the following girls. Hollia and Scay began slowing down and turning around to watch as Mika rolled along the ground back onto her feet while her blade sliced through the air towards Rulo and Forrus who quickly took notice with surprise.


  “The fuck?” Rulo shouted, quickly dropping down low to the ground with a heavy thump while Forrus nimbly jumped aside, the lycan watching in disbelief as the arching blade sliced just past her breasts and over the orc before continuing on towards where Sasha and Tabitha were getting back onto their feet. The two shook off the crash before seeing the blade whizzing towards them, with Tabitha quickly lunging forward and slashing downward with both her blades in parallel, blocking the swordswoman’s weapon that struck against the two swords right in front of her face. As the neko was blasted backwards again with a burst of red sparks and a painful meow, again right into Sasha who was knocked back into the dirt as well, Mika jumped into the air near Rulo and Forrus, catching their attention as she built up a fiery magical attack in her hands that were held up high.


  “Mika!” Forrus yelled, herself and a stunned Rulo seeing the sorceress striking downward towards the orc who watched with wide eyes and an open mouth. Moving at the last second Rulo rolled aside, just as Mika struck down with her fist and blasted the ground apart with a powerful boom of light. As Rulo and Forrus tumbled away in the rolling waves of rock and dirt Mika slowly stood up with magical energy coursing around her arm, the woman’s glaring eye moving around from one girl to the next before catching sight of a sizzling bomb flying at her. She quickly moved her hands over to form a magical barrier before the bomb exploded, shattering the shield that took the blast while stumbling back a few steps with her cape flowing wildly behind. Recovering from the hit Mika held out her hand towards Saffron, the ant girl lighting another bomb and tensing up from seeing the sorceress forming a casting base before her palm as she aimed her attack. Summoning dark bolts of lightning and crimson orbs around the circle Mika roared as she wound back to strike, her hand moving forward and touching the spellbase before bolas were wrapped over her neck from behind.


  “Enough, Mika!” Forrus scorned, yanking the woman back with the bolas and throwing her aim off as she fired her spell. The torrent of deadly electrical waves and crimson light seared through the air and blasted across the ground just beside Saffron, launching her aside with a loud squeak and flailing arms, while Forrus struggled to hold the sorceress back with her weapon’s rope. The ant girl got up and growled at the hunter, her eyes taking brief notice of the burning fuse of her bomb before she quickly threw it behind where it exploded violently away from her.


  “Stand down, you fool!” Forrus ordered. Her only reply was Mika bashing her head back into hers before grabbing the lycan and spinning around her, grappling her into a headlock as they stumbled in their wrestle. The hunter grabbed Forrus’ head from behind and held it forward while holding her other hand aside, her weapon flickering with golden light briefly before it was cast from the ground back towards the human’s open palm in a wild spin. Forrus snarled and struggled to move as she saw the blade whipping through the air towards her, coming short of being caught by both Mika’s hand and the lycan’s face as Hollia quickly parried the blade with her lance.


  “Mika, stop this at once!” Hollia yelled, with Forrus elbowing the hunter and letting go of her bolas so she could get away. The centaur thrusted her spear towards the sorceress, just missing her head as Mika growled with a vicious glare at her before leaping up with a kick to her jaw while grabbing hold of the pole. Knocking Hollia back with a grunt Mika yanked the spear out of her grip, spun it around her body and towards the centaur, with Forrus kicking her hand to knock the strike away from her companion’s face, and in turn causing Mika to spin around and whack her with the pole instead. Mika sharply spun the lance around her neck while pulling the lycan’s bolas off from it as well, smacking Scay who rushed at her with the wolf’s weapon before she tried spearing Hollia again, the centaur jumping aside and grabbing hold of the lance to wrestle it away from the agile human. Mika swung the bolas at her, the centaur quickly ducking low to avoid the hit, with the swinging weights then wrapping the rope around Scay’s head and whacking her in the face. As the naga tumbled away while trying to free herself with a loud whine, Mika and Hollia tugged back and forth with the centaur’s spear.


  “Mika, it’s us!” Hollia cried out. The human merely pulled her closer to bash her face with her forehead, jumped and kicked Forrus back with a howl, ducked down and under the lance to uppercut Hollia with her head, yanked the lance away from the centaur and spun it around to quickly parry Scay’s dagger before bashing the naga in the head with the pole, and finally ducked down under the spinning spear and slashed at and missed Hollia’s head with not an inch to spare.


  “Mika, stop!” Hollia demanded as she again grabbed the lance and tried to pull it away. “Stop this! Hey, a little help over here, girls!”


  “For crying out loud, somebody take her down!” Rulo shouted as she and Sasha rushed towards them. Hollia scampered about and tried pulling the lance back, with Mika quickly jumping onto the pole and then over onto the centaur’s back. With a tight headlock she threw Hollia off-balance and down onto the dirt, the hunter rolling back onto her feet away from the grumbling centaur before turning and quickly launching a blast of crimson magical energy at her. The attack struck Sasha’s blade that she swung down to block with, the reptile girl then swinging at the human who nimbly ducked and darted away before Rulo’s hammer smashed down into the ground behind her.


  “Are you even in there anymore, Mika?” Sasha asked as she swung her blade at the hunter, with Mika dodging around the swing before grabbing hold of the handle. Wasting not a moment Sasha yanked her closer and bashed her head using her own, knocking the human back a step before she quickly recovered and jumped into kick, striking Sasha in the face and knocking her aside with a grunt. Moving fast Mika jumped back as Rulo swung her hammer down at her, the orc then gripping the handle and jabbing forward with the stone block that knocked Mika back into a stumble.


  “Scay, do your thing!” Rulo shouted.


  “STABBING TIME!” Scay screamed as she quickly slithered over and tackled Mika to the ground where she coiled her up in her body. Bright red glows erupted where the human’s hands were bound beneath the naga, with Scay then crying out in pain as she quickly unraveled with scorched scales and smoking skin before Mika jumped atop her chest and grabbed her face. She slammed the naga’s head into the ground and built up a magical charge in her hand before quickly leaping away as two katanas swiftly crossed by where she just was.


  “Don’t hurt my friend!” Tabitha yelled as she lunged at the human while swinging her blades inversely. Mika dodged and evaded each strike before moving closer and grabbing the neko’s hands, holding them away and bashing her knee into the woman’s stomach. She then grabbed the cat’s blades and kicked her thigh, knocking Tabitha down onto her knees while spinning her to face away. Winding back Mika prepared to behead the neko with her own weapons before hearing a sizzling sound, her eye quickly looking back to see a bomb rolling onto the ground behind her. Mika spun around and dropped the blades as she formed a protective shield, the bomb exploding against it with fire and rubble as the hunter braced from the impact. Before she could move Tabitha yowled in anger while pouncing against the woman from behind, knocking into the barrier that she then grabbed and slammed Mika’s head against with a snarl.


  “How do you like it, bitch?” Tabitha yelled as she struck Mika’s against the barrier again, dropping the woman to her knees while the neko quickly picked up her blades. With a hard kick back Mika struck Tabitha away with a yowl and managed to turn around just in time to dodge back from her own sword just missing her.


  “You dropped something!” Forrus raged as she swung the blade with sharp shrills at the hunter. Mika dodged and weaved back before jumping away as Hollia struck at her with her lance. The human focused her magic along her arm towards them before Scay quickly wrapped around her body tightly and grabbed her other arm to keep away from her this time. The naga swung her dagger at Mika’s outstretched arm, the human quickly moving it aside then holding it back at the monster’s face. Scay screamed and dropped them to the ground as the hunter fired a blast of energy just past her head, the two tumbling around on the dirt before Mika grabbed hold of the ground with a firm grip. A bright blue casting ring lit up below them, the three girls moving closer to attack the sorceress before they were all thrown into the air by a boom of energy. Again the casting ring vibrated, knocking the girls upward and into each other, and then again, with Scay letting go of the human as she collided against Forrus before they all dropped to the ground with hard thumps.


  Getting back onto her feet Mika held her hands down, shifting the casting base’s colors to a dark red with black streaks flowing through it. Her cape flowed into the air while the three monsters around her noticed the ground below them was now glowing with a menacing hue. As they got back onto their feet they were quickly lifted into the air while electrical arcs jumped around the spellbase below, the girls turning their sights from the magical circle that glowed brightly with an energy buildup to the sorceress who was glancing around at them with a cold gleam in her eye. She started to wave her hands around, causing bolts of energy to spike up around the three levitated girls and even sear through the side of Hollia’s shirt, until Saffron raced over and swung her fist at the hunter. Mika dodged the punch and then the next one as the ant girl weaved around the pulsating light beams coming up from the ground and continued striking at her, then being joined by Tabitha who darted closer and swung at her with both blades and fevered meows. Rolling to the side under a near hit to her head Mika waved one hand around in the air before pointing at Saffron, in doing so launching a screaming Hollia through the air and crashing into the ant girl. Leaping away from Tabitha’s strikes Mika then threw Forrus at her, the neko quickly jumping up onto the lycan before kicking off her towards the human with a yowl. Before she could strike Mika with her swords Scay was hurled into her with a scream, sending the girls flying back into a crash next to where Saffron was trying to push Hollia’s rear off her and Forrus was lying face first in the dirt with a twitching tail. Mika scoffed at the girls and held her hand out towards them before noticing a reptile girl quickly rushing towards her.


  “I’ve had enough of this!” Sasha roared, swinging down towards Mika who quickly rolled away and grabbed her sword off the ground. She parried and dodged Sasha’s strikes before the reptile girl swung around with her tail, knocking the human’s leg out from under her and sending her spiraling to the ground. Quickly catching herself with her hand she rebalanced on one knee before she parried a swing from Sasha, turned and blocked another two from Tabitha, maneuvered aside as Rulo’s hammer crashed down into the dirt, vaulted over the stone weapon and kicked Saffron away with a sharp squeak, then spun her blade and deflected another swing from Sasha. The reptile girl backhanded her before spinning around with her tail, with Mika jumping backwards over the limb then again as Sasha followed around with her large sword.


  “For fuck’s sake, just stay down!” Rulo shouted as she stepped back and swung around heavily with her hammer. As Mika landed down from her aerial maneuver she turned to face Rulo before leaning backwards, the orc’s hammer swinging just over her chest armor with a hard whoosh. Tabitha and Sasha closed in and struck at the hunter with their swords, with Mika holding a hand behind and below her shoulder, creating a barrier that blocked them while she swung her blade at Rulo. The orc oinked and stumbled back as the swordswoman sliced her blade through the air in front of her face again and again, the hunter spinning around and firing a blast of crimson energy towards Saffron who quickly ducked down to avoid taking the hit to the face, turned and jabbed her blade towards Rulo, then pulled her sword back as she ran her palm against the side while imbuing the steel with a crimson and violet glow. Jumping into a spin Mika slashed across the air with her weapon, launching a volley of energy projectiles that swarmed through the air and exploded in fiery barrage around the other girls, throwing them back with rubble and dust blowing through the air. Landing on her feet she turned and took another swing at Rulo, coming so close to her face that she trimmed her bangs in the process.


  “You goddamned bitch!” Rulo yelled as she swung down with her hammer at the human. Mika stepped aside as the hammer crashed into the dirt, grabbed hold of the mallet with one hand and jumped into a kick against Rulo’s face, and then bashed her again with both feet that knocked the orc back onto her rear with a loud oink. Touching down on the ground Mika charged forward to skewer the orc’s head, only for Rulo to dodge the blade that whizzed past her ear before she grabbed Mika’s chest armor and hurled the human off to the side where she crashed into a pile of rubble.


  “Fuck, I hate her!” Rulo raged as she stumbled onto her feet and picked up her weapon. “She is seriously pissing me off!”


  “Has she always been this strong?” Forrus questioned as she stood up and shook the dust out of her fur. “She’s making a mockery of all seven of us.”


  “She gave me and Scay a hell of a fight on our way down to the City of Eden,” Tabitha chimed in. “Though she didn’t use this much force in doing so. And not nearly this much magic.”


  “She’s really being rough,” Scay coughed as she lifted herself up. “Rougher than before. I don’t think she likes us now.”


  “She’s not any stronger than she was before,” Sasha cautioned, herself and the others watching as Mika stood up amidst the dusty cavern while staring back at them. “She’s just not holding herself back with her abilities with us. This is what she’s truly capable of in a fight.”


  “She really is a monster hunter,” Hollia grunted. “It seems those wanted pictures Tabitha mentioned of Mika and her sisters were not made for just no reason. I believe she earned her infamous reputation quite well.”


  Saffron squeaked and dusted off her tunic and her hair before eyeing over her satchel, seeing it was singed slightly but showed no sign that the bombs inside were about to explode after that last attack.


  “I don’t give a shit about her reputation,” Rulo snorted, herself and the others tensing up as Mika prepared to charge again. “I’m a follower of Daemon Warrick, like hell I’m going to be bested by some idiotic woman with some magical tricks!”


  Mika waved her sword down, striking the ground and erecting a large casting base of crimson and black light below her. The glyphs in the ring shined brightly as her cape fluttered wildly behind her, the woman’s eye slowly moving from one opponent to the next as she saw them all readying to fight. With a sharp swing of her sword Mika knelt down and grabbed hold of the ground, the magical ring flaring up before she waved the blade to hold in front of her, its glowing edge giving off wisps of magical energy that swirled upward from the spellbase into her weapon.


  “You think you can scare us with your stupid lightshow?” Rulo shouted at her. “You’re going down, bitch!”


  Rising up onto her feet Mika held out her hand towards the girls with her sword held across in front, a black and violet spellbase forming on her outstretched palm before multiple crimson casting rings sizzled into formation in the air behind her, all of them forming a wall of magical energy and radiant displays of casting circles that crackled with growing power.


  “I must admit that does make me a little nervous,” Hollia pointed out.


  Without pause Mika swung her sword towards the girls, casting out a barrage of magical energy from the rings behind her. The volley of crimson and black light flew past her in a wild salvo towards the girls who all jumped in alarm at the sight.


  “Move!” Sasha ordered, with the girls quickly scrambling away as the screaming bolts of magical power streaked towards their location.


  As the area was obliterated with charred rubble and flames billowing through a mighty cloud of dust and explosions that quickly filled the side of the cavern, Daemon swooped low and flew over the rolling waves of the underground lake as vines snapped up at him from the tides while bolts of liquid light shot past close to his head and wings. He raced towards Nuci and swung at her with his blade, trailing a hot arc of white light in its wake before colliding with the alurane’s magical barrier that cracked and sizzled from the force of impact. With a hard flap of his wings Daemon took off into the air as Nuci fired a powerful blast of blue light and boiling water at him, the shot streaking just past the cambion that soared high into the air with the alurane’s twin pillars of raging water wavering towards him.


  “You’re ruining everything!” Nuci screamed as she waved her hands together, causing the pillars of water to crash into Daemon and engulf him while vines continued snapping towards the cambion from below. With a bright flash of light the torrents exploded into a rainstorm while the cambion flew higher up still with his sword streaking a holy light behind it. He sliced apart the tendrils that whipped towards him before shielding himself with his wings as a barrage of liquid blue light rapidly struck and exploded violently against him. Swooshing his wings apart and keeping his altitude Daemon saw the alurane below screaming at him while the waters under her were now spinning around the woman with glowing blue light shimmering from the waves.


  “You used to be so benevolent and peaceful, Nuciferyne,” he mentioned shaking his head. “Aeon has truly committed a crime worthy of execution by doing this to you.”


  “Silence!” Nuci roared, throwing her arms towards the cambion and launching large waves of water into the air, magical radiances flowing up through them before discharging from the tops into watery spears. Daemon darted around a few while slicing apart more with his sword, his foot then being ensnared by a vine that quickly swung him down towards the raging whirlpool below. Slashing apart the tendril Daemon spiraled around more watery spears of light and snapping vines that struck at him before closing in on Nuci, the alurane again charging up her magical attack in her hands while her shield glistened in the sprinkling rain.


  “Leave this world at once!” Nuci ordered, firing a torrent of watery energy up towards the cambion. Daemon spun around the raging currents of blue radiances and struck downward with his sword, piercing the blade through the alurane’s barrier with a sharp crackling noise. Nuci stared in shock at seeing Daemon standing atop her shield with his sword struck through it, the cambion gripping the handle tightly while the blade vibrated in the alurane’s barrier.


  “Stop that!” Nuci yelled, firing another blast of water that Daemon jumped into a spiral around before landing down and kicking the Archlight’s Blade further into the shield. “Hey, I said stop! Get off my barrier!”


  She whipped her vines at him from both sides, watching in growing frustration as Daemon sliced some away with his spinning wings and even launched a dark blue fireball at a clump of roots that were quickly blasted away into cinders. Nuci screamed and thrashed her arms about in a fit as Daemon again landed down onto the shield, his eyes focusing on the enraged alurane through her cracked barrier as he stood atop it with wings arching up behind him.


  “You’re not supposed to be doing this,” Nuci stressed through her teeth. “This is not how it should be happening.”


  “I could say the same thing to you. You’re supposed to protect the world from Aeon, not hand it to her with a smile on your face. Have you really forgotten what she is? Who you are?”


  “She is my queen. She is my queen. SHE IS MY QUEEN!” Nuci shrieked, the alurane swatting Daemon off her barrier with a thick root before quickly building up a magical charge in her hands that she held out towards him. As the cambion reoriented and stopped himself with a hard flap of his wings he saw the alurane screaming while channeling water and magical light into her hands, his eyes taking notice of the monster’s thrashing roots in the rolling waves under her, a few rainbows that formed in the air from the constant rain that was thrown about, and his sword that remained lodged in place above the alurane in her shield that was shimmering erratically with bright and dark blue gleams of light.


  “And nobody talks about my queen with such insolence!” Nuci declared, waving her arms aside and creating a mighty tidal wave of flashing blue water before her. The alurane screamed as she then threw the magical buildup of watery energy into the roaring wave, a boom of energy exploding within and surging it forward with spiraling pillars of glowing water being cast out in front of it towards Daemon.


  “I still have a few more choice words to speak about her on this day,” Daemon retorted. Flying up into the air he watched the wave reaching higher to match his elevation while throwing out spears of liquid light at him. Before he could soar over it he collided with a flickering barrier of aqua radiances, his wings hitting against the magical shield as he was kept in front of the barreling tides. Covering himself with his wings he was struck with a barrage of liquid lances before the wall of water smashed against him. Nuci laughed hysterically as she watched the waves crash down into the lake where they detonated violently with magical energy, being followed by the pillars of water dropping down atop the fizzing tides and creating additional blasts of blue light that threw water all across the lake.


  “Monster or not, you’re no match for me!” Nuci bitterly said. Her large roots ripped upward from the crashing waves and then struck down into the bubbling waters while Nuci fired out a volley of blue liquid light projectiles that struck into the lake atop them, igniting the rolling waves into a massive display of radiant light, rainbows, and walls of water that were sent rolling in all directions. The alurane laughed wildly while one of her tendrils reached up and yanked the Archlight’s Blade out of her barrier, the woman eyeing over the holy sword with a derisive grin before tossing it into a sharp spin behind her and into a boulder further away from the lake’s shore.


  “Well?” Nuci snapped. “Was that all you had to offer, Daemon Warrick? Sleeping at the bottom of my lake already? Oh how you disappointed me so. The guardian of the dreaded reaper, fearsome monster and man all in one, being pulverized into mud by my water without so much as drawing a drop of my blood in combat. How very pathetic!”


  The alurane laughed as her roots continued to smash and pound into the lake with vicious strikes, the woman watching with a twisted smile on her face as she held her arms around herself. She was then quickly yanked underwater with a sharp yelp, the alurane being dragged through the bubbling water before swung up through the surface with a scream and down into the lake with a hard splash face first. Lifting herself up and coughing out water and her hair she turned around to see Daemon surfacing from the waves while holding onto her flower’s large stamen.


  “You…” she shakily uttered with a bright blush. “You grabbed my stamen? You goddamned pervert! How dare you touch me there! Have you no shame?”


  “Coming from you that means very little,” Daemon remarked as he saw water running down the alurane’s exposed figure and breasts.


  “Let go this instant, you putrid sack of-” Nuci screamed before she was thrown back into the air over the cambion and slammed into the lake with powerful crash. The alurane screamed underwater before Daemon jumped on her back, the flowery monster surfacing from the rolling tides and thrashing about as she felt the cambion holding onto her tightly from behind.


  “Get off me! Get off me right now or else-” she demanded before freezing in place, her eyes quickly looking down to seeing one of Daemon’s reptilian hands holding onto her breast tightly. “You filthy monster, how dare you grab me like that! Nobody gropes me and lives! Ow, don’t squeeze my nipple, you pig!”


  “Not my intention,” Daemon plainly said as the alurane kept shaking around in the air. “Sorry about that.”


  With that he moved both arms to grab the woman around her neck and stomach, his wings flapping hard as he veered the alurane in circles in the air while her tendrils tried and failed to grab hold of him.


  “You vile fiend! Get off me!” Nuci yelled out, only to then be silenced as Daemon threw them both down into the water with a hard crash. Flying back out of the waves the alurane screamed as Daemon kept throwing her around with his wings flapping behind him before they again slammed down into the rolling waters. Nuci’s gurgled cry escalated as the water began swirling into a raging whirlpool, the monster gripping Daemon’s arms and struggling to remove them while the cambion tucked his wings in close and refused to let go. The alurane swirled around in the water before lifting herself up high above the roaring waves, her screaming never stopping as Daemon remained fixated to her back despite her best efforts to remove him.


  “You dirty beast!” Nuci raged, hands clenching into fists that she quickly raised up while sharp roots shot out from the water below towards them. “I’ll turn you into manure!”


  Daemon saw the spiraling roots rushing up towards him, his grip on the infuriated alurane remaining strong as he flapped his wings outward into the air. With a hard swoosh Daemon yanked himself and the alurane back, his hands moving to grab hold of her head as she screamed from being pulled backwards with him backing away from her in the air. Without pause the monster’s roots spiked up past her flower and through her backside, puncturing out of her stomach and breasts as she hoarsely gasped in shock. Dropping down with his flight Daemon yanked the alurane down further, pushing her roots up through her body while her arms flinched at her sides. Keeping his altitude Daemon moved back, observing as the alurane’s tendrils and enraged waters dropped while the woman remained still with her own spiked barbs going through her. Slowly her eyes rolled back to see the cambion watching her with a solemn gaze, her frustrated growl being accompanied with blood seeping through her bared teeth. Gradually she lifted herself upright and pulled her roots back down into the water, the alurane wavering in her flower bud that gently lowered onto the lake while she held her hands over her wounds.


  “You… bastard,” she managed to get out, a weak glare being aimed at Daemon who lowered down closer to the water while remaining silent. “How dare… you do this… to a fellow guardian… to a lady even… you filthy man.”


  Daemon offered no reply, his wings flapping behind to keep him above the rippling waters while the alurane coughed out blood and dropped down onto her knees atop her flower.


  “You’re not going to finish me?” Nuci spat out. “What are you waiting for? This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”


  “Injuring a fellow guardian isn’t what I wanted,” Daemon corrected shaking his head. “You merely left me with no choice. And to be fair, you did this to yourself.”


  “Is that… so?” Nuci snarled at him. From the water a few of her tendrils rose up nearby, some having snapper-mouths on their ends that opened to pour glistening water onto the alurane and wash the blood off her. “You know, just because… I can recover from this, it doesn’t… make you any less of an asshole for… wounding me so. Not to mention… touching me… like you did. Filthy… pervert.”


  “My deepest apologies.”


  “Ah!” the alurane cringed, the water running down her body giving off glistening hues of blue light while her blood dripped into the water below her petals. “My queen… shall not forgive you for this. And neither shall I.”


  She slowly held out a hand towards Daemon, a soft blue glow building up in her palm as she feebly growled at the cambion before her. He silently watched the alurane struggling to focus her power before dropping her arm with a weak groan as she wavered atop her flower.


  “I’m going… to make you pay… Daemon Warrick,” Nuci coughed out while slumping down on her knees, the alurane’s petals then slowly closing up around her as she began curling into a ball atop the bud. “When we… meet again… I… will… get you… back… for this…”


  Daemon watched the alurane’s flower closing before it lowered into the water, her tendrils slowly receding after it while the guardian’s powerful aura diminished in the cavern.


  “And I’ll make Aeon pay for what she did to you,” he promised, his eyes then turning towards the continuing fight between his girls and the remaining assailant.


  A heavy bombardment of explosive might detonated around Mika, the swordswoman holding her arms across her chest and channeling her magic into a protective barrier over herself. Slashing with her sword she cast out a dark blaze of fiery energy through the swirling clouds of haze and just past Saffron who jumped into a roll away from the attack. The ant girl squeaked and hurled another bomb at the hunter followed by one more, with Mika slashing her sword again and again to send out two more streaking arcs of magical energy at the crystalline rods. Saffron leapt back into a tumble as the strikes cut through and detonated her bombs in front of her followed by passing by the squeaking ant girl who stumbled with her steps and dropped onto her rear from the near misses.


  “You’re so dead, Mika!” Rulo shouted, jumping through the haze behind the human and striking down on her barrier with a smash of her hammer. The magical shield flickered and sizzled against the mighty stone weapon while Mika merely slashed her sword behind without looking, sending out an arc of energy that narrowly missed Rulo as she leapt aside and dropped to the ground. Following around with her swing Mika sent out another magical wave at the orc, with Rulo quickly rolling away from the searing energy and jumping to her feet before swinging her hammer around and into the barrier again with a heavy thud. The shield crackled with energy as the hunter again swiped at her and then behind at Sasha who quickly evaded the attack before striking the barrier with her sword, again doing nothing to break it as the sorceress struck at the reptile girl with another magical attack without pause. Sasha and Rulo continued to dodge and weave around Mika’s strikes while trying and failing to break the human’s barrier with their weapons, their futile efforts not going unnoticed by their comrades who kept on guard nearby.


  “Her magic is too powerful!” Hollia complained with a stomp of her hoof. “And call me crazy but I don’t think she’s growing remotely tired just yet. Her magical reserves are insane!”


  “She’s going to bring the ceiling down on top of us if we don’t stop her soon,” Forrus cursed. “Saffron’s bombs are volatile enough, but Mika’s magic is causing far more damage to the surrounding area.”


  “And just how are we supposed to do that?” Tabitha asked. “We can’t break her stupid shield. All of us bashing on it isn’t doing anything and Saffron couldn’t even blow it up with a handful of her bombs. Mika’s using too much magic with her defenses, we can’t touch her now!”


  “Hey, where is Saffron?” Scay asked spinning in circles. “She was just here, wasn’t she? Saffron? Where did you go? Are you still alive?”


  The girls looked around for the missing ant girl, seeing that she was nowhere to be seen while Sasha and Rulo continued their struggle against Mika, before spotting Scay now examining a hole in the ground, the naga sticking her head and upper body down into it while giggling strenuously with a wiggling tail. Mika wound back to send out another magical attack at Rulo before she suddenly looked down as she felt the ground moving a little. Everyone noticed the human staring at the dirt beneath her, the woman stepping around in circles as she felt something was amiss, before Scay jumped back with a squeal followed by Saffron pulling herself out of the hole and flipping off Mika with a sly grin on her face.


  “Hey, you’re not dead,” Scay applauded. “Good for you.”      


  “What was she doing?” Sasha asked.


  Almost instantly the ground below Mika exploded violently, throwing charred rubble and smoke into the air along with the human who screamed while being sent into a tumbling crash down to the ground further away. The hunter’s sword struck into the dirt near where she was slowly getting up with a frustrated groan, the woman then being pelted with falling debris from the blast that knocked her back down.


  “I believe she was going under Mika’s pesky barrier,” Hollia mused with a smirk.


  “Nice trick,” Forrus chuckled.


  “That was a big boom,” Scay mentioned rubbing her ear.


  Mika slowly got back onto her feet before Saffron rushed over and punched her in the head, the woman stumbling aside dazed as the ant girl grabbed her cape and proceeded to swing the sorceress around with a loud squeak. The hunter screamed and kicked wildly as she was swung in circles before she slammed into Rulo’s hammer that the orc held out in front of her path. Dropping to the ground Mika groaned while holding her dented chest armor, the woman then quickly moving to get up before Sasha kicked her back down. Striking her broadsword into the ground next to Mika’s head the reptile girl held the woman down with her foot, the rest of the girls quickly gathering close and aiming their weapons at her while the hunter glared at them with a low growl.


  “This fight is over, Mika,” Sasha declared.


  “If you even blink funny I’m bringing just your head back to Daemon and demanding a reward for dealing with you,” Tabitha hissed.


  “Even now your everlasting greed simply sickens me,” Forrus muttered shaking her head.


  “Mika, can you hear us?” Hollia asked. “Do you even realize what you’re doing now?”


  “She’s gone,” Rulo said shaking her head, herself and the others seeing Mika merely growling at them with a twitching eye while she almost seemed to be staring right through them. “Aeon ripped what little common sense she had right out of her.”


  “Should I stab her now?” Scay grunted with a twisted smile and dagger held high.


  “Not the worst idea,” Tabitha harshly mentioned.


  Sasha shook her head at the sorceress then saw Daemon pulling his Archlight’s Blade out from its resting place. All the girls turned and stared at the cambion in silence as he examined his sword for a moment before walking towards them.


  “Wow…” Scay breathed out.


  “Holy… shit,” Tabitha quietly said, her eyes darting around at Daemon’s chest and arms as she lowered her stance slightly.


  “My… knigh…” Hollia managed to say before losing her voice.


  “That’s… your real form?” Forrus asked as the cambion walked up next to them, his cold blue eyes watching Mika twitching under Sasha’s foot before glancing around at seeing all the girls staring at him.


  “Yes,” he replied, the deeper tone drawing stunned looks from Hollia and Forrus as they lowered their stances as well. Saffron slowly held her bangs away while eyeing over Daemon, an awkward smile coming over her as she fidgeted her hips a little.


  “It’s quite… the dashing look, my knight,” Hollia stuttered before holding a hand to her cheek. “Very… bold indeed.”


  “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you as you are,” Sasha softly commented. “I’ve missed the real you.”


  “I haven’t,” Daemon retorted shaking his head. “I don’t like being in this form.”


  “Why not?” Tabitha asked. “You seem way more powerful like this, not to mention nobody with any sane mind would want to mess with you if they saw you like that. What reason do you have to hide it?”


  “I don’t like this side of me,” Daemon said as he looked back down to Mika. “I prefer to keep it hidden unless absolutely necessary. It’s been… problematic in the past.”


  “I doubt one of those problems was attracting a mate,” Hollia quietly said as she shakily brushed her hair.


  “Problematic?” Forrus wondered.


  “I only changed into this form because Aeon forced my hand,” Daemon replied looking to his own monster hand. “Or rather it was the only way to stay one step ahead of her.”


  As everyone eyed over Daemon’s appearance Mika flexed her hand by her side, creating a small casting base in her palm as she channeled her magic along her arm. She quickly took aim at Daemon and fired a bolt of crimson light, the attack being swatted away by the Archlight’s Blade spinning in front of the cambion before he whacked the sorceress with the flat side of the blade, knocking her to the ground out cold with a twitch of her leg. The girls looked down at the unconscious woman then to Daemon as he glanced around at them with a raised eyebrow.


  “Was she giving you girls trouble earlier?”


  “Nah,” Rulo smugly replied with a wave of her hand. “We totally had her under control.”


  “Oh yes,” Sasha dryly said as everyone looked around at the scarred and smoking battlefield surrounding them. “No problems here.”


  *****


  Mika groaned as she slowly opened her eye, the woman then quickly jumping with a startle as she found herself sitting against a boulder with her arms tied behind her and legs bound together. Her eye then carefully moved around to see Sasha and the girls standing over her while watching the sorceress with obvious discontent.


  “You really are a handful, Mika,” Hollia sighed.


  “I still don’t understand why we don’t just bash her head in now and get it over with,” Rulo scoffed.


  “Or how about the fact Daemon let Nuci go free?” Tabitha spoke away from them. The girls turned to see Daemon sitting on a rock while examining the Archlight’s Blade in his hands, the cambion again in his human form while dressed only in his pants and boots still.


  “Why did you let her go?” Tabitha demanded. “You had her crippled, didn’t you? You had her right where you wanted her, so why let her leave? She’s on Aeon’s side now, she’s going to come after us again, probably when we least suspect it too. So why are we not only sparing this troublesome monster hunter’s life but also that crazed alurane’s when they’re both threats to us?”


  Standing up Daemon sheathed his sword at his side and started walking towards the girls, his eyes remaining locked onto Mika as the sorceress stared him down with a harsh glare.


  “I don’t understand you at all,” Tabitha muttered. “You choose to let these dangerous enemies live. You choose to suppress your real strength and hide what you can really do. There’s no reason for any of it. You’re not making sense with any of what you’re doing!”


  “Tabitha,” he said coming up next to the girls and glancing to the neko. “Please try calm down.”


  “How can I be calm?” Tabitha exclaimed. “How can any of you be calm about this? And I’m not just talking about seeing you… you as you really are, because that alone got my fur standing straight up on end. I’m talking about the fact we have a brainwashed sorceress who’s trying to kill us, an alurane who could pop up anywhere and anytime to murder us without warning, and to top it all off there’s a Dark Queen out there who can control time and obviously doesn’t like us very much! She could kill us all any second now and we’ll never see it coming!”


  “But she’s not,” Daemon pointed out with a raised eyebrow. Tabitha opened her mouth to speak before the cambion held a hand over it to silence her. “Listen, Tabitha.”


  The neko stared at him confusedly then glanced around while the other girls remained silent, with Daemon slowly lowering his hand and turning his eyes back down to Mika.


  “We’re not dying. We’re not dead. For an all-powerful Dark Queen who can control time itself, it seems she’s a bit shy with coming to deal with us herself. Instead she sends two pawns to fight us in her place.”


  “She could stop time and attack us with no resistance,” Sasha pondered. “But she’s not. If she’s been alive this whole time, then why are we still living if we’re her targets?”


  “What is she waiting for?” Rulo oinked. “With her power she could tear us all to shreds at any time. Why bother sending Mika and Nuci after us at all?”


  “Furthermore, why did she allow them to lose?” Hollia questioned with a careful eye on Mika now. “She could have easily held us in place with her magic while these two ripped us apart without opposition. But she didn’t. She didn’t assist them at all.”


  “I don’t understand her strategy,” Forrus grunted shaking her head. “What’s she plotting?”


  “The only one who might know is her,” Daemon reasoned, with all the girls looking down to Mika as she growled at the cambion. Kneeling down before the woman she tried to kick him with her bound legs, with him catching her feet and pinning them down as she struggled to free herself. Saffron and Scay held onto the human’s shoulders and kept her still while Mika only kept her hollow glare aimed at Daemon.


  “Mika,” he calmly said. “Can you hear me?”


  His only reply was the woman hissing and then spitting at him.


  “She’s really pushing me now,” Rulo snarled.


  “Mika, snap out of it,” Hollia urged. “It’s us, remember? Don’t you recognize who we are?”


  “She’s not in there anymore,” Tabitha said shaking her head. “Not after Aeon got inside her head.”


  “You will all die,” Mika scorned. “I will not fail my duty. You will all fall in the name of my queen!”


  “So how exactly are we supposed to get any useful information out of her?” Forrus dryly asked. “I don’t believe she’s in a talking mood.”


  Scay flashed her dagger with a twisted smile while Saffron smacked her fist into the boulder with a stern grin.


  “That won’t work,” Sasha argued shaking her head. “It was torture that broke Mika’s mind in the first place. Pain isn’t going to bring her back to her senses.”


  “I dealt a critical blow to Nuciferyne during our fight,” Daemon recalled. “She didn’t remember anything of her past or realize what had become of her afterwards, only swore revenge and retreated to heal her injuries. Hurting them won’t undo what Aeon did to them.”


  “I still don’t understand why you let her go,” Tabitha mentioned.


  “Striking her down would only bring Aeon joy,” Daemon told her. “Nuciferyne and Mika are merely tools in her eyes, expendable weapons she wields at her enemies. I’d rather find a way to bring them back to their senses and away from Aeon’s grasp without treating them the same way Aeon is treating them. I don’t want to give the Dark Queen any satisfaction in having her slaves being struck down in her place.”


  “But still,” Tabitha warned. “Aeon sent Nuci after us once, she’s sure to do it again.”


  “Then we’ll be given another opportunity to return the guardian to her former self,” Daemon replied as he turned his gaze back onto Mika. “I’m not sure what game Aeon is playing here, but I’m not going to grant her any victories. I’m sure seeing Mika cut down would bring a smile to her face, I’d rather not give her such a gift.”


  “I wouldn’t exactly shed a tear myself if Mika was killed,” Rulo muttered. “But I have to agree with my master. No sense giving Aeon anything to smile about if we can help it.”


  “So then how are we to free Mika’s mind from Aeon’s hold?” Forrus questioned.


  “Mika,” Sasha spoke up as she knelt down and held the human’s chin. “Listen to our voices. You remember us, don’t you? It’s me, Sasha.”


  “I’m going to incinerate all of you,” Mika snarled. “My queen has spoken, you’re all as good as dead!”


  “Your queen is Leanna from Rockhelm,” Hollia argued. “She is the one you serve, not Aeon. Try to remember.”


  Mika growled and struggled to move as she was held down forcibly, her eye moving around to glare at everyone while she bucked and snarled like a wild animal.


  “You’re a monster hunter, not a monster servant,” Tabitha scoffed. “Pull yourself together, woman. You let your prey get the best of you. Have you no shame?”


  “She’s not listening to us,” Scay worried as the sorceress kept struggling to get free.


  “We aren’t your enemies,” Hollia insisted. “Aeon is your enemy. The Sisterhood is your enemy. Remember the ones who attacked you, killed your sisters even. The monster who blackmailed you, tricked you into opening her cage. They’re the ones you draw your blade towards, not us. We’re on your side, Mika.”


  “Okay, this isn’t working,” Sasha warned as light built up in the human’s hands behind her. “She’s going to unleash her power again. Either reach what’s left of her mind or knock her out, now!”


  “What about your brother, Max?” Daemon called out. Mika shook her head and snarled before glaring at him with rage. “What about your little brother, Max? Have you forgotten him as well?”


  “I have no brother, I have only my queen,” she growled through bared teeth.


  “You have a brother, Mika. One that you loved very much. One who you said was your whole world, the one you lived your life for and wanted to protect. The one who you vowed to defend by becoming a monster hunter. Max Harollson.”


  “Shut up! Enough with your lies!”


  “He’s the one you fight for, Mika,” Hollia said. “He’s the only family you have left, the one you swore to protect no matter what. You can’t forget him, Mika. You can’t forget your brother, he’s the most important person in the world to you. You would never forget who he is or what he meant to you.”


  “Aeon blackmailed you with him,” Sasha spoke up. “Aeon used the secret of your forbidden love for him to have you release her. She used you, Mika! She’s using you now! You have to fight it!”


  “Silence, all of you!” Mika screamed, shutting her eye tightly as she built up a crackling surge of crimson and dark energy in her hands.


  “You need to wake up, Mika!” Daemon ordered. “Your brother is still out there, he’s still alive! If you let Aeon control you, you’ll never see him again!”


  “No!” Mika cried out. “I don’t… I don’t have… shut up!”


  “Remember him, Mika!” Forrus urged. “He’s counting on you to return to him. He’s lost two sisters already, you’re the only family he has left!”


  Mika screamed while dropping her head down, her magic wavering in her palms as she began shaking with her internal struggle.


  “Aeon… is… my… she’s my…”


  “No she isn’t!” Daemon countered. He grabbed her head and lifted her gaze up to match his, the woman staring with a wide eye as she continued uttering something over her gasping breath. “You are not Aeon’s pawn. You are Mika Harollson, revered monster hunter and loyal huntress to your true sovereign, Queen Leanna. You fight monsters in this land to keep your providence safe, you fight to protect your younger brother. You are not a knight of the Dark Queen, you are a monster hunter and her sworn enemy.”


  “Mika, listen to his words!” Sasha called out as the human shut her eye with a strained groan. “Aeon is your enemy, the very one who threatened you with your brother. The same who used you to get free from her tomb. She is not your ruler, she is your adversary.”


  “Stop… it…” Mika groaned shaking her head.


  “Wake up, Mika!” Rulo shouted at her.


  “Remember who you are!” Hollia begged.


  Slowly Mika opened her eye, its focus going in and out as she trembled with shaky gasps for air. In her mind a constant screeching deafened her thoughts, memoires of her past being blurred behind the noise while a familiar boy slowly began coming into view. Daemon held her gaze onto him as she appeared to be tearing herself up internally with her struggle, her eye twitching and rolling in her head as she tried to block out the screaming blare in her mind.


  “Max is counting on you,” he said, with Mika shutting her eye for a moment before looking at him in a pleading manner. “You’ve made some mistakes in your life, Mika. Some very bad ones that will not be easy to recover from. But you are not lost yet, there is still hope for you to redeem yourself, both in your own eye and in Max’s. You need to grab hold of that strength within, the strength you still possess, and remember what it is you fight for in this world.”


  “D… Daemon?” Mika quietly uttered.


  “Yes, it’s me.”


  “I can’t… I can’t think anymore. She’s in my head, she’s in my head, Daemon. I can only hear her voice now. I can’t block it out.”


  “Fight it, Mika,” Sasha urged. “You’re stronger than her, you can beat her.”


  “Yeah, you gave us a pretty good fight earlier,” Rulo mentioned as she rubbed her jaw.


  “Please go back to how you were,” Scay pleaded. “I like that you a lot more than the you that you are now. You know the you I’m talking about, right?”


  Mika trembled in their grip with a hoarse scream, her magic then slowly dissolving as she slumped down against the boulder. Breathing heavily a few times she shook her head before shakily looking around at the girls, her eye then resting on Daemon as he watched her showing a heartbroken expression now.


  “Mika?” Hollia carefully asked.


  The sorceress trembled with a shaky whine before straining herself with a cringe. Hitting her head against the boulder a few times she took a few deep breaths as she slowly relaxed her body, her eye opening again and staring down into space as something finally came back to her.


  “Max,” Mika breathed out. “My… brother. I forgot… my little brother. How could I? How could I have forgotten him?”


  Scay and Saffron slowly backed away as Mika whimpered and lowered her head as she started crying in sorrow.


  “I forgot him. I forgot the only family I had left. How could I have done such a thing? I forgot all about Max, what the hell is wrong with me?”


  “Mika,” Daemon spoke, with the woman looking up to him with tears running down her cheek. “Do you remember now?”


  “Daemon, I…” she breathed out, her unsteady gaze then moving around to each of the girls as they saw her finally coming to her senses.


  “Mika,” Hollia said, kneeling down beside her and holding her cheek. “Are you finally with us again?”


  “Hollia… I’m sorry,” Mika whimpered. “I couldn’t… I could only hear… I didn’t know…”


  “Shh,” Hollia gently hushed with a small shake of her head. “It’s alright, Mika. We could easily tell you weren’t exactly yourself earlier. It’s good seeing you awake again.”


  “Mika!” Scay cheered as she hopped onto the human’s lap and hugged her close. “You’re back! Now I can stab you as my friend and not my enemy! Hooray! I’m so happy I could just- nrrghmmm STAB YOU RIGHT NOW! OH CAN I? PLEASE? PLEASE? HAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  Mika’s reply was lost as her muffled words failed to escape the naga’s bosom that smothered her face. Scay laughed manically with eyes becoming crossed before Saffron pulled her aside, the naga then quickly hugging her and holding her dagger up in her hand that Saffron grabbed hold of and desperately struggled with keeping from being plunged into her.


  “Are you alright now?” Sasha asked Mika who managed to breathe again.


  “I can’t think straight,” Mika whined shutting her eye tightly. “All I can hear is Aeon’s voice in my head. Dammit, what the hell happened? What was I doing? I hurt all over.”


  “You attacked us under Aeon’s orders,” Forrus explained, with Mika shaking her head sharply before turning to her in surprise.


  “What?”


  “You don’t remember?” Daemon asked.


  “I remember being in the ant girl’s jail,” Mika recalled. “Aeon appeared. She froze time so nobody could hear, nobody could hear as she… she…”


  “She tortured you, didn’t she?” Hollia guessed.


  “That’s putting it mildly. It seemed to go on for days. She kept… mutilating me. Raping me. Tearing me apart. Then she would wind back time and do it all over again. I felt nothing but pain in every way for so long, and then… nothing.”


  “Nothing?” Tabitha questioned.


  “I lost track of time. I could only hear Aeon laughing, could only hear her talking to me as she murdered me over and over again. And then at some point… everything went dark. I couldn’t feel anything while her voice kept echoing in my head endlessly afterward. I don’t know what happened after that. It was all just noise until I woke up here.”


  “You don’t remember fighting us?” Forrus asked.


  “I was fighting you?” Mika worried. “No, I don’t remember doing that. I don’t remember fighting anyone. Did… did I hurt you?”


  “Pssh,” Rulo scoffed with a wave of her hand. “A weakling like you? You went down without a sweat.”


  “You really do have a fragile ego, don’t you?” Hollia asked her.


  “You and Nuci were sent here by Aeon to kill us,” Tabitha told Mika, the human showing further surprise from that.


  “Nuci tried to kill you as well?” Mika questioned. “But she’s Aeon’s guardian. And she’s so gentle and nurturing, she wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


  “Aeon turned her brains to mush just like she did to yours,” Rulo said pointing to her, then pointed off to the side, with Mika looking over and then jumping at the sight of seeing three familiar bodies washed ashore by the lake. “She blocked the tunnel here to stop us, attacked and blew up Saffron’s sisters and their ride, and then murdered those three desuwraiths right in front of us. She’s not Aeon’s guardian anymore, she’s her attack dog.”


  “She… killed them?” Mika breathed out. “Tara, Lara, Sara. But… they were her friends. Her helpers.”


  “Not anymore,” Tabitha said shaking her head. “Now they’re worm food. Nuci’s not exactly herself anymore, just like you weren’t a little while ago.”


  “What was Aeon talking about with you?” Forrus asked. “You mentioned she was speaking to you during your torture with her. What did she say?”


  Mika closed her eye and hung her head low, with Daemon and the girls exchanging curious glances as the sorceress suddenly fell silent. She bit her tongue and held in her cry as she shook her head a little, not wishing to relay what she had heard from the Dark Queen.


  “Mika? What did Aeon say to you?” Daemon inquired. “What was she speaking with you about?”


  “She said something to you, didn’t she?” Hollia questioned. “What was it?”


  “She…” Mika slowly said, pausing for a moment before turning to Daemon with defeat. “She bragged about how she used me from the start.”


  “About tricking you with releasing her?”


  “Yeah… only… it’s worse than you think.”


  “How so?” Sasha asked. “We already know how she did it.”


  “Not exactly,” Mika said. She gulped then glanced around at the girls who were watching her carefully. “She lied to me.”


  “Lied to you about what?” Forrus asked.


  “Max.”


  “What are you talking about?” Tabitha demanded. “Spit it out already. What did Aeon say to you?”


  “I didn’t rape him,” Mika blurted out. Everyone fell silent as the sorceress became noticeably flustered. “I didn’t rape Max on that day. It never happened. Aeon only used my fear of that incident to have me free her from her tomb, she knew I would come after her if she threatened me like that.”


  “But that incident never happened?” Sasha slowly questioned.


  “No,” Mika told her. “When she was ripping me apart limb from limb for the umpteenth time she threw the truth in my face just to spite me. I never raped Max, I only dreamed I did. I drank the laced tea I made by accident, I knocked myself out and fantasized that I raped my brother. I never actually touched him, I just dropped like a rock in the kitchen and freaked my brother out who thought I was simply overworked that day.”


  “You drugged yourself?” Rulo dryly asked.


  “Yes,” Mika admitted. “My brother and I are still virgins, but I thought I actually raped him and lived in anguish ever since. That’s what Aeon used to trick me, my own misunderstanding of what happened. And to make matters worse, despite how overjoyed I was momentarily at the thought of my brother being untouched and that I never did follow through with that horrible decision and moment of weakness, this means that when Aeon threatened me with telling Max about what I supposedly did…”


  “She threatened you with a false truth,” Daemon finished, with the other girls face palming as they realized what that meant.


  “Which means you let loose the Dark Queen of time all for nothing!” Rulo shouted at her. “She had nothing on you to begin with and you still let her out!”


  “Oh, Mika,” Hollia groaned shaking her head.


  “You are simply unbelievable,” Sasha derided. “You not only screwed up your attempt to rape your brother, but you also freed a Dark Queen for absolutely no reason!”


  “Don’t you think I know that?” Mika shouted at her. “Aeon made the point painfully clear as she ripped my uterus out and force-fed it to me!”


  Daemon showed a small amount of surprise through his stoic gaze while the girls around him showed considerably more from that statement.


  “She did things to my body that most wicked monsters in Eden would consider appalling even by their standards, and she did them to me over and over again! And yet through everything she made me experience the one thing that struck at my heart the most was knowing how she blackmailed me with something that never even happened! I know I screwed up! I know this is all my fault! I already know I’m the worst person on the face of Eden, so I don’t need you reminding me any further!”


  “Well as long as you’re aware of the facts,” Forrus dryly mentioned.


  “Why did she even have you admit that false truth to all of us after you let her out then?” Tabitha asked. “What was the point with that display?”


  “To shame her,” Daemon answered. “Aeon wanted to cause Mika as much pain as she could, so she used her fear from what she believed to be true to do as much damage as possible to her spirit.”


  “I don’t believe this!” Rulo yelled while stomping her feet. “You have to be the world’s biggest screw-up in all of history, Mika!”


  “Yes,” Forrus scorned. “How very fortunate to hear that you didn’t in fact molest your dear little brother, you just instead let loose one of the worst of all evils in this world all because you are the most gullible human in all of Eden.”


  “I’m well aware of how much I fucked up!” Mika yelled at her. “I get it, you were all right and I was an idiot. I never should have underestimated her, I never should have believed her, I never should have done what I did! I’m sorry, alright? I’m sorry! I never wanted this to happen, I never wanted any of this to happen!”


  “You’re sorry?” Rulo snorted. “Oh, you’re sorry? Well I guess that makes everything better, now doesn’t it? We’re all fucked because you were born an idiot, but at least you’re sorry!”


  “Rulo,” Daemon said holding a hand up.


  “But we are! She let out the Dark Queen of time all for nothing, and nothing’s going to stop her from slitting our throats in the blink of an eye!”


  “So then how come we’re all still alive?” Sasha questioned. Everyone stopped and looked to her before gazing around the area as everything became quiet.


  “Wait,” Mika worried. “Wait, what’s going on? Where is she? What is she waiting for? Why isn’t she here attacking us?”


  “She’s not coming after us,” Daemon answered standing up.


  “What? But why not?”


  “Something is amiss here,” Hollia warned. “If she’s so powerful and can stop time, she should have no trouble killing all of us without so much as lifting a finger. Why is she not coming after us if we’re such vulnerable prey?”


  “Mika,” Daemon said looking down to the woman. “Aside from Aeon tormenting you with ridicule and spite, did she say anything else to you, anything at all?”


  “I don’t… I don’t remember. She just kept tearing into me, both with her hands and scathing words.”


  “Did she say anything that stood out?” Sasha asked. “Try to remember, did she mention any reason why she wouldn’t come after us herself? Why did she send you and Nuci after us?”


  “I don’t remember,” Mika groaned as she shut her eye. “She was laughing… she was mocking me… she was… saying something… but I can’t remember what.”


  “Dammit, you really are useless,” Rulo muttered.


  “Think harder, Mika,” Forrus urged. “We’re in the dark here, we need to know at least something about what Aeon is plotting.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mika whimpered, lowering her head with a tear running down her cheek. “I don’t remember what all happened. I couldn’t focus on anything. I’m sorry.”


  “Well that’s just great,” Sasha dryly complained as she stood up. “So now what do we do? Aeon’s out there but she’s not trying to kill us herself, she’s just sending weak-minded fools after us in her stead. No telling what she’s up to now or where she could be.”


  “Nuci blocked the tunnel so we couldn’t get to Green Haven,” Hollia said looking over towards the collapsed railway passage. “Seems Aeon didn’t want us venturing any further for some reason. Who wants to bet a gold coin the Dark Queen is plotting something with the elven forest as we speak?”


  “I’d take that bet since it seems like a sure thing,” Tabitha reasoned. “But if we find her there what are we supposed to do? We thought Nuci killed her before but she was just playing dead the whole time. How are we supposed to actually take her down when we find her?”


  “We still need to deal with the gemini in Green Haven,” Forrus pointed out. “Or at least those who resemble gemini. The Sisterhood needs to be stopped before they wreak havoc on more of Koskaysil with their bloody crusade. Seems one way or another our journey leads to the elven forest.”


  “But how are we supposed to kill Aeon?” Tabitha demanded. “In case you’ve forgotten she’s nearly untouchable, and even if we do manage to strike her down she can apparently just get right back up again. How can we stop something like that?”


  “We’ll just have to kill her more than her guardian did before,” Hollia reasoned with a shrug. “There must be some way of putting her down for good. Perhaps if we cut her up into little tiny pieces she won’t be getting back up again.”


  “That sounds like a great idea!” Scay screamed before straining herself with laughter and holding an arm around herself. The naga giggled uncontrollably and dropped to the ground, with the girls merely watching her for a brief moment before ignoring her.


  “I suppose hoping for such is all we can do now,” Sasha had to agree with. “Either we take the fight to her or wait for her to strike whenever she decides to at her advantage. Though I don’t like the thought of not one Dark Queen waiting to greet us in that forest but instead two. One alone is going to be a challenge to defeat.”


  “Doesn’t she already have the advantage?” Rulo asked scratching her head.


  Saffron squeaked and ruffled her hair before turning to Daemon, the cambion merely gazing upward as he pondered what the Dark Queen was planning.


  “Maybe she does, maybe she doesn’t,” he said with a shrug. “There’s a piece of this puzzle we’re not seeing just yet. At any rate, we can’t stay down here and just wait for her to make a move. We’ll proceed to Green Haven and maybe find out what Aeon was trying to hide from us. Whether we find the gemini or the chronofly there, hopefully we’ll find some answers waiting for us.”


  “What about her?” Forrus asked looking down to Mika. Everyone turned their eyes to the woman who was whimpering as she slumped against the boulder, the girls holding in their quiet sighs of discontent before Daemon turned his focus towards the collapsed tunnel.


  “Scay, release Mika from her binds.”


  “You’re going to let her go too?” Tabitha flatly asked as the naga used her dagger to cut Mika’s legs free. Scay pushed Mika aside and quickly sliced the ropes holding her hands together then backed away, leaving Mika to slowly sit up and rub her wrists as she kept her watery eye aimed down at the ground.


  “You may have made some mistakes in your life, Mika,” Daemon said, with the sorceress slowly turning her saddened gaze up to him. “But you’re not the only one who has. We all have a darkness inside that pushes us towards bad paths in our lives. The monster that hides within me isn’t without fault, blood has been spilled by its claws that I greatly wish could have been avoided, that I constantly have to live with every day.”


  Sasha and Rulo lowered their heads with solemn faces while the other girls watched Daemon curiously from that remark, seeing him turning his eyes to his sword for a moment before returning his focus to Mika again.


  “You have to do what we all do, overcome the monster inside you. You’ve fallen, very hard and very far, but you’re not dead yet. You can still redeem yourself in this world and stand again. You’ll just have to find that strength within you. Good luck, Mika Harollson.”


  He turned to walk towards the collapsed tunnel, making it only one step before his leg was suddenly grabbed hold of. Looking back he saw Mika holding onto him desperately that the other girls took quick resentment towards.


  “Hey, get off him!” Rulo shouted.


  “How dare you grab him like that!” Sasha yelled as she and the orc brandished their weapons.


  “I’m not strong enough!” Mika screamed out. Everyone remained still with tension in the air as the woman shook her head while holding onto Daemon’s leg. “I’m not! I’ve fucked up again and again, always making the worst decisions that cost me everything! I wasn’t strong enough to repress my feelings for Max, I wasn’t strong enough to protect my sisters when we confronted The Sisterhood, I wasn’t strong enough to resist Aeon, I can’t keep failing like this! Everything in my life is slipping through my fingers with each mistake I make, and nothing I do is able to stop it!”


  “Let go of him or else you’re losing all your fingers,” Tabitha hissed.


  “Please help me!” Mika begged. “Please, I have to make all this right again, I have to right these wrongs before I leave this world! Even if I find out where Max is I can’t face him, not now, not after everything I’ve done! I need to atone for these sins before I could ever look him in the eye again! Please, tell me how I can stand again after all this, tell me what to do because I don’t know what to do anymore!”


  “You can get off my knight before you lose your life, that’s what!” Hollia raged.


  “Please,” Mika whimpered. “I have nowhere else to go. I have nobody else to turn to. I don’t trust myself anymore, I can’t, not with all the mistakes I keep making over and over again. All I have left is Max and he’s beyond my reach in more ways than one. Please, I need to make amends for everything I’ve done. I have to correct these faults of mine or I’ll never find peace in the afterlife. Help me, I’m begging you. You’re the only one I can trust to guide me.”


  “You are such a pest,” Forrus growled.


  “The monster inside me is going to win,” Mika feared. “It’s already pushed me past the edge, I’m falling further and further with each move I make. Don’t let me lose everything by hitting the bottom. Please, Daemon. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you, I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, I’m sorry for everything. Just tell me what to do, tell me how I can make it up to you. Tell me how I can redeem myself in this world.”


  “For starters you can get off me,” Daemon said shaking his head. His only reply was Mika holding onto his leg and waist tightly with a low whine. The girls around him got ready to charge before Daemon held out his hand to stop them, the cambion slowly breathing out before pulling the woman’s arms off him and stepping back.


  “You have to find your own path to salvation, it’s your life after all. Only you can slay the monster inside you, that’s a battle only you can face,” he continued, with Mika lowering her head and closing her eye. Daemon turned to walk away before halting as he heard the woman weeping behind him. After a moment he looked back over his shoulder to see her glancing up at him from under her bangs.


  “You really want to make up for the trouble you caused us?” he asked, with the woman nodding quickly to that. “Then take responsibility for your actions. You released Aeon, help us track her down and kill her. You wanted to aid us with putting down The Sisterhood, help us mow down the waves of grunts that get in our way of finding their leaders. You want to stand before your brother with a clean slate, put your skills of hunting monsters to good use and help us clean up the mess that’s steadily growing out there.”


  “Oh fuck,” Tabitha muttered. “We’re bringing her with us? Seriously? She’s like an annoying death cloud, she’s only going to bring us more trouble.”


  “Hooray!” Scay cheered with arms raised high. “More friends! We can all stab others together! This is awesome! SO HAPPY!”


  “I suppose her magic could be useful to us,” Forrus dryly said. “Provided she follows my lord’s strict instructions and stops her habit of constantly screwing up everything.”


  “Can’t we just give her a mercy killing and put her out of everyone’s misery?” Rulo whined. “I mean, c’mon, she’s absolutely worthless and will only slow us down. She’s a complete weakling.”


  “She beat the crap out of all of us earlier,” Hollia reminded her.


  “No she didn’t!” Rulo raged at her.


  “Well, I say we give her a chance to make amends for all the trouble she caused us,” Hollia proposed with a raised eyebrow at the sorceress. “She certainly owes us and the world a great deal of effort for her blunders. Serving my knight with his duties would be a good start for her.”


  Saffron turned her head away with a scoff, taking a second to blow her bangs away with a puff before rolling her eyes and crossing her arms as she squeaked quietly a few times and gave a small shrug.


  “At least she’s proved herself capable in a real fight,” Sasha admitted. “If my master deems her worthy of another chance to redeem herself I say we let her try. Though one more chance is all I’m willing to give her at this point.”


  Daemon looked down to where the human’s sword was struck into the dirt, the cambion pulling it out and tossing it over in front of the woman. Mika stared at the blade in silence before slowly looking up to Daemon as he watched her with his cold blue eyes that only seemed to draw her closer towards him.


  “If you’re going to come with us, Mika, I expect to see the real monster hunter you’re renowned to be. You said before you wouldn’t hold back anymore. Show us the real strength you have inside and stand with noble purpose in life.”


  Mika slowly reached out and grabbed hold of her sword, lifting it up and distantly gazing at the glinting steel as she gently held the blade in hand.


  “I’m not a monster hunter,” she conceded shaking her head. “Not anymore. If anything, I’m more of a monster than any of you standing around me, a walking hypocrite to everything I vowed to defend the world from. I’m just a sorceress now. A sorceress seeking redemption.”


  Mika gripped her sword with a focused expression, her eye then turning to Daemon as he remained silent while watching her.


  “Guide me, so that I never stray down that darkened path again, and my sword and magic shall be yours to command.”


  “The only one who commands you is your queen in Rockhelm.”


  “Queen Leanna commanded a monster hunter, one who is no longer available for hire. The monster you see kneeled here before you only answers to you, Daemon Warrick.”


  “So long as you don’t start calling me master I don’t care what you choose to believe,” Daemon said with a hint of exhaustion. “You know what will be expected of you should you follow us, make your choice and do your best with whatever you decide. It’s your life, your choice what to do with it.”


  Mika nodded slowly before she held the blade down in front of her and lowered her head in respect of the one who gave her hope for atonement in the face of her sins, and the one she knew would keep her from falling into darkness again.


  “Yes, sire.”


   


  


  Chapter 10


  Champions of Green Haven


  In the world of Eden not all battles could be won by fighting. Sometimes a strategic retreat would be the only way to survive and prevail another day. This wasn’t to say giving up was the way to victory, rather it was important to pick what battles were needed in order to win the war. A single or small group of warriors would be utterly foolhardy to challenge the likes of an entire army all on their own, even if their cause was right. Of course, there were times when having greater numbers didn’t always ensure victory in the end.


  Even if the enemy was outnumbered they could still hold the advantage.


  *****


  A tremor rolled through Eden, the rumbling quake emanating from Green Haven as smoke was steadily building above the once peaceful elven forest that was now burning brightly against the night sky. The shaking ground ruptured and swayed tall fields of grass in every direction from the crumbling elven grove, reaching far away from the burning woodland past a small knoll where two kitsunes were keeping a close eye not on the forest itself but rather what was happening within it. Or rather one of them was doing so while the younger of the two was steadily growing anxious as she fidgeted with all her tails shaking behind her.


  “This is crazy!” Kindra cried out. “That whole place is falling apart! How am I supposed to believe Daniel Sorres will survive this? The gemini are in there, dozens of lustful monsters are in there, and thanks to you a fucking volcano is about to erupt beneath his feet! He’s as good as dead, he could be dead as we speak!”


  “He’s not dead,” Flarah said shaking her head. “He’s still quite alive in his fight against the gemini.”


  “Okay, seriously, how the hell are you seeing that? I can’t see anything from way over here except the sight of an elven forest burning to the ground! Where are you even looking, big sister? I swear if you’re just pulling my tails I’m going to fucking kill you!”


  “Calm down, Kindra.”


  “Don’t you dare tell me to be calm!” Kindra raged at her. “None of this sits with me at all! It’s bad enough to trust your words that Daniel will be fine, but how can we even begin to trust Aeon with hers? She was probably just saying Daniel was going to summon Ragnarok in order to keep us from helping him, she wants him to perish in there! This is all part of her plan to have him die right in front of me and then laugh in my face about it! Isn’t that right, chrono wench?”


  Turning to the side Kindra snarled furiously at someone before showing a puzzled expression. Glancing back with a raised eyebrow Flarah saw along with her sister Aeon appearing to be growing flustered and enraged as she was looking down at the ground with clenched fists.


  “You idiots,” she hissed looking away over her shoulder. “I can’t believe you allowed them to beat you like that. I told you both exactly what to do, we had them right where we wanted them. Your job was so simple a child could have done it, so explain why exactly this was so hard for you.”


  Flarah and Kindra looked to each other in question then back to Aeon as she growled furiously with fluttering wings.


  “What do you mean he transformed right away?” Aeon demanded. “That wasn’t supposed to-… that accursed man, how dare he change fate like that. He thinks he’s so smart, that little fucking-… oh shut up, you useless weed. Nobody cares if you got hurt. If anything you deserve it for failing your queen!”


  “Um, Aeon?” Flarah asked. Aeon merely held a hand out to silence her while fuming with rage.


  “You morons. I saw your victory clear as day. That was your chance to kill them all, so how the hell could you fuck that up so easily? …I don’t want to hear excuses! You miserable little-… shut up! Because of your failure he’s… and now she’s… arrg… STOP CRYING, YOU BITCH!”


  “What is she talking about?” Kindra slowly asked. “Who is she talking to?”


  “Your queen is not happy, not happy at all,” Aeon hissed as she turned and walked away from the confused kitsunes. “Now I have to work these changes into the final design, so much needs to be accounted for and reevaluated thanks to you failing me. And if there’s one thing I hate its dealing with GODDAMN UNCERTAINTY!”


  The Dark Queen stomped her foot on the ground and spoke in a muttered tone, stopped and briefly looked back to see the kitsunes watching her with bewilderment, then lowered her head and struggled to calm herself.


  “I will deal with you later. Just… just retreat and pull yourself together. …no, do not chase them. You’re in no condition to fight. Besides, he’s clearly going to behave unpredictably when confronting us, I’m in no mood to deal with more uncertainty on this night. Leave them be for now. …never mind her, leave her with him. I’ll deal with her later as well. …stop your incessant yammering, I don’t care if you’re sorry for your failure. Pull back, I’ll meet with you when I’m done here. Then you can start begging for mercy.”


  Holding a hand over her face Aeon took a few slow breaths, her glowing eyes peeking between her fingers and peering into the unseen while a growing migraine began forming.


  “Her fate always pulls her back,” she quietly mused to herself. “Every path I could push her down, and she always winds up back with him. I swear that human is such a pest, even her fate is as stubborn and troublesome as she is.”


  “Aeon?” Flarah called over. “Everything alright, dear?”


  “Why are you talking to yourself?” Kindra asked.


  Aeon slowly breathed out and straightened her dress before walking back towards the kitsunes with a dull stare aimed at the burning forest ahead and neither woman who watched her closely.


  “Nothing that concerns either of you,” she muttered as she walked past them. “Just dealing with some… deviations of fate. Nothing of importance.”


  “I see,” Flarah carefully replied.


  “Anyway, let’s get going,” Aeon said waving them after her.


  “Going?” Kindra asked. “Where are we going?”


  “The main event is about to start,” Aeon mentioned with a sly glance back at her. “Personally, I don’t want it ruined with your constant nagging of not being able to see anything from back here. That and I wouldn’t mind a closer seat for the show. So we’re going to head into the village for a better view.”


  “The main event?” Flarah questioned.


  “You mean…” Kindra wondered with stars in her eyes.


  “You’ll see soon enough,” Aeon chuckled, taking flight with her wings and hovering off the ground. “Follow me, I’ll take us closer so we can observe the finale. And remember, no matter what you see before you, do not interfere with anyone’s fate. Otherwise Daniel Sorres won’t be the only one who will perish because of your actions. Now keep quiet and let’s go, I don’t want to miss anything.”


  The Dark Queen fluttered off towards the forest while keeping low to the ground, with Flarah and Kindra exchanging cautious looks before quickly following after as they made their way towards the burning elven forest.


  *****


  Fire and smoke was steadily building throughout the falling elven village, being accompanied by numerous quakes that ruptured and even dropped more of the forest floor into bottomless chasms or pools of glowing magma. Grunts of The Sisterhood were scrambling to evacuate, many of them running in circles within the burning forest while others were sprinting out of the northern side of the woods towards the endless sea of campsites and tents that lay stretched out behind Green Haven. Of those that were retreating towards stable ground and alarmed members of The Sisterhood, so too were many elves that were dragged kicking and screaming with the horde while others clad in darker apparel ran alongside their savage comrades on their own free will.


  “What the hell is happening in there?” a witch asked as many of her fellow frightened and burned monsters ran past her camp. “Hey, what’s going on? What’s doing that?”


  “Lots of fire!” a goblin whined as she held her burnt arm. “Lots of fire! Too much fire! Too hot!”


  “Goddamn,” a gremlin cursed, dropping down against a weathered tree stump alongside her sister. “What the fuck happened? Nobody said anything about that place resting on top of a volcanic vent. Why would anyone want to live there? What is wrong with those elves?”


  “It’s your fault!” an elf shouted at her. Other monsters watched as the woman struggled in the hands of a troll while glaring at the gremlin with teary eyes. “You fucking assholes destroyed the Aquarius Gateway! That was the only thing bringing in fresh water to our forest, and the only thing that kept Eden sleeping beneath our feet!”


  “You stupid bitches built your home over a volcano and you’re mad at us for this shit happening? Are you serious?”


  “Why would you do such a thing?” the other gremlin demanded. “This has to be the worst place to choose for a home. Do you have a death wish or something?”


  “The magical seal kept Eden dormant below the forest,” the elf protested. “Our ancestors had that seal erected so we could cultivate the fertile land here, all we needed was to bring in water and it was perfect! The soil couldn’t have been richer, our forest bloomed with more life than anyone could have imagined! We grew the healthiest crops and the strongest trees in this land, we had everything we ever needed! We did until you fucking cunts came here and ruined everything!”


  “Are you serious?” a witch panicked. “We’re standing on top of a… for crying out loud, nobody ever said anything about this place being built on top of boiling lava! That wasn’t explained at all when we came here! What is wrong with you elves? Why would you want to live here when it was ready to erupt all this time?”


  “It was sealed!” a dark ranger yelled at her. “The Aquarius Gateway kept this place from erupting. It enchanted this land and nullified any high-level sources of fire energy from coming near, including Eden’s fiery wrath from below!”


  “But it didn’t stop them from coming here,” the witch whined as she pointed to a group of salamander women nearby. “It’s horrible having those pests nearby, breathing fire and cackling the stupidest crap you can think of. Why didn’t it keep their filthy hides out as well?”


  “Pests?” one of the salamanders hissed while the others snarled with fire coming from their mouths. “Filthy? You little runt, how dare you speak about us with such disrespect.”


  “I said high-level sources of fire energy,” the dark ranger scoffed. “Those stupid wenches are too weak to be suppressed by the seal. The Aquarius Gateway wouldn’t prohibit normal fires being used for the village or your measly little smoke spewers over there from coming near.”


  “Hey, try saying that to my face, you fucking tree rat!” the salamander shouted with her sisters growling and brandishing their teeth with cinders floating out of their mouths.


  The land shook violently once again, knocking many of the monsters onto the ground while some stumbled into their tents and even campfires. As monsters screamed from the commotion or being set on fire those near the edge of the gathering watched another burst of lava erupting from within Green Haven, setting more trees ablaze while the echoing rumble of the outburst carried on through the air.


  “So what happens now?” a troll demanded as she shook one of the dark rangers. “With that seal gone what’s going to happen? What was your plan for when this occurred?”


  “Whatever disturbed Eden, it’s too late to stop it,” the ranger worried. “There’s no sealing it now. Something has woken the beast up, and there’s no putting it back to sleep.”


  “What are you talking about? Speak normal words, you blithering idiot!”


  “The forest is going to blow!” an elf cried out while in the hands of gremlins. “We need to get out of here, Eden’s going to unleash hell upon this land thanks to you!”


  “We didn’t cause this,” a gremlin protested with a snarl.


  “Who cares?” a witch cried out. “I’m not staying here a minute longer! Me and my sisters are getting out of here right now!”


  “Me first, me first!” a goblin screamed as she quickly hopped away through the crowd.


  “Everyone, move your asses!” a troll called out as monsters began taking off in a panic. “Retreat to the northern bluffs, get all our forces to pull back from Green Haven! Run!”


  A few dark rangers stood together alongside a troll and gremlin as they witnessed everyone taking off for the distant highlands with growing alarm spreading through the crowds.


  “What of our leaders?” the troll asked.


  “We haven’t seen Sivil yet,” a ranger answered shaking her head.


  “I don’t care about your pathetic little priestess. I meant where are our leaders, the gemini?”


  “We don’t know. They’re probably still in there, if they’re alive.”


  “Of course they’re alive,” the troll scorned, backhanding the ranger and sending her to the ground. The elf growled as she held her jaw, eyes glaring at the troll while her sisters knelt down to help her. Holding in her grunt the troll turned her eyes towards the burning forest.


  “Nothing can defeat our leaders. Not even Eden itself.”


  “What about the elves?” the gremlin asked. “They’re going to try to escape now. What about our plan?”


  “Gather our sisters and lead a group around Green Haven to recapture them,” the troll ordered. “We’re not letting our archers scurry away that easily. The forest may be lost, our new friends will not be.”


  *****


  From the southern edge of Green Haven elves were quickly rushing out of the burning woodland in haste, many of them carrying their young and elderly while others were keeping a sharp watch behind them for pursuing hostiles. A few goblins and mites chased down a mother and her three daughters, the fiends being struck down by arrows as rangers kept firing at those that hounded them from behind. Arachne were shot out of the trees while trolls and salamander women were pelted with arrows as they tried to pull back the screaming elves, gremlins threw their alchemic pouches that burst into flames and noxious gas that the elves frantically evaded as they kept running, and a few witches tried to stop fleeing women and children with magical binds before they too were struck with a hailstorm of arrows.


  “Keep running!” a ranger called out before taking another shot. “Rangers, keep those fucking assholes away from our people!”


  “Everyone, head to the southern fields! Now!” another yelled as she fired arrow after arrow at monsters that leapt towards her kin from the shadows.


  “Keep going!” an elf urged, pushing her sister forward as they stumbled in their steps. She was quickly pounced on and dragged away by the feet with two trolls hauling the screaming elf back. One was jumped on from behind by a young elf who berated the monster with sharp words and an even sharper dagger, the other being struck down with an arrow going through her eye from a nearby ranger. An ogre crashed through the trees and charged towards the elves while swinging its mighty club. A few rangers landed their arrows in its bulbous belly, with another going into the brute’s head and dropping the lumbering monster with a heavy thud. Goblins leapt onto and over the downed beast while mites buzzed through the air towards the screaming elves.


  “Keep running!” a ranger ordered as she fired her arrows at the approaching fiends. “Fucking hell, they just keep coming. Send those bitches back to hell, ladies!”


  “Captain, there’s more coming from the eastern flank!” an elf called over.


  “Keep them at bay! Get our people to the southern fields! Hold these fucking assholes off!”


  “And then what?”


  “How the fuck should I know? Where’s that creepy little monster who led us out here?”


  “She’s over there!” an elf exclaimed pointing to the side. The rangers took notice of a group of trolls and goblins swinging their weapons around wildly while screaming, the monsters being struck down by a shimmering twinkle that zipped around them like a bee and slayed the fiends without spilling a drop of a blood in the process.


  “Hahahahaha!” Reiko joyously cackled as she cleaved her spectral blade through a troll’s head, dropping the monster instantly as she then spiraled around a goblin’s sword. She phased through the shouting monster that tried to grab her, hacked her blade through the fiend’s back, and continued merrily flying about while feasting on the souls of her attackers. On the grass next to the lifeless monsters were several elves, all of them watching with fright at seeing Reiko striking down foe after foe right above them while laughing wildly the entire time.


  “She… she is on our side, right?” an elf nervously asked.


  “Just stay down until she goes away,” another whined as they kept low to the grass, with a few of them even feigning dead in hopes the deadly monster would ignore them.


  “Where did she even come from?” a ranger bewilderedly asked.


  “She apparently came here with a human man and a fairy,” an elf answered with a shrug. “The gods certainly picked… unique champions to come aid us.”


  “Hey, little ghost lady!” the captain called out. “Where are we supposed to go now?”


  “My name is Reiko!” the harvester shouted back. She flew around a troll’s axe that swung at her, swiftly cleaved away the monster’s soul, and then took off in a wide arc towards approaching salamander women and mites that were chasing after more of the elves.


  “Fine! Where do we go now, Reiko?”


  “Head south! Find a witch named Alyssa! She’s waiting for you! Now leave me be, I’m eating over here!”


  “A witch?” the captain questioned. Quickly looking around the area she searched for any sign of the mystery monster while elves continued running past. “Dammit all, where are we supposed to find a little monster like that out here? Someone find out where she is! Hurry!”


  The elves continued their retreat while the rangers fired at their pursuers, the archers striking down more of the monsters who tried to take away their kin while Reiko zipped around through the battlefield to steal away any vulnerable souls she could get her cutter on. Without warning a large barrage of arrows was let loose from the edge of the forest, the streaking bolts swiftly cutting down The Sisterhood grunts from behind. Reiko growled in frustration as she hovered over a now very dead salamander woman she was too slow with feeding upon before noticing a large group of elves running out of the woodland in haste.


  “I was going to eat that!” Reiko whined hopping up and down. “She was so afraid and so tasty looking, and you ruined it! You elves ruin everything!”


  “Holy fuck!” a ranger shouted as she saw the harvester, herself and many others quickly coming to a halt in front of the floating woman. “What the hell is that thing?”


  “Hungry, that’s what!” Reiko yelled back. “I’m here to save you stupid elves, so the least you can do is stop coming between me and my food! Do you have any idea how much I’m starving right now? Do you? If you did you would know how much it sucks! So quit being bothersome meatsacks and stop interrupting me when I’m trying to feed!”


  The elves looked to each other in puzzlement, down at the corpses of monsters that their arrows had pierced, then back at the tiny woman who was growling at them with shaking fists.


  “Wh… what?” an elf slowly asked.


  “Never mind!” Reiko groaned with a face palm. “Just keep going that way, follow the others! I swear to god when I get back Star is so going to owe me for this.”


  The harvester huffed before quickly flying past the elves that she startled even further and soared into the woods, with the elves staring in confused silence at the burning woodland before hearing the screaming of other monsters suddenly sounding off along with Reiko’s tiny laughter.


  “What was that thing?” an elf carefully asked.


  “Some sort of… zombie fairy?”


  “This is officially the most fucked up day ever.”


  “Let’s not stick around to find out what happens next,” another urged, with the group then quickly running after their sisters who were stampeding away from Green Haven in a large herd. The elves raced along the empty fields towards a larger gathering of their kin that was steadily building, with those in front of the crowd watching a few of their rangers having a discussion with a lone witch they had come across.


  “WHERE’S MY DANIEL?” Alyssa raged, the small girl having glaring purple eyes that were glowing with a haunting hue along with a strong current of wind blowing around her from a magical force that clearly represented her current anger. In her hands was her staff, the relic having been struck into the ground where vines were slithering up from through the dirt with a rustling sound. And in front of her three elves were bound in plants that were keeping them down on their knees and tightly constricting around their bodies.


  “Where’s my Daniel?” Alyssa demanded again with a sharp stab into the dirt with her staff. “Why is he not with you? Where is he?”


  “Who are you talking about?” an elf cried out while at the witch’s mercy. “Who are you?”


  “I’m talking about my man, that’s what!” Alyssa shouted at her. “Why isn’t he here with you? He went into that forest to get you all out of there, he was trying to save all your asses from The Sisterhood, so why are you here but he isn’t? Where’s my Daniel?”


  “Please let us go,” another elf whimpered as the vines around her chest and hips tightened. “Oh god, you’re squeezing my breasts so hard. Knock it off, please!”


  “We don’t know where your man is, alright?” the third shouted. “We don’t know what you’re talking about! We were just told to come here to be rescued, not to face execution!”


  “WHAT HAPPENED TO MY DANIEL?” Alyssa screamed, a powerful gust of wind being sent outward from the witch into the crowd who all stepped back from the temperamental monster. “My mate went into your home to help you all escape along with my friends, so where are they? I’m not rescuing anyone until somebody tells me what happened!”


  “You’re the witch Alyssa, yes?” an elven captain asked as she carefully stepped forward. Alyssa turned to her and gave a stern nod, the woman then walking past her bound kin towards the upset witch. “Please, that human you call Daniel sent us here. He told us you would help us escape The Sisterhood.”


  “Where is he? Why isn’t he with you? What happened to my Daniel?”


  “He stayed behind to challenge the gemini to combat.”


  Alyssa slowly went wide-eyed as her magic died down. The vines around the bound elves loosened and dropped to the dirt, with the women gasping for air and quickly stumbling away as the elven captain watched the witch staring at her with a twitching eye.


  “The… gemini?” Alyssa slowly repeated. “Did you say the gemini?”


  “Yes. They are the leaders of The Sisterhood.”


  “The gemini?” Alyssa cried out. “Those two monsters are here? You’ve got to be kidding me! Jovian and Jacqueline are here? They’re the ones in charge of The Sisterhood?”


  “That’s right. You know of them?”


  “We’ve met before,” Alyssa agreed with a few quick nods. “Not in a good way. Not good at all. Oh god, they’re here? Why are they here? Those two were… wait… hold on, back up. Did you say Daniel challenged them to a fight?”


  “Did he ever,” an elf spoke up. Alyssa and the captain turned to see another elf with long brunette hair draped over her tunic stepping forward. “I saw that guy myself. Good god, it was unreal. Where did you find a man like him?”


  “You saw him? You saw Daniel?”


  “Yeah, I saw him. I saw him take on a whole horde of those Sisterhood assfucks. He blew them all away without taking a scratch!” the elf cheered with a hop. Surrounding elves began whispering in hushed tones from hearing that while Alyssa was stunned in silence.


  “I saw it too,” another chimed in. “This human man shows up out of nowhere, kills a bunch of those savages like they were nothing, and then challenged the gemini to fight him. He even has a pet fairy aiding him with her magic!”


  “A fairy?”


  “There’s a fairy in our forest? And it’s fighting those demons?”


  “Pip,” Alyssa spoke up. “That’s Pip. I sent her in to find Daniel after Green Haven erupted. But… you’re saying Daniel wanted to fight the gemini?”


  “He did,” the brunette elf agreed. “He faced them without fear and dared them to come after him. It was because of him keeping them busy that we were able to run away. I don’t know who you people are, but if it wasn’t for you showing up we would be dead or in The Sisterhood’s hands still.”


  “That man of yours challenged the gemini to a fight, all on our behalf,” another elf said, with Alyssa turning her gaze towards the burning forest as did many of the elves in the crowd that were hearing a unique tale about a human knight coming to their aid.


  “So what’s the plan now?” the elven captain asked Alyssa. “That man named Daniel did a great service for all of us by taking on those horrid demons so we could slip away from them, but what now? The Sisterhood is going to come after us, we cannot fight them all and prevail, and Eden is erupting with more violent intent with each passing second. So what is our next move?”


  Alyssa shakily breathed in and out as she watched the burning forest rumble from another quake hitting it, hand tightly clenching her staff as she grew fearful for Daniel’s safety for a completely different reason other than Green Haven being on the verge of complete annihilation. Shaking her head she then quickly looked around at the crowd of elves gathered in front of her as they too were growing more fearful for their lives with each passing second.


  “Alright, I’m going to have a long discussion with Daniel regarding his behavior after this is all over with,” she finally said. “For now we have no choice but to stick to our plan. Is every elf from Green Haven here with you?”


  “I have no idea,” the captain replied shaking her head. “Our people were scattered in the chaos, I’m not sure if everyone is accounted for.”


  “Well find out quick! I can get everyone out of this land and far away from The Sisterhood, but everyone needs to be present for it to work!”


  “And how exactly can you do that?”


  “With magic of course!” Alyssa retorted as she waved her staff to the side. The captain looked over and noticed the ground had lines formed across it with vines and coiled weeds, the elves then slowly gazing around and realizing there was a giant casting ring with interconnecting squares and glyphs ready to go with all the grass having vanished into the dirt inside it, the magically crafted spellbase covering the entire field next to the witch with plenty of room for hundreds of people to stand within it.


  “Is that a magic spellbase?” an elf wondered. “Made of plants?”


  “I thought something looked strange over here.”


  “What is that going to do?”


  “Just shut up and listen!” Alyssa yelled hopping up and down. “This is only going to work once and only once! I need every elf in your entire village to get inside this ring, once you do I’m going to cast a spell to send you all far away from The Sisterhood’s reach.”


  “What do you mean? Where is that going to take us?”


  “How do we know this isn’t some trick, how do we know you’re not part of The Sisterhood?”


  “You could send us anywhere, including right into the hands of those fucking savages.”


  “Hey!” Alyssa shouted at them. “I’m trying to help you people! Daniel is in there right now fighting the gemini all so you can get away from them! Now do you want our help and live to see another day or do you want to march your ungrateful asses back into that forest and die horribly?”


  “Where are you going to take us?” the elven captain asked. “Please tell us the truth.”


  “Ruhelia. Or at least what’s left of it. There’s nobody left in that land, centaur or Sisterhood. You’ll be safe there.”


  “And you can really transport our entire village there all by yourself?” the captain asked as she gestured to the crowd. “A single witch can do that?”


  “Yes… I hope… only if I have enough power at the time. Look, we need to move fast or else none of us are leaving here alive. We’re going to have a very short window to do this, maybe even shorter now that Eden itself is trying to kill everyone here.”


  “Captain!” a ranger called out. “More of those fuckers are spilling out into the eastern fields. They’re coming our way!”


  The elven captain eyed Alyssa over before examining the spellbase on the ground, the woman taking a slow breath before turning to the elves behind her.


  “I need six teams of rangers to sweep the village for any elves still left inside! All other archers, hold those approaching monsters off until we’re ready to leave! The rest of you, get your asses into the field and stay inside the witch’s casting ring!”


  “We’re going to trust her?” an elf asked.


  “We don’t have a choice,” the captain said looking back to Alyssa. “Our lives are in your hands, don’t let us down. How long do you need to do your magic?”


  “Once I start we’ll have ten minutes at best,” Alyssa answered. “Get all your people here as soon as you can or else they’ll be left behind. Keep The Sisterhood from getting on top of us, and especially keep them from damaging the field of grass next to us. I need it.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m going to set it on fire,” Alyssa explained with a shrug, with the elf jumping in surprise. “I need the energy to cast the spell after all.”


  “Fire? But… you’re a witch…”


  “Yep yep, I most certainly am. Don’t worry about me, I’ve worked with fire before. Just keep The Sisterhood away until all your people are gathered here. Leave the rest to me.”


  The elven captain slowly nodded with a confused look then turned to her rangers that were standing guard.


  “I also need two teams to… protect the grass to our west.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me! Just do it or else we’re all fucked! Don’t let a single monster near it, the witch needs it for her magic! Move it, ladies! You’ve got ten minutes to get all our people here or else they’re lost! Move!”


  The rangers saluted her before quickly taking off with their bows and arrows, many of them rushing towards the incoming monsters of The Sisterhood to their east, six groups heading into the forest in haste, and two other teams of elven rangers running over to the northern edge of the grassy field next to the gathering to protect it. The rest of the village quickly started moving into the clearing atop the casting ring, all of them looking at the spellbase with curiosity along with the witch who made it. Alyssa watched the elves mobilizing and heading off into battle before catching the captain looking at her with a troubled frown.


  “If this doesn’t work…” the woman softly said.


  “It will,” Alyssa promised. “Your people will be safe soon. We won’t let you down.”


  She started walking towards the tall field of grass before the elf spoke up again.


  “Why are you doing this?” she asked, with Alyssa halting and glancing back over her shoulder. “Why have you come to our aid?”


  “Daniel Sorres was already on his way here to help your people. We just got here a little late. Sorry about that.”


  “The human man who’s fighting the gemini? He was journeying to Green Haven all this time to save us from The Sisterhood?”


  “No. He wanted to save you from yourself. Just as he does with all monsters in Eden.”


  The elven woman stared at her in puzzlement from that, seeing the witch winking at her before she quickly trotted off into the field of grass and out of view. Looking around at her people who rushed by in a large crowd the elf remained silent for a moment before she turned her gaze towards the burning forest as fire erupted again within the falling haven.


  “Who in the world is that man?”


  *****


  “Daniel Sorres!” Jovian screamed as she swung her Hellstorm towards the evasive human. Daniel dodged back and ducked down to avoid an electrical web of energy that Jovian’s blade cast out above him, hands gripping his Hellfire’s Edge that he swung at the raging naked woman with all his might. Hitting Jovian with the brunt of a fiery wave of energy he again jumped further away as the gemini’s skeleton leapt towards him from the burning cloud with the Hellstorm held up high to strike with. She slashed again and again at Daniel, sending out blindingly hot arcs of snapping electricity past the scrambling human while annihilating more of the royal tree’s remains behind him.


  “Hold still!” Jovian yelled as her body reformed again without a scratch on her, only remaining that way for a few seconds before Daniel ran past and sliced his sword right through her, dropping her down behind him in two halves and a splatter of blood that coated the ground underneath. Spinning around he saw the monster turning her upper half around to scream murder at him while grabbing hold of her lower half that she pulled back into place.


  “You’re fucking dead!” she shouted with a vicious snarl. “I’m going to tear you apart limb from limb when I get my hands on you!”


  “Can’t you just stay down?” Daniel dryly asked. Swinging down hard with his sword he let loose a powerful fiery storm that engulfed Jovian and blew apart the ground behind her in a fierce eruption. Taking a few steps back Daniel wiped the sweat off his forehead while taking a few deep breaths, eyes moving from the smoking cloud of cinders and dirt in front of him over to where Jacqueline was furiously swinging her sword around and casting out icicles that pierced into the dirt and nearby trees in her evident rage.


  “You stupid bug!” Jacqueline screamed as she swung her Ice Princess into the ground, the impact causing giant ice pillars to erupt around her while rupturing the ground. The blonde quickly looked around at the glimmering ice that was steadily melting in the burning forest’s heat, seeing warped reflections of herself in all of them before a tiny girl zipped past one and stopped in front of her chest.


  “Bad boobies!” Pip scolded, smacking the monster’s breast a few times with a stern expression. She took off in a crimson blur as Jacqueline swung her fist at the fairy, pulverizing ice with heavy impacts before she slashed around with her sword and destroyed the rest with a furious cry.


  “I’m going to rip you to pieces!” Jacqueline raged. She was quickly struck with a heavy torrent of magical energy, the swirling red and white lights punching her across the clearing and into a tree as Pip fired the powerful stream at her through a magical casting base. As the falling timber exploded into fiery debris a flash of white light sliced through the flames, creating large spikes of freezing ice that erupted from the ground towards the tiny fairy. Shooting off to the side in a blur Pip dodged the frozen spires that clumped up near where she was with loud crackling crunches, the fairy zipping around a few burning trees before rushing Jacqueline who got back onto her feet and swung at the tiny monster with a murderous roar.


  “I hope the others got the elves out of here,” Daniel said to himself. “We can’t keep doing this forever.”


  Looking back over to Jovian he caught sight of the woman lunging at him again with her sword. Bracing his feet Daniel parried the incoming blade with his, pushing Jovian off to the side before she quickly kicked him hard across his chest. With a painful cry Daniel was sent tumbling through a few loose branches on the ground before crashing into a long slide in the dirt. Groaning with a hand held to his side Daniel started to get up before quickly raising his sword to block Jovian’s, the powerful clash sending the Hellfire’s Edge flying out of his grip and further away where it struck into the ground with a sizzling jab.


  “Now you die!” Jovian yelled, swinging down with her blade and just missing Daniel as he rolled off to the side. The ground exploded from the impact with lightning zapping outward from the rubble, throwing Daniel further into a tumble along the flying dirt and sparks as Jovian ran after him.


  “Daniel!” Pip gasped, watching in horror as Daniel was thrown by the explosion with Jovian quickly closing in on him. In a flash an eruption of ice crystals detonated behind her, throwing the fairy into a spiral down to the ground with frost covering her wings and back. Pip whined while struggling move, her fearful eyes looking back at her wings that refused to budge then over to Jacqueline that walked up over her with a cold glare that was equally as chilling as the sword she held in hand.


  “Filthy pest,” the blonde scorned as she watched Pip trembling beneath her.


  “See you in hell, Daniel!” Jovian laughed as she wound back with her sword. Daniel started to get up onto his knees before seeing the woman right on top of him, her glaring multicolored eyes having gleams of light flashing across them from the electrical energy her blade was quickly building up. Jovian laughed wildly as she swung her Hellstorm towards the human, the blade curving through the air and straight for his head, right before Jovian took a sudden punch to her cheek that knocked her clear off to the side where she crashed into a burning pile of lumber. Looking up Daniel saw Squeak standing over him while having her fist held out, the ant girl squeaking sternly at where Jovian landed while walking over in front of her mate and glaring at where the murderous girl was buried in burning debris.


  “Squeak?” Daniel asked. “What are you doing here?”


  “Daniel!” Pip screamed as she shut her eyes, with Daniel and Squeak quickly turning to see Jacqueline raising her foot over the fairy with a maniacal laugh. She got ready to stomp down on the tiny monster before looking ahead as she heard footsteps quickly rushing towards her.


  “Gonna bop you one!” Cindy yelled as she raced over and punched Jacqueline across the battlefield and into a large tree that broke apart from the impact and promptly toppled down atop the blonde gemini sister with a loud crash.


  “Cindy?” Pip whimpered.


  “Oh my gosh, are you okay?” Cindy worried as she quickly picked the fairy up with her hands. “I’m sorry, I got here as fast as I could. I kept tripping a lot, the ground won’t stop shaking, it was hard to run here. Are you alright, Pip?”


  “I can’t move my wings,” Pip whined. “It hurts. It hurts. I’m so cold and everything hurts.”


  “What can I do? What can I do to help? Tell me, Pip, I don’t know what to do,” Cindy whimpered with tears quickly forming. She looked around in a panic then towards Daniel and Squeak as the ant girl helped her mate back onto his feet.


  “Daniel!” she cried running towards them. As she did both gemini sisters erupted from the debris they had been buried in, their screams sounding off in unison into the air while they glared with murderous rage at their attackers.


  “How dare you!” they roared, the two girls then sprinting towards Squeak and Cindy with their weapons building up deadly charges of magical energy. Squeak pushed Daniel back behind her while Cindy slowly stopped her run with a nervous whine, both of them watching as Jovian and Jacqueline raced at them with lethal intent. Before they could get close a barrage of arrows streaked out of the nearby woods in a tight volley, pelting both gemini twins repeatedly in the heads and chests as the bolts whistled in their flight just past Daniel, Squeak, and Cindy and into the bodies of the Dark Queen. Staggering back with low growls Jovian and Jacqueline regained their balance, their multicolored eyes turning to see Clover walking out of the burning woodland with two arrows primed in her bow and both twintails flowing behind in the breeze.


  “Get away from my family!” Clover shouted, letting loose the bolts that shot through the air and into the foreheads of the sisters, knocking them off their feet and onto their backs with hard thumps.


  “Clover?” Daniel wondered. “Cindy? What are you girls doing here? You’re supposed to be leading the elves out of Green Haven.”


  Clover ran by the Hellfire’s Edge and quickly swiped it up by the handle, the elf rushing towards Daniel along with Cindy while Squeak was now hugging her mate tightly.


  “Squeak, stop,” Daniel insisted as the ant girl squeaked and wiggled her abdomen in her embrace. “I’m happy to see you girls too, but you shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous.”


  “Daniel, Pip’s hurt!” Cindy whined, rushing up to him and holding the shivering fairy out in her hands. Daniel gently took the tiny girl into his hands with Squeak looking at her little co-mate with alarm, both of them seeing the fairy twitching slightly while she was partly frozen.


  “Pip! Pip, can you hear me?”


  “So cold,” Pip shivered. “Can’t fly. Can’t move. Need boobies. Need boobies.”


  “Pip,” Daniel softly lamented. He then saw Clover running up towards him while holding the Hellfire’s Edge at her side. “Clover, thank you for saving her. But what are you doing here, I told you to get your people out of Green Haven, remember?”


  “And I did,” Clover replied, walking up to him and handing the sword out. Daniel took hold of the blade while watching her curiously, the elf glancing over towards where Jovian and Jacqueline were sitting up and yanking arrows out of their bodies. “I got my people heading towards Alyssa just like you asked. But I just couldn’t leave without knowing you were coming with me. Not to mention I wanted to say goodbye to those two assholes over there that killed my priestess.”


  “You stubborn elf,” Daniel sighed.


  “Feel free to discipline me all you want when we get back home,” Clover remarked with a smirk. “You can do whatever you want to me, Dan. I won’t fight you in the slightest.”


  “I just might have to. Hey, where’s Felucia? You were with her last, weren’t you? What happened to her? Is she alright?”


  “Oh, mother?” Cindy said looking off to the side. “She’s right over there.”


  Jovian and Jacqueline started to get onto their feet again after having pulled out all of Clover’s arrows, the sisters snarling at Daniel’s group with broiling rage before a tree slammed down atop the two girls and plowed them into the ground.


  “FUCK YOU!” Felucia roared as she held onto the trunk’s base with both arms, the sand wraith backing away from where she pounded the Dark Queen into the dirt while flipping them off with both hands. “Yeah, you like that? You like that, you fucking whores? Having fun choking on dirt, you sick pig-fuckers! That’s what you get for messing with me and threatening my daughter! Suck on that, bitches!”


  “She seems fine to me,” Clover reasoned with a shrug. She glanced behind Daniel before suddenly jumping with surprise and quickly grabbing three arrows to prime in her bow. “Whoa! Get down, Dan!”


  Turning around Daniel saw a salamander woman wearing a scarf standing behind him, her glowing eyes and sharpened teeth with cinders floating out between them quickly jolting him with alarm, causing him to stumble away into Cindy while Clover took aim at the fiery monster with a sharp glare. Before she could strike the monster down Squeak jumped in front of the startled salamander and held her hands out towards the elf, shaking her head and squeaking something frantically while Daniel and Cindy just stared at her in stunned silence.


  “Wait, don’t shoot,” Sheal hoarsely pleaded holding her hands up. “I’m not here to fight you. She brought me here after she saved my life. She wouldn’t leave me behind.”


  “Squeak?” Daniel asked.


  “That is your real name?” Sheal questioned the ant girl. “Huh, didn’t think I guessed right with that.”


  “You two know each other?” Clover demanded.


  Squeak nodded and squeaked something at them while waving her hands around in indecipherable patterns, with Daniel and Clover now showing blank expressions while Cindy was nervously watching the fiery monster from behind Daniel’s shoulder. After the ant girl finished speaking she smiled weakly at Daniel and awaited his response, with the human and elf remaining quiet as they then turned their eyes back onto the salamander.


  “Do you understand her?” Sheal worried.


  “Nobody understands her,” Clover flatly said, glancing briefly to Squeak who groaned with a face palm as she realized what once again happened.


  “Please, I’m not with The Sisterhood,” Sheal insisted. “I mean… I was, but not anymore. Not after they betrayed me.”


  “They betray their own members? I’m shocked,” Clover dryly retorted. She eyed over the salamander then raised an eyebrow at Squeak. “Why did you bring her? You seriously trust her?”


  Squeak nodded and squeaked at her a few times, with Clover breathing out heavily before turning to Daniel for his verdict. He examined Sheal for a moment before Felucia walked over and grabbed him by the shirt, lifting him up off the ground with a furious glare aimed at the surprised human.


  “You! You’re the one that corrupted my darling daughter! How dare you taint her impressionable mind with your nonsense and lies! You’re going to pay for what you did! Nobody messes with my baby!”


  “Stop, mother!” Cindy pleaded as she tried pulling on her arm. “Put Daniel down! Don’t hurt him! I love him! Don’t hurt him, mother!”


  As Daniel held a shivering fairy in one hand and the Hellfire’s Edge in the other, he looked around at seeing Cindy crying and shaking her head, Felucia shouting at him with sandy patches forming on her cheek and neck, Clover keeping her aim steady on the salamander woman in the group while berating the elder sand wraith to put her mate down, Squeak holding a hand out towards the elf while squeaking sharply at Felucia, and Sheal who was nervously keeping her hands raised defensively while staying behind Squeak. Everyone then turned to where explosions of lightning and ice tore through the toppled tree, sending charred and frozen debris flying into the air while the gemini sisters slowly stood up amidst the rubble with dark glares aimed at the group.


  “Girls?” Daniel spoke up. “We can discuss our problems later. Right now we have a more serious issue to deal with. That being said, would you mind putting me down, Felucia?”


  The sand wraith slowly lowered him onto the ground while trying to force a brave face in front of the gemini, the others then turning to Daniel as he brought the Hellfire’s Edge upright at his side while seeing the twins standing again without a scratch on them.


  “Dammit,” Felucia grunted. “Those two monsters just won’t stay down.”


  “Tell me about it,” Daniel dryly agreed. “Can someone please tell me if the elves in Green Haven are at least making their way to the southern fields by now?”


  “I sent a huge crowd of my people to meet with Alyssa before coming here,” Clover answered.


  “We saved some elves from some mean monsters,” Cindy spoke up. “We told them to go to Alyssa as well.”


  “We saw a large mob of elves heading south on our way here,” Sheal added. “There was a strange, tiny woman floating ahead of them. I didn’t know what to make of it but Squeak seemed happy about seeing them.”


  Daniel glanced to Squeak who nodded at him, his eyes then moving down to Pip who remained incapacitated in his hand. He carefully passed the whimpering fairy to Cindy, the sand wraith gently cradling the tiny monster in her hands as Daniel stepped ahead of the girls towards the gemini.


  “Cindy, keep her safe. Without her magic we won’t be able to go home. Stay back and do not let those monsters get anywhere near her.”


  “Okay, Daniel,” Cindy worried. She gently rested the fairy between her breasts and backed up behind the group, with Pip turning around and snuggling closer to the wraith’s boobs as she kept shaking.


  “Boobies,” she whimpered softly. “Protect me. Give me your warmth, please.”


  “You’ll be safe there, Pip. My boobs will protect you. I promise.”


  “What’s your name?” Daniel asked the salamander woman.


  “Sheal,” she raspingly replied.


  “If Squeak trusts you then I’ll do my best to do so as well. My apologies if we’re understandably skeptical about you switching sides like this. Prove her faith in you correct and help us deal with these two, and then we can have a more civilized discussion about you after we leave.”


  “If you’re planning on fighting those demons then I’ll gladly lend a hand,” Sheal growled with a harsh glare at the gemini. “They murdered my sisters unjustly and their followers left me for dead. I would love to pay them back for all they’ve done.”


  “Glad to hear you’re motivated,” Daniel reasoned before glancing to Felucia. “We can have a long talk about Cindy and your concerns for her wellbeing after this, but right now my priority is making sure we all make it out of here alive.”


  “Oh, we’re going to have a talk alright,” Felucia snapped at him. “You can count on that.”


  “Glad we’re in agreement,” Daniel said as he turned his focus to the gemini again. “Alright, girls. You wanted to help me out, so here’s your chance. We need to keep these two horrors busy here while Alyssa works to get the elves out of this land. We can’t let either of these murderers get to them or else they’ll slaughter all of Clover’s people without restraint.”


  “How are you planning on getting all the elves away from The Sisterhood?” Sheal questioned.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Clover replied. “Just do as my man says and prove to us you’re not one of them.”


  “We’re not going to be able to hold them off for long,” Felucia pointed out. “Just how long are you expecting to drag this out?”


  Following another tremor hitting the area the group looked back behind them from hearing a high-pitched wailing sound, all of them seeing a fiery light soaring high into the air before exploding into a flurry of colorful flashes of red and violet radiances.


  “What is that?” Cindy wondered. “Pretty lights.”


  “That wasn’t Eden erupting,” Felucia said shaking her head. “That was some sort of magical display.”


  “I bet that’s Alyssa’s signal,” Clover smirked. “That came from the southern fields. She must be starting the spell now.”


  “So what does that mean for us?” Sheal asked.


  “We just need to hold the gemini here a little longer,” Daniel answered as they turned their focus back onto Jovian and Jacqueline, the twins moving their chilling gazes from the colorful sparks in the sky back down towards the group of fighters that stood in front of them. Clover held her arrows at the ready with a sharp glare aimed at the murderous duo, Squeak clenched her fists while narrowing her eyes at the twins with a stern squeak, Daniel gripped the Hellfire’s Edge with both hands as he stared down the gemini, Felucia tensed up while her daughter kept further back behind them with one arm held close to her chest to shield Pip, and Sheal growled with fire coming out of her mouth as she felt her blood boiling at the sight of the Dark Queen.


  As the fighters got ready to battle the near-immortal twin sisters within the burning forest, three others were closely observing the confrontation from under the shade of a nearby slanted tree that rested against another wide timber it had fallen into.


  “Is the view more acceptable now, little sister?” Flarah asked.


  “The view is fine,” Kindra snapped. “I’m more worried about the fact Daniel Sorres is facing that Dark Queen all because of you, big sister.”


  “Relax, little foxes,” Aeon chuckled. Leaning against the upright tree the Dark Queen smirked as she witnessed the gemini brandishing their enchanted weapons, her glowing eyes then moving over to Daniel who remained firm with facing them while holding his own magical blade at the ready.


  “This is exactly what we wanted to happen. Everything is playing out as it should. Now be quiet and enjoy the show, the best is about to come.”


  “The best?” Flarah repeated. Kindra glanced back to the chronofly with a curious eye and wagging tails, seeing Aeon keeping her sights solely on Daniel as she too was eager for what was about to happen.


  “Oh yes, it will certainly be worth all the trouble I’ve gone through to witness. The only thing left to do now is simply to wait; wait for Daniel Sorres to receive one last push.”


  “One last push?” Kindra asked. “What does that mean?”


  “It means he’s almost ready to grasp victory,” Aeon answered. She giggled and eyed over the fighters standing alongside Daniel, her gaze then resting on one in particular.


  “With his loss comes his triumph.”


   


  


  Chapter 11


  Last Stand


  In the world of Eden everyone had their limits, both physical and emotional, that when tested could possibly thrust them further beyond in surprising ways. Though they might just as easily break, either in body or mind, the desire to succeed, to retaliate, or just to survive, their abilities could shine unexpectedly bright and even prove to be more formidable than first imagined. All it would take was the right push for someone to ignite with unbridled energy and potential to surpass their limits by extraordinary means.


  And nothing would push them harder than that of heartbreak and revenge.


  *****


  In his hands the Hellfire’s Edge resonated with a dreadful demonic aura, its fiery power and heated wrath contained within the dark obsidian blade making Daniel feel as though he was holding a sliver of hell itself in his grasp. Though as ominous and frightening as that was, even the Hellfire’s Edge paled in comparison to the two horrors that stood before him and his group of monstergirls.


  “Well, well, well,” Jovian said with a bitter smile. “Squeak. It’s been so long since we last met. I wasn’t aware you had accompanied Daniel into our neck of the woods. How very nice to see you again. You’re looking absolutely delicious as always.”


  Squeak merely squeaked once at her with a stern glare, her fists tightened and ready to strike the foul monster in the face again.


  “And Felucia,” Jacqueline spoke with a menacing leer. “Looks like you came back to play with us again. That warms my heart, seeing our beloved dolly returning to be toyed with once more.”


  “Fuck. You,” Felucia retorted. “I only came back to drag my stubborn daughter out of this place, but I don’t mind rearranging those fucking faces of yours in thanks for your horrendous treatment of me before we leave.”


  “Is that so?” Jovian remarked, her eyes then noticing Sheal standing amongst them. “And what’s this? Seems we have a traitor siding with you annoying pests. Have you no honor, little fire lizard? You know, betrayal to The Sisterhood isn’t forgiven I’m afraid.”


  “Honor?” Sheal scornfully replied. “How dare you speak about honor and betrayal to me! You murdered my sisters in front of me, your followers left me to die in the chaos; it is The Sisterhood that has betrayed me! You two lied to us! You said we would be given respect and better lives in return for serving your cause, but all you’ve done is take my family away and sentenced me to death for wanting to help you people! To hell with The Sisterhood and to hell with you!”


  “Such hurtful words,” Jacqueline sneered. “Speaking to us with such spite, I don’t think I want you to be our friend anymore.”


  “Though I suppose we do need to make up for the trouble we caused you,” Jovian chuckled as the sisters held up their swords. “In retribution for everything you’re blabbering about, how about we send you straight to the underworld and reunite you with your beloved family?”


  Daniel and the girls tensed up as the gemini’s weapons began channeling growing auras of electricity and ice around them. Clover kept her aim steady on the wicked sisters, her eyes then slowly turning to see other monsters approaching from around the clearing through the smoky haze. All the fighters carefully looked around as grunts of The Sisterhood slowly approached the battlefield. Goblins, gremlins, trolls, salamander women, mites, arachne, and a large ogre surrounded the clearing while keeping a sharp watch on them.


  “Sisters!” Jovian called out as she held her sword towards Daniel. “Kill those girls and rape that man to death!”


  The gemini laughed in unison as they ran towards Daniel, with the surrounding monsters letting loose feral roars as they rushed the group from all sides.


  “This anarchy ends now!” Daniel declared as he ran towards the sisters. Squeak quickly took off along with him, the ant girl swiping up a goblin’s sword from the ground and charging the gemini alongside her mate while the other fighters turned to face the approaching horde of monsters. Cindy quickly backed up closer to the others while holding her arm around Pip in her chest as the remaining fighters each faced a different direction while readying to fight for their lives.


  “Bring it!” Clover yelled, the elf quickly firing her arrows in a blur at the flanking monsters to their left. She drew and fired her arrows faster than could be seen by her foes, sending a flurry of the steel-tipped bolts soaring through the air and into the approaching monsters with rapid strikes. Goblins, trolls, and mites were struck down while an arachne took several arrows to her chest before dropping with a heavy thump. The elf spun around and fired two more bolts past Cindy’s head into approaching salamander women on the other side of the clearing, fired another high up into the trees and sniped an arachne out of the branches with a painful scream, and then proceeded to fire wildly in all directions at any targets she could see.


  “Payback time!” Sheal hoarsely shouted, charging forward and firing a molten blast of bile at approaching monsters, striking an arachne who burst into flames with a gurgled scream while fire erupted around her and clipped another two trolls. The salamander woman struck a goblin’s face with her claws, smacked a gremlin away with a swing of her tail, then jumped aside as an ogre swung its club down and narrowly missed her while smashing the screaming goblin into a bloody smear. The salamander woman swiftly jumped onto the club and raced up along it onto the ogre’s shoulder, spat molten bile onto the brute’s face, then jumped off and pounced a gremlin into the ground, the fiend’s alchemic pouches exploding into a fiery blaze that incinerated the gremlin without harming Sheal in the slightest. The salamander stood up amidst the fires burning off the monster’s corpse while the ogre behind her dropped onto its back screaming with its face slowly melting into its skull.


  “I’ve been waiting for this!” Felucia yelled, running forward and plowing right through a crowd of trolls and goblins that she knocked flying. She grabbed a mite from the air, slammed it into the ground with a splatter, backhanded a troll whose head snapped all the way around her neck, then took two goblins’ swords through her stomach while a salamander woman rushed up and grabbed hold of her shoulders. The fiery monster opened her mouth with swirling flames growing inside while the goblins stared in surprise at seeing their swords sticking through the sandy woman’s body to no effect. Felucia grabbed their hands and weapons, yanked them up through her body and sliced the salamander’s head off, then slammed the two flailing goblins into the ground with hard crunches. Standing up again the sand wraith snarled at approaching monsters while holding the two swords in hand, sandy patches slipping through her appearance on her hip and breasts as she felt her anger at her captors driving her into a vengeful frenzy.


  “Go away!” Cindy shouted, punching a goblin in the face and launching the monster into a spiral back into more of the grunts that were knocked down from the forceful collision. The sand wraith jumped back with a scream as molten bile struck the ground next to her feet, her fearful eyes turning to a salamander woman that hoarsely yelled at her with fire building up in her mouth. The monster wound back to spit another blast at Cindy before an arrow struck into her heart and neck, knocking the monster down with a cry and molten bile spilling out of her mouth onto the ground.


  “Stay down, Cindy!” Clover ordered as she took another shot before spinning around and doing so again.


  “But… but I want to help,” Cindy worried as she looked around at the growing battle that surrounded her.


  “Daniel!” Jovian screamed as she and Jacqueline rushed forward with their swords trailing magical radiances in their wake.


  “Scream for us!” Jacqueline yelled as they both slashed towards the human with their weapons, sending out a torrent of snapping lightning and swirling icicles that tore apart the ground beneath it. Daniel ran towards them while gripping his sword tightly, taking a few more steps before coming to a halt and throwing all his weight into a heavy swing at the approaching electrical icestorm coming his way. The Hellfire’s Edge cast out a wide arc of fiery energy with black light flowing through it, crashing into the gemini’s attack and detonating it with a powerful boom of fire, lightning, and ice that exploded backwards into a large cloud of smoke with arcs of energy zapping through it.


  Through the static filled haze the gemini sisters leapt forward with maniacal laughter, with Jovian touching down on the ground and rushing towards Daniel with a fevered swing that he quickly ducked under, then dodged, and then parried before the girl jabbed him in the chest with her fist and knocked him back with a heavy cough. Jacqueline raced over to Squeak and swung her weapon, with the ant girl holding her sword out and blocking the hit that knocked her back a few steps before she dashed forward and swung her weapon at the monster with a loud squeak. The blonde girl blocked the attack that pushed her back slightly before taking a hard swing at Squeak again, just missing the top of her antennae as the ant girl ducked down and followed through with an upward slash of her sword that collided with Jacqueline’s sword once more.


  From under a shadowy canopy beneath a slanted tree Aeon watched closely as Daniel and Squeak engaged the gemini in combat, her calm smile never flinching as she saw the human and ant girl clashing against the Dark Queen who relentlessly fought back. Someone next to her however was considerably less calm while anxiously fidgeting with all her tails shaking behind her.


  “This isn’t good,” Kindra fretted while digging her nails into a tree. “They’re surrounded and Daniel Sorres is starting to tire from his fight. Tell me the truth, chrono bitch, how the fuck is he supposed to prevail here?”


  “I’m rather curious about that myself,” Flarah mentioned, stealing a glance at passing arachne that skittered down the tree above them and jumped towards the deadly brawl. “Aeon, did you just want him to die here for some reason? Is that all this is about? Because the odds aren’t exactly in his favor.”


  “I already told you why I’m doing this,” Aeon replied with a shrug. “That reason hasn’t changed.”


  “Ragnarok,” Flarah carefully said. “Still insisting upon that fairytale coming true?”


  “It’s not a fairytale!” Kindra shouted at her.


  “Keep your voice down,” Aeon sternly ordered. “If Daniel Sorres or his friends discover us it will drastically lead their fates astray. This needs to happen precisely as I’ve planned, or else we’re all going to be in dire trouble.”


  “All of us?” Flarah questioned her. “You’re counting yourself in that, aren’t you?”


  “What will happen if we intervene?” Kindra asked the chronofly. “Seriously, I can’t let him die here, I need to know-”


  “He won’t die, provided we don’t interfere,” Aeon interrupted her. “That’s all you need to know. Now watch closely, this is the moment you’ve been waiting for all this time. You won’t want to miss it.”


  “It is? What’s going to happen?” Kindra eagerly asked, turning her sights back onto Daniel with unblinking eyes as she excitedly clawed the tree’s bark with her nails. Flarah watched Aeon closely for a moment longer before looking back to Daniel with a cautious eye, something the chronofly noticed and chuckled at as the elder kitsune was obviously curious as well.


  Monsters of The Sisterhood swarmed the battlefield while passing over many of their fallen comrades, the charging brutes being kept at bay from reaching Daniel and Squeak’s fight with the gemini as the other fighters present were proving more difficult to pass than anticipated.


  “Get away from my baby!” Felucia roared, swinging her swords around and cleaving through the fiends that rushed at her. Taking daggers and axes into her sandy body did nothing with slowing her down, the furious woman striking her blades into a pair of arachne, punching a troll down to the ground with a shattered jaw, grabbing a goblin and swinging her around into a few mites before launching her into and through a tree, and finally pouncing onto a gremlin that she snarled at with a powerful aura of malice. Felucia yanked off her belt with the alchemic pouches and threw it at a troll, exploding her and nearby fiends into flames with noxious gas dropping mites and goblins to the ground screaming in agony, then pressed her body close to the gremlin’s while her sand began spreading over the shrieking monster who thrashed about in her grip.


  “Let me go! Let me- AHHHHH!” the gremlin cried out as Felucia engulfed the monster into her body, the sand wraith swallowing her up then strenuously tensing up as a loud grinding noise was heard within her. Raising her head to reveal her face having sand falling from cracks in her cheeks and forehead she saw a salamander woman running closer with fire building up in its mouth. The monster howled at the surprised wraith before taking an arrow through her eye, dropping the monster down to the ground where her jaw and cheeks blasted apart from the resulting explosion inside. Looking back Felucia saw Clover firing her arrows like crazy in all directions, pelting trolls and arachne that charged from the surrounding woods while letting loose a furious warcry.


  “God fucking dammit!” Clover cursed as she fired three arrows at an approaching trio of trolls before firing another at a mite that she struck out of the air. “There’s too many! I’m running out of arrows here!”


  Cindy watched the elf launching her bolts all around the battlefield before quickly searching the surrounding area with a nervous whine. She spotted a fallen dark ranger near the side of the clearing, the wraith’s eyes focusing on the quiver of arrows strapped to the woman’s back before seeing a troll being tackled to the ground by Sheal in front of her, the salamander spraying fire into the screaming monster’s face before quickly taking off and slashing at a goblin with her claws.


  “I can help,” she told herself. “I can help too. I can help. Hang on Pip, we’re going to help too!”


  She took off running towards the fallen ranger, screaming while punching a troll that got in front of her and sending the brute flying into a spiral away into an arachne, and kept sprinting ahead as three mites buzzed around her with a gremlin throwing an alchemic bag towards the girl.


  “Cindy!” Clover screamed as she kept firing at nearby monsters, her eye glancing back to see the sand wraith flailing her arm around at the buzzing mites while the gremlin’s bag soared towards her. Before it could hit Sheal jumped in front of it, taking the blast of fire that exploded from the pouch which flowed harmlessly against her. The salamander shot a fiery glob toward the gremlin, the furry monster leaping aside with a scream as she narrowly dodged it, and then turned to see Cindy tripping to the ground with the mites scratching apart her backside before a goblin rushed over and jumped onto the salamander’s back with a deranged cackle.


  “Get away from Pip!” Cindy yelled while blindly swinging her arm at the buzzing monsters. “Go away! Stop it!”


  “She’s a sand wraith,” one of the droned. “We can’t hurt her.”


  “Burn her,” another hissed, with the others buzzing in agreement. “Burn her. Burn her.”


  “Get away!” Cindy yelled as she rolled around and swung her fist at them, the mites flying off and grabbing flaming branches next to a burning tree that they carried back towards the now terrified sand wraith.


  “Burn her,” a mite dully ordered, the flying monsters buzzing around Cindy and swinging the fiery sticks at her. The agile flyers struck at the girl with their flaming weapons before two were shot out of the air by arrows. Cindy held her arms around herself as the flaming branches dropped next to her, her fearful scream at seeing fire so close to her barely sounding out over the surrounding chaos, then noticed the last mite in the air tuning to glare at Clover who was now grappling with a goblin that kept jumping against her.


  “Cindy!” Clover shouted out as the fiend tried hacking at her with a dagger, the elf grabbing her arm and trying to push the monster back with her bow. Cindy looked down to the burning branches next to her, the wraith then mustering all her courage before grabbing one and stabbing it up into the buzzing mite, searing off its wing and dropping it to the ground with a scream. The sand wraith stood up and whacked the mite with the flaming stick a few times then kicked the monster away with its head coming off. Tossing aside the branch Cindy ran over to the fallen elf and quickly yanked the quiver off her, taking one step away to run back to Clover before jumping away with a scream as a fiery blast flew by in front of her.


  “Foolish bitch,” a salamander woman hissed as she built up a flaming attack in her mouth again. She opened wide to release it at the frightened sand wraith, only to have her jaws suddenly clamped shut by Sheal, the resulting backfire blowing apart the salamander woman’s mouth and neck in a fiery burst. Cindy stared at her in stunned silence before she and Sheal turned to see Clover screaming as the goblin tackled her to the ground along with another, the two monsters pinning the elf down and brandishing their daggers with drooling smiles.


  “You screem now,” one cackled as they raised the blades up. “You screem now!”


  Without pause one was whacked clear off the elf with a bone breaking impact, the other goblin then looking up to witness Felucia reaching out and grabbing her by the face.


  “You’re not even worth eating,” Felucia scorned as she lifted the monster up, her hand then crushing in the skull of the goblin that jerked slightly before hanging lifelessly by its neck. The sand wraith tossed the corpse away as Clover got back onto her feet, the elf watching her carefully before seeing a quiver of arrows flying through the air towards her. Immediately dropping her empty one behind her Clover snatched the new holder as it flew by, swinging it over her shoulder and fastening it into place as she turned her sights over to Cindy who was waving at her with a few joyful hops.


  “I’m helping! I’m helping!”


  “Cindy!” Felucia yelled at her. “Get back over here this minute! What are you doing out there?”


  “Helping!” Cindy cheered with a big wave. She turned around and screamed as a troll with a flaming axe and a salamander woman charged her, the sand wraith stumbling backwards in her steps as the fiends closed in. In a blur Clover fired two arrows past Cindy into the monsters’ heads, another past Sheal into a troll before it could cut down the salamander with a machete, and two more behind her at an arachne and gremlin that dropped dead with the bolts lodged into their skulls.


  “And I thought it was just your daughter that cared about others,” Clover quipped with a smirk and brief glance back to Felucia.


  “Oh shove it up your ass!” Felucia barked back. “Just make yourself useful and help kill these fucking cunts before they hurt my baby, that’s the only reason I saved your sorry hide!”


  Cindy stared at the downed salamander woman and troll in front of her, her shaky breath slowly calming before she looked down to Pip, seeing the tiny fairy barely awake as she remained nuzzled between her breasts. Turning her gaze up to the side she saw Sheal standing beside her, the salamander woman holding a hand out for her to take while keeping a sharp eye on approaching monsters in the woods.


  “You okay?” Sheal hoarsely asked glancing down to the sand wraith. Getting no reply from Cindy she continued. “C’mon, this is no place to rest. On your feet.”


  Slowly Cindy took hold of her hand, the salamander woman helping her up while a few arrows whizzed past them into the shadows where they lodged into the skulls of some gremlins.


  “Relax, I’m not going to burn you,” Sheal said shaking her head. “I just want to live through this like you do.”


  “You’re really Squeak’s friend?” Cindy carefully asked.


  “I’m not sure,” Sheal softly wondered. “But if I am, she’s the only friend I’ve got in the world now. If nothing else, I at least owe her my help for saving my life.”


  Cindy watched her curiously for a moment before they saw arachne and goblins running towards them between the trees, the two girls backing up while getting ready to fight again as the approaching fiends screamed at their prey.


  “You watch my back, and I’ll watch yours,” Sheal said. “Sound fair?”


  “I can’t watch your back right now, I have to fight these mean jerks before they hurt us. I’ll watch it later.”


  “Fair enough,” Sheal reasoned with a shrug.


  As the girls continued to fend off grunts of The Sisterhood in the smoky clearing, Daniel and Squeak were locked into a fight of their own with the leaders of the savage horde nearby. The ant girl dodged back and around as Jacqueline swung her freezing blade at her relentlessly, the chilled air frosting over her own sword and gloves from the near misses. Taking a hard swing at the blonde girl Squeak struck the enchanted weapon with a hard clang, pushing Jacqueline back only slightly before she quickly slashed downward and sliced Squeak’s blade off at the hilt.


  “Haha!” Jacqueline sneered as Squeak stared with wide eyes at her broken weapon. “Your little knife broke, how unfortunate is that? What are you going to do now, you stupid weakling?”


  Without batting an eyelash Squeak punched her in the nose, knocking the blonde back with a grunt before the ant girl followed through and bashed her face in with another hard blow. Squeak struck her in the head again and again with fevered squeaks, ducked down as Jacqueline took a blind swing at her with her sword, punched her in the face again, then grabbed her arm and hurled the blonde over and into the ground behind her with a heavy slam. Stomping down on the monster’s back Squeak squeaked sharply at her a few times, breaking the monster’s bones and spine before Jacqueline grabbed her foot and yanked it out from under her. Dropping to the ground Squeak scrambled to get away as the gemini pulled her closer by the leg, her murderous snarl and glaring multicolored eyes aimed at the ant girl as she swung her sword towards her. Squeak ducked down low to the ground, just barely evading the swipe, then kicked Jacqueline’s face in, breaking her skull with a crack and knocking her away. The ant girl quickly got back onto her feet before Eden shook wildly below and knocked her back down, the heavy quake causing cracks to tear through the battlefield as more steam blasted through the new vents.


  Daniel yelled out with all his might as he and Jovian clashed blades again, sending out waves of fire and snapping electricity outward between them while the forceful blast knocked the two back into a rolling tumble, with Jovian then falling into a crevice that tore open beneath her while Daniel grabbed hold of a slab of rock that struck upward through the shaking dirt to halt himself.


  “Whoa!” Clover shouted as she lost her balance, her arrows being fired wildly into the air high over the trees while nearby monsters stumbled to the ground and struggled to move atop the rumbling forest floor.


  “What’s happening?” Cindy whined, dropping onto her rear with Sheal tripping beside her, the two quickly backing up close to each other while nearby trolls and gremlins dropped straight through the ground into heated pits with terrified screams.


  “This is a big one!” Felucia yelled as she fell to the ground with a goblin in her hand, the sand wraith taking a moment to smash the fiend’s face into the dirt with a splatter before looking around nervously as the shaking wasn’t stopping.


  “Boobies?” Pip murmured as she stirred between Cindy’s breasts. “You’re jiggling so much… I love you, boobies.”


  “Dan!” Clover exclaimed as fire began shooting up through cracks in the clearing. Looking over towards her mate she saw him getting back onto his feet, his eyes carefully watching where Jovian fell with clouds of smoke now rising up from the pit before surveying the shaking battlefield that stopped every monster nearby in their tracks.


  “What’s happening?” a gremlin called out.


  “The forest is going to erupt!” a troll cried as more fountains of lava erupted within the woodland nearby.


  “This is bad. This is bad,” a mite droned before a spout of fire tore through the ground below and incinerated her.


  “Fuck this!” an arachne screamed as she covered her head to defend from falling rocks and flaming leaves. “This place is going to blow! Everyone run for your lives!”


  The Sisterhood quickly began retreating with terrified shrieks as the rumbling below continued on with more steam vents rupturing nearby.


  “We need to go, right now!” Felucia yelled out.


  “You don’t have to tell me twice!” Clover agreed as she struggled to keep standing. “Dan, we have to get to Alyssa before it’s too late!”


  “Get to the southern fields!” Daniel ordered. He stumbled back onto his knee from another tremor hitting hard while Clover and Felucia ran over to Sheal and Cindy to help them back onto their feet.


  “Let’s go, Cindy!” Felucia said as she yanked her daughter up.


  “C’mon, let’s go!” Clover barked out as she got Sheal up again.


  “Wait, where’s Daniel?” Cindy asked looking around quickly.


  “And Squeak?” Sheal added as she did the same. “Squeak? Squeak!”


  “Dan? Squeak?” Clover called out as the girls looked back, spotting Daniel staggering in his steps as lava exploded through the royal tree’s remains further behind him. Steam blasted through the cracked dirt below as Daniel struggled to stand upright in the sweltering heat, holding an arm close to his face to shield himself from the burning waves of air while having the Hellfire’s Edge lowered at his side.


  “I’m fine!” he called back with a wave. “Just taking in one last view of the lovely scenery! Squeak? Squeak, where are you?”


  Everyone looked around for the ant girl before spotting her slowly climbing up from a crevice as steam erupted behind her, the ant girl slowly bringing herself up onto solid ground and nervously looking back to seeing a steep drop towards glowing magma below that she nearly dropped into a moment ago. She got back onto her feet as smoke and haze blew through the clearing, squeaking a few times and waving with one hand at the group while holding the other over her mouth.


  “Squeak,” Daniel sighed in relief. “Don’t scare me like that. Come on, let’s get out of here.”


  Squeak waved to him with a few squeaks and nods in agreement as black haze swirled behind her from the fiery vent, the girl coughing a little behind her hand before she started trotting towards him. Making it only two steps she then suddenly stopped, her eyes going wide as the sounds of her friends screaming loudly became muffled in her ears along with a terrible crunch. She saw Daniel staring at her in horror as smoke blew around him, her eyes then slowly moving down to see Jacqueline’s Ice Princess piercing out through her chest with blood coating the white runestone blade.


  “NO!” Clover shrieked, herself and everyone staring in surprise at Squeak having been struck through by the blonde gemini who stepped out from the smoky haze behind the ant girl. Squeak shakily lifted her hands up towards the weapon before it twisted inside her, causing her to jerk and lock up with a stunned gasp as Jacqueline growled at her through bared teeth.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” she hissed. “I’m not done playing with you yet.”


  “Squeak,” Sheal faintly breathed out in shock.


  “No,” Cindy whimpered. “No. Squeak. No.”


  “Squeak,” Daniel managed to say, his breath having been taken away as he saw his mate staring at him in agony while run-through by the gemini’s sword. Swiftly rage overcame him, a furious yell pouring out of his mouth as he ran forward while gripping his sword, its heated edge suddenly spiking as flames rushed across the darkened steel.


  “SQUEAK!” he roared as he rushed towards Jacqueline, only for Jovian to quickly jump out of the billowing smoke clouds in front of him, the woman swinging hard with her Hellstorm at the enraged human as it crackled with energy. Blocking the hit with his sword Daniel was knocked flying back with his weapon being cast into a wild spin across the clearing, striking into the dirt in front of Felucia as she and the girls saw Daniel rolling back along the ground away from the gemini before sliding to a halt on the dirt.


  “What’s wrong, Daniel?” Jovian sharply asked. “I thought you were having a wondrous time playing with us. Why the look of anger now? Huh?”


  “NO!” Daniel screamed as he got up on his hands and knees, watching in rage and terror as Jovian laughed at him along with her sister. The raven-haired woman stepped aside to allow Daniel the sight of Squeak twitching slightly while her legs wobbled beneath her, her eyes having tears in them as they remained locked onto her mate.


  “We told you before,” Jovian scolded. “You didn’t believe us, but we did tell you. We wouldn’t lie to you, Daniel.”


  “You should have heeded our warning,” Jacqueline said, her hands tightening around her sword as it began channeling a chilling aura.


  “We’re going to make you scream,” the gemini sneered in unison, with Daniel staring with unblinking eyes as Jacqueline’s sword began spreading ice all across Squeak’s body.


  “We’re going to make you scream,” they taunted louder, all eyes watching in shock as Squeak’s torso and legs froze into ice along with her abdomen.


  “We’re going to make you scream!” the gemini laughed while the ant girl’s head was all that remained unfrozen now.


  “Squeak,” Daniel breathed out.


  Squeak took a shaky breath, softly squeaked at Daniel with a teary-eyed smile, then gasped before she turned to ice from feet to antennae. Daniel lost his voice as tears formed in his eyes, the world around him fading into darkness as he witnessed his mate being frozen solid right in front of everyone. He shakily eyed over her crystalized body with unblinking eyes as his heart skipped a beat, with Jovian and her sister smiling wickedly as they laughed in unison while having silenced all witnesses to their latest murder.


  “We’re going to make you scream!” they shouted, with Jacqueline then yanking her sword aside through the frozen ant girl’s body, shattering her into pieces that dropped to the ground like glass at the woman’s feet. Clover and the girls stared at the sight in speechless alarm, the elf dropping to her knees with a faint whimper while Cindy tried to hold in her cries and tears that were slowly slipping out. Sheal slowly held a hand out towards the fallen ant girl while faintly speaking her name, with Felucia staring at the remains with a mixed look of frustration and pity before turning her gaze away.


  Daniel however was struck to his very core with despair, his eyes unable to look away from the sight of his ant girl having been slain right before him. The world vanished around him as he felt anger and sorrow consuming him, images of his beloved ant girl flashing before his eyes while her voice echoed in his ears with words that couldn’t be understood. He wanted to scream to the heavens, he wanted to pound his fist into the ground, he wanted to let loose his anger with all his might; yet his body wouldn’t respond. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even think as the reality of losing Squeak paralyzed him while his raging emotions swirled within as a tormenting storm that was unable to be released.


  “We’re going to make you scream!” the gemini laughed, both of them then watching in puzzlement as Daniel remained still and quiet before them.


  “Hey, why aren’t you screaming?” Jacqueline complained. “I just murdered your stupid girlfriend here, what gives?”


  “Daniel?” Jovian wondered with a curious eye. “Daniel? Sister, look at him. He doesn’t seem to be hearing us now. In fact, he looks positively dead inside.”


  “But why isn’t he screaming or crying or anything?” Jacqueline whined. “That’s the best part, that’s what I wanted, he’s supposed to be breaking down into misery before we kill him.”


  “I think he has,” Jovian mused as she saw the empty gaze Daniel held on his fallen ant girl. “Look, he doesn’t even have the strength to move or cry. He’s completely withdrawn from this world in his agony.”


  “NO!” Clover screamed out, with the gemini turning to see the elf roaring at them with unbridled fury. “YOU FUCKING ASSHOLES! HOW COULD YOU? I’M GOING TO FUCKING KILL YOU!”


  She reached behind to her quiver before quickly looking back to see that it was empty, the elf yelling in her rage as she yanked it off her back and slammed it down to the ground while screaming non-stop.


  “See?” Jacqueline said waving her sword at the elf. “That’s the kind of suffering I wanted to see in Daniel. At least she’s putting some effort into it.”


  “YOU’RE BOTH FUCKING DEAD!” Clover raged with fire in her eyes. She grabbed the Hellfire’s Edge out of the dirt and started to run towards the gemini with a furious roar before a violent tremor shook the land, tearing apart a large crevice across the clearing that opened wide with steam and fire blowing out. Clover quickly came to a halt just at the edge of the steep gap, her arms flailing about with her wavering balance as she started to fall over into it before Sheal grabbed her hand and yanked her back onto solid ground.


  “Watch it!” Sheal warned.


  “Squeak!” Cindy screamed out with tears falling from her cheeks. “No! No! Don’t break her! I like her! I want to play with her again! Squeak! Don’t break apart now, please! We still have to play when we go home! We have to play together again! Squeak! Squeak! Waaaaaaaaah!”


  She dropped to the ground crying and rubbing her eyes, with Pip murmuring in a daze between her breasts as a few tears fell into the wraith’s cleavage with her. Felucia watched her daughter sobbing loudly with a pained expression then turned to the gemini with a growl and clenched fists.


  “How dare you make my baby cry,” she snarled while shaking.


  “No!” Clover screamed as Sheal held her back, her teary-eyed glare going from Squeak’s remains to the gemini sisters who were laughing at them then over to Daniel who was still in a state of shock while on the Dark Queen’s half of the clearing.


  “Dan!” Clover shrieked as she struggled in Sheal’s grip. “Dan! Run! Get up, Dan! RUN!”


  “I don’t think he’s getting up,” Jovian chuckled as the gemini turned their sights back onto him. “Sister, I think we may have been a bit rough with him just now. Looks as though Daniel has become broken all too quickly.”


  “Really?” Jacqueline sighed. “I wanted him to suffer more. This isn’t fair. He’s just too puny and pitiful.”


  “He really is,” Jovian agreed as the twins started walking towards Daniel.


  “Dan!” Clover desperately screamed. “Run! Get up, Dan! Run! Run now!”


  “What are you doing?” Sheal called out. “Run away, you fool!”


  “Snap out of!” Felucia shouted. “Hey, wake up, stupid! They’re coming for you!”


  “Daniel!” Cindy cried out, holding a hand out towards the human while shaking her head fearfully. “No! Don’t break him too! I love him! I love him! Don’t take him from me too!”


  “You love him?” Jovian repeated as the sisters stood before Daniel, his empty gaze still aimed at his fallen mate while he didn’t budge or make a sound. “Sister, why does everyone we meet seem to care for this feeble little human so much? I honestly can’t figure it out.”


  “I have no idea, sister,” Jacqueline replied with a careless shrug. “As far as men go in this world he’s the lowest of the low. So weak he can’t protect his friends, so pathetic he can’t stand and fight, so utterly hopeless as he sits there with that stupid look on his face.”


  Jovian smirked and jabbed her sword into Daniel’s shoulder, causing Cindy and Clover to scream in horror while Daniel didn’t make a sound. Jacqueline poked her sword into his arm and then his back, also getting no reaction out of him while blood began spreading on his shirt.


  “He’s gone,” Jovian said shaking her head. “He doesn’t even know where he is anymore. His mind ran away in his heartbreak.”


  “He couldn’t even handle us killing one of his stupid friends?” Jacqueline laughed. “What a fucking loser.”


  Jovian knelt down in front of Daniel, holding a hand to his cheek as she giggled at seeing the broken look in his eyes. Moving his head slightly she got no reaction from him, the woman slowly breathing out and shaking her head with a bitter smile at the human.


  “Oh, Daniel. We wanted to play with you more. We wanted you to scream and cry for us more. We wanted to tear you apart slowly and painfully, savoring every moment we got to share with you. But it seems the first taste of the hell we wished to give you was simply too much for you to handle. What a shame that your spirit is this frail, I would have enjoyed, no, cherished the time we could have spent together.”


  “You’re such a nuisance, Daniel,” Jacqueline sneered. “You ruined our lovely surprise of razing your kingdom to the ground, you were so mean to my sister and I when we wanted to play with you again, you treated us and all our dear friends with such disrespect, and now you deprive us of a fitting farewell to our good friend by hearing you scream in agony as we peel the flesh from your bones. I really do hate you, Daniel Sorres.”


  “As do I,” Jovian agreed standing up, with Daniel’s head slowly lowering while he remained detached from the world around him. “Well, this marks the end of his journey. Rather sad if you ask me.”


  “Might as well put him out of his misery,” Jacqueline reasoned while admiring the blood on her sword. She glanced over to where the girls were yelling at them from across the gap, a sly grin forming on her face just as it did on Jovian’s.


  “I think we can at least make them scream in agony for us,” Jovian said as they turned their cold smiles down towards Daniel. “Looks like this waste of a life can serve one last purpose before falling down to the underworld.”


  “Yes,” Jacqueline agreed, the twins holding their swords up in the air over the catatonic human while Cindy and Clover turned pale with fright. The gemini looked over to the girls with devilish leers, seeing Clover unsteadily shaking her head while Cindy was doing so more quickly.


  “No… Dan…” Clover breathed out.


  “Don’t break him,” Cindy whined.


  “We’re going to make you scream,” the gemini taunted in unison, then raised their weapons high to strike while Clover and Cindy cried out in horror. “We’re going to make you scream!”


  The twin sisters turned their vicious glares to Daniel and started to swing down, both then coming to a halt with confused looks coming over them as something seemed very different now compared to what they had just seen.


  *****


  “NOOOO!” Daniel cried out with all his strength, echoing far into the dark void that now surrounded him. He struck his fist into the ground repeatedly, bashing clouds of dark violet haze that rolled along the floor and stretched out endlessly all around him as he screamed in agony again and again with rising fury.


  “NO! SQUEAK! DAMMIT, NO!”


  His words became slurred in his emotional tirade, head hung low and eyes shut tight as he cursed both the fates for their cruelty and also the ones who took his beloved ant girl away from him. The sounds of his furious roars echoed into the dark horizon as he felt a horrible pain striking into his heart, his internal sorrow and welling tears for his loss being suppressed as he couldn’t control his anger enough to stop screaming again and again in an uncontrollable rage. After what seemed to be forever he slowly quieted down, slumping forward on his arms while feeling his heart on the verge of breaking entirely from the pain that was almost too much to handle.


  “Squeak… no…” he whimpered softly. “Damn those monsters. Damn them to hell. They can’t get away with this. They can’t… they can’t get away with taking her from me!”


  He arched back while grabbing his head, letting loose another heated cry of agony as he felt himself becoming overwhelmed with despair.


  “Jovian! Jacqueline! I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!” he shouted ruthlessly into the darkness, a strained cry escaping his lips once more before he fell forward and bashed his fists into the banks of haze under him.


  “Squeak… I’m sorry,” he quietly mourned. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t protect you, I couldn’t save you. I couldn’t… please forgive me. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This wasn’t supposed to… oh god, please tell me she’s not really gone. Please wake me up. Wake me up from this nightmare!”


  With a frustrated yell he struck the ground a few more times with heavy thumps and shook his head, hands then shakily grabbing hold of his face as he struggled to steady his breathing while feeling his anger towards his mate’s killers engulfing him.


  “Those accursed gemini… they can’t… they can’t do this… AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  “…who is that?” a woman’s voice faintly spoke up. “Is someone there?”


  “They’re going to pay for this!” Daniel swore as he pounded the ground with his fist again. “I won’t let them get away with it, I won’t! I’m going to fucking kill them even if it’s the last thing I do!”


  “Who goes there?” the woman said again. “Who awakens me from my slumber?”


  “You monsters!” Daniel shouted up at the sky with eyes shut tight. “You’ll pay for taking my mate from me! I’ll never forgive you for this, you goddamn monsters! I SWEAR I WILL KILL YOU FOR THIS!”


  “Hey!” the woman shouted, with Daniel jumping with a startle as he finally heard her. He blinked and looked around quickly, a bewildered look coming over him as he saw he was no longer in the middle of a burning forest but rather in the middle of nowhere. No light, no people, nothing at all but an endless void with rolling wisps of black and violet clouds drifting along the ground.


  “Who… who said that? Where am I?”


  “I did,” the strange voice replied. “Who are you? You’re not my handler.”


  “What? Your handler? Where… where are you? Where am I for that matter?”


  “How very strange,” the woman distantly mused. “You’re not my handler at all. You’re… a human? A human man awoke me? Is that even possible?”


  “What are you talking about? Where are you? I can hear you but I don’t see you.”


  “I’m right here,” she answered, with Daniel slowly looking down to the swirling clouds of haze beneath him. Using his hand he parted the lingering vapors, seeing glimmers of light barely escaping darker clouds that stirred further below. From within the ominous haze a silhouette of a hand reaching upward could be seen, pressing against the floor which Daniel sat upon as if a barrier separated them.


  “Who are you?” Daniel carefully asked. “What is this place? How did I get here?”


  “You’re not here,” the woman softly replied. “Not completely anyway. This is the ether, human. You’re inside the very river of magic that flows through Eden.”


  “Wha… what?” Daniel quietly asked in surprise. “The ether? The magical ether?”


  “Yes. How very bizarre that your presence of mind could reach this far. Humans are just barely capable of scraping the very essence of the ether itself with their most optimistic efforts, but you… how is it you can reach this place as you have? It’s impossible.”


  “Wait, presence of mind?” Daniel repeated. “Are you saying I’m not really here, I’m just dreaming I am?”


  “Oh, it’s more than that, human. Your soul… it’s able to touch this place, connect with it, call to it even. Incredible. Only my handler has ever been able to reach this far into the ether with her will, yet here I speak with a human man who has done just that. I’m almost wondering if I’m dreaming myself. It seems too good to be true…”


  “Your handler?” Daniel questioned. “What are you talking about? Who are you?”


  “A better question is who are you? And more importantly, what has brought you here? Tell me, I must know. How is it you came to this place?”


  “My name is Daniel Sorres. I… I…” he replied, words failing to form for a moment as he held a hand to his head and tried remembering how he got there himself. “I don’t know how I came here. I don’t know what happened. But if this place isn’t where I really am… that’s right, I’m still in Green Haven. I’m still…”


  Lowering his head he felt a wave of sorrow hitting again as he remembered the horrific sight of Squeak dying before his eyes. Her final squeaks she made, the saddened smile she gave, and the soul-crushing moment when she was crystalized in front of everyone to fatal effect; everything replayed before Daniel in his mind while his heart struggled to hold together through the pain.


  “Squeak… she… she was taken from me. They killed her right in front of me…”


  “I’m sensing a great deal of anguish in your soul,” the woman mused. “However, even as fragile as it has become, it still managed to connect with the ether and bring you here. No… no, that’s not it. That’s not what happened…”


  Daniel held his hands over his face, struggling to overcome the image of Squeak shattering to ice while the gemini’s haunting laughter echoed in his ears.


  “Absolutely incredible,” the woman marveled. “You didn’t reach out to the ether, the ether reached out to you. Your soul… it’s linked to the very ether itself. I can sense it flowing through you, your very spirit is one with it. The river of magic that flows through the world flows through you also. How is this possible? Who in Eden are you, human? Are you even human?”


  “What?” Daniel asked, lowering his hands to reveal a heartbroken grimace. “What are you talking about?”


  “You… have a gift,” the woman purred. “Amazing. Very amazing. And very fortunate. Perhaps it was destiny for me to find you here.”


  “I don’t know what you’re saying. I don’t… I don’t know-” Daniel said before suddenly jumping in shock. “Clover! Pip! Cindy!”


  “Is something the matter?” the woman curiously asked as Daniel scrambled to his feet and quickly looked around in a panic.


  “Wait, where are they? Oh no! How do I go back? How do I get back to Green Haven?”


  “Go back? What do you mean?”


  “I need to go back to where I was!” Daniel desperately yelled out at the ground. “Those monsters that killed my mate are still there, they’re going to kill my family! They’re going to kill me! I have to go back, I have to… to… arrggGGHHHH! Goddammit! How am I supposed to stop them? Nothing kills them, nothing keeps them down at all! Those accursed demons, there has to be some way of killing them! I have to stop them somehow, I have to do something!”


  “Sorry, but I don’t follow what you’re saying.”


  “I need to go back!” Daniel shouted with a stomp of his foot. “Send me back! Send me back to my body, or whatever needs to be done to get me out of here! Please, I have to save my family before those monsters kill them! The gemini are going to slaughter them and all the elves, I can’t let that happen!”


  “Gemini? Did you say the gemini are the ones you wish to kill?”


  “Yes! I have to kill them, I have to stop them once and for all! I have to, even though… I’m not sure how I can do it. I need two legendary swords to kill them, but I only have one. I couldn’t use the other one if I had it, and I don’t even know where it is! Dammit! What am I supposed to do? They killed Squeak, they’re going to kill all my mates, they’re going to kill everyone if I don’t stop them!”


  Hearing the woman laughing below Daniel quickly froze in his tirade, his gaze turning downward as he heard the mysterious girl bellowing in delight that had a slightly menacing tone to it. Using his foot he parted the drifting clouds of mist, seeing the darkened hand now clutching the unseen barrier between them as the woman laughed louder and louder in her merriment.


  “What’s so funny?” Daniel demanded. “Why are you laughing?”


  “You want to kill the gemini?” she slyly asked. “Oh, how the fates have aligned as such, it truly is… impossible. This is clearly no coincidence. But it is exactly what we both need. I wonder who we’re to thank for that… or perhaps I already know.”


  “What are you talking about now?” Daniel groaned. “Nothing you’re saying makes any sense!”


  “You want to kill the gemini?”


  “Yes! I want to rid Eden of them once and for all! I want to avenge my fallen mate! I have to stop those monsters before they claim any more lives!”


  “Well, as luck would have it, I can help you with that.”


  “You can?” Daniel carefully asked. “And just how exactly can you help with that?”


  “I can help you strike them down.”


  “How is that possible?” Daniel argued shaking his head. He slowly lowered down onto his knees and tried parting the haze with his hands. “How can you help me do that? The only way to strike them down is if both the Hellfire’s Edge and the Archlight’s Blade pierce their hearts at the same time.”


  “Good boy, you’ve done your research. If I may ask, who exactly told you about those weapons?”


  “An alpha witch I’ve come across in my travels. She told me that the only way to kill the gemini is for those legendary blades to strike through their hearts together in one attack. I have the Hellfire’s Edge, but the Archlight’s Blade is in someone else’s possession, someone who I have no idea where they could be right now.”


  “Ah, yes,” the woman sighed. “The Hellfire’s Edge and Archlight’s Blade. Two legendary swords forged by the demons and angels themselves, created with such power and promise, the very tools designed to harness the might of hell and heaven into… more manageable weapons that those fools so desperately wanted to create due to their own inadequacies and egos. I’ll let you in on a little secret, human. Those two legendary swords you revere so much? They’re nothing compared to the original.”


  “Original?” Daniel repeated. “What do you mean original?”


  “I mean those two paltry excuses for butter knives were created because neither the angels nor the demons could handle the original weapon they derived from. They couldn’t do it, none of them could wield it, it was simply too powerful for even the strongest angels and demons to control. So you know what they did?”


  Daniel peered closely at the dark clouds that billowed below the invisible barrier, using his hands to keep the rolling mists away as he tried to catch a glimpse of the hidden speaker.


  “They cast the original into the depths of the ether, banished if you will, out of fear that it couldn’t be controlled by them, and created two sister blades in its image as replacements. They forged them with all their knowledge and ability, split the incredible power the original possessed between them, and relished in their own hollowed victory of creating such weapons in the shadow of their successor. I’m sure you’ve heard wondrous tales about those two swords, they’ve surely been praised to the highest peaks of heaven and the lowest pits of hell for their amazing power. But trust me, they’re nothing but cheap replicas that could never hold a candle to the real deal.”


  “How do you know all this?” Daniel carefully asked. “Who are you? You keep calling me human, so am I to understand that I’m speaking to a monster?”


  “Monster? Me?” she innocently replied. “Oh my, no. No, no, no, no. I’m no monster, nor am I human. I’m something… far more powerful.”


  “And what might that be? What are you?”


  “Weren’t you paying attention to what I just told you? I already gave you that answer.”


  Daniel saw the woman’s hand slowly rub against the barrier beneath him, with one finger gently tapping on it a few times before she murmured coyly as she awaited his reply. He slowly glanced around at the dark void that was the magical ether he was now in before shaking his head and questioning the only answer he had to give.


  “You’re… the weapon?”


  “Yes,” she slyly answered, much to his surprise. “The one and only. But please, don’t call me Mama Hellfire or Auntie Archlight, I really don’t like having any connection to those lowly scraps of steel or being reminded of such.”


  “Then… what is your name?”


  The hand traced its fingers across the clear barrier below him before slamming hard against it, parting the clouds with deafening thunder as light erupted behind them. Before Daniel could shield his eyes the piercing glare suddenly died down, the beams of light cutting through the haze turning red and white while a frightening aura washed outward against Daniel and smothered him like a suffocating cloud. Stunned by both the ominous feeling hitting against him and what he saw beneath his feet Daniel fell silent while unable to move or even blink.


  Floating within the void with faint red and violet casting rings drifting through the endless sea of darkness behind her was a woman, or at least it resembled one while at the same time clearly not being human or even monster in any traditional way. Her feet and legs were clad, entirely, in black plated armor that had crimson engravings set throughout them, so precise and formfitting that it appeared the metallic limbs were naturally a part of her. The woman’s torso, hips, and even breasts looked to be made of the same polished steel shell, with her arms having ridged shoulder guards that also seemed to be part of her very person. Her hands moved and flexed like they were made of flesh, though looked to be made of the same strange metal as the rest of her body, red neon glows coming from the fingers and armor that moved so naturally yet appeared so unnatural all the same. Her long black hair flowed freely behind her, a red gemstone headdress was worn across the forehead that bared an unsettling resemblance to not only the same steel that her body appeared to be made of, but also her face, which drew Daniel’s attention to very quickly. Her crimson colored eyes had an unnatural, almost crafted, look to them, not just by the cold and slightly lifeless gaze they held within but also the strange white notches that were placed all around the irises. What skin she did reveal had red streaks placed across them, overly sharpened teeth were seen within her wide, menacing smile, and the aura she gave off being nothing like Daniel had ever seen or felt before in any living creature he had come across. And her voice, that then spoke to him with just one word, sent chills down Daniel’s spine as he realized very quickly he was not speaking to just another monster in Eden; he was speaking to something that he honestly couldn’t classify as the very nature of her aura and being felt overwhelmingly peculiar.    



  “Ragnarok,” she said, the single word echoing in Daniel’s head as he saw the foreboding lady floating beneath him against a strange emptiness while having a dreadful vibe surrounding her without question.


  “If it’s the gemini’s death you seek, I can grant you that wish,” she boasted with a smug grin. “I can, in return for you doing something for me.”


  “You can kill them?” Daniel carefully asked. “You… but how… what can…”


  “Do you want them dead, or not?” Ragnarok sharply inquired.


  “Yes, yes I do.”


  “You want to avenge your dearly departed wife or whoever it was you were screaming about just now, yes?”


  “Her name was Squeak, she was my mate. And yes, I want to avenge her.”


  “Then become my new handler,” Ragnarok calmly requested with a fanciful wave of her hand. “Wield me, and I shall aid you in slaying anyone you so desire.”


  “Wield you?”


  “That’s right. Use me to tear apart your enemies. It is my very nature to be handled as such.”


  Daniel looked to his hand and then the woman floating beneath him, questioning how that was even possible in any fashion, then showed caution as something else she had said became prominent to him.


  “And what is it you ask of me in return? You said you wanted something from me in exchange, what is that?”


  “I thought you wanted to avenge Squeak,” Ragnarok curiously replied. “Is that not true? I’m offering you the one and only way available to you of achieving such a desire. Are you having second thoughts about this deal?”


  “I’m not sure who or what is it I’m even dealing with right now,” Daniel argued. “How can I trust what you’re saying? How do I know you can really kill them? How do I know I’m not speaking to another deceitful monster looking to take advantage of me like the gemini once did?”


  “I suppose if you put it like that, you don’t,” Ragnarok slyly answered. “But ask yourself this; what choice do you have?”


  “Any that doesn’t involve putting my family at risk,” Daniel said shaking his head. “Trusting the wrong monsters before nearly led to everyone I loved being killed, I’m not going to make that mistake again.”


  “Well, to be fair, I’m no monster,” Ragnarok replied with a shrug. “Now listen closely. I want to get out of this place and do what I was created to do, kill. You want to slay those that took your mate away. Either you take me with you or fail with your desire to destroy the gemini. Which is it going to be?”


  Daniel hesitated with his answer, finding very little about the strange woman to be trustworthy, while also desperately trying to validate her reasoning in hopes she really could help him slay Jovian and Jacqueline. Closing his eyes and clenching his fists he felt great reluctance with speaking again, knowing that even if she did appear to be dangerous she also might be his only hope of avenging Squeak.


  “How?” he finally asked. “How can I even… wield you? What am I supposed to do? How would that even work?”


  “Summon me to you,” Ragnarok answered, with Daniel then looking at her confusedly. “Call upon me with all your might, summon me into your hands with your strongest prayers.”


  “Call upon you with a prayer? I don’t understand,” Daniel replied shaking his head. With a sudden burst of wind he noticed the clouds around him beginning to rise up into the air, a forceful resonance rumbling through the area before he too began floating off the ground.


  “You need to summon me now!” Ragnarok shouted as she pounded on her side of the barrier. “You have to want me, need me, make me yours!”


  “How am I supposed to do that?” Daniel exclaimed, legs kicking in the air above him as he tried to grab hold of the invisible barrier between them. “What’s happening?”


  “Your mind is being drawn back to your body! Quickly, if you want me, you have to take me!”


  “But how? I can’t grab hold of you!” Daniel shouted as he frantically tried reaching through to her.


  “Summon me into your hand!” Ragnarok demanded. “If you want me, you have to unsheathe me! Become my handler, use me to slay your enemies, get me the fuck out of this shithole! Do it!”


  Daniel struggled to hold onto the ground as the wind picked up, the rising currents threating to yank him away with great force as he and Ragnarok tried to reach each other, their hands still being separated by the unseen wall between them despite his best efforts to push through.


  “I can’t grab hold of you!” Daniel cried out. “This isn’t working!”


  “Do you want to kill the gemini?” Ragnarok shouted.


  “Yes! I do!”


  “Do you want to avenge your mate?”


  “Yes! Yes I do!”


  “Then accept me as your weapon! You must become my new handler, so draw me out and use me like the weapon I am! Don’t think! Don’t try! Just do it! TAKE ME!”


  Daniel yelled loudly as the wind turned into a raging tornado, dark clouds funneling past him into the sky with him starting to float up with them. He desperately reached out towards Ragnarok, seeing her slowly drawing away while screaming at him as he was lifted into the darkness.


  ‘Come on, Daniel! You have to do this!’


  “I love you, Daniel,” Squeak’s voice echoed in his head.


  ‘You have to avenge her!’


  “Victoria may be my queen, but you are my king.”


  ‘You have to save your family!’


  “We’re going to make it, we’re going to succeed with your quest.”


  ‘You have to do this!’


  “I know we will, because there isn’t anything in Eden that can stop you.”


  “DO IT!” Ragnarok shrieked while pressing both hands against the barrier.


  “Ragnarok!” Daniel roared, his voice cutting through the dark void as he stopped moving suddenly. The woman closely watched as he kept his hand outstretched for her, his face now showing a bold and focused look that focused solely on her. A warm glow engulfed his hand, spreading along his arm while in his palm formed a spellbase unlike any he had made before. It bared no emblems or glyphs, instead only had a large white diamond that was shaped irregularly with small breaks rigidly running through it.


  “The Crest of the Ancients,” Ragnarok breathed out in awe. “Incredible. He’s an actual descendant. That’s why his aura is…”


  “Please come to me!” Daniel commanded.


  “Please?” Ragnarok bewilderedly repeated. “Did you just say please? You’re not asking for a favor here. You’re supposed to summon me like a true handler of myself. Don’t ask for permission! Just take me!”


  “But… well…” Daniel unsurely replied. “I mean I can’t just… I mean you’re… and that’s…”


  “Stop babbling! If you want me to be yours, then take me! You have to make me your weapon, you have to draw me out with your will, you have to show me who’s in charge here! Don’t reason! Don’t beg! Just fucking do it!”


  Daniel growled as the wind intensified around him, his reluctance to treating anyone like a mere object conflicting with his moral beliefs halting him from speaking further.


  “Don’t treat me like a lady!” Ragnarok called out. “Don’t treat me like a friend or even an enemy! Don’t show consideration or even kindness towards me! I am a weapon! I am a tool! That’s all I am, that’s all I strive to be, so treat me like as such and wield me to slay your enemies so that I may serve my purpose! Take hold of me and USE ME!”


  Daniel yelled loudly as the wind became a wailing storm in its efforts to take him away, his hand remaining outstretched towards Ragnarok while the magical spellbase in his palm shined steadily with a piercing white light.


  “Ragnarok!” he called out, his voice just carrying over the furious gales. “Come to me now! I command you!”


  A white glow surrounded Ragnarok in a thin aura, her body slowly lifting upwards towards Daniel as she reached out for him with a wide smile. Lightning struck through the clouds around them as the two gradually drew closer, with Daniel watching the woman flowing towards him with joyful, almost abrasively metallic, laughter. As their hands came close to contact a shining radiance of white light grew between them, with Ragnarok’s eyes staring intently into Daniel’s as he showed not sorrow, fear, or even worry on his face. Anger, vengeance, unwavering focus, his sharpened eyes and stern scowl showed exactly what he was determined to do, something that brought out an eager giggle from Ragnarok upon seeing.


  “Now that’s the look of a real handler,” she purred. “Daniel Sorres, was it? I like that name. Now, take hold of me, and use me however you wish. I am at your command, your soul is my new sheath, and your will is my desire.”


  “So be it,” Daniel said, his hand finally grasping hold of hers. A thunderous boom erupted around them as a radiant glare of a star bloomed within the dark and cloudy void of the ether. And while the echoing laughter of Ragnarok sounded through the blinding flash and piercing blare of a magical force being unleashed, it all fell silent in Daniel’s ears as he adamantly remained focused on one thing and one thing only.


  To destroy the gemini once and for all.


   


  


  Chapter 12


  Slayer of Anarchy


  In the world of Eden not all rulers and leaders were idolized or even respected. Some were rather cruel with their subjects, callous with their followers, and perhaps even hated for their crimes that they committed by exploiting their power for personal or corrupted gain. Even mighty queens would eventually bring down rebellion upon their heads as those that opposed their tyranny would rise up to stop them once they were pushed too far. When a matriarch becomes a symbol of evil and oppression for her people, they soon learn to fear the words that are relentlessly chanted in the face of their injustices.


  Down with the queen.


  *****


  With a menacing quiver the forest floor of Green Haven threatened to finally give under the building pressure below. Fire, steam, and smoke were erupting from countless cracks and pits throughout the burning haven. Monsters of The Sisterhood within the doomed woodland were running as fast as they could towards safer ground in the northern bluffs, elves that remained or were wounded from the chaos were struggling to evacuate towards the southern fields where word was their rescue was waiting for them. Very few still lingered inside Green Haven; however of those few a small group were witnessing something far more astounding than the sight of the elven forest readying to erupt into total self-destruction.


  Aeon, for the first time, had a wondrous look on her face, her eyes wide and focused entirely on one thing while a grand smile began to show. Flarah had, also for the first time, a stunned expression frozen on her face as she was both speechless and motionless from seeing the same thing as the chronofly. In her hands were two of Kindra’s tails, the younger kitsune frozen in place with her big sister holding her back as she finally stopped clawing frantically at a tree in her efforts to leave their canopy and rush towards her human who she believed was about to die. Now however she remained perfectly still, eyes filled with amazement while her jaw had dropped as far as it could go.


  Clover and Cindy slowly wiped their tears away while watching in surprise, them along with Sheal and Felucia having been silenced and rendered in shock from a bizarre spectacle while a strong wind blew by that did nothing to faze them.


  Jovian and Jacqueline were also frozen in bewilderment, the twin sisters having halted from executing the human before them as something drastically different had appeared in the blink of an eye. The sisters slowly drew back a step and lowered their swords, both of them looking over their prey with confusion while another geyser of steam erupted behind them.


  Everyone was brought to a sudden halt by Daniel. His head was lowered, clothing tattered and bloodied, hair ruffled and messy just as always, breathing quiet and steady while he remained down on his hands and knees before the gemini; however something was noticeably different now, and not just the abrupt presence of a fearsome, ungodly aura that quickly surrounded him from out of nowhere.


  “What is that?” Jovian asked, pointing to Daniel’s right hand that now had a large, armored gauntlet worn on it. The dark black plating of the bulky steel glove radiated with a strange energy while the crimson engravings it displayed glowed softly amidst the darkened armor, the gemini staring at it with puzzlement before Daniel slowly brought one leg forward onto its foot. Without speaking a word Daniel punched the armored glove into the ground, shattering the stone and rock under him before a shimmering light began glowing from beneath the fracture. All around Daniel a strange casting diagram sizzled into formation on the ground, ridged and angular lines glowing with a black and red hue all traveling in irregular patterns within a large diamond spellbase while his gauntlet that now rested in the small hole under him had building energy shining up around it.


  “What’s happening?” Jacqueline asked. “What is he doing?”


  “What trickery is this now, Daniel Sorres?” Jovian demanded. “Are you still not finished with this tiresome game of yours?”


  “No more games,” Daniel firmly spoke, his eyes opening to show a cold glare in them with one single tear remaining to slowly run down his cheek. Lifting his gloved hand up the ground ruptured from below as he brought something else out of the dirt. He began standing up, arm flexing with muscle as he drew an oversized sword out from below that everyone stared at in astonishment. The massive blade had a white wrapped handle over its polished darkened steel, the hilt baring a glowing crimson orb shining inside it along with red lights coming from small vents in the sword’s base that radiated with energy. The sharpened white edge of the weapon gleamed in the forest’s fiery light while displaying two large crimson engravings adorning the blade, the portentous aura it exuded being easily felt by all those nearby, and was held by Daniel without any trouble despite its incredible size. To him it felt almost weightless while in the immovable grip of his armored glove that remained firmly fixated around its handle.


  “Is that?” Flarah slowly asked.


  “It is,” Aeon agreed with a single nod.


  “Ragnarok,” Kindra breathed out with stars in her eyes. “It’s really here. The ultimate weapon in Eden; Ragnarok.”


  “Where the hell did he pull that out from?” Felucia bewilderedly blurted out. “Fuck that thing’s huge.”


  “What in Eden?” Sheal questioned. “How is he doing this? Who is this human?”


  “Daniel?” Cindy sniffled. “What is that thing?”


  “I have no fucking idea,” Clover slowly replied while staring at her mate in awe.


  “Where did you get that from?” Jacqueline asked pointing to the human’s new sword.


  “What is the meaning of this, Daniel?” Jovian scowled.


  Daniel eyed over the new weapon he had drawn from Eden itself, feeling its feathery heft in hand while also noticing that the armored gauntlet that held it was unable to move its fingers at all to let go of the summoned blade. A great and dreadful aura resonated from the sword through his arm, the feeling causing his heart to falter with a beat momentarily while telling him that he was holding more power now by far than when he did with the Hellfire’s Edge. It was then he caught a glance of a familiar metallic hand gently resting atop his armored glove, his gaze traveling back to where Ragnarok herself embraced him from behind. The woman floated above the ground like a ghost while her hair flowed gently behind in the air, her hand tracing along his chest while the other gently drummed its fingers along the darkened steel of his gauntlet. Her smile was vicious just as her gaze was, the aura she herself gave off seeming to be identical to that of the sword in Daniel’s hand. In fact it was identical, showing him that the woman and the weapon were indeed one and the same. Though only the weapon was seen by all those who bared witness to the event, and only Daniel heard her words that she spoke so boldly into his ear.


  “Well done, handler,” Ragnarok praised. “You drew me out just as I knew you could. You are indeed worthy of wielding me as your prized weapon. I can see clearly without a shadow of a doubt with you holding me as you are that I am in good-”


  Without warning Daniel suddenly keeled over and let out a strained cry, staggering back a few steps while holding a hand over his chest as he started to scream in pain. Everyone watched in stunned silence as Daniel shouted something in a slurred tirade and violently shook his head, waved the ridiculously large sword about at his side, and stumbled down onto his knee while gripping his hair as he appeared to struggle with staying upright in his distress. He got back onto his feet while screaming loudly, hopped about while shaking himself wildly, dropped to the ground and rolled back and forth, scrambled back onto his feet and staggered around in circles while swinging his weapon at his side, then dropped to his knees and frantically swatted his hand against his chest and shoulders while shouting in a panic.


  “Hands,” Ragnarok flatly continued. She looked over Daniel then shook her head in disgust. “Hold on, wait a moment. What blasphemy is this? Your aura, there’s no magic at all going through you now. What is the meaning of this?”


  “What are you talking about?” Daniel shouted at her. “AHHH! What is this? What are you doing to me? My entire body feels like it’s on fire!”


  “What happened to your aura?” Ragnarok demanded. She floated around in front of Daniel to face him, looking him over with shock before angrily pointing a finger in his face. “What deception were you pulling with me? Your aura, the magical ether that flows through you, where is it? There’s no monster energy flowing through you at all now! I can’t sense any energy coming from your soul!”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about! Holy crap, this really hurts! What the hell is this?”


  Ragnarok yelled in her outrage as she struck her hands into Daniel’s chest like a phantom, halting the overload of pain Daniel was experiencing as he suddenly felt numb and weak on his knees. His newly formed sword rested on the dirt at his side as he suddenly found no strength to lift it despite it being nearly weightless in his hand. Catching his breath he saw Ragnarok staring at him in horror while floating above the ground in front of him.


  “There’s no magical energy in you now!” she cried out in dismay. “No! How can this be? Your soul, it was connected to the very ether of magic that flows through Eden, it had unlimited amounts of energy tied to it! There’s nothing going through you now, not a damned trace of monster energy at all!”


  “What does that have to do with-”


  “You damned fool! Do you realize what this means? You have no monster energy coursing through you, there’s no magic for me to feed off of! You’ve trapped me inside a worthless human’s body!”


  “What are you saying? You’re the one who wanted me to take you, remember?” Daniel shot back, speaking to what appeared to be nothing at all as everyone around him was watching with complete bewilderment at the sight of Daniel talking to himself.


  “That’s not the point here,” Ragnarok hissed. “I need monster energy to manifest in the real world, I need that energy to take form. You had unfathomable reserves of monster energy surging into your very soul while you were in the ether. With that much power inside your fleshy body I would have been able to sustain myself indefinitely, I could have become even more powerful as a weapon in your hands than ever before! But there’s nothing at all inside you except for a stupid human’s soul, there’s no flow from the magical ether going through you at all now! There’s nothing for me to feed on now!”


  “You never explained any of this to me before! And it’s not like I would have known this would happen, you told me to wield you so I tried to!”


  “Don’t you dare try to put the blame on me for this!” Ragnarok yelled with thrashing arms. “I can’t believe it, you pulled me out of the ether only to reveal yourself with having no magical aura at all to sustain me! I’m trapped inside your body now, trapped with no energy to feed off of and no way to escape!”


  Daniel strained himself with not screaming again as a surge of pain was felt going through his arm. He saw the Ragnarok sword lying on the dirt in his immovable grip, the blade now starting to slowly dissolve into dust that floated up into the air while a horrible stinging sensation was creeping throughout his whole body. He then noticed the gemini sisters staring at him with raised eyebrows, the twins glancing to each other with shrugs then back to Daniel while showing dark glares as they gripped their swords.


  “You fucking bastard!” Ragnarok shouted as she saw the gemini staring him down. “This isn’t how I expected this to go! If you die with me bound to you then I die too! You sentenced me to death in this worthless shell you call a body by bringing me here with those monsters right next to you!”


  “Believe me that was not my intention,” Daniel growled while struggling to move through the pain.


  “I can’t die here! There’s so many people I haven’t killed yet!” Ragnarok fretted nervously. “So many lives remain in this realm that I haven’t cleaved into pieces! This can’t be how it ends for me! You stupid human, don’t just sit there, do something! Kill them, quickly!”


  “And just how am I supposed to do that?” Daniel barked back as Jacqueline started walking towards him with frost drifting off her blade.


  “You’re still holding me in your hand, I still have some energy that you drew out from the ether. Strike them down before I vanish completely. Hurry!”


  “But you’re just one blade,” Daniel worried. “They need to be killed at the same time by-”


  “Get off your ass and shove me into that bitch, now!” Ragnarok yelled at him.


  “Looks like you really have gone insane,” Jacqueline scorned as she lifted her sword up. “Speaking gibberish to yourself in your final moments. How very pathetic and fitting for you, Daniel Sorres.”


  “DO IT!” Ragnarok desperately roared. Daniel summoned all the strength he had to fight off the crippling pain that streaked through his body, the image of Ragnarok’s body vanishing before his eyes to reveal Jacqueline raising her blade high with a murderous leer aimed at him. With a furious shout Daniel threw all his might and willpower into lunging forward at the naked woman, jumping up onto his feet and swinging his sword through the air into her side. Carving into her chest he knocked her off-balance a step, the large weapon lodging itself in her bust with a heavy crunch as she froze in surprise. Gripping Ragnarok with both hands Daniel mustered his resolve to stay standing, staring right into the multicolored eyes of Squeak’s killer as blood ran down her naked flesh from the deep wound he had rended. With a shaky breath Jacqueline went wide-eyed, a hoarse gasp being made as scorched flesh began spreading across her breasts and backside around the gash dug into her.


  “What… the…” she sputtered as her eyes began to glow. Daniel witnessed a sharp burst of light shining out from the girl where his sword was struck into before she suddenly shrieked in agony.


  “IT HURTS! IT HURTS!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.


  “Sister?” Jovian worried, right before she suddenly cringed with a loud scream and dropped to her knees. Holding her head she cried out in distress while Jacqueline dropped her sword and grabbed hold of Ragnarok. Her fingers seared from the touch, her blood boiled as it ran down against it, her hair burned off from the weapon’s sharpened edge. She cried out with a frightful expression on her face, her eyes staring in horror at the strange sword that was resonating profoundly throughout her entire body before turning to Daniel as he grit his teeth with a furious glare aimed straight at her.


  “HOW?” she screamed with her body trembling. “YOU… YOU… YOU CAN’T!”


  “For Squeak!” Daniel shouted, gripping Ragnarok and yanking it straight across Jacqueline’s body. The blonde girl let out a painful shriek as an eruption of light sliced through before consuming her completely, exploding violently afterward in a blaze of red light with black streaks flowing through it. Those nearby shielded their eyes from the piercing glare that erupted within the clearing while Jovian dropped forward onto her hands with a feral roar.


  “What’s happening?” Felucia cried out.


  “Dan!” Clover shouted while trying to peer through the light.


  The burst of light bloomed violently in the woodland before slowly subsiding, with the girls nearby lowering their arms and hands as they then could see a lingering cloud of dust gently flowing away in front of Daniel. He retained a focused glare on his face while struggling to withstand the pain his body was enduring, the Ragnarok blade in his hands still being in one piece although deteriorating in size as he held it off to the side from his swing.


  “What… just happened?” Sheal asked. “What did he just do?”


  “Daniel,” Cindy softly said, then blinked and noticed somebody now missing. “Hey, where did that mean girl go? Where is she?”


  “Ah, now that was quite the display,” Aeon chuckled with a dark grin. “Oh how I enjoyed witnessing it with my own eyes.”


  “What was that?” Flarah carefully asked. “What is going on here?”


  “Incredible,” Kindra breathed out. She blinked before promptly turning around and punching her sister in the arm with great force. “HA! Fucking told you! I told you Ragnarok was real, I told you Daniel Sorres would summon it, I fucking told you, big sister! How does that fat pussy of humility taste now, bitch? What do you have to say to that?”


  “First, ow,” Flarah dryly replied as she rubbed her arm. “Second, calm down if you can. We don’t know if that thing is actually Ragnarok. He brought forth something alright, but whoever said it’s really-”


  “Oh, it is,” Aeon chimed in with a sly grin. “Your sister was correct, my dear friend. Why else do you think I would have bothered gracing any of you here with my presence on this night, or go through all the trouble of arranging this event by placing everyone where they needed to be for it? Thanks to me Daniel Sorres has summoned Ragnarok from the depths of the ether itself. The weapon you see him holding now is indeed the one of legends.”


  “Suck it!” Kindra shouted in Flarah’s face. “I told you! I told you from the very beginning, but noooooo, ‘Ragnarok is just in fairytales, you don’t know what you’re talking about, little sister.’ Well choke on that, big sister, Daniel Sorres just brought it into this world like I always knew he could! I was right and you were wrong!”


  “It is only in fairytales,” Flarah argued. “Don’t get so cocky, little sister. Do you really expect me to believe that human over there just summoned something as miraculous as Ragnarok into being? A mighty power that not even angels or demons could wield, with the ability to cut down any adversary on the face of the planet, would really exist and be brought forth by someone as lowly as that man over there?”


  “The ability to cut down any adversary,” Aeon repeated, with the kitsunes turning to see her giggling while watching Daniel. “A weapon so powerful that it can slay anyone it is used against, be they man, monster, or even angel and demon. Nobody, not even a Dark Queen, would be immune to its deadly strength and terrifying power.”


  The chronofly glanced to the two women with a smug grin and twitched her eyebrow, with the sisters slowly looking back to see Daniel still standing while the Ice Princess sword that lay lodged in the dirt had nobody reclaiming it now.


  “Wait, where is she?” Flarah asked. “The other half of the gemini, she should have regenerated by now.”


  “She’s not coming back,” Aeon answered, with the kitsunes turning to her in surprise. “If you wanted further proof that Daniel Sorres is truly holding Ragnarok in his hand, there it is. You saw it yourself. He destroyed that half of the gemini. He doesn’t need the likes of the Hellfire’s Edge or the Archlight’s Blade so long as he possesses their greater as he now does. That sword can rend humans like they were made of paper and strike down even the most tenacious monsters by completely destroying their monster energy, the very core of their lifeforce. And that includes each half of that Dark Queen’s being. That side of the monster he struck down isn’t coming back, she’s very much dead.”


  Flarah and Kindra looked to each other in stunned silence then back to Daniel as he watched the last floating wisps of dust finally settling in front of him. His glare then slowly moved towards Jovian who was screaming wildly while on her hands and knees, her grip on her Hellstorm being white-knuckle tight as she yelled something that only came out as an enraged slur. She slowly got up on her feet, head hung low while her sword shook in her trembling hand with a building electrical charge crackling around the dark runestone weapon.


  “What… did you do…” she furiously snarled. Lifting her head up Daniel jumped a bit at seeing the left side of her face now having been reduced to rotting flesh while the eye was completely black. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY SISTER?”


  The girls nearby trembled a bit as the animalistic roar of the gemini echoed loudly into the air. Jovian yelled like a furious demon, turning her body heavily one way then back again as she howled in unrestrained anger never seen in her before.


  “SISTER! WHERE ARE YOU? WHERE’S MY SISTER? WHERE IS SHE?”


  Screaming at the top of her lungs Jovian looked around the area before resting her chilling gaze on Daniel again, her eyes glancing down to the Ice Princess sticking out of the dirt then back to him as she trembled with rising ferocity.


  “YOU! WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY SISTER?”


  “The same thing I’m going to do to you,” Daniel coldly replied. “Send you straight to hell, you fucking bitch.”


  Jovian screamed bloody murder as she charged him, rushing Daniel with pure hatred and anger fueling her now while her Hellstorm built up a tremendous amount of electrical power that zapped the ground wildly below in her run.


  “DANIEL SORRES!” she shrieked with a heavy swing towards the human.


  Daniel lunged forward and swung Ragnarok at the raging monster, his blade clashing with Hellstorm and immediately plowing right through it as the dark runestone blade shattered with a burst of lightning that wildly struck the ground all around them. The Ragnarok blade destroyed the gemini’s enchanted weapon, followed by her hand that was swiftly hacked clean off her arm. Staggering back with an agonizing scream Jovian clutched her severed limb, eyes staring in shock as the wound sizzled up along her arm while causing the flesh and bone it crossed to decay and fall off as dust.


  “WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS? WHAT THE HELL? WHAT IS THIS HORRIBLE FEELING?”


  “Pain,” Daniel answered. He swung his sword and hacked off Jovian’s other arm, the woman shrieking loudly as she stumbled back and dropped onto her rear. She cried out in horror as she saw her stump of a shoulder burning away while the sense of actual pain registered overwhelmingly clear in her mind.


  “STOP IT! WHAT IS THIS? THIS CAN’T BE HAPPENING!”


  “For the centaurs,” Daniel scorned, swiping his blade around and cleaving off her right leg. The monster screamed in terror as she hopped about on the ground before seeing Daniel raising his sword up again.


  “For the elves,” he continued, striking down and slashing off her other leg above the knee, sending the monster into a squealing tirade while shaking her head wildly in agony.


  “For my mate!” he yelled, driving his sword down into Jovian’s chest with a heavy crunch. The woman locked up with a hoarse gasp, her body twitching slightly as red and black lines began erratically spreading out along her skin from where she was impaled. Her eyes shakily looked down to see Ragnarok struck through her while feeling her body throbbing in pain like she had never experienced before, her fearful gaze then slowly turning back up to see Daniel glaring at her with unbridled fury against the backdrop of the burning forest.


  “This pain is nothing compared to what you and your sister inflicted upon so many people,” Daniel sternly condemned. “Nothing compared to what you did to me. You deserve far worse, far worse than I could ever pay you back in my lifetime. But if this is all I can make you suffer for your crimes then so be it. At the very least, your bloody crusade in this world now ends.”


  “How…” Jovian choked out as her eyes began to glow. “You’re… just a human…”


  “Yeah,” Daniel agreed as he clutched the handle with both hands. “And you’re just a horrible monster.”


  With that he stood aside and slashed outward with his sword, tearing it through Jovian’s chest, neck, head, and the dirt under her as he swung Ragnarok up into the air. The ground ruptured from the force while the gemini’s body exploded with a violent burst of fiery crimson light with black streaks billowing through it that quickly consumed her remains in a powerful explosion. Everyone watching was rendered speechless as they saw Daniel destroy the dreaded monster’s body with a mighty swing of his oversized sword and resulting radiant fireball that tore downward through the shaking forest floor. Daniel slowly took a few deep breaths before turning around and walking away, his attack finally fizzling out behind him before an eruption of fire and smoke blasted up from the newly formed hole with cinders and ashes fluttering wildly around it through the air.


  “And with that,” Aeon mused. “The Dark Queen of anarchy has fallen. A suitable and quite entertaining execution for those wild dogs if you ask me.”


  “Amazing,” Kindra breathed out. “He… he killed them. He actually killed the gemini. All on his own.”


  “Impossible,” Flarah quietly contested, her eyes keenly focused on Daniel as he slowly walked away from where Eden crumbled apart and dropped into a fiery pit in the wake of his devastating attack.


  Walking with unsteady steps Daniel felt a wave of fatigue washing over him, the pain he felt across his body slowly fading into the back of his mind as he lost focus of it. Looking down to his armored grip on Ragnarok he saw the blade almost having dissolved into dust at this point, his eyes then moving to the hand of Ragnarok herself that was placed over his as the woman held onto him from behind.


  “Not bad, for a human,” Ragnarok snidely remarked as she floated around his back to face him. “At least you used me for a good purpose while you could. Destroying the gemini was one of my reasons for being made in the first place. So, for helping me achieve that goal, thank you… I guess.”


  “I thought… there wasn’t supposed to… be any kindness… between us,” Daniel slowly quipped. “Isn’t that what you said earlier? What’s… with the thank you?”


  He dropped to his knees as the Ragnarok blade fizzled away into ashes, the armored gauntlet over his hand flickering with a crimson glimmer before it too started crumbling into dust.


  “There isn’t supposed to be any,” Ragnarok agreed shaking her head. “I’m just a weapon after all, never anything more. Still, I’m stuck with you now. Like it or not, I have to deal with you being my handler. I figured I might as well commend you for a job well done on the off-chance you actually do something right. You know, since you’re human and all. Humans like being coddled when they do good, don’t they? They’re like housecats. Filthy creatures…”


  “Stop, you’re… being far too kind,” Daniel flatly replied. He wavered on his knees as the world around him seemed to be spinning slightly, the muffled cries of Clover and Cindy being heard and drawing his blurry gaze over to see the girls running around the gap in the clearing to reach him.


  “You… were made to kill the gemini?” Daniel carefully asked as he turned to Ragnarok. “Is that what you said?”


  “That was one of my reasons for existing, yes,” she answered with a nod. “My original handler forged me with the power to slay them and anyone else that stood in her way. A shame she never got the chance to use me for such grand desires. And even further a shame that she was beaten to the punch by a human man of all creatures.”


  “I’m going to ignore that last comment,” Daniel grunted, blinking a few times to try and clear his vision before showing a cautious look towards the ghostly woman. “Tell me, who exactly created you? Who was your original handler?”


  Ragnarok’s lips formed into a sly grin from that question, a slight murmur being made as she floated back and sat upon the air while slowly clacking her fingernails together in front of her.


  “Pray you never have to find out.”


  Daniel felt an ominous chill run down his spine from hearing that as Ragnarok appeared to be smugly grinning at him as she said nothing further. He was then brought back to reality as Clover and Cindy rushed through Ragnarok’s image, the apparition vanishing from sight while the elf and sand wraith quickly knelt down and held onto Daniel as he nearly fell forward from exhaustion.


  “Dan!” Clover exclaimed while grabbing onto his shoulder. “Are you alright? Fucking hell, you had me worried to death! Holy fuck, what the hell was that just now? What did you do? What was that sword you were holding, where did it even come from?”


  “Are you okay?” Cindy worried as she held onto his arm. “Please say something, Daniel. You look like you’re hurt. Daniel? Daniel? Please be okay, Daniel, please! Please, I don’t wanna lose you too! I don’t!”


  “What the fuck did you just do?” Felucia asked. “The gemini… what happened to them? What did you do to them?”


  “Where in Eden did this guy come from?” Sheal wondered.


  The ground rumbled violently as lava erupted nearby through a crevice with explosive force, shaking everyone with Clover and Cindy dropping down against Daniel while Felucia and Sheal struggled to keep standing.


  “This place is going to blow,” Sheal warned. “We need to leave, now.”


  “C’mon, Daniel,” Cindy insisted as she shook him by the shoulder. “We have to go, we have to go right now! Get up! Please get up!”


  “Dan? Dan!” Clover cried out from seeing Daniel collapsing in their arms. “Fuck! Dan! Wake up! Dan!”


  “You can’t go to sleep now, Daniel!” Cindy whined. “We have to go! We have to go right now! Please don’t go to sleep now!”


  “I think he’s out of fire,” Sheal reasoned shaking her head.


  “Cindy, give me Pip!” Clover ordered as she quickly sheathed the Hellfire’s Edge into its scabbard on Daniel’s hip. “We need to get Dan out of here before this whole place erupts! You carry him, I’ll try to wake Pip up!”


  Cindy pulled Pip out from between her breasts and handed her to Clover, the sand wraith then lifting Daniel up into her arms as he became limp while barely keeping awake.


  “C’mon, let’s move it!” Felucia ordered as she waved them on. “Sometime today would be great!”


  Clover took off with the girls quickly following after, racing out of the clearing and into the burning woodland as lava blasted up from the open crevice in the clearing with great force. As they ran around the trees and started heading towards the southern end of the forest Clover glanced back to the clearing that was now being engulfed by magma that poured out from the crumbling ground below, a tear forming in her eye as she felt her heart aching at knowing not everyone would be returning to their family that day.


  “Squeak… I’m sorry,” she shakily voiced while leading the girls deeper into the flaming forest.


  As they raced through the burning village and avoided falling trees and treeside dwellings that dropped into fiery heaps around them, three others watched them go from the shade of a canopy that was now starting to catch fire just as nearly every other tree in the area was already.


  “Well, ladies,” Aeon said as she fluttered her wings. “This concludes the show. Did I make it entertaining just as I promised or what? Don’t answer that. Of course I did, I’m just being humble.”


  “The gemini,” Kindra marveled. “They’re really dead? Daniel Sorres really destroyed them?”


  “He did indeed. I suppose that means your job is done, Flarah. Your charge is now deceased. Granted, you did betray your oath to keep them locked up, but hey, at least they’re dead and gone now, right? That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”


  Aeon and Kindra turned to see Flarah keeping her unblinking eyes on the clearing up ahead where the gemini were slain, her tails swaying only slightly behind her as she remained deep in thought with a serious look on her face.


  “Flarah?” Aeon playfully asked. “Why so quiet? Aren’t you happy with how this turned out?”


  “Anything to say for yourself, big sister?” Kindra snapped. “Daniel Sorres both summoned Ragnarok into this world and cleaned up your mess by getting rid of the gemini. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Aeon actually helped us while you’ve done nothing but let your mistakes run wild and cause trouble in Eden. Well? Not even going to try and talk your way around this? Have you nothing to say at all? Flarah! Say something!”


  “Why?” Flarah carefully questioned. She glanced back to Aeon and saw the chronofly smiling slyly at her. “Why did you have it play out like this, Aeon?”


  “Whatever do you mean?” Aeon innocently replied.


  “Daniel Sorres and Daemon Warrick were fated to slay the gemini on this night,” Flarah pointed out as she turned to face the Dark Queen. “The gemini were going to be killed, you and I already knew this, you didn’t have to alter anything to make it come true. Yet you did, you changed his fate so he would summon Ragnarok and slay them all by himself.”


  “So you do admit that was Ragnarok,” Kindra sneered at her. “You admit it’s the real deal. I was right and you were-”


  “Kindra!” Flarah scolded. “Would you give your ego a rest and think carefully for once in your life? If that really is Ragnarok in Daniel Sorres’ possession now then ask yourself why did Aeon help him summon it at all? Why did she want that sword here in the first place if it wasn’t needed to kill the gemini?”


  Kindra opened her mouth to shout at her sister, paused for a moment, and then turned to Aeon questionably as the chronofly was casually examining her fingernails with wings gently fluttering behind her. Flarah crossed her arms and watched the Dark Queen closely as she studied the monster’s expression very carefully.


  “And need I remind you, little sister, how you’re always so opposed to the idea of others dying senselessly? You always tell me people shouldn’t have to be sacrificed to achieve your goal. Well, Aeon just altered fate and had that ant girl Daniel Sorres cares so deeply for act as a sacrificial lamb to make him summon Ragnarok out of sheer pain for her loss. Doesn’t that go against your code of ethics?”


  “A necessary sacrifice, wouldn’t you say?” Aeon mused with a glance to Kindra.


  “Was she destined to fall either way?” Kindra carefully asked.


  “No, she would have been just fine had it played out the way it was originally set to.”


  Kindra held in her growl from hearing that while the ground rumbled again beneath them, the three women paying it no mind as they had other important matters on their minds.


  “So tell us, to what end?” Flarah inquired. “I understand why you’re so interested in Daniel Sorres, seeing as how he’s able to summon Ragnarok like he did. And I’ll even concede to the notion of that really being the fabled Ragnarok my little sister has incessantly babbled on and on about. If it destroyed the gemini then I don’t have much to refute it with. But what I’m more interested in right now is why you had him do this at all. Why throw Ragnarok into that human’s hands when you didn’t have to?”


  “Seems we both have our juicy little secrets,” Aeon chuckled with a twitch of her eyebrow. “Now you know what it feels like to be itching for more information about something rather peculiar, don’t you?”


  “What do you want with Daniel Sorres?” Kindra demanded. “What are you playing here?”


  Aeon looked around at the burning forest as it started crumbling into flaming piles of lumber, a loud crackling sound echoing out as a tree began falling towards them and tearing through the fiery branches above. Holding her hand up Aeon snapped her fingers, a loud clack echoing out as everything froze around them. Flarah and Kindra saw the flaming woodland remaining perfectly still and silent while they and Aeon were still able to move freely, the chronofly casually dusting off her dress before smirking at them.


  “Little one,” she spoke to Kindra. “Head to Ruhelia. Your precious human is still on track to do something groundbreaking in this world, something that will no longer be taking place here for obvious reasons.”


  “Ruhelia?” Kindra repeated. “The centaur homeland that The Sisterhood wiped out? Why should I go there? And who are you calling little one?”


  “Just get going. Daniel Sorres will be returning there with his girlfriends. If you leave now you should be able to get there before the event starts. I’m sure you’ll enjoy what you find.”


  “What event? What’s going to happen? And why are you telling me this?”


  “Run along, little one,” Aeon ordered as she turned her glowing eyes over to Flarah. “I need to have a chat with your sister about a few things. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind a little privacy with our discussion either, right, Flarah?”


  “I think that’s a splendid idea, Aeon,” Flarah agreed with a slight smile. “We have so much to catch up on with one another.”


  “Whoa, whoa, hold on!” Kindra called out. “What are either of you talking about? And don’t treat me like a little child you have to tiptoe around to have your stupid discussions with!”


  “Do what she says, little sister,” Flarah insisted while keeping her eyes on Aeon. “I believe I know what she’s alluding to, and trust me, you won’t want to miss what your human does next.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? What’s going to happen to Daniel Sorres now?”


  “Go and see,” Aeon and Flarah ordered, with Kindra looking between the two with growing anxiety and rustling tails. The younger kitsune looked off towards where Daniel was taken by his group then back to her sister and the Dark Queen who remained just as silent as the frozen world around them.


  “If nothing happens with Daniel Sorres then I’m going to be fucking pissed at both of you,” Kindra warned. Flarah merely waved her away, with her sister growling in frustration before she started to run off. Taking a few steps she quickly stopped and looked back at the two women who merely glanced over to her while waiting for her to leave.


  “One question first,” she sternly demanded.


  “Time will resume for you after you leave the forest,” Aeon droned with a roll of her eyes.


  “That wasn’t going to be my question!”


  “Yes it was, I already knew what you were going to say before you said it.”


  “That’s not… ARGHH! Fine! Then here’s another. Tell me the truth, was there any way of having Daniel Sorres summon Ragnarok without anyone needing to die in the process?”


  “As far as I could see into his future, it wouldn’t have happened otherwise,” Aeon replied with a shrug. “Does that make you feel better about what happened?”


  “I wish it did,” Kindra said looking down and away. “Still, I don’t believe you. There had to be another way.”


  “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better,” Aeon carelessly remarked.


  Kindra growled at her before taking off into the silent woodland, running quickly through cinders and ashes that were still in the air while questioning how she felt about the method used to bring Ragnarok into the world. After she left the area and the rustling sounds in her wake faded, Aeon and Flarah continued to stare each other down in silence as they planned on getting answers for their pressing questions. Glancing around at the fiery forest they stood in the two women showed slick smiles as they donned their best poker faces for their upcoming talk, with Aeon then fluttering away while Flarah nimbly trotted behind her as they left to more stable ground.


  *****


  South of Green Haven the elves who fled from The Sisterhood’s regime were gathered together in hopes that a strange group of travelers who promised to help free them would make good on their word, and preferably within the next five minutes as the sight of their forest being consumed by fire with lava sprouting high above the flaming trees all throughout their once peaceful home was rather terrifying to behold.


  “Oh fuck!” an elven woman cried out as she held her daughter close. “Our home, it’s all gone! Everything, everything has been taken away!”


  “The forest is going to erupt! Those fucking Sisterhood assfaces doomed our home by destroying the Aquarius Gateway and pissing off the gods!”


  “The ground is shaking even from here, this whole place is going to blow! We need to get out of here!”


  “We’re all going to die!”


  “What are we waiting for?” an elf shouted as she shook a ranger by the collar. “Why are we just standing here in the middle of an open field?”


  “The witch told us too, that’s why!” the ranger shouted back. “She’s the one who’s going to cast a spell to save us, remember?”


  “Where did that witch go anyway?” another asked looking around quickly. “Why aren’t we being moved away from this place yet? We can’t stay here, The Sisterhood is going to come find us!”


  “Not to mention there’s a fucking inferno going off right next to us!” an elven child exclaimed, pointing to the large field of tall grass next to the herd of frightened elves that was currently burning bright with wild flowing flames.


  “I thought the witch went into that field a moment ago,” an elf worried.


  “She did, I know she did. I saw her.”


  “Oh fuck, she’s fucking dead! There’s no way she’s alive in there!”


  “What do we do now?”


  “We have to run!”


  “The Sisterhood is going to catch us!”


  “Not if Eden doesn’t blow us sky-high first! We’re all fucked!”


  “Look!” a ranger called out, with the elves slowly quieting down as they saw the weeds and vines that were strewn about in a casting diagram on the ground below them starting to glow with a white light. Sparkling radiances began creeping along the dirt and filling the large spellbase that the elves were gathered on top of, all of them staring in awe at the glowing plants while another tremor rolled by.


  “What’s happening? Why is it doing that?”


  “It’s some sort of magic. This spellbase is active!”


  “But how? The witch was incinerated in that field. Who’s doing this?”


  “I think that witch is!” an elf marveled, herself and others noticing a mesh of glowing roots connecting to the casting base and leading into the burning field next to them where the plants were lit aflame yet did not wither or die.


  “But how?” an elf breathed out. “How is she doing this? No witch could survive in there.”


  “Who the fuck are these people?” another elf cried out in disbelief. “A human that wanted to fight off The Sisterhood and a witch who doesn’t burn? Where in Eden did they come from?”


  Inside the raging firestorm Alyssa was down on her knees with her staff held up in front of her on the ground, the witch holding onto the relic tightly as it had smoke billowing out from the eyeholes of the ram ornament while glowing with an orange hue. The flames swirled around her like flowing water, her hat managing to remain on her head while her skirt fluttered wildly around her hips to reveal her black panties that she typically used only when Daniel would be around to see them. Her eyes were shut tight in her concentration, her blue focuser gemstone glowing brightly like a star, and her grip on her staff was firm as she focused with all her might to channel the violent magic coursing through her body into her spell.


  ‘Focus, Alyssa. Focus. You have to control it this time, you have to control your power. Those elves are counting on you. Daniel is counting on you. Oh my god, I feel like I’m going to burst! The fires… they’re so heavy! Keep it together, girl! If you even twitch funny you could cast these flames onto those people all at once! You have to control it!’


  Standing on the north side of the gathering an elven ranger watched as many of her sisters were seen on a faraway knoll to the east while firing their arrows wildly at what was easily assumed to be approaching monsters belonging to The Sisterhood. Turning her sights to the north she saw several groups of elves sprinting out of the burning forest towards them, some carrying small children while others had wounded elves on their backs.


  “The rescue parties are returning!” an elven ranger called out.


  “The Sisterhood is going to break through the eastern flank! There’s too many!”


  “Hey, the ground’s vibrating here! The witch’s spell, I think it’s about to do something!”


  “Everyone!” an elven captain shouted into the air. “Pull back now! Get inside the casting circle! We’re leaving right now!”


  The archers on the eastern hill fired a few more shots and sharp obscenities before racing back towards their people. Those that guided and carried their kin from the forest ran as fast as they could to get inside the ring while everyone else quickly gathered inside the casting circle as it was glowing brightly with wavering pulses of golden light going through its plants. Every elf rushed into the ring with their rangers keeping close to the outside edges who remained on guard, all except for the elven captain who stayed outside the ring with her bow drawn and eye on the burning field.


  “Captain! Get inside, quick! You’ll be left behind if you don’t!”


  “I’m staying,” she called back with a smirk. “Someone has to make sure that witch makes it to safety for her efforts. I owe her that much.”


  “But you’ll be trapped here with those fucking savages!”


  “Either I pay back our new friends for helping us, or I go down taking as many of those bitches with me as I can. At the very least I want to know who exactly these people are and where they came from before I die. The rest of you, keep our people safe! That’s an order! Hopefully we’ll meet again soon.”


  The casting circle flashed with a bright light as the ground started trembling, golden radiances flowing through the vines and weeds while sliding across the dirt in wild patterns as a glowing bloom of energy formed below the elven people.


  “Witch!” the captain called out. “They’re coming, The Sisterhood is almost here! Everyone’s ready, so whatever you’re going to do, do it now!”


  Alyssa opened her eyes, revealing a bright purple light from them as she channeled all the power she could into her spell. The glowing mesh of roots leading away from her staff towards the casting base she was keeping up turned dark red, with the scorching light traveling along the plants and into those that were woven into the spell’s diagram, causing the elves to jump in surprise with increasing dread from the ominous looking magic that now surrounded them.


  “She was going to save us, right?” an elf nervously asked.


  “Please don’t let this be our end,” a mother whimpered as she held her children close.


  The elven captain kept a sharp watch on the crimson casting base out of the corner of her eye, her focus then quickly shifting to see a horde of monsters rushing over the eastern knoll with vicious warcries.


  “There they are!” a gremlin shouted.


  “Get those fucking cowards back to the others right now!” a troll ordered.


  “If they fight or run, kill them instead!” an arachne laughed.


  “Oh fuck,” an elf breathed out as they saw a huge crowd of monsters stampeding towards them.


  “Rangers, get ready!” a ranger warned, with the archers taking aim with nervous eyes at the large deadly mob approaching very quickly.


  “Witch!” the elven captain cried out.


  Alyssa raised her staff into the air, yelling with all her might before striking the relic into the dirt with a sharp thrust. All around her circular orbs of casting diagrams formed from the swirling flames, the glyphs and floating bases glowing with searing red and white lights before they all spun around and slammed into the ground, forming a giant, interconnecting spellbase beneath the witch that flashed with a bright golden radiance.


  The ground under the elves shook violently, the surprised monsters stumbling about as the weeds and vines below them shined extremely bright. The monsters of The Sisterhood slowly came to a halt as they stared in bewilderment at the glowing lights coming up around the gathering of elves, the ominous red glows slowly shifting back to white with golden streaks flowing through the plants and dirt. Taking a few steps back the elven captain watched in amazement as the spellbase bloomed with a profound aura of magical power, a gust of wind rising up around the enchanted ring as the ground under her rumbled again from the force.


  “What is that?” a troll asked.


  “What the hell are they doing?” a gremlin wondered.


  “Since when do these elves use magic?” an arachne questioned.


  With a sudden quake the ground shook heavily, this time with the circular spellbase that was formed by the witch’s magical flora breaking loose from the land. The elven captain stared with wide eyes and an open mouth as the ground below her people slowly flipped upward like a spinning lid, the elves standing on the enchanted ground remaining fixated to it while screaming in surprise at seeing the world rotating around them. Monsters from The Sisterhood stared in disbelief as they saw the land flipping over with all the elves atop it, the screaming monsters huddling closer together on the enchanted piece of land as it spun all the way around with them seeming to pass through to the other side where a night sky was seen below the opening. The circular slab of rock spun around and slammed down into place with a mighty blast of dust and dirt, leaving every monster who witnessed the strange sight speechless as they questioned what they had just seen.


  Inside the burning field Alyssa dropped onto her side with a heavy gasp, the fires around her raging wildly while the scorched land held only charred grass and dust that began to falter with supporting the furious flames. The fires wavered fiercely atop what little kindling remained for them before they began fizzling out, the large cloud of smoke overhead billowing strongly and slowly moving away in the wind while the glowing roots in the dirt finally caught fire and burned to ashes.


  “Holy… crap…” Alyssa panted as she rolled onto her back. “That… was a big one…”


  The elven captain dropped her bow and arrow as she wavered slightly on her feet, her gaze slowly going around at the large circular patch of grass and dirt that appeared to be of a different locale entirely now resting before her.


  “Well… fuck me if I’ve never seen shit like that before…”


  She walked over to the edge of circle and lightly stepped on it a few times, the elf then stomping her boot in the dirt before backing up and holding her bangs away from her eyes as she showed a bewildered expression.


  “How did that witch do this? Um… I really hope they weren’t all crushed just now. That… that wasn’t what happened… right?”


  Looking over to the side she saw Alyssa slowly making her way out of the smoky field, the witch using her staff to walk with as she appeared drained of strength while having not a single burn or smudge on her at all.


  “Where did the gods find these people to save us?” the elven captain quietly wondered. She rushed over to Alyssa who hobbled along a few more steps before she dropped to her knees with a weak groan. Kneeling down next to her the elf held the witch in her arms, seeing the little monster’s eyes struggling to focus while she coughed out small puffs of smoke.


  “My word,” the elf marveled. “What did you do?”


  “Just… a little magic,” Alyssa answered with a shrug. “Sorry, I’m… I’m a little sleepy now. That… was a lot to handle.”


  “And my people? Where are they?”


  “Safe and sound in Ruhelia,” Alyssa replied as she struggled to get up. “My friends will greet them there and wait for our arrival. They’ll be fine.”


  “I see,” the elf carefully said, glancing behind to where a few monsters of The Sisterhood were starting to walk forward now, with others quickly following as they began heading towards the witch and elf. “And just how exactly were you going to get there? Because I don’t believe those fiends are going to let us walk away now.”


  “My friends… in Green Haven. They have Pip with them. A fairy. She’s our only way out of here.”


  “Where in Green Haven?” the elf quickly asked as she lifted the witch up into her arms. Alyssa held onto her staff while straining to remain awake, her weary vision seeing the monsters of The Sisterhood now running at them before the elven captain took off towards the burning forest as fast as she could.


  “Where are they?” the elf cried out. “Where are they going to meet with us?”


  “I don’t know. We have to find them.”


  “Where are we supposed to find them?” the elf screamed as the monsters behind them roared while drawing ever closer. “The entire village is on fire and falling apart, they could be anywhere in this fucking forest and those monsters are going to catch us any minute now! How in Eden’s fucking butthole are we supposed to find your friends in this chaos when- oh, wait, never mind, I think I see them.”


  Turning her blurry vision ahead Alyssa saw Cindy and Clover rushing out of the woodland with Daniel, a woman with green hair, and a salamander woman. In Cindy’s arms Daniel was barely conscious, the sand wraith running off-balance with the human held dearly close to her chest. In Clover’s left hand Pip was being shaken about by the elf as she too wasn’t awake yet while in the right she was holding Reiko and shaking her for a completely different reason.


  “Pip!” Clover cried out. “Wake up, Pip! Wake up! We have to go! We have to fucking go right now! Goddammit, Reiko! Stop! That salamander woman isn’t our enemy! Stop! I said stop!”


  “Must feed!” Reiko whined, her spectral cutter swinging wildly below the elf’s fist towards Sheal who was watching her with a disturbed grimace. “Let me go! I wasn’t done feeding yet! Just one more! One more tasty soul! Please!”


  “What is that thing?” the salamander woman asked shaking her head. “It’s horrid looking.”


  “Fuck you! Get over here so I can eat your soul! I’m starving still!”


  “Knock it off, Reiko!” Clover shouted, clenching her fist tightly and crushing the harvester’s body with a crunch. Reiko hoarsely gasped as her cutter fell limp then weakly groaned while her spectral blade withdrew under her dress.


  “Alyssa!” Cindy shouted as they ran towards the witch and elven captain. “Alyssa, are you okay? Are you okay? I don’t want you to be hurt too! Please tell me you’re okay!”


  “The Sisterhood is coming!” Felucia exclaimed, herself and the others seeing the charging horde of monsters rushing towards them from the fields.


  “Hurry up over there!” Sheal insisted at Clover. “Get that fairy moving!”


  “PIP!” the elf shouted at the dazed fairy. “Snap out of it! We have to go, right now! You need to wake up!”


  “Clover, is that really you?” the elven captain asked in surprise. “The rumors were true, you came back for us.”


  She ran up to the group and stared at Clover in awe before screaming as she noticed Sheal standing next to them.


  “What the fuck? What is that monster doing with you?”


  “I’m not with The Sisterhood anymore!” Sheal barked back. “I’m on your side!”


  “You expect me to just believe you?”


  “Do whatever you want! You can berate me later if you so desire but right now we need to get the hell out of here before those monsters get here and rip us apart!”


  “Wake up the fairy, hurry!” Felucia cried out.


  “Pip!” Clover begged as she shook the tiny monster. “Goddammit, wake up! We need you to get us the fuck out of here! Pip! Hey!”


  “Daniel?” Alyssa wearily asked as she saw Daniel slumped against Cindy in her arms. “Daniel? Are you okay?”


  “He’s fine, but we’re all going to die soon!” Felucia yelled at her. “Dammit, wake that fairy up! We need to leave before we’re all fucked!”


  “I’m trying!” Clover shouted. “Pip! Pip, wake up! We’re all going to die if you don’t! Dammit, she’s not coming to her senses! She’s not hearing me! What the fuck are we supposed to do now?”


  “Boobs,” Alyssa panted while struggling to remain awake. “Remind her… about your boobs. That will wake her up.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” the elven captain bewilderedly asked her.


  “Our boobs,” Clover repeated with a jump. She quickly looked around at all the confused girls then back to Pip while shaking her again. “Wake up, Pip! Those bad monsters are going to rip our boobs apart! Your boobies are going to die!”


  “What?” Pip exclaimed, hopping with a squeak in the elf’s hands before quickly looking around with alarm. “Boobies? My boobies are in danger? NO!”


  “What the fucking hell?” Felucia flatly asked.


  “Why did that work?” Sheal questioned.


  “I hate every one of you,” Reiko muttered.


  “Not my boobies!” Pip cried out in horror. She zipped out of Clover’s hands and quickly circled through the air in a panic, the tiny fairy then halting with a scream as she saw the horde of monsters running towards them.


  “No! They can’t take my boobies away from me! I won’t let them!”


  “Then take us back to Ruhelia right away!” Clover begged. “Hurry! We need to head back home before those monsters tear our boobs off!”


  “They shall never lay a hand on my boobies!” Pip boldly declared with a fist held high.


  “I am so fucking lost here,” the elven captain weakly mentioned.


  “Same,” Felucia added.


  “Much of today has been quite strange,” Sheal agreed with a nod.


  Pip took off in a blue blur around the girls, flying fast in tight circles with sparkling dust lingering in her wake as a gust of wind surrounded the group. A large casting base of blue and golden light bloomed beneath them, a few intertwining circles appearing that slowly spun around within the magical ring while question and exclamation marks lined the edges from the fairy’s unique magic.


  “Hurry!” Cindy cried out.


  “They’re almost on us!” the elven captain screamed.


  “Pip!” Clover shouted as the girls gathered close to each other in the face of The Sisterhood readying to take them down in an overwhelming wave of claws, daggers, axes, and fiery breath.


  “Kill them all!” a troll ordered.


  “They won’t get away from us!” a gremlin shouted as she readied to throw one of her bags.


  “Nobody betrays The Sisterhood!” a salamander woman cursed while building up a fiery blast in her mouth.


  “Here we go!” Pip cheered, zipping down to the ground and causing the casting base to flare up like a star with blinding light. The approaching monsters halted and shielded their eyes as a burst of power sent out a wave of wind from the piercing glare, the fiends backing up slowly before lowering their hands and arms as the light faded to reveal the travelers were now gone.


  “What?” a troll exclaimed. “Where did they go? How are they doing this?”


  “What kind of magic was that?” an arachne asked. “Who were those monsters?”


  “Dammit,” a gremlin snarled. “Where the fuck did they run off to now?”


  “Now what do we do?” a goblin nervously asked hopping on her feet. “We lose the elves. Leaders will punish us. Punish us bad.”


  “We’ll find them,” a troll growled. “We’ll find those fucking rats and drag their cowardly asses back to their new home with us. Nobody walks away from The Sisterhood. Nobody!”


  Suddenly the ground began shaking violently, the monsters stumbling about and dropping back as cracks ripped through the dirt with smoke and flames shooting out. All the grunts braced from the wild tremor before slowly turning their eyes towards the forest as more trees were dropping down within the burning haven and even more smoke was rising up.


  “I think it’s about to go boom,” a gremlin fearfully said.


  “We should go. Right now,” an arachne nervously suggested.


  “Oh… shit…” a troll whined as many of the monsters began scrambling to get away. The horde screamed and started fleeing in terror as the rumbling only grew stronger and louder beneath them, some of them tripping and being trampled by their comrades while others dropped into crevices and pits that opened up throughout the crumbling land.


  Far away on a high cliff Flarah and Aeon stood together as they watched Green Haven being consumed by a dark cloud while the entire woodland beneath it was burning to the ground.


  “Tell me, Flarah,” Aeon casually said. “Just out of curiosity, you kitsunes are quite resistant to fire yourselves, yes?”


  “That’s right,” Flarah replied while watching the forest with a calm gaze. “Why do you ask?”


  A mere second later the forest of Green Haven exploded with tremendous force, the thunderous roar of Eden erupting drowning out the screams of monsters that were both dangerously close to the blast in the northern bluffs and also fatally close in the southern fields. The horde of monsters that chased the elves were thrown into the air as the entire area was struck with a powerful shockwave, blistering heat scorching all but the salamander women instantly while the resulting concussive force pulverized everyone including the salamander women without mercy. The entire elven village was thrown high into the air in a fountain of bright red lava, burning rock, smoke, and small bits of debris that were quickly incinerated as Green Haven was wiped off the face of Eden in the most violent of ways.


  “Would you be resistant to that as well?” Aeon asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “I wouldn’t imagine so,” Flarah answered shaking her head.


  The two watched the erupting volcano destroy the elven forest and many monsters of The Sisterhood that failed to get clear in time, a small gust of wind then blowing against them after the wave of air finally traveled the distance from the ferocious discharge of Eden.


  “A rather romantic view if you ask me,” Flarah mentioned. “Wouldn’t you agree, Aeon?”


  “It really is,” Aeon admitted. Flarah nodded in agreement then noticed the chronofly walking up close to her, the Dark Queen having a gentle smile on her face as she suddenly slipped her hands around Flarah’s waist and held her close with a tender embrace.


  “Aeon?” Flarah carefully asked.


  “This is indeed a lovely spot for us to talk more,” Aeon purred as she gave the kitsune’s rear a little squeeze.


  “Down, girl,” Flarah cooed with a smirk. “Nothing personal but you’re just not my type. Oh my. You really are happy to see me in person, aren’t you?”


  “You could say that,” Aeon softly said, her hand firmly holding Flarah’s rear while the other traced upward along her figure to rest on her shoulder. Flarah showed a cautious smile to the chronofly’s sudden mood change before quickly looking down as she felt something else. Green vines and tendrils were seen creeping out of the grass under her feet, the growing weeds circling her ankles with one slithering up around her leg and under her skirt. She gasped and looked back to Aeon in surprise as the chronofly was now smiling wickedly at her with glowing eyes, her grip on the kitsune remaining firm as the woman strained to hold in her voice while feeling something penetrating her between her legs.


  “Now, let’s get to know each other better,” Aeon coldly insisted.


  The volcanic eruption thundered profoundly in the distance as black smoke filled the sky with fiery lava raining down onto the land below. And though it managed to conceal the terrified cries of the monsters who took shelter in the northern bluffs, the sound of Flarah screaming managed to echo across the land just above that of Eden’s explosive roar.


   


  


  Chapter 13


  Life after Death


  In the world of Eden death was an inevitability. Everyone, be they man or monster, would eventually face the end one way or another. It could be after a wonderful, rewarding life with incredible memories and a heart filled with love. Or perhaps it would come sooner than expected, taking someone away before they could achieve their dreams or continue with their current ones. Death would always come in time, always without mercy, and always without fail. However, even so that wasn’t to say their end was truly at hand in the grand order of things.


  For some, death was only the beginning of something greater that lay ahead.


  *****


  The sky was filled with endless clouds, a haunting wind passing through the air with a ghostly wail befitting the scenery it echoed within. Jagged precipices outstretched from the bleak rocky mountains, a desolate gray cast over the landscape as light didn’t pierce the gloomy ceiling above but rather bloomed unnaturally within the barren wasteland that was devoid of all life. Literally.


  Sitting on her legs with a forlorn gaze up at the worrying clouds was Squeak, the ant girl dressed in an untouched tunic and pair of boots while her antennae swayed in the breeze that passed by. Looking to her hands she slowly felt her body being whole again, patting down her hips and breasts while seeing that she was in one piece, although could easily tell something was very different about her now.


  “Daniel,” she said, speaking clearly in a heartbroken voice as she looked to the sky again. Slowly she stood up, her weary gaze moving around the desolate canyon she now found herself standing beside. “What is this place? Where am I? How… how did I… oh… that’s right…”


  Looking down to her chest she peeked under her tunic, seeing her skin appearing perfectly fine without any scar or blemish being visible where she had been impaled.


  “This… this can’t be…” she worried, taking unsteady steps in circles before suddenly halting, her hand slowly moving up to rest over her heart to feel nothing beating inside her now. “Is this… real? It can’t be. Surely I’m dreaming. I must be. Mustn’t I? Am I really… oh… no…”


  Grabbing her hair in distress she began crying as the reality of what happened replayed in her mind.


  “No. That wasn’t a dream. Jacqueline, she… she… oh good lord, no. I can’t be dead. I can’t be! No! I can’t really be dead! Please, let this be some horrible dream! Wake me up! Somebody wake me up from this horrible nightmare! Daniel! Daniel, help me!”


  “Hey,” a voice called out, with Squeak jumping from the sound before turning to see three ant girls dressed in red garb waving at her from further away.


  “What are you doing?”


  “We need to keep moving.”


  “Why are you going that way?”


  “What?” Squeak asked. “Are… are you talking to me?”


  “C’mon,” an ant girl said running up to her. She grabbed Squeak’s hand and started pulling the confused girl with her back to the others. “The angels will get mad if we stray too far from the path. We have to keep walking this way to reach Vexus.”


  “Angels? Path? Vexus?”


  “Hurry, we need to catch up with the others,” another ant girl urged before they all started heading off with Squeak in tow. As they led her down a rocky trail between the tall bluffs Squeak couldn’t help but notice that rather than showing fear or distress about their situation the other ant girls appeared more relaxed and carefree about it.


  “You just arrive here?” one of them asked her. “I can tell by your face, you look a little confused.”


  “Um… I guess?” Squeak unsurely replied.


  “Don’t worry about it. When we got here we were lost too.”


  “It’s easy to get turned around out here, there’s like nothing at all out here but the same looking highlands. We haven’t seen anything else, not even a damned sign. That’s just horrible and lazy trailblazing if you ask me.”


  “The angel we met told us to stay on the trail. Easier said than done, the path leads all around these weird mountains. You just know some lost souls probably wound up really lost out here for who knows how long.”


  “Uh…” Squeak managed to say.


  “Hey, your uniform is blue,” one of them pointed out. “You’re not from our nest, are you?”


  “She’s right,” the one holding Squeak’s hand agreed. “You’re not part of our colony. But you fell here, which means you fell in Green Haven. How did you die there? What were you even doing there?”


  “Me?” Squeak asked pointing to herself. “Um, well, I was… um, killed, I guess.”


  “Haha, no shit,” an ant girl laughed. “We all bit it today, couldn’t you tell?”


  “Yeah,” the one holding Squeak sighed. “Some idiot screwed up and set off all our bombs before we were ready. I was blown to pieces before I could say a word.”


  “Haha, yeah,” another agreed. “That was really loud, wasn’t it? We must have blown all of those fucking savages sky-high after our site detonated like that.”


  “Wait, you girls caused that?” Squeak asked. “When Green Haven erupted from below, that was because of you?”


  “You were there when it happened? Yep, that was because of us. We were rigging a shit-ton of bombs beneath the forest as a little surprise for the coldhearted bitches above. Tell us, did we wipe out those filthy assholes in the blast? Did we take them down with us in a hellish inferno from which there was no escaping?”


  “No. I mean, you probably killed some of them. The entire forest was set on fire, and then Eden started exploding from below with rivers of lava bursting forth. You cast all of Green Haven into total chaos with your digging.”


  “Boo-yah!” an ant girl cheered as she and another bumped fists. “That’s what I’m talking about!”


  “Serves those murderous whores right. You mess with the Breakfell Ants and you get blown up! Woo!”


  “I wish I could have seen their faces. That must have been an awesome show!”


  “What is wrong with you girls?” Squeak demanded. They all came to a stop as she yanked her hand free and backed up from the puzzled girls. “Why did you lay siege to Green Haven? Why did you set the forest on fire? Why would you attack the elves? And why are you so cavalier about our situation? We’re dead! We’re dead and we’re never going to see our loved ones again! Doesn’t that upset you? Doesn’t that bother you at all?”


  “Well, first off, we’re always ready to die,” one of them replied with a shrug. “I don’t know how your nest operated, but ours prides itself on strength and bravery. We’re not afraid of anything, even death.”


  “We work with rocks that go boom on an everyday basis,” another chimed in. “Dying isn’t something we fear or even care about. Honestly, if I had to go out, which I did, I would prefer to go out in a fiery blaze of glory, which I did.”


  “All that matters is our colony’s survival,” the third proudly declared. “That’s what we fight for every day. And for your information we weren’t going to attack the elves, we were only after The Sisterhood. Those fucking monsters killed our queen and threatened our people. Dying in the line of duty isn’t anything to regret for us, especially if we’re able to knock those goddamn demons flat on their asses in the process.”


  “They killed your queen?” Squeak worried. “That’s horrible. I’m so sorry to hear that, I didn’t realize. Wait a moment, now I remember, I encountered a worker from your nest a few days go. She was dressed in your colors, she said her people were at war and that was why they were excavating large chasms in Eden to slow down their enemies. Saffron was her name.”


  “That’s one of our lieutenants,” one of the ant girls beamed. “One of the best ones if you ask me.”


  “You met her? Isn’t she totally awesome? I heard she could blow up an entire mountain if she wanted to.”


  “She… was very rough to talk to,” Squeak replied with a weak smile. “Very quick to throw a punch if provoked, but she seemed like a good soul.”


  “She is,” an ant girl agreed. “I hope she’s still alright. She was supposed to be at the digging site with us today, but last I heard she was running late for some reason.”


  “Knowing her she’s still alive and beating the shit out of those Sisterhood bitches with her bare hands,” another smugly reasoned.


  “Lucky girl,” the third sighed before they started walking off together. “Oh well. At least we caused trouble for The Sisterhood before we died. That’s something to be proud of. All that’s left to do is remain confident that our sisters can finish the fight.”


  After a few steps they stopped and looked back to see Squeak having her head lowered with tears running down her cheeks.


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  “Aside from being dead of course.”


  “What’s wrong? What do you have to cry about?”


  “Just like you said,” Squeak whimpered. “I’m dead. I’m glad… that you girls can find something joyful to carry your spirits forward still, but… I’m afraid I don’t have much to smile about right now.”


  “Don’t worry about biting it,” an ant girl reassured, the three monsters walking back and gathering around Squeak. “Hey, c’mon, it’s not so bad. We all have to die eventually, it’s a normal part of life. Don’t let that get you down. You at least led a good life that you’re proud of, didn’t you?”


  “Of course I did,” Squeak softly praised. “I was blessed with finding a man who loved me for who I was, not what I was. I had a mate, a family, a wonderful home. I had everything… everything I ever could have dreamed of having…”


  “You had a man?” an ant girl exclaimed. They all looked to one another with bright smiles before crowding closer to Squeak. “Back up, you’re saying you had a man of your own? How did you get a man? Where did you get him?”


  “Was that why you were in our territory? Were you sent to populate a new nest for your people? You dirty, sneaky infiltrator; you were pulling a fast one on us and spreading your nest into our land. That’s pretty bold. You’ve got spunk, girl.”


  “Was your man ripped with muscle?” another purred. “Was he tall and handsome? Was he enormous? How big was his cock? Did it threaten to split you apart when you fucked him? Spare no details, I want to hear everything.”


  Squeak confusedly stammered something in response as they giggled and swarmed her with questions before a loud whistle was heard. Looking over to the side they saw an elven ranger dressed in darker apparel waving at them while holding a skeletal bow that gave Squeak the chills just from seeing.


  “Let’s move it, ladies!” Shadow called out. “Come on, we need to get you all through processing. I told you to stick to the path and keeping walking, so get a move on.”


  “Sorry!” a red ant girl apologized. “Sorry, Ms. Angel!”


  “We’re coming, we’re coming!” another insisted as the three girls quickly took off along the trail.


  “Tell us more if we meet again!” the third called back to Squeak with a wave. “I want to hear about how big he was! All the details, I mean it!”


  Squeak slowly waved to them with a bewildered look on her face, watching the three girls hurrying past the elven ranger who motioned them on with a wave of the hand.


  “And I told you, I’m not an angel,” Shadow dryly reminded them. She watched the girls heading off while giggling with each other then glanced over to Squeak, seeing the lone ant girl remaining still with a puzzled expression.


  “I said let’s move it,” Shadow called out again. “Get your ass in motion, young lady. Let’s go.”


  “Me?” Squeak asked pointing to herself. “Go? Where are we going?”


  “To Vexus, I already explained this to you and your sisters a little while ago, remember?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I… just got here… I think.”


  “Great,” Shadow sighed as she started walking towards Squeak. “Another new soul to deal with. Today is really a busy day, they just keep coming and coming. It really is a slaughter up there.”


  Squeak backed up a step as the ranger approached her, the ominous ghostly whisper from her bow causing her to shiver nervously while the elven woman herself didn’t appear too threatening. She was dressed a little more outlandish than most elves she had seen that day, yet her peaceful expression and sympathetic eyes seemed a little reassuring at least.


  “Okay,” Shadow said, walking up in front of Squeak and carefully surveying the surrounding area for any other lost souls wandering about. “I’ve been doing this all day and I’m a little tired, so I’m giving you the quick version of answers to questions you probably have. Yes, you’re dead. No, I’m not here to eat your soul. Yes, I’m dead too. No, I can’t take you back. Yes, you really are dead so get over it. And no, I didn’t make this bow out of the bones of fallen souls such as yourself, it was a gift to me for taking on more responsibilities down here in the underworld, so please don’t start screaming from seeing it. Can’t tell you how many people freak out when they see it at first. Anyway, my name is Shadow, and I’ll be your guide to reaching your afterlife. The pleasure is all mine.”


  She opened her mouth to speak again as she turned her eyes onto Squeak, the woman halting for a moment before going wide-eyed as she slowly looked over the ant girl in stunned silence.


  “Um…” Squeak carefully said. “My name is Squeak. Nice to meet… you?”


  “What the fuck?” Shadow exclaimed. She grabbed Squeak by the jaw and tilted her head around, examining her from different angles before she quickly circled the ant girl and anxiously stuttered something that only came out as gibberish.


  “Is something wrong?” Squeak worried.


  “What are you doing here?” Shadow cried out. “What is the meaning of this? How did you get here?”


  “What do you mean? I died, so… I was supposed to come here, wasn’t I?”


  “What do you mean you died?” Shadow demanded. “How? How did you die?”


  “I was stabbed by a terrible monster,” Squeak pouted. “She snuck up on me and ran her sword clean through my chest. Filthy, cowardly whore.”


  Shadow got in front of Squeak and peered closely into her eyes, so close that Squeak nervously leaned back as the woman was getting right in her face with the most intense gaze she had ever seen. Backing up a few steps Shadow pulled out a scroll from behind her, rolling it out with a flick of her wrist and holding it up to quickly read through it with a sharp eye.


  “No… no… no,” she said looking back to Squeak. “Wrong. This is wrong. This is… oh for fuck’s sake! Not again! You have got to be kidding me!”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “You’re what’s wrong! You’re not supposed to be here!” Shadow cried out. “Your soul, it has so much life still attached to it! 63 years’ worth of life! You weren’t fated to come down here now, you weren’t supposed to die anywhere close to this date! This wasn’t on my ledger at all!”


  “What do you mean?” Squeak asked shaking her head.


  “What do I mean? I just told you exactly what I mean. You’re not supposed to be here! Your soul has life in it still, so much life! You’re not supposed to be down here yet. How can this be? How can… but you… oh fucking hell! This is not what I wanted to deal with again!”


  “Again?” Squeak nervously asked as the raging woman was rather frightening to her. Shadow froze while straining to calm herself, her hand shaking with the scroll in it before she slowly breathed out and shook her head.


  “Look, here’s the problem. You died, but you weren’t supposed to, get it? Your soul still has life in it, and life needs to be expired before going through processing. A soul with life still attached to it can’t go through processing, understand? It really fucks up the system we have down here, and that’s not exactly looked kindly upon by my superiors.”


  “So… what does that mean?”


  “This is bad!” Shadow shouted at her. “Oh this isn’t good. This isn’t good at all. If it was just a few weeks we could make do, but… fuck, 63 years? How the fuck do these unreasonable changes keep happening? First those desuwraiths come through here and now you show up too! What the fuck is happening up there? This isn’t how fate is supposed to go, who’s screwing with our system up there? I have the souls of desuwraiths and ant girls showing up when they’re not supposed to by a longshot and I’m missing the souls of an orc and lycan who were supposed to show up but never did! Oh my god, I am so dead when the boss hears about this, and I’m already dead to begin with!”


  “The boss?” Squeak repeated.


  “She was royally pissed before, but now I have to go and tell her it happened again, and she’s probably going to blame me for it like she did the last time! I’m innocent here, I swear!”


  “I’m sorry, could you please slow down and explain this to me?”


  “I haven’t messed with fate in years! I’ve been trying really hard to follow the rules down here, I mean things get kind of boring and I need to spice it up now and again, but I haven’t fucked around with anyone’s fate for so long now! Okay, there was the incident with those two male humans a few weeks ago, but c’mon, they were fucking hot archers and I’m still a woman for crying out loud! Not to mention they were going to die anyway, what was so wrong with speeding up the process so we could have a little fun before they passed on? They were into me and goddamn was I into them, especially when they really got into me. I mean fuck, their arrows were huge! You know what I’m saying, girl?”


  “Uh…” Squeak slowly replied.


  “But that didn’t screw with the grand order of things! I mean, not totally! Sure, their faction lost that silly little skirmish or whatever it was they were doing at the time, but who cares? Fate corrected itself in the end and we got everyone that we needed to pass through down here! So fate can surely correct itself again with these anomalies, right? Right? It has to, it just has to! Please tell me it’s going to!”


  “I… have no idea,” Squeak said as she looked around for literally anyone else to talk to. “Should… should I be going somewhere right now?”


  “You can’t go anywhere, don’t you get it?” Shadow cried out as she shook the ant girl by the shoulders. “Dammit, this is not what we need to deal with right now! We have a fuck-ton of souls to pass through, we don’t have time to deal with yours being here like this! Fuck, this is not going to end well for me! Why does this crap keep happening to me, nobody else I know has to deal with shit like this!”


  “I’m sorry?” Squeak exclaimed as she was shaken back and forth. “I don’t wish to be a burden upon anyone! Um, please calm down! You’re supposed to be my guide down here, right? Well you’re freaking me the hell out, so kindly get a hold of yourself!”


  “You’re right,” Shadow fretted while finally ceasing with her shaking of the ant girl. “I have a job to do. But I can’t do it with you. I can’t do anything with your soul. Which means… we need to go see the boss. She’s the only one who can help.”


  “Is that right?” Squeak huffed as she and Shadow caught their breaths. “Fine, let’s go see your boss then. Anything so I can get some answers here.”


  “I’m sorry,” Shadow groaned, running a hand down her face before smiling weakly at Squeak. “You’ve surely been through enough at this point, I don’t mean to burden you with my troubles. Come, let’s get back to Vexus and see the boss. Hopefully she’s in a better mood now…”


  “Vexus?” Squeak asked as Shadow turned to lead them down the trail. “What is this Vexus you all keep speaking of?”


  “Oh, that’s right,” the elf mused with a playful glance back at her. “I never told you. You see, you’re in the underworld now, and Vexus is the capital of this sector in the underworld. It’s where newly departed souls are brought to pass on to their fated afterlife. Come, you’ll see.”


  Squeak followed the elven ranger as she led her along the dirt road, the two running together through the forsaken valleys where not a single plant or critter was seen the whole way. Absolutely nothing but lifeless rocks painted the canyon floors and walls while the sky always remained cloudy and perfectly dreary. After a while however Squeak noticed other people making their way along the trail and many other pathways set atop and below the valley. Elves, trolls, goblins, arachne, witches, ant girls, and even some humans were seen marching along the roads, all of them seeming understandably depressed and even afraid as they trudged towards their final destination. Several horse riders were seen trotting along next to the trails and moving the crowds in the right direction, the horses being of black fur and glowing blue eyes as they were clad in white steel armor and saddles, while their riders were various races of human, elf, and even gremlins, all wearing dark leather armor and tunics as they kept calling to stragglers to keep moving forward.


  “Stay close,” Shadow ordered as she took hold of Squeak’s hand and helped her weave around the passing souls that only gave fleeting glances at them. “It’s not normally this crowded but there’s a whole lot of killing going on up there, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”


  “I certainly did notice,” Squeak had to agree with. “I just pray my beloved mate doesn’t find his way down here today. Oh I’m so worried about him.”


  “You had a man, huh?” Shadow asked with a sharp smile. “Very nice. What was his name?”


  “Daniel Sorres. He… he wasn’t by chance on your ledger, was he?”


  “Daniel Sorres,” Shadow repeated as she thought about it. “Hmm, nope. Doesn’t ring a bell. He at least wasn’t one of mine to collect down here according to my list.”


  “I see,” Squeak replied with a teary-eyed smile. “That’s wonderful to hear. I pray his name never does appear on your list.”


  “Well that prayer won’t work forever, but I wouldn’t count on finding him down here with the other fallen souls today.”


  “That’s as good an answer as I could hope for,” Squeak reasoned. “I’m sorry to trouble you with such questions, and with being an irregularity down here. I promise it was never my intention to come down here at all on this day.”


  “Don’t worry about it. As far as wandering souls go you’re one of the nicer ones I’ve talked to today, so it’s not so bad. Anyway, we’re almost there. We’re going to avoid the crowds and take a bit of a detour, follow me this way.”


  The two veered off the path and ran towards a trail that went up along the rising mountainside past where the main road led down into a narrow valley that the fallen souls were being funneled into.


  “The boss has her place up on a nice overlook above Vexus,” Shadow explained with a smile back at Squeak. “You’ll get a great view of the city before we speak to her. Um, Squeak, was it?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Squeak said, watching the large herd of souls walking down the valley beside them before looking at Shadow curiously. “Um, so who is this boss of yours? Is she in charge of the underworld? Wait, are we going to meet god?”


  “Haha! No, nothing like that,” Shadow laughed shaking her head. “She’s just in charge of this area of the underworld. You think the world’s a big place? Well so is the underworld. It takes a lot of supervision down here to keep things in working order, and that means many viceroys are needed to manage everything.”


  “Viceroy?”


  “Think of it like a queen of this dreary looking kingdom we’re in,” Shadow reasoned with a shrug. “She runs the part of the underworld beneath the region above us. She also manages the southern and eastern regions next to it.”


  “I see,” Squeak said looking up and around at the cloudy sky. “So she’s responsible for all the souls that die in Koskaysil and its neighboring lands. That must take a lot of work.”


  “You know it. People die every day you know. Human or monster, if they fall anywhere at all above us then they’re our responsibility to guide towards their next step in the afterlife. And let me tell you, it keeps us busy as fuck with having to run around wildly down here to get ready and catch them when they’re about to fall. There may be many cities up there in the land of the living, but there’s only Vexus down here. And it’s not always a quick walk from town to get to those who are destined to fall down here.”


  “It certainly sounds like you keep busy,” Squeak reasoned with amazement. “My word, and I thought my home nest had plenty of souls housed within it.”


  “As crowded as your ant girl nests can get, it’s nothing at all compared to the amount of souls we handle down here,” Shadow laughed.


  The two girls ran up along the narrow mountain trail, rising high above the neighboring valley that had large masses of souls marching through it. After a while they finally arrived onto a plateau and headed over to an overlook with a chain-link railing set up on it. Coming to a stop next to the fence Shadow smiled at the sight while Squeak stared with wide eyes of wonder. Beneath them where hundreds of souls were spilling out into from the narrow valley they passed was a gigantic crater with a stone city built in the middle of it. The blocky structures and towers were tightly set next to one another and nearly filled the expanse of the settlement with a large circular stone wall surrounding the city with less than a mile to spare between it and the rising cliffs that reached high over the settlement on all sides. From the overlook Squeak could make out several valleys leading down into the city from other directions, all seeming to be swarming with fallen souls who were slowly congregating towards the middle. Although the buildings of Vexus were just as bleak as the surrounding landscape it was the centerpiece of the city that truly stood out. Squinting and focusing her vision, Squeak was able to make out a glimmering pillar of light that protruded from the center of the city before vanishing into a sparkling haze as it traveled higher into the sky, the shining radiance appearing soothing and beautiful to behold even from that distance.


  “That’s Vexus,” Shadow announced. “It’s… well, kind of a dump if you go inside. But what do you expect? Only us grim reapers and waiting souls stay there, and the general mood of the populace we watch over is pretty bad given the circumstances. Still, looks a lot better than everything else around here. So that’s something, right?”


  “You live there?” Squeak wondered. “It’s so… big.”


  “It kind of has to be,” Shadow reasoned as she rubbed the back of her neck. “You remember me saying we take in souls from three different regions up above? Well here’s the kicker to people kicking the bucket; everyone has a specific moment in time that they can pass through the gateway once they die.”


  “Gateway? Are you talking about that tower of light in the middle of the city?”


  “You got it. That’s the gateway, or as everyone down here calls it, The Horizon. Makes sense really, every soul’s future is just past the horizon. Well, technically through it, but you get the idea. Every underworld city has one. The Horizon was created by the real angels and demons, you know, the ones you either prayed to or cursed their existence when shit went wrong in your life. It takes your soul to either heaven or hell when you go through it, depending on your life choices. When a person is destined to die that means their moment to be taken by either heaven or hell is officially set and given to the viceroys to be enforced, which they then give to us that we use to go out and collect the souls when they fall to guide them to the gateways.”


  “So you’re… angels of death?”


  “Trust me, we’re not angels. We don’t do what they do. If anything we’re more like… wardens; just trying to keep things in order down here. We were chosen for the job just as the viceroys are, and when the higher-ups tell you to do something, you do it.”


  “Higher-ups? Who are… oh… you mean…”


  “Yep, you guessed it, the higher-ups. Not the angels or demons themselves, but the ones they report to. Anyway, we get selected and given the job of making sure everything down here runs the way it should, and it’s a fulltime job too. You see, more often than not we get souls that aren’t ready to pass on yet, they died too early from the date we’re given because of one reason or another. Freewill is a bitch that way. So until their time officially comes they’re put up in Vexus, usually with them crying and trying all manner of bargaining techniques with us to try and get back to the land of the living.”


  “Those poor souls,” Squeak empathized.


  “Yeah, poor them. Like I said, Vexus is a bit of a dump inside those walls. Sometimes people die earlier than expected, it can happen thanks to freewill and such, but it almost never happens more than a month in advance of their original due date, so it’s manageable for us down here.”


  “And the people that die after their due date?” Squeak asked.


  “That’s when those angels of death you spoke of come into play,” Shadow answered, with Squeak jumping in surprise. “If the higher-ups decided someone was supposed to die and have their soul pass through The Horizon, then it needs to happen. So on the off-chance someone manages to cheat death when they weren’t supposed to, an angel will be sent down to ‘correct’ the problem.”


  “Correct the problem?” Squeak feared. “Oh my, you mean they kill them.”


  “It has to happen,” Shadow reasoned holding her hands up defensively. “Sometimes if someone misses their due date the forces of fate can correct whatever problems that would have caused in the grand order of things, maybe with the lucky bastard getting to live a little longer in doing so. But from every instance we were missing a soul and reported it, that soul shortly showed up down here courtesy of an angel taking them out.”


  “That’s… that’s so horrible,” Squeak fretted. “How could angels do something so cruel? Taking away someone’s life when they’re so desperately trying to hold onto it. Why, they’re not holy maidens of hope at all, they’re just bloody assassins!”


  “It’s not like that,” Shadow argued. “Everyone is part of the grand order, and that order needs to remain in order or else real chaos will fill the world. I know, it sucks to hear that people are going to die like that, but it has to happen. You can’t live forever you know. Everyone has to pass on to their next destination at some point, it can’t be avoided. And if those souls are planned to be part of something important when they pass on then we need to make sure they pass on when they’re supposed to. We’re not trying to be the evil ones here, we’re just… we’re just doing our job. All of us are just doing what we need to in order to keep life and death in balance in the world. Can you at least understand that?”


  “I… I guess so,” Squeak worried as she lowered her head. “I suppose I can see what you mean. But still, I never imagined angels would be deathdealers rather than gentle holy maidens that they’re revered to be. That completely changes the way I picture them in ways I can’t believe.”


  “Well here’s something you won’t like to help take your mind off of all that,” Shadow hesitantly said, with Squeak turning to her uneasily from hearing her tone. “There’s a time limit to how long souls have to go through The Horizon after they die, and that’s just one month. Any longer and they can’t go through anymore. Those that miss their fated moment of passing, those that don’t enter the gateway in time for whatever reason, don’t get to pass on to their afterlife. They become stuck here.”


  “Stuck? In the underworld?”


  “Yes. Stuck here in this realm, forever. Some may think that surely being here would be a better alternative to hell, right? Wrong. A soul that lingers here in this realm for too long starts to ‘rot’, if you will. And that rotting stench attracts predators; predators that will make that soul wish they had gone to hell instead.”


  “They’re that bad?”


  “It’s ironic,” Shadow dryly laughed. “In the mortal realm we monsters are known to rape and torture humans. Down here, a rotting soul, be they man or monster, will learn what real rape and torture is like from real monsters. And there will be no rest for them for all eternity.”


  “That’s terrible,” Squeak worried. “There’s nothing you can do for them? You can’t shelter them in your city?”


  “Not even the boss could keep those nasty things from tearing down our walls if they come looking for rotting prey,” Shadow answered shaking her head. “Any soul that misses their time to pass on is exiled from Vexus; taken far, far away so they don’t bring certain doom down upon those who still have a chance to pass on.”


  “Oh my word,” Squeak softly said, her eyes then slowly widening as she realized what Shadow was getting at now. “Wait, you said… when we first met you said… you said that I wasn’t supposed to be down here anytime soon.”


  “That’s right,” Shadow solemnly agreed. “Your time isn’t here yet, Squeak. In fact, it wasn’t going to be here for another 63 years.”


  Squeak slowly backed up against the railing of the overlook, her breathing now shaky as she fearfully looked back to the city below them then to Shadow as she felt a ghastly chill running down her spine.


  “I… I can’t go through The Horizon? I’m stuck here? I’m going to rot here? Those predators you spoke of, they’re going to come for me?”


  “Wait!” Shadow urged holding her hands out. “Before you freak out, know that you’re not fucked yet. Yes, you can’t go through The Horizon now. You coming here way before your time means you’re not able to pass on before your soul starts rotting. But, there is still hope for you.”


  “There is? How? What am I supposed to do now?”


  “Like I said before, we talk to the boss,” Shadow explained pointing behind her. Squeak turned her frightened gaze to the side and noticed something resting behind the overlook they were on. It appeared to be a large cobra head carved into the mountain, the dreadfully ominous looking monument having sharpened stone fangs protruding down under the mouth and red fires burning in its eyes. Beneath the cobra there was the face of a skull carved into the bleached rock with equally expert craftsmanship. The eyeholes had burning violet fires in them, the opening for the nose had wooden doors serving as the entrance into the dwelling, before that lay a dirt path that Squeak really did not want to walk across as it was littered with bones, and on either side were tilled patches of dirt with black, thorny vines that were slithering and rustling about through the ground as if they were alive.


  “That is absolutely terrifying,” Squeak blurted out. “Are you certain I’m not already in hell?”


  “Yeah,” Shadow sighed in agreement. “She’s actually new. My old boss had just a simple house here, but when the new girl showed up she redecorated and made… that. One thing I quickly learned about her, she’s got a real thing for snakes.”


  “I can tell.”


  “Anyway, she’s our best bet at getting you straightened out down here. She may not be able to bring you back to life, but if anyone can request your window of passing to be moved closer to today with the higher-ups, it would be her. The viceroys down here can send appeals to have wayward souls sent through The Horizon in cases like this, my old boss used to do that all the time for me when this sort of thing happened before.”


  “This problem happened to you all the time before?” Squeak asked in surprise. “People were dying at the wrong times that frequently?”


  “Well…” Shadow sheepishly replied. “I may have contributed to a few souls almost missing out on their afterlives. But who’s to say for sure, freewill is certainly a mysterious mistress when it comes to this sort of thing after all.”


  “Is that so?” Squeak slowly replied with a raised eyebrow.


  “But it was never a problem because my old boss was really tight with her superiors, she could fix any discrepancy that popped up like it was nothing. Gave me a lot of freedom- I mean relief knowing she always had my back like that. Yeah, I really do miss her, not going to lie.”


  “I’m sure you do,” Squeak dryly agreed. “So is your new boss as much a miracle worker as your last one? Is she your good friend as well?”


  “Her? …no. Not at all. She’s super strict about everything. Strict about fate, about getting souls through The Horizon on their appointed dates, about keeping souls in line down here at all times, about me not sneaking up into the mortal realm to have sex with men, about a lot of things really. She’s also really scary to talk to… and be in the presence of… and generally think about.”


  “She’s that bad?” Squeak worried. “That doesn’t sound very promising for my dilemma. Wait, did you just say sneaking up to the mortal realm to have sex with men?”


  “She’s pretty bad,” Shadow had to admit while rubbing the back of her neck. “The first time I upset her she threw me into a pit filled with her snakes. They… crawled into places. Bad places for snakes to crawl into. I’ve tried my best not to step on her toes ever since.”


  “That’s rather alarming to hear,” Squeak nervously replied.


  “It was more alarming to be in that pit, trust me. However, all that aside, she’s still the only one we can talk to about saving your soul, so we might as well give it a shot, right?”


  “This seems befitting of my luck so far,” Squeak morbidly said. “I’m only glad I’m dead so I can’t soil my underwear right now out of sheer fright. Well… damn it all, might as well try. Not like I have any other choice.”


  “As long as you don’t piss her off or upset her you’ll be fine,” Shadow promised as they started walking towards the residence.


  “And if I by chance do upset her?” Squeak worried.


  “You will quickly learn to fear her snakes just as I have,” Shadow shuddered. “On that note, she has a few for pets. Do not step on them, or else.”


  They approached the skull face with Squeak nervously watching the slithering weeds beside them while Shadow straightened out her outfit and made sure her bow was securely holstered over her shoulder. Walking up to the door Shadow knocked a few times while clearly trying to force a brave expression. Seeing her guide becoming noticeably tense Squeak began to fear the worst already, with the sound of a girl’s voice inside then speaking to them causing her to hop back with a squeak.


  “Come in,” the voice sharply called out.


  “Let me do the talking,” Shadow hushed before she opened the door and led them inside. As they did Squeak managed to take a few steps before freezing right away, a nervous whine nearly escaping her mouth as she saw, and felt, several long snakes with black scales and red patterns on their faces slithering across the hardwood floor and over her feet.


  “Don’t step on her snakes, or else,” Shadow quietly warned as she shut the door. She carefully moved past the slithering serpents while Squeak opted to remain as still as stone to make sure she didn’t tempt fate by accident.


  “Got it,” the ant girl softly whimpered. “By the way, your definition of ‘a few snakes’ is outrageously misleading.”


  Averting her eyes from the hissing pets at her feet Squeak looked around at seeing they were inside what appeared to be a small library of sorts. Bookshelves and tables were filled and overly cluttered with large, handcrafted books and old tomes. Papers were scattered everywhere on the floor and desks while there appeared to be just as many snakes worming their way around the room. Lit candles were placed on many of the tables and in candleholders in the walls between the shelves, the flames burning steadily and calmly within the dwelling while providing plenty of light for the occupants to see in.


  “I’m sorry to bother you again,” Shadow said as she started walking ahead. “But I’m afraid… I found another… um… you see…”


  “What are you bitching about this time?” a girl snapped. “You know damned well I’m busy here! I’ve been busy ever since I got here! I’ve got crap and more crap and even more crap to deal with down here, so you’d better not be trying to tell me about another piece of shit that’s dropped onto our laps or I’m going to be fucking pissed.”


  Shadow weakly laughed while turning pale, her hands fidgeting together before her while a few snakes crawled up around her boots and hissed at her with open mouths. As the elf nervously stammered some form of nonsensical reply, Squeak had suddenly halted as the voice she heard sounded very familiar. Looking forward she saw Shadow standing before a grand desk at the end of the room that was just as cluttered with books, papers, and burning candles as the others were. Behind it were a long set of red and violet curtains that separated the rest of the building from the study which was the entire foyer it seemed. Peeking around Shadow she saw the books that were piled up on the desk blocking her view of who the elf was speaking to, however upon hearing her speak some more the ant girl’s antennae twitched a few times as she displayed a cautious look.


  “Tell me,” the girl’s voice dared. “Do you come baring good news for once, or bad news yet again?”


  “Well…” Shadow slowly replied.


  “As long as it’s not a repeat case of fallen souls dying decades before their official expiration date, then I promise I won’t be too mad.”


  “Um… about that…”


  “Shadow,” the girl angrily growled. “What did you do this time?”


  “I swear I didn’t have anything to do with any of these cases!” Shadow desperately pleaded. “I have no idea what’s going on up there, I have no clue why these girls are dying so far ahead of their expected deaths! I’m innocent here! Please believe me, ma’am!”


  “Another one?” the girl shouted. “You mean you found another soul that died way before their time? God fucking dammit! What the hell is going on up there? I can’t be dealing with this fucking crap! I have hundreds of souls to manage from the stupid war going on up there alone, I can’t be bothered with these special cases every fucking hour, I’ve got shit to do!”


  “I know, ma’am.”


  “We’re already running behind with the number of passings we’re tasked with as it is, we have a goddamned schedule to keep down here! There’s way too many fucking souls coming through and not enough wardens to deal with it! I don’t have time to handle these damned special cases on top of all that!”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am.”


  “For crying out loud, why did I have to get stuck with this job? Why couldn’t I just pass through The Horizon when it was my time? Why did the old viceroy have to be relieved and stick me with this job? This isn’t what I wanted to do with my afterlife you know!”


  “It’s not so bad, ma’am. You get a clean slate for your service, that’s something to be happy about, right?”


  “I’m beginning to wonder if hell would have been a better option than dealing with this bullshit every second I’ve been stuck with this job! I hate it here! I hate all of you and I hate the higher-ups for selecting me of all people to deal with this horseshit! Goddammit, they can’t treat me like this! Don’t they know who I am?”


  “Tora,” Squeak suddenly said aloud as she remembered the voice, with silence then filling the room. Shadow looked back to Squeak with surprise while the snakes were now slowly slithering about as they quieted down. Footsteps were heard from behind the grand desk, with Squeak’s eyes following the sound before they widened in shock at seeing who came around the side of the counter to face her.


  “You know my name?” the fallen witch bitterly spoke. Squeak became stunned to see the familiar spellcaster, recognizing her right away despite there being a few noticeable differences to her now. She wore black boots with rattlesnake tails coiled around the tops, her skirt now made of dark-skinned snake scales with red ones set in a circle around her right hip and a waving line running along the front of her left hip. A short black tunic was now worn with red and purple gemstones lined down the front, and on her back was a long, tattered violet cape with black snake designs with red eyes seen slithering down along it. On her right hand was the same black fingerless glove she wore before, her left holding her unique ying-yang skull adorning staff while also baring her red pyramid gemstone ring over her finger. Her long black hair was held in the usual twintails tied with white ribbons, her dark blue eyes were just as menacing as before, and on her neck was now a black snake tattoo that went up along the right side and ended at her cheek with the serpent’s head.


  “How did you know her name?” Shadow asked. “I don’t recall telling you that.”


  “We’ve met before,” Squeak carefully explained. “A few times in fact. I was there in Eston when you died, Tora. When the gemini ate you alive.”


  “You were?” Tora questioned as she started walking towards her. The snakes on the ground gathered close and followed their mistress with menacing hisses while the ones around Squeak clumped up on her boots and kept her still.


  “Yes, I was,” Squeak confirmed with a nod. “I honestly didn’t see myself ever meeting you again. I thought for certain you would be cast down into hell for all the trouble you caused.”


  “Well, I was certainly a naughty little witch when I was alive,” Tora chuckled. She stopped in front of Squeak and eyed her over, a small raise of her eyebrow being made while her harsh scowl remained the same. “Ah, yes. I remember you now. You were the ant girl who traveled with Alyssa. I remember, you were with her in Ashwood City and in Eston.”


  “Her name is Squeak,” Shadow spoke up with a raise of her hand. “Um, just for the record.”


  “I don’t care about that,” Tora said shaking her head. “And to be honest I don’t even care you were in Alyssa’s party, or that you knew her at all. I would have been quite the nasty witch with you if we were still alive given those circumstances, but right now I have plenty of other bullshit to concern myself with. What’s in the past is meaningless to me now. Far too busy these days to deal with that nonsense anymore.”


  “Well… that’s good,” Shadow nervously laughed. “Have to say, I had no idea you two would know each other like this.”


  “That’s also meaningless to me,” Tora scoffed. She waved her hand down, sending the snakes at Squeak’s feet scurrying off while the ant girl was forced down onto her knees with an overwhelming magical force grabbing hold of her entire body. Holding her hand to Squeak’s cheek Tora watched the ant girl trembling fearfully while a snake crawled up the witch’s shoulder and hissed loudly at the nervous soul.


  “What I want to know isn’t your name or what Alyssa has been up to all this time,” Tora scorned. “What I want to know is how in Eden did you get sent down here with so much of your life remaining? You’re not supposed to be here. You’re not supposed to be down here at all. Your soul coming here is going to cause nothing but problems and headaches for us, and I do not need more of those, no I do not. So enlighten me, what the fuck are you doing down here?”


  “Same reason as everyone else who comes down here, I died,” Squeak insisted. “I was murdered today, by the very same ones who killed you in Eston. The gemini. They killed me in Green Haven, struck me down with an infernal sword of ice and magic. That’s how I died.”


  “You weren’t supposed to die today,” Tora argued shaking her head. “Your fate was already decided long before you could think for yourself, and everyone is supposed to stick to the grand order that we all serve.”


  “Well I’m sorry, believe me I never wanted to die, especially by the hands of those accursed monsters. But as you can clearly see I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Here I am, much to both of our displeasure. So tell me, what happens now?”


  Tora growled as she lowered her hand and clenched it into a fist. Pausing for a moment Shadow then slowly drew closer to her side while being very careful not to step on any of the snakes that constantly circled the witch.


  “Is there any way we can move her window of passing?” she hopefully asked.


  “I already have to try and send an appeal for those other three idiots you brought me earlier,” Tora hissed at her. “Not to mention there are souls who have missed their due dates and souls that are coming through with large amounts of life still attached to them. Whatever is going on up there is throwing fate into the shitter and messing everything up for us down here. In case I didn’t make it clear to you before, asking for fate to be changed because of an irregularity down here, regardless of who is at fault for it, is not looked kindly upon by the higher-ups! They don’t like it when we tell them there’s a flaw in their grand design! They get fucking pissed off!”


  “Yeah, I remember,” Shadow weakly agreed. “So what should we do now? Four cases of people dying ahead of their time all within the same hour and plenty of other souls that aren’t matching up with our ledgers; something very strange is going on up there.”


  “It’s insufferable, that’s what it is,” Tora growled. “We need to fix this. Shadow, I want you to assist with gathering the remaining souls from the conflict in the elven forest. After that’s taken care of find out who the hell is messing with the grand order up there. Take another warden with you and get me some goddamned answers. If I have to enlist angels to help with this it’s going to put a serious strain between me and my superiors, I want to avoid that if at all possible.”


  “We have missing souls that never showed up, the angels may already need to get involved.”


  “Their fates could still change to allow them to carry on up above, and if that’s the case we won’t need to get the angels involved at all. That problem could fix itself if we let it.”


  “If their fates don’t change and they miss their windows-”


  “I’m aware of the risks!” Tora shouted, her voice echoing loudly as Squeak cringed from the outburst. “I’ll worry about that scenario; it’s my neck on the block if we mess up delivering those missing souls to their final destination on time. You just worry about getting the ones that are raining down out there through processing and then finding out who the fuck is toying with destiny!”


  “I won’t let you down,” Shadow promised with a bow. She glanced to Squeak who was still trembling nervously in the magical binds of the witch then showed an uneasy smile at Tora. “Um, if I may ask, what are you going to do with her?”


  “She and I are going to have a little chat,” Tora said to Squeak. “We’re going to find out where her fate was pushed in the wrong direction, and we’re going to see if we can solve the mystery as to who is responsible.”


  “Well… good luck with that,” Shadow had to agree with. Squeak looked at her in disbelief, the ranger smiling nervously and shrugging at her before she carefully maneuvered through the sea of snakes at her feet towards the doors.


  “Shadow!” Squeak cried back at her.


  “You’ll be fine,” Shadow promised with a friendly wave and smile. “It’s not like she’s going to kill you, you’re already dead. Don’t worry, we’ll find the one responsible for getting you mixed up in all this. Just… stay here and relax. I’ll be back eventually, I promise.”


  “Eventually?” Squeak desperately shouted, with the only response she got being the door quickly shutting as Shadow left as fast as she could. She stared at the door in stunned silence then looked back to see Tora tapping her foot while glaring at her.


  “Now then,” the witch said stepping closer to the nervous ant girl. “Tell me everything, and I mean everything, that’s happened with you. The sooner I find the one fucking around with fate, the sooner I can let my frustrations out on that poor soul instead of someone like you.”


  “I’m starting to think I’m not going to wake up from this,” Squeak quietly whimpered to herself.


  Outside the witch’s home Shadow adjusted her gloves while walking along the dirt path, the elf coming to a halt as she glanced behind while showing an uneasy frown. After a moment she shrugged and continued walking away while the string of her bow quietly whispered in the breeze.


  “I’m sure they’ll get along just fine. She scared the shit out of me when we first met, but now… well, I’m sure Squeak will be fine.”


  She made her way down the mountainside trail, taking notice of the herd of fallen souls still pouring through the valley below as they trudged towards the city of Vexus.


  “Well I didn’t take up this mantle just to have some annoying meddler ruin everything for those souls below,” she reminded herself. “Whoever is fucking around with fate, you and I are about to have a serious problem.”


  Reaching the bottom of the mountain and watching as the endless line of downtrodden souls marched on with a few horse riders trotting alongside, Shadow thought long and hard about her orders from Tora and having to take another warden of the underworld with her.


  “This could be a tricky assignment,” she mused to herself. “Logic would dictate that I pick someone calm, collected, experienced, and above all, completely focused on our mission to accompany me.”


  As she said those very reasonable words aloud one of the riders suddenly cried out as her horse bucked back unexpectedly, the girl flailing her arms as she struggled to remain on the steed’s back before finally dropping to the ground with a hard thump. While the horse neighed and trotted off and passing souls laughed a bit at the sight, Shadow showed a blank expression from seeing the familiar scene before she slowly formed a sly smile on her face.


  “Then again, I don’t want to be bored while I’m out there.”


  Walking towards the fallen rider she chuckled while eyeing over the girl, seeing her slowly sitting up on her hands and knees with her green cape with golden edgings draped over her head. The brown tunic she wore was dirtied while under her tightfitting brown skirt her pink panties were seen clear as day that a few human men passing by slowed down to see more of. Her gloved hand wearily searched for her bow that lay on the dirt nearby while the other struggled with pulling her cape off her head as she muttered and grumbled to herself as she often did when this happened to her.


  “Having trouble again?” Shadow spoke up, causing the girl to hop with a loud squeak. She scrambled around in circles in a panic, with her finally getting back onto her feet with her cape still pulled over her head as she gave a proud salute in Shadow’s general direction.


  “No, ma’am! Everything is under control here, ma’am! I was just- um- I was only- and the horse- I mean- it’s not-”


  “Haha! It’s okay, calm down,” Shadow assured as she walked over and pulled the woman’s cape off of her. “You know, accident-prone people usually stop being accident-prone after they die. Why are you so stubborn with keeping that trait even in death, Zoey?”


  “I’m sorry,” Zoey whined, ruffling her brunette hair in its ponytail and pulling it out from between her quiver of arrows and her back. “The horse just got spooked out of nowhere, I wasn’t expecting that.”


  “These horses don’t get spooked,” Shadow said while dusting off the elf’s tunic. “They’re undead, they’re used to seeing all manner of souls coming through this realm. I think it was less of your horse being startled and more of you not keeping a tight enough grip on the reins. Likely because your head was once again in the clouds. How many times have I told you to stop daydreaming? You have a job to do, that’s all you should be thinking about.”


  “I wasn’t daydreaming,” Zoey sheepishly defended, averting her eyes from Shadow who showed a knowing smile at seeing the blush on the elf’s cheeks.


  “Sure you weren’t,” Shadow chuckled. “You weren’t thinking about anyone that you may or may not touch yourself to the memory of during your breaks, were you?”


  “I don’t do such a thing! Why would you even know that? Don’t spy on me, Shadow!” Zoey whined while thrashing her arms. Shadow laughed as she grabbed and held the elf still, seeing the flustered pout on Zoey’s face that she was unable to hide in the least.


  “Not spying, just checking up on my fellow warden of the dead,” Shadow promised. “Anyway, if you would calm down for a moment I have a question to ask you.”


  “Yeah? What’s that?” Zoey sulked with an embarrassed look still on her face.


  “How would you like to come with me to the mortal realm?”


  “Wait, what?” Zoey exclaimed. “To the mortal realm? You’re going up there?”


  “Yeah. After we finish collecting the souls of the battle going on upstairs I have to head up there and find a troublemaker that’s messing with fate. Got the orders straight from Tora herself.”


  “Someone’s messing with fate?” Zoey cautiously asked. “Oh no. That’s not good. That’s not… wait, is that even possible?”


  “Apparently it is, and I have to find out who’s doing it and politely ask them to fucking stop. This is a big assignment that needs to be taken care of quickly before shit gets out of hand down here. And the boss wants me to take an extra hand up there with me to make sure things go smoothly. So, how about it? Want to see the sunrise again?”


  “Are you serious?” Zoey eagerly asked with bright pink eyes. “You really want me to come with? I can go back up to the mortal realm and breathe actual air again?”


  “Yes, although you don’t actually need to breathe air anymore. This is an important job we’re being given, I’m going to expect you to be at your best the entire time we’re up there. So, is that a yes or a no to coming with?”


  “Are you kidding? Yes! Yes!” Zoey squealed as she hopped about excitedly. “I am so ready for this! I am ready to handle anything! Thank you, Shadow, thank you! I swear I won’t let you down! You can count on me to get the job done! Zoey the grim reaper is at your service!”


  After a few more jumps she tripped and promptly dropped to the ground, with Shadow nodding slowly with an amused smile as she saw the elf lying face first on the dirt with her rear again sticking up to show her underwear off to all the passing souls nearby.


  “I can already tell this is going to be a fun trip.”


   


  


  Chapter 14


  We Meet At Last


  In the world of Eden, relations could form and bring people together in the most surprising of ways. While it was common to meet new folks in typical locations such as markets, libraries, pubs, or even the streets of their own neighborhood, sometimes seeing new faces would happen from more elaborate or dangerous means. Perhaps it would take a long journey or the forces of magic itself to finally bring them together in person, or maybe the encounter was fated to happen at the most dire and life-threatening moments to help forge the bond. However it did occur, it was important to be respectful and make a good first impression.


  After all, you never knew if they would one day become your close friend or deadliest foe.


  *****


  Inside the spacious living arrangements provided for Daniel’s harem tension was in the air as everyone anxiously awaited the return of their family along with their mate. Standing inside the court beside the open doorway Doku was gazing up at the night sky while cradling Snapper in her wings, the young swarm sound asleep and rigid as stone while in the care of the gentle harpy. Outside Star was keeping a close watch for any of her family that may be returning at any moment, the jinx poised on the roof of the ride while constantly scouring the horizon both in front and behind them while Alyssa’s lantern gave some light to hopefully guide their missing family back.


  “Any sign of them?” Doku asked, with Star leaning over the edge and shaking her head with a mew. “I feared as much. If they don’t return tonight I believe only Snapper is going to have any peaceful sleep at all. Please let us know the moment you see anything at all, Star.”


  Walking off inside their home Doku watched the young swarm sleeping quietly in her wings, her antennae swaying ever so slightly while the rest of her body was frozen in place with her hands curled up near her chest. Glancing around at the four chambers of their living quarters Doku pondered what to do to help pass the time and what the others were doing as well.


  “Star has the night watch. Specca has her books. Snapper’s asleep. Triska’s asleep. Kitten… we hope is just sleeping. Hmm… where are the sisters at? And our newest guest?”


  Trotting over to the bathing room she saw nobody inside, the harpy quickly scurrying over to the library next where she saw only Specca seated at a table reading a book. Heading over under the bedroom archway she saw Triska lying in bed while no others were inside.


  “They must be in…” she realized, then hopped in alarm. “Oh… oh dear. Two giant butterflies and an arachne in the dining room. Under normal circumstances that would be a rather ironic and dire situation, but now… surely it isn’t like… I mean Rolian wouldn’t… she wouldn’t actually… would she?”


  She raced over to the dining hall and quickly searched for any sign of the missing girls within, her gaze then moving up at something that caught her attention as her mouth subsequently opened in surprise.


  “What is this?” she exclaimed, rushing over next to the dining table where Luna and Falla were standing and also looking straight up at something. “Rolian? Rolian, what are you doing?”


  “Huh?” Rolian slowly asked, eyes rolling in her head as she was once again, or rather still was as she hadn’t really stopped being as such that night, drunk with a flushed face and drool running down her chin. “What do you mean? I’m not doing anything. I’m just… just… sitting here. I’m just sitting here. What’s wrong with that? Why are you yelling at me? Huh? I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t.”


  She popped off the cork to her jug and moved it closer to drink from before seeing the rum pouring out above her in a glistening stream. Looking up she tilted her head one way then another, seeming to have trouble understanding that she wasn’t looking up but rather down at the girls below her.


  “Hey, Doku,” Falla flatly said as she had an annoyed look on her face while Luna yelped and quickly dodged aside as the pouring rum splashed onto the table near her. “Would you help us explain to her that building a spider nest over our dining room table is not okay? Because so far she’s not getting it!”


  “Rolian!” Doku called out, herself and the sisters watching as Rolian hung upside-down in a large canopy of silky spider webbing that she had, at some point with inexplicable speed, set up all over the ceiling and across a chandelier. “Oh my word, why did you- oh dear its everywhere, this isn’t- but how, how did you do all this so fast and- oh, oh no!”


  “What’s wrong?” Rolian grumbled as she tilted her head one way then another with confusion. “Hey, why are you all up there? How are you doing that?”


  “We’re not up there! You’re up there!” Falla shouted with a stomp of her foot. “What’s the big idea? What do you think you’re doing getting that stuff all over our ceiling? You’re making a mess! What is wrong with-”


  “Sister, shh,” Luna hushed as she hopped over and held a hand over Falla’s mouth. “You’ll wake Snapper. She’s sleeping.”


  “I think we have a bigger problem to worry about than Snapper!” Falla barked out at her.


  “If she wakes up hungry you may be wrong about that, Falla,” Doku warned with an uneasy look at the sleeping swarm before she eyed over the webbing that was plastered across the ceiling above them. “Oh good heavens, there’s no telling how long it will take to clean all that up. How did she even do all that so quickly?”


  “Hey, what are you all talking about up there?” Rolian asked with a hiccup. She corked her jug and stumbled about on the sticky threads, her vision literally going everywhere as all her eyes were aimed in different directions. “Whoa, everything’s spinning again. Or- or- or am I spinning? Uh oh, I’m getting dizzy. Too much spinning, I don’t do well with spinning. Juggy, a little- a little help here? Which way- umph… which way am I going?”


  “Oh dear, be careful, Rolian,” Doku nervously urged, the three girls quickly moving around as they saw the large spider tripping over her legs above them while letting out a long burp.


  “Rolian, watch where you’re going,” Luna begged.


  “Watch it, you’re going to fall!” Falla warned.


  “Fall?” Rolian snorted with a dopey grin. “How can I fall when I’m on the ground? You’re the ones who are going to fall. I think. Um… where am I again?”


  “You’re on the ceiling,” Doku replied while hopping about anxiously. “You’re upside-down right above us.”


  “I am?” Rolian asked, with herself then falling straight down with her web ripping under her feet. The girls cried out as they saw the arachne dropping like a rock before she suddenly stopped before hitting the ground, a tight mesh of silk being stuck to three of her legs holding taut above her as she slowly spun in circles in front of the surprised girls.


  “Oh… oh yeah,” Rolian slowly recalled. “That’s right. I built my bed above the table. That way I wouldn’t miss breakfast with Kroanette when she gets back. That’s right. It’s all coming back to me now.”


  “Who said you could build your bed up there in the first place?” Falla demanded pointed up.


  “She did,” Rolian said looking to Luna. Doku and Falla turned to her questionably as she smiled nervously and giggled from being singled out.


  “Luna?” Doku wondered. “Is this true? You told Rolian it was okay to make her bed right above the dining table?”


  “Why would you do that?” Falla asked in disbelief.


  “Well,” Luna sheepishly replied as she slumped back. “She asked where she could sleep tonight, and I said anyplace is fine. Then she asked where Kroanette sleeps and I said in our bed, and then she wanted to sleep in there, and I thought maybe she shouldn’t because we sleep there with Daniel so I said she could sleep anywhere else. And then she asked if she could sleep in here and I thought that would be okay since none of us sleep in here anyway. I didn’t think that would be a problem.”


  “Is that okay?” Rolian asked. “I don’t want to sleep in the library, sleeping next to books gives me nightmares. And my webbing would get all slippery in the humid bathing room, I don’t want to fall in and drown during the night. I’m not a good swimmer. So I thought this room would be fine. Is it fine?”


  “Books give you nightmares?” Falla dryly asked with a raised eyebrow. “You mean… actual books themselves give you nightmares?”


  “I don’t know, dear,” Doku fretted as she looked up at the spider’s web. “Honestly, we haven’t really discussed your… sleeping arrangements yet. Right now we’re just waiting for our family to return to us, that’s all we’ve been thinking about.”


  “Please don’t make me sleep outside,” Rolian whimpered. “I’ve been sleeping outside all my life, this is my first time being inside a house or whatever this place is. It’s so nice and comfy in here, and I feel so safe and Juggy feels so safe. Please, I promise to be good. We’ll both be good, I swear.”


  “Please?” Luna begged with hands held together. “Please, she’ll be good. Don’t make her sleep outside. Those monsters that attacked Ruhelia could be out there, don’t make her stay out there alone.”


  “I can’t believe you’re begging to have an arachne sleep in our home,” Falla groaned with a face palm. “I know she’s nice and all, but still.”


  “I… I don’t know, dear,” Doku worried with a sigh. “Tell you what, we’ll discuss this with Triska when she wakes up. She would be the one to make that decision for us.”


  “Is that so?” Triska asked, with Doku and the sisters quickly turning to see the cambion standing under the archway while dressed in white tightfitting shorts and her yellow ripped shirt. She rubbed her eye and held in her groan then showed a puzzled look as she pointed to Rolian.


  “Am I still dreaming, or is there an arachne hanging down in front of all of you?”


  “Who said that?” Rolian gasped. “Who’s there? Who’s talking to me?”


  Luna batted the arachne’s abdomen until she spun around to face Triska.


  “Who is that? Who is she? I don’t know who that is. Why is she upside-down?”


  “Triska,” Doku said as she and the sisters rushed their co-mate. Triska walked into the dining hall towards Rolian while the girls quickly gathered at her side. “You’re awake again. How are you feeling? Are you alright? Is there anything I can get for you?”


  “Are you okay now, Triska?” Luna worried. “And Kitten, is she awake too? Can you hear her still?”


  “Triska?” Falla asked as the cambion walked up in front of the arachne with a solemn expression on her face.


  “Um… hello,” Rolian slowly said.


  “Who are you?” Triska asked.


  “My name is Rolian. And… and this is Juggy. Nice to meet you.”


  “Nice to meet you too,” Triska replied, then glanced back to the girls with a raised eyebrow. “Anyone want to fill me in? Last I checked we didn’t have an arachne living here with us.”


  “It’s okay, she’s Kroanette’s friend,” Doku explained.


  “That only raises more questions.”


  “Yes, we… have much to talk about,” Doku admitted with a nervous look. “Though as troubling as much of it will seem, I assure you Rolian there is the absolute least of our worries. She’s perfectly harmless, I promise.”


  “I see,” Triska mused with a curious eye at Rolian.


  “You’re not upset we let an arachne into our home?” Falla carefully asked. “You’re not going to yell or anything? Usually you’re the first one of us to go on the offensive when we meet a hostile monster, or at least hostile looking.”


  “I’m not hostile!” Rolian whined. “That’s so mean! It’s not my fault I look like this! Don’t say such things about me!”


  “Falla,” Luna scolded. “That was very hurtful to say about her.”


  “I’m sorry,” Falla defended holding her hands up. “I didn’t mean to offend her, I was just saying, Triska’s the last person I expected to be calm from seeing an arachne in our home.”


  “About that,” Triska sighed as she held a hand to her head. “Honestly, I’m still feeling like shit and I don’t have the strength to yell at anyone right now even if I wanted to. But seeing you girls standing right next to her without any concern or fear at all doesn’t make me believe she’s dangerous. You appeared to be having a normal conversation with her, that’s a good sign. Plus, she’s crying like a little girl right now. Not very threatening if you ask me.”


  “Waaaaaaah!” Rolian whined as she slowly spun around in the air. “I’m not a bad monster! I’m not a bad monster at all! I told you that before, I told you I never hurt anyone in my life! I’m not mean like that! I never wanted to look like a scary monster in the first place, I can’t help how I was born!”


  “Falla,” Doku sighed.


  “I said I was sorry!” Falla cried out. “C’mon, knock it off already, stop crying! I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry!”


  “And now Snapper’s awake,” Doku weakly mentioned as she saw the young swarm opening her eyes. Snapper blinked and then immediately started snapping her teeth relentlessly as if that was the only thing she knew how to do. Doku sighed and started rocking the swarm in her wings, with Snapper quickly halting and looking up at her with an excited gurgle. She began batting the harpy’s bangs with her claws that Doku leaned forward so as to let the child play with them, the harpy’s golden eyes watching the swarm with a gentle gaze before glancing to Falla with a more tired one.


  “Please keep your voice down, Falla. I do like holding the little one but she’s often quite a handful to care for and keep still.”


  “Sorry,” Falla grumbled with slouching wings.


  “Well she’s not the only one awake now,” Triska spoke up, taking a slow breath before glancing back to the girls with a small smile. “Kitten’s not feeling too well either, but she’s still in one piece inside me. She responded when I woke up. She’s going to be okay.”


  “That’s so good to hear,” Doku breathed out in relief. “I am so terribly sorry for the trouble and pain I caused you both. I do hope you can forgive me. It was never my intention to hurt you like I did, I only wanted to help.”


  “It’s okay, Doku. I know you were just trying to help us. I don’t hate you at all,” Triska assured. She then showed a mean smile and pointed a finger at the harpy. “But Kitten’s rather upset. I think she mentioned something about roasting you alive when she comes back out and feeding you to her master. I think you’re in trouble.”


  “What?” Doku gasped as she started trembling nervously. “She said that? Really? I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please tell her I’m sorry!”


  “Joking,” Triska giggled with a weak smile. “I’m just joking with you, Doku. She would never do such a thing, she would lose Daniel forever if she harmed any of his family. She was a little angry at first for what happened, but I think you’re safe now. She said she’s willing to forget about it, this time.”


  “Heh… haha… ha… ha…” Doku uneasily laughed before gulping. “I… I see. Glad to hear she’s not… angry with me anymore. Oh my.”


  Triska smiled at the harpy then noticed Rolian chugging away at her brew while still hanging from her feet and slowly spinning above the ground, the arachne appearing to have withdrawn into her own little world as she didn’t pay anyone else any mind.


  “So, a few questions,” Triska mentioned glancing back to the girls. “Where’s Daniel? Where’s my sword? Where’s Kroanette? Where did the alcoholic arachne come from?”


  From the entrance hall a bright flash erupted, with the girls quickly turning to see wavering golden and fiery glows coming from outside the dining room. Snapper blinked a few times from seeing the light before snuggling back deeper into Doku’s bosom with a small gurgle, the harpy securely holding her close to her chest while stepping back a bit from the archway.


  “And what the hell is that?” Triska added. She started cautiously heading towards the court while Falla and Doku stuck close to her sides. Luna however ran over to Rolian and stopped her from spinning, the butterfly trying to get the intoxicated arachne’s attention by waving her hand in front of her face as Rolian finally gasped for air as she dropped her arms below her while still holding Juggy securely in her grip.


  Walking out of the dining hall the girls slowly stopped and watched in wonder as a large casting ring of neon gold and crimson radiances was spinning above the court while filling the entire expanse of the circular hall. The strange glyphs and patterns inside the spellbase floated around within the magical ring as it appeared to stretch so wide that it actually phased through the walls and support pillars that looked to be bending and distorting in its wake.


  “What is that?” Doku asked in awe.


  “Who is doing that?” Falla carefully asked.


  “That would be us,” Apoch and Astreal replied, with the girls then seeing the twin witches standing on opposite ends of the court while slowly waving their staffs around at the spellbase above them.


  “Apoch? Astreal?” Triska exclaimed. “What are you doing here? And what are you doing?”


  “We are here on behalf of our gracious master,” Astreal proudly stated. “Who has designed a new expansion for your home here that we believe you will all greatly appreciate.”


  “This gift is for you in thanks for everything you’re doing to help save our poor, imprisoned master,” Apoch commended as she glanced over to the girls. “We’re positive you will all succeed with- AHH! Ms. Triska, there’s an arachne behind you!”


  Everyone quickly turned to see Rolian stumbling out of the dining hall with a drunken laugh, wobbling legs, and Luna held close to her side that she kept bumping into.


  “I’m hereeeee!” Rolian cheered holding up her jug. “It’s okay, I made it. I got back down on the floor. Floooor. Hee hee hee, that’s a funny word. Floor. I just want to say it more and more. Haha, that rhymed! Floor. More. Floor. More. Hee hee! Isn’t that funny?”


  “I don’t really think so?” Luna nervously replied with a weak smile as she tried and failed to pull free from the arachne’s embrace. “But at least you’re not crying now, so that’s good. That’s… really good. Um, could you please let me go now? Please?”


  “You’re so pretty and nice and beautiful,” Rolian blurted out in Luna’s face. “I wish I had a friend like you. You’re so amazing.”


  “We can be friends, I’m okay with that,” Luna insisted with a nervous smile. She coughed a few times to the side from the powerful breath Rolian had then resumed trying to get free from the arachne’s arm that only clutched her closer.


  “You mean it? We can be friends too? Hooray! Now I have two friends! Kroanette and you! Let’s celebrate!” Rolian cheered, the arachne then holding her jug up and chugging away as she dropped to the ground with Luna being pulled along with her. Apoch and Astreal stared at the arachne in stunned silence then looked over to the girls who merely glanced to them with shrugs.


  “Don’t mind her,” Falla flatly said. “Please continue.”


  “Uh…” the twins unsurely replied with confused looks at each other. “But… there’s an arachne holding Ms. Luna… and drinking profoundly on the floor.”


  “Yes, she does that a lot,” Doku admitted. “The drinking I mean. Though she is quite friendly with us all the same.”


  “Just tell us what you’re doing with your magic,” Triska requested. “What’s with the lights and spell you’re casting?”


  “Our master has designed an improvement to her study that we are now creating for you,” the twins replied in unison. “Please observe.”


  “Huh?” Rolian asked as she looked back and forth between the witches, her brew spilling beside her mouth down her shoulder onto the floor while Luna managed to finally scramble away from the clingy spider. “Did- did those girls just talk at the same time? Like they’re the same person? Are they the same person? Wait… how many of them are there? I’m seeing four here… or five? How many… um… I’m so confused. And dizzy. And tired. And dizzy. I’m just going to… going to lay down for a minute and-”


  She promptly dropped onto her side, spilling more of her rum onto the floor while passing out with a long murmur. Triska, Doku, and Falla watched the spider twitching her legs a few times with blank expressions, seeing Luna tip-toeing over and putting the cork back in the jug before looking over Rolian with a uneasy grimace, all while Apoch and Astreal remained still and speechless at the sight.


  “I’m going to need a very good explanation for this later,” Triska mentioned.


  “Aside from the mystery as to how the hell her jug still has rum in it, we can give you one,” Falla agreed with a nod.


  “She also makes quite a lot of messes too,” Doku quietly sighed. “Even more for me to cleanup tonight, that’s… oh, I suppose it will help me keep my mind distracted from certain things. But still…”


  “Sorry to interrupt you,” Luna said to the witches with a wave. “She’s just… a little tired. Um, so how have you been? What are you up to?”


  “We… um…” Apoch said as she turned to Astreal with bewilderment.


  “Let’s just show them,” Astreal tiredly suggested.


  The twins clacked their staves on the floor, the sound echoing in the hall as the casting ring above began to slowly drop through the air. As it did the archways it passed resonated with a strange light while the pillars surrounding the circular court wavered and appeared to both disintegrate from the spell touching them while at the same time reforming above in perfect condition as it passed by.


  “What’s going on in here?” Specca asked as she walked out of the library. From the entrance Star walked in and meowed in puzzlement as she saw the strange lights, the two of them then looking up to see the casting ring dropping down on top of and then passing through them.


  “AH! What’s happening?” Specca cried out as she leapt back into the library. Star quickly warped outside and peeked in from the doorway with a loud yowl, them and all the girls who were still conscious seeing the spellbase touching down on the floor and flashing with a bright light before slowly fading away. Apoch and Astreal held their staves upright at their sides and straightened out their hats while Specca and Star slowly entered the hall again.


  “What in Eden is going on in here?” Specca demanded. “What was that strange light just now? Apoch, Astreal? What are you two doing here? And Triska? You’re awake?”


  “I think so,” Triska said rubbing her head. “Seeing a lot of strange things here so I’m not really sure anymore.”


  “What did you girls do just now?” Doku asked as Snapper was cawing and waving her claws around.


  “Hey, look,” Falla said pointing to the side. As she did Luna was pointing in the other direction, with everyone then stepping around and seeing there were two new doorways in the central court. Between the bedroom and dining hall there was a tall door made of fine redwood with a silver handle that had the image of a sunny hilltop vista engraved into it. On the opposite side between the bathing room and the library was a similarly shaped door made of dark wood and steel plates with its golden handle being curved and engraved with small red gemstones.


  “Where did those come from?” Specca asked. “What did you two do just now?”


  “What are these doors for?” Doku wondered.


  “The one to the left is your new restroom,” Astreal announced as she waved to the doorway near the bedroom.


  “Restroom? You mean…” Falla said, then rushed over and opened it. The girls quickly gathered around to see that inside was a spacious lavatory with dozens of softly lit candles burning with white and blue flames set in rafters above near the walls along with colorful flowers that were growing out of many potholders on the ground in the corners. In the back were three toilets, with the left and right ones having handlebars set on the nearby walls, while next to them were pouches with fine silk tissues that appeared more inviting to use than leaves found outside. On both sides of the room towards the middle were sinks with small fountains of water flowing down into the bowls and several towels hanging next to them from gilded holders.


  “We have a toilet,” Specca marveled. “Are you serious?”


  “We have an indoor restroom,” Doku said in awe.


  “No more leaves,” Triska breathed out. “Oh please don’t let this be a dream.”


  “It smells so nice in there,” Luna mentioned.


  “We apologize for the delay with this,” Apoch and Astreal said, gaining their attention. “You see such accommodations were never required when our master used this portable study with her research, she rarely spent considerable time inside in her travels. However she has realized the burden it’s been for you not having such facilities, and for that she devised a way for us to alter the study to include this chamber for you. We hope you find it to your liking.”


  Everyone stared at them in stunned silence, even Snapper, as the twins bowed with closed eyes. After a pause the sisters noticed everyone still staring at them.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “Okay,” Triska slowly said. “That time I definitely heard it. You two just said all of that together at the same time. You even paused during the breaks at the same time. That was eerie.”


  “How in Eden did you do that?” Doku asked shaking her head. “My word, that was just astounding. I never imagined that to be possible, even between close sisters such as yourselves.”


  “Even we never do that,” Luna softly said, with Falla shaking her head in agreement as they eyed over the witches in disbelief.


  “That’s not really important here,” Astreal replied with a weak smile. “What is important is the care our master has given with providing such gifts to you. She truly does hold hope that you will be her savior and wishes to aid you all in any way she can with your own quest. And she also wants to provide another convenience besides the one this restroom will give you, and that is in regard to communication between you.”


  “As such she had us create another room specifically for that purpose,” Apoch continued as the twins waved towards the second newest door in the home. The twins led the girls over to it and opened the door, both standing aside and gesturing for everyone to enter. Leading the group in Triska walked through the doorway and carefully looked around, her eyes widening as she and the girls found themselves in an incredibly large, darkened hall that had giant violet shaded crystals growing out of the ceiling and floor around the footpath constructed of smooth stone bricks they were currently on. Inside the crystalline chamber Triska and the girls gathered close in the middle, with Apoch and Astreal walking in behind them and closing the door, in doing so causing a soft white bloom to come from a few floating spherical lanterns that hovered through the air. The walls of the chamber were made of dark stone bricks while at the end of the central pathway were a cluster of crystals that protruded high above those around them in monolithic fashion. Apoch and Astreal glanced around at the unique decor before clacking their staves on the floor to get everyone’s attention.


  “What is this room for?” Specca asked.


  “Before we tell you, please, please listen to our request,” Astreal begged.


  “This room allows you to speak directly to our master,” Apoch explained, with the girls jumping in surprise. “Not only that, it allows her to project an image of herself here so that you may actually talk to her and not just the ceiling as you often have.”


  “We can speak to her here?” Triska asked. “We can even see her?”


  “Yes, but before you do, please listen closely,” Astreal beseeched. “Our master… she does not approve of her physical appearance. We adore everything about her, but she does not feel the same way. Though she’s peaceful and kind towards others, she was born with a rather… monstrous form.”


  “Please don’t stare or speak ill about her appearance,” Apoch implored. “She’s very… insecure about her looks, especially with those who she’s been lucky to call friends in her long life.”


  “We would never be so rude to do something as that,” Doku promised.


  “We’re no strangers to monsters having different appearances,” Triska assured. “And we already know the person Twilight is, we know who she is. We won’t be scared to see her in person.”


  “Is she here right now?” Luna asked looking around. “Is Twilight here?”


  “Not yet,” Apoch answered shaking her head. “Though as long as you stand in this room she can almost hear you speaking with your normal voices. When you’re ready you may call out to her, and she will reveal herself.”


  “She was a bit tired after devising the plans for creating these chambers for you,” Astreal mentioned. “It was rather difficult for her to formulate such designs without actually being present to work with the enchanted study and its delicate magical tethers, thus she exhausted a great deal of time and energy working out the exact spell needed to do the job from her current location. You may speak with her, but let’s not keep the conversation too long tonight. She does need her rest.”


  “We understand,” Triska said as she stepped forth. Looking around the crystalline chamber she heard a faint ghostly whisper floating in the air as everyone fell silent. “Twilight? Twilight, can you hear me?”


  “…Triska Raylight?” Twilight’s voice softly spoke. “Is that you?”


  “Yes, I’m here in the communal chamber Apoch and Astreal made for us. Can you hear me okay?”


  “I can. I’m happy to hear my gift for you is working properly, I was a tad worried I may have miscalculated the proper magical bindings for the expansion. Did my little helpers also show you the other gift I had prepared for you?”


  “Yes,” Specca quickly spoke up. “Thank you very much for the restroom. I think I speak on behalf of all of us when I say we’re very grateful for that gift.”


  “Haha, I’m happy to hear that as well. Sorry for forgetting about such a simple yet obvious necessity for you. It honestly slipped my mind for so long that I’m rather embarrassed about it now.”


  “No no, no apology necessary,” Specca insisted waving her hands. “Really, everything you’ve given us has been greatly appreciated. We absolutely love living here in your study.”


  “She absolutely loves the bathing room and library, that much is for certain,” Falla chuckled.


  “And the bedroom,” Luna giggled as Specca timidly lowered her head with a blush and small whine. “But then again we all like that last one a lot. The bed is so big and comfy, and has room for all of us when we’re having sex with Daniel-”


  “Luna,” Doku quickly spoke up. “I don’t believe Twilight needs or wants to hear of such personal matters that go on between us and our mate. Best keep the bedroom talk in the bedroom.”


  “We’re grateful for everything you’ve done for us,” Triska agreed as she held up a hand to silence the girls. “You’ve given us a roof over our heads, a warm bed to sleep in, mobility with our quest, and helpful information and aid when possible. I mean it when I say we’re certainly glad to have you as our friend.”


  “You’re very welcome, Triska Raylight,” Twilight kindly replied.


  “Twilight, is it true we can see you now?” Triska continued. “I would very much like to say thank you in person, or at least as close to in person as we can get. Would that be alright?”


  “Yes…” Twilight hesitantly answered. “Um… that would be alright, it is why I had this room created after all. But… before we do…”


  “We promise we won’t judge you based on your looks,” Triska assured. “We know you’re a wonderful person, you can’t change that no matter how you may appear before us. Please, we so do wish to meet you at long last after everything you’ve done for us.”


  “Very well. But please… don’t be alarmed for how I look.”


  The girls quickly searched the room for any sign of the reaper as silence filled the air. One by one they all turned towards the large cluster of crystals at the end of the pathway, the smooth gemstones glowing softly with a crimson hue that swirled around within them before the radiances slowly flew out towards the ground before them. A shimmering haze formed on the floor, the nearby gemstones glowing with the same vibrant shade as they offered their magical light to the wavering blur that began to take the shape of a woman. The girls watched with eyes of wonder while Apoch and Astreal retained stoic gazes, seeing the woman slowly coming into form while kneeled down on the floor. With a soft blaze of light the sparkling radiances faded away, revealing someone curled into a ball atop her feet sitting before the girls.


  “It’s an honor to finally meet you,” Twilight said as she slowly stood up, with everyone staring in hushed surprise at finally seeing the reaper standing before them. She appeared slightly smaller in height than Triska, her feet and three toes covered in dark gray carapace armor that glimmered in the nearby light. She wore a frilly black skirt with white lace mesh petals over it, her skintight violet vest being opened down the middle to reveal her large breasts cupped with the same type of carapace segments like an armored bra. Her wrists and lower arms were clad in the same natural armor, her hands having three long protrusions resembling claws extending out above her fingers. Three golden arm bands were worn below each shoulder, all baring a single blue gemstone in them. Her hair was crimson like blood, reaching down past her shoulders in long, curly locks, while above her ears were dark curled horns that were impossible to miss. Her blue eyes timidly looked around at the girls standing in front of her before glancing down to her claws, the woman then quickly hiding them behind her back with a whimper while they touched nothing more as the reaper had not manifested another part of her person with her fabricated image.


  “I’m sorry if I frighten you,” she sadly confessed. “I know my appearance is rather… terrifying for most to behold. If… if this is too much to look at I can dispel the image for you.”


  “No, you don’t have to do that,” Triska insisted. She looked over the reaper’s form then glanced back to the girls, seeing Luna and Falla holding in their trepidation the best they could while Star and Doku were obviously holding their tongues as they appeared a little surprised and unsure how to speak. Specca carefully adjusted her glasses as she eyed over the reaper, the nixie opening her mouth to say something before failing to form any words. Only Snapper appeared to be fine as she was still waving her claws around at Doku’s face while giggling to herself. Turning back to Twilight as an awkward silence filled the air Triska slowly stepped closer, with Twilight quickly taking a few steps back with a whimper as she lowered her head.


  “I can see it on your faces,” she sadly spoke. “You’re afraid of me now, aren’t you? I’m sorry, it wasn’t my intention to scare you by revealing myself, I only wanted to be honest about who and what I was… oh, this was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have had this room made, I shouldn’t have been so foolish and-”


  She quickly stopped with a startled jump as Triska held her close, the reaper staring over her shoulder with a hushed gasp as the girl tenderly embraced her. The cambion held the trembling reaper in her arms, the feeling of actually holding a living, breathing person being completely believable despite having just witnessed the manifestation forming right before her eyes a moment ago.


  “Triska Raylight?” Twilight quietly asked.


  “You don’t have to be afraid,” Triska gently assured her. Stepping back she pulled the reaper’s hands out from behind her, holding them in front of the nervous woman while looking over the sharpened claws that were part of the monster’s being.


  “I look like a demon from hell,” Twilight lamented. “My feet… my hands… my horns… heck, even my hair is colored red like blood. I’m a monster.”


  “No you’re not,” Triska argued shaking her head. “All I see before me is my friend. Someone who has earned my trust and respect. I’m glad I can finally meet you in person, that I can tell you this to your face so you know I’m speaking the truth. It’s a little unreal actually. Your hands, your body, it feels like I’m really touching you right now, like you’re actually here.”


  “It’s as close to being here as I can get,” Twilight reasoned with a small smile. “This body you see before you is only a magical construct, a doll if you will, that isn’t so much alive as it is created from the elements of this room by magic. It can only exist here in this special chamber with these crystals focusing their power into it. Still, I wanted to meet you too, so to speak, and this was the only way I could do it. Even though… it’s just a replication in my worrisome image.”


  “You look beautiful.”


  “Please don’t patronize me so,” Twilight begged. “Look at me. I look like a demon from the tip of my horns down to my grotesque feet. My hands bare claws that I’ve only ever used to peel fruit with, but many will easily place judgement that I use them to peel flesh instead. I’m a monster, and even though I’ve never had a human man between my legs before in my entire life, all will condemn me for supposedly wanting nothing more but to change that merely because of what I am.”


  “Don’t talk about yourself like that,” Triska insisted. “You’re not some nameless, lustful monster of Eden. You’re not a slave to your carnal desires or guilty of harming others. Please, Twilight. You’re not a monster. Not to me. Not to any of us.”


  “She’s right,” Doku agreed as she stepped forth. “To be honest, the little bundle of energy in my wings right now has given us more pause with looking past what monsters can appear to be in this world. You did startle me a bit, I will admit that and I’m sorry for being inconsiderate like I was with not saying anything, but you don’t frighten me, Twilight. I promise.”


  “Us too,” Falla said as she and her sister walked closer. “Sorry, I saw the horns and claws and I sort of jumped to stupid assumptions for a moment. You do have a bit of a… intimidating appearance at first glance, but not scary. Really, it’s not an issue at all now that I remembered who it is I’m looking at.”


  “I’m sorry for being so rude,” Luna apologized. “You’re not bad looking at all, Twilight. It was just a little surprising to see you like that, but not in a bad way. I mean it. I still think of you as my friend, I do.”


  “You merely caught us off-guard a little with your… unique features,” Specca reasoned with a weak smile. “We weren’t expecting that, but we should have better prepared ourselves and not acted so apprehensively like we did. I’m sorry, I really am. There’s nothing at all wrong with how you look, Twilight. Please believe me when I say that.”


  Star nodded and meowed at Twilight a few times as she seemed to be saying something along the same lines as her co-mates, with Triska smiling at the girls then noticing Snapper cawing at Twilight now while waving her claws at her.


  “Even Snapper thinks you’re not scary,” she told the reaper with a smirk. “Sorry, Twilight, but if you can’t scare a swarm you’re really not all that frightening.”


  “Is that so?” Twilight softly giggled. “Well I suppose I can’t be that bad if the little darling isn’t afraid of me. And, what of Kitten? Does she approve of me as I am?”


  Triska glanced to the side as she fell silent, with the girls watching her curiously as she paused for a moment before nodding at the reaper.


  “Actually, she really likes your appearance. Says you look great and remind her of hell, so I guess coming from her that’s a compliment.”


  “I’m glad to hear she approves as well,” Twilight spoke in relief. “I don’t want to lose any of you as my dear friends, you’re the only ones I have besides my two little helpers. I’m… I’m really happy to hear you don’t find me… repulsive or scary. I was so afraid that when you first laid eyes on me you were going to rush out of here and seal that door as fast as you could.”


  “We wouldn’t treat you so callously like that,” Triska assured as she rested a hand on Twilight’s shoulder. “Thank you for showing us what you look like and trusting us. I promise you’ve lost no friends on this night, if anything we’re just glad to finally meet you in person.”


  “As I am with you,” Twilight dearly said. She smiled around at the girls as they nodded in agreement then showed a puzzled look as she peeked past them. “Um, is Daniel Sorres not here? I was so looking forward to introducing myself to him like this. Is he outside? Apoch, Astreal, could you please go fetch him so we could… wait… wait a moment, I don’t see him within the study… nor around it. Where is he?”


  “That’s something I wanted to know,” Triska mentioned as she turned to face the girls. “When I woke up my sword was missing. Where’s Daniel and where’s the Hellfire’s Edge?”


  “About that,” Specca hesitantly said, looking down at the floor with nervous eyes before glancing up to the two puzzled girls. “He’s not here, Triska. Nor are the other girls.”


  “I can see that,” Twilight mused, her image showing a cautious look now. “Kroanette, Clover, Squeak, Pip, Cindy, Alyssa, they’re all missing. Where is everyone?”


  “Kroanette is still missing?” Triska asked in surprise. “Are you kidding? She still hasn’t found her way back here yet? Is that why Daniel’s gone, did he and the girls go looking for her?”


  “Not exactly,” Luna said with a cringe.


  “Then where are they?” Triska demanded. “Why are they not here? Did they take my sword with them? Why would they do that?”


  “We’ll explain everything,” Falla promised as she held her hands up defensively. “Just… please try to keep calm.”


  Triska and Twilight exchanged cautious glances then watched the girls closely, with all of them looking to one another with uneasy frowns as they were pretty sure what they had to say wasn’t going to be met with calm understanding.


  *****


  With a painful groan Kroanette slowly came to, her breathing ragged as she had trouble taking in air while her head ached with a horrible throbbing sting. Coughing heavily she felt her lungs straining inside her chest, her hacking only getting worse as she tried to sit up only to then be quickly held down again by someone. Opening her eyes everything was blurry and dark, the sounds of wheels clacking underneath echoing out against the gloomy woodland that slowly passed by overhead.


  “Wha… what-” she gagged before coughing heavily again. A pair of strong hands held her down against a wooden floor and kept her facing something that had a thick floral aroma, her eyes shutting tightly at first as she struggled to draw a breath before she slowly relaxed and managed to get air inside her again. Opening her eyes a little she saw a bowl sitting on silk cloth in front of her face, the strong flowery scent coming from the abundant mists it had rolling out of it.


  “Don’t stop breathing in those vapors,” a woman’s voice warned. “They’re all that’s keeping your throat from swelling up all the way and choking you to death.”


  “Wha…” Kroanette coughed out, the centaur trying to sit up again before the strong pair of hands forced her head back down and kept her near the misty bowl. “What’s going on? Where am I? What happened to me?”


  “What’s the last thing you remember?”


  “The last… thing…” Kroanette wheezed. “I… I don’t know. I was running through a field. I was running as fast as I could when… when…”


  Slowly she started to regain her vision, her eyes glancing up and widening as she saw two gremlins sitting before her. She started shaking with a whimper as she tried looking around, her terror quickly rising as she realized she was on a rickety wooden cart that was slowly making its way through a darkened forest. The moonlight above came through gaps in the woodland with a soft, warm glow, while fireflies lit up here and there all throughout the jungle as insects were buzzing and chirping amidst the peaceful looking scenery.


  “Where am-” she whined, her voice quickly failing from seeing not only that she was lying in a wagon with two gremlins and small clumps of hay littering the floor, but also that her front right leg was bound in a splint with a noticeable break being seen between the bloodied sticks.


  “Oh my god!” she cried out, the centaur tying again to get up before the set of hands forced her down with a hard thump. “My leg! My leg!”


  “Don’t move!” a gremlin warned, with Kroanette coughing and trying to breathe again. “Keep inhaling those vapors if you want to live.”


  “You’re in no condition to move right now,” the other said shaking her head. “You’ve got a broken leg and you’re poisoned with some very nasty toxin. Sit still and keep breathing in that mist if you want to get through the night.”


  “What did you do to me?” Kroanette whined. “Where am I? What happened?”


  “You don’t remember?”


  “I remember heading towards Ruhelia,” Kroanette gasped as she cringed in pain. “I was running… and then… and then I was fleeing from… from…”


  Slowly she looked to the gremlins with horror, seeing both of them watching her curiously while she finally took notice that the cart was being pulled not by a horse but instead a large ogre. The lumbering brute trudged through the darkened woodland while pulling the wagon with both hands, with her having a furry shawl made of what appeared to be a whole bear worn around her shoulders and leather pants that were sloppily sown together.


  “The Sisterhood,” Kroanette remembered. “I was running from you monsters. I remember now, you degenerates ambushed me. You found me again and chased me like I was an animal!”


  “Degenerates?” a woman laughed. Kroanette looked to the side and saw a troll walking alongside the cart while shaking her head with a smirk. “Ah, how many times have we been called that lately?”


  “And then what happened?” a gremlin asked with a curious grin.


  “I was running,” Kroanette nervously said. “You chased me. I heard screaming, and then something horrid smelling was blowing against me, and then… and then… I think I tripped or… I fell. I fell down a hillside and… and…”


  “Slammed right into a tree,” the troll said, smacking her axe into her palm while the gremlins chuckled. “Boom, crack, leg split open and you were down for the count. Talk about bad spills if you ask me.”


  “You were lucky you didn’t break your neck,” a gremlin pointed out shaking her head.


  “And even more lucky we got you away from The Sisterhood,” the other mentioned with a raised eyebrow.


  “Lucky?” Kroanette yelled at her, taking a moment to cough heavily before glaring at the gremlins again. “How is being captured by you accused murderers lucky in the slightest? Do I look like I’m thankful at all for this? You poisoned me and broke my leg, you filthy, despicable, vile, motherfu- wait, what was that last thing you said?”


  “You were lucky we got you away from The Sisterhood.”


  “Got me… away from them?” Kroanette confusedly asked. “Wait… you’re not with The Sisterhood?”


  “Whoever said we were?” the troll quipped.


  “Just because we’re gremlins, trolls, and ogres doesn’t mean we’re in league with those psychopathic savages,” a gremlin pointed out.


  “But…” Kroanette slowly replied. “But then… who are you? What happened to me?”


  “You don’t remember, do you?” a gremlin wondered.


  “Who do you think saved your ass?” the other said with a grin.


  “Saved… wait, you two saved me?” Kroanette bewilderedly asked.


  “Not us,” they said, both of them then glancing to the one sitting behind the centaur. “She did.”


  Kroanette blinked then slowly turned her eyes to try and see for herself, her head still being held in place by a strong hand while the other kept her down by the shoulder. Taking a shaky breath Kroanette managed to turn her sights just enough to see who was behind her in the moonlight, her eyes widening as suddenly she remembered what happened that night.


  ***


  “AHHHHH!” Kroanette cried out, the centaur gripping the grass and tree she had crashed into while feeling her leg having been snapped in two. “MY- MY- AHHHHH! This can’t be happening! This isn’t happening to me! What did I ever do to deserve this?”


  Coughing heavily she felt her lungs burning for air, her neck feeling swollen while her vision was fading in and out. Taking a few deep gasps she slowly sat up against the tree, her horrified eyes going from her broken leg to the hill she had tumbled down then over to where monsters were approaching from the shadows. Three trolls, a gremlin, and an ogre drew closer while watching the trembling centaur with vicious glares, the monsters stepping out into a small clearing in front of their crippled prey as she strained to move and breathe properly.


  “Look what we found,” a troll laughed. “What are the odds we would find such a tasty looking treat galloping about through our neck of the woods?”


  “Just in time,” another chuckled. “I’m starving, and nothing’s more delicious to eat than a fat centaur. How very fortunate for us one would happen to come our way just in time for dinner.”


  “Wait,” the gremlin cautioned. “Looks like she’s ill. I believe my sister used a more lethal poison in her bag to bring her down.”


  “Is she safe to eat?” a troll asked.


  “If we roast her first she should be okay,” the gremlin reasoned with a shrug. “A pity, they’re supposed to be best when eaten raw. Still, at least we’ll get to eat the whole thing. Had my sister used an explosive bag to take this one down we would only get bits and pieces that we could manage to find amongst the grass.”


  “That’s okay,” a troll mentioned with a hungry smile. “I don’t mind if we roast her first. I hear they’re best fresh and they scream a lot when you eat them alive, but I’m not too picky about how we eat her. A meal’s a meal I always say. Let’s cook her up.”


  “Put her out of her misery and get a fire going,” another troll ordered, the monsters then moving towards the centaur who continued to gasp for air and stare with horror at her imminent demise.


  After taking two steps the monsters stopped as the rattling of chains was heard, the sound echoing through the woods around them before suddenly stopping.


  “What was that?” a troll asked. Without warning a chain whip snapped out from the shadows behind, ensnaring the monster’s neck and yanking her back with a scream. The grunts quickly turned to hear their friend shrieking before a heavy crunch was heard, with the troll’s severed head then flying through the air and dropping into a roll in front of the surprised monsters.


  “What the fuck?” the gremlin cried out.


  Kroanette took heavy breaths while struggling with the pain her body was in, her eyes also locked onto the troll’s head in disbelief before she saw someone racing out of the shadows towards the remaining monsters.


  “Who’s there?” a troll demanded, right before a large pickaxe spun through the air and struck into her skull with a hard crunch. The monster stumbled back with the massive digging weapon lodged in her head and reaching down through her body, its steel giving off a gleam in the moonlight while its chain-link strap dangled and clacked as it swung in the air. Almost immediately afterward the second troll took a hard punch to the face, the powerful hit destroying her jaw which blasted off into bloody pieces while the monster was thrown clear across the field into a tree with bone-cracking slam.


  “Who the hell are you?” the gremlin cried out as she stumbled back. She and the ogre stared at the assailant with surprise, they and Kroanette all seeing an ant girl having appeared and killed the three trolls in less than a minute. She was dressed in knee-high black boots, her black tunic being ripped over her large bust and going down to her waist where it met with her matching miniskirt that snuggly hugged her hips. Her dark gloves had steel plating on the fingers, knuckles, and backhands, with her long dark brown hair reaching down past her back to her black colored insect abdomen. The ant girl’s similarly shaded eyes were set in a stern glare at the remaining monsters as her antennae twitched slightly above her head, the newcomer being seen clearly in the moonlight as she stood in the field while having dirt smudges all over her body. She reached out and grabbed her pickaxe from the wavering troll, sharply pulled it out with her arm flexing its muscle and letting the monster drop dead with a thump, then snapped her chain-link whip at her side while her stern scowl never faltered.


  “You fucking bug!” the gremlin yelled as she reached for her belt with her alchemic bags. In a flash the ant girl whipped her chain through the air, snapping it around the gremlin’s arm before she yanked back and ripped the monster’s limb right out of her shoulder.


  “AHHHH!” the gremlin screamed as she fell back in horrible pain. “YOU BITCH! YOU FUCKING BITCH! GODDAMMIT! AHHHH! SMASH HER, YOU IDIOT!”


  The ogre roared as it lifted its club, taking a heavy swing and smashing it into the ground as the ant girl quickly dodged aside. The newcomer twirled her whip around and quickly snapped it at the brute’s face, slicing a gash down her cheek and taking out an eye. Stumbling back with a painful howl the ogre held her hands over her face, screaming something in a slurred tirade as she wavered and dropped down to her knee. Lowering her hands she saw the ant girl whip her pickaxe over towards the gremlin, spiking the monster’s remaining arm into the ground as the wounded fiend screamed in agony. The ant girl glanced to the ogre without so much as a squeak, watching the brute roaring at her before it stumbled forward and reached out to grab hold of the girl. With a mighty leap the ant girl jumped over the clasping hands below her, the agile fighter touching down on the ogre’s arm then running up towards her face. Kroanette stared with unblinking eyes as the ant girl snapped her whip around the monster’s neck then struck her fist, followed by her whole arm, into the monster’s remaining eye, the ogre screaming in pain as the newcomer showed a stern scowl and plunged her arm deeper into the brute’s skull. The ogre stumbled back and waved her arms around in distress, all while the ant girl held firm on her face with her chain and didn’t budge at all. With an enraged roar the ogre reached up towards the ant girl with both hands before she suddenly jerked with a hoarse gasp, the monster twitching and starting to spasm uncontrollably as she dropped to the side onto her back and groaned in agony. The ant girl jammed her arm in deeper, paused for a moment, then yanked her hand back out with a spurt of gore following in its wake. The gremlin and Kroanette stared with wide eyes as they saw the ogre falling limp while the ant girl stood up atop its face with a bloody chunk of its brains in her hand.


  “Good… lord…” Kroanette breathed out.


  “She ripped her fucking brains out,” the gremlin whined. “Who the hell is that girl?”


  The ant girl tossed aside the gore, snapped her whip into a coil that she then holstered at her hip, and hopped down from the dead brute, the lone fighter tearing off a strip of the ogre’s loincloth to wipe the blood off her arm with while the gremlin and centaur nearby were paralyzed with shock. After cleaning herself off the ant girl walked over to the gremlin, setting her feet down heavily on either side of the trembling monster’s head and looking down at the fiend with a cold glare.


  “Please…” the gremlin sniveled. “Please have mercy. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


  The ant girl slid her ankles closer on either side of the monster’s neck, the silent fighter merely watching the whimpering monster for a moment before she jerked her feet to the side, snapping the monster’s neck with a loud crack and one last jerk of her leg. Pulling her pickaxe out from the fallen gremlin’s arm she held the heavy weapon over her shoulder, her eyes then glancing over to Kroanette as she was starting to feel lightheaded and dizzy. She saw the ant girl walking towards her while other figures began approaching from the woods behind, the world then growing dark and quiet as the centaur finally collapsed against the tree with a rattling gasp.


  ***


  “It was you,” Kroanette realized, seeing the black-tunic ant girl seated behind her. “You saved me from them.”


  “We took care of the others that led you astray,” a gremlin mentioned. “But Diago here was the one who saved you from the last of them.”


  “She carried you back to our convoy all by herself,” the other said, with Kroanette again having her head forced down to face the medicinal steam in front of her. “The gremlins that attacked you used a pretty bad poison to bring you down. We’re keeping you stable with what we have until we get back home.”


  “Home?” Kroanette coughed as she felt dizzy again. “Did you say you’re going home? Where are we going? Where… are you… taking me?”


  She took a few deep breaths before collapsing again, her breathing becoming slow and ragged as Diago kept her head close to the wafting mists that slowly flowed off the side of the wagon beside them.


  “Think she’ll make it?” a gremlin asked.


  “Maybe,” the other guessed with a shrug. “We’re not too far from Stonegate. She may make it past the night.”


  “Doc should be able to fix her up,” the troll commented, gently running her hand along her axe while examining the sharpened weapon. “Same for the ones in back. They were just lucky we found them before it was too late.”


  “Boy are they in for a surprise awakening,” a gremlin laughed, with her sister doing the same as they watched Kroanette sleeping before them. “Not going to lie, it’s funny to watch every time.”


  Diago gently brushed the centaur’s hair while holding her head close to the billowing mists, not a squeak being made by the silent ant girl as she slowly eyed over the sleeping girl before glancing behind. As the ogre pulled them along in their cart another one was marching behind on the trail, the lumbering brute also clothed in crude scraps of leather and animal hide while watching the fireflies floating about nearby. In the wagon she lugged behind her were a goblin and troll, the two seated in front of the cart while lying in a blanket behind them were two human men and a young boy who quietly stirred in the tattered rags they still had for clothing while clearly being unconscious.


  “Three more,” the troll remarked as they watched the humans sleeping. “And a centaur too. Not exactly what we were looking to get, but it’s nothing to complain about.”


  “We got weapons,” the goblin mentioned, turning her eyes towards a third ogre walking behind them with her cart filled with boxes and some opened crates that revealed swords and maces sticking out. “More weapons. And some gold. Not bad. Not bad at all. Sisterhood have lots for us to take tonight.”


  “I wish we could have given them more in exchange,” the troll bitterly said. She breathed out then moved closer to the humans, pulling the blanket up over the young boy as he softly murmured in his sleep.


  “Treating this boy like a seed dispensary,” she scorned. “I want to give The Sisterhood a whole lot more in return than just a swift death.”


   


  


  Chapter 15


  Price of Heroism


  In the world of Eden, battles were waged time and again by both humans and monsters alike. Lives were lost, homes were destroyed, blood was spilled; there rarely was anything beautiful or glorious about it. To add to the misery that war brought was the fact that not everyone would return from the conflict. Word of one’s passing would sometimes travel back to friends and family, a truth that was often painful and soul-crushing to receive. The passing of a loved one in such a way would only be considered tragic and heartbreaking to those that cherished them.


  Only a real monster would take delight in the agony and sorrow of others.


  *****


  Inside the new communal chamber Triska and Twilight were staring at the girls in shock after they had been told of a few things happening in their absence. Apoch and Astreal were sharing similar reactions while Snapper was once again trying to reach Doku’s bangs as she cawed and snapped her teeth in innocent bliss.


  “Daniel and the girls went to Green Haven?” Triska cried out. “To save the elves from the same monsters that wiped out Kroanette’s home?”


  “Essentially, yes,” Specca agreed.


  “And you just let them go?” Triska shouted in disbelief.


  “She’s yelling like she used to again,” Luna whined as she jumped behind her sister.


  “I think she’s feeling better,” Falla nervously mentioned.


  “We didn’t have any right to stop them,” Doku implored.


  “You just let Daniel travel into the middle of a monster filled forest where the same murderous savages that destroyed Ruhelia and Kroanette’s people are currently invading!” Triska yelled at her. “You had every reason to stop him from going there! And letting him take the Hellfire’s Edge with him? Daniel’s never used that sword before, he’s not ready to handle something like that yet; it could very well kill him by accident before any of those monsters can get their hands on him!”


  “I’m sorry, but we couldn’t stop him,” Doku insisted, cradling Snapper closer in her wings as the swarm was now trying to crawl further into her bosom to get away from the extremely loud cambion. “He refused to stand idly by while innocent monsters were being enslaved and forced to endure the same fate as those poor centaurs. Who were we to tell him he couldn’t come to their aid?”


  “His fucking mates!” Triska cried out. “For crying out loud, you just let our man walk into a hostile environment with a horde of bloodthirsty monsters waiting for him! How could you let him go like that? How could you let our mate do that without so much as trying to stop him?”


  “Because we believe in him!” Falla shouted back. Triska fell silent as the butterfly stepped forward with a worried expression. “It’s not like we were thrilled about his decision to go, and we did try to protest it at first, but we had no right to force him to stay here when it was for his very quest that he decided to go there.”


  “He came out here to help us monsters,” Specca reasoned. “To show us not only that we could control our inner nature but also that humans could indeed reach out to us as equals in this world. He insisted on going, Triska. No, that’s not what happened. He told us he was going. He never asked for our permission, he decided on it himself because this is what he came out here to do. To help save us and our people.”


  “Daniel wanted to go help the elves,” Luna added peeking over Falla’s wing. “He didn’t care how dangerous it was, he only wanted to help them however he could. He wanted to show them that humans could treat them as allies, that humans would fight for them when they needed help. That’s why he went with the girls, so he could fight for them and be proof of his own beliefs.”


  “We are terrified for what might happen to him, Triska,” Doku admitted. “Him and all the girls that bravely went to Green Haven to save those elves from a horrible fate. But we had no right to tell him he couldn’t go, that he couldn’t stand up for those people. Our mate isn’t just a visionary that Eden sorely needs, he’s also a knight that fights for us and our kind. That is the path he has chosen in life, and as his mates we could not stop him from following that path.”


  Triska lowered her head while struggling to agree with their statements, a hand shakily being held to her head as she became fearful for Daniel and her family’s safety. She then glanced to the side and paused for a moment before showing bewilderment as someone else voiced their opinion on the matter.


  “You too?” she asked, with the girls watching curiously as Triska slowly shook her head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You too?”


  “Is Kitten speaking to you now?” Doku asked. “What is she saying?”


  “She’s agreeing with all of you!” Triska exclaimed. “Why? Why in Eden are you taking their side in this? Daniel’s-”


  “Made his decision,” Kitten argued as she stood next to the cambion in her mind with crossed arms and a firm expression. “You heard the girls. He didn’t ask for your permission with this, he made his choice and it was final.”


  “He’s in mortal danger!” Triska cried out. “He’s not ready to go into a battlefield or fight an army or even swing the Hellfire’s Edge at all! This is crazy! He’s not ready for-”


  “That’s not your choice to make!” Kitten yelled at her, silencing Triska who stared at her in surprise. “My master is out here for a great purpose, isn’t he? That’s what you’re all trying to assist him with, right? To save monsters in Eden? To help give them a better future? To bring monsters and humans together as allies? Isn’t that what you’re all fighting for out here?”


  “Why are you bringing all of that up now? Aren’t you the least bit worried about him? That’s your master out there!”


  “I’m frightened to death,” Kitten softly replied. “Of course I am. My master is my entire world, Triska. And I’m sure he’s all of yours as well. What do you want me to do? Head over there and drag his ass back here against his will and wishes? Keep him locked away in this stronghold of yours and never let him come close to any other monsters besides the ones he’s taken as mates?”


  “Kitten…”


  “I live to serve my master and make him happy. To make all his dreams come true. To be worthy of being his lover one day and not just someone he barely tolerates having around. If this is what my master chose to do, what he adamantly desired to do no matter what, then I’ll be damned if I get in his way. I have no choice but to have faith in him, that he will return to us and that he will succeed.”


  “But he can’t…”


  “You once told me to trust him,” Kitten reminded her. “Trust him with Reiko and Cindy being around. Trust him with meeting monsters in this world. Trust him with whatever decision he makes. Because if he feels there’s a chance we could form peaceful relations with monsters and wishes to make that a reality, we need to have faith he can do it and let him try.”


  “But… but…”


  “Don’t you have faith in him, Triska? Aren’t you his devoted mate? Don’t you trust in your mate’s decision?”


  Triska stared at her in stunned silence, seeing the expectant look Kitten was giving her as she awaited her reply, then slowly looked around at the girls as they were all trying their best to show brave, hopeful faces despite their own fears for Daniel’s safety.


  “He can do this,” Specca insisted. “They all can. I believe in them.”


  “So do I,” Falla agreed.


  “Me too,” Luna added.


  Star nodded and meowed in agreement.


  “We have faith in our mate,” Doku assured. “We have faith in our family. That’s something we can never lose, Triska. We can’t, not if we’re to hold together in this dangerous world.”


  “I guess… when you put it like that,” Triska slowly conceded. “I do believe in Daniel, I’ve believed in him ever since we were little. I just… I just can’t get over that he would actually take up arms and head into a danger-zone like that.”


  “Our mate isn’t the same as he was when he first started this journey,” Specca reasoned. “He’s grown, both in mind and strength. Doku’s right. He’s our knight, Triska. He’s ready to fight for all of us, and our people.”


  “The elves needed a hero to save them,” Falla said with a worried smile. “They got the best one in Eden to answer their call.”


  “He can do this,” Luna insisted. “I know he can. Plus he has the other girls with him. They won’t let anything happen to him. They’re all going to return to us. All of them, and the elven people that they’re going to save.”


  Star nodded and meowed a few times, with Triska watching her with a slight smile before lowering her head as she slowly breathed out to help calm her nerves.


  “You’re right, all of you are right. I need to have faith in him. This is what he came out here to do. I… I just never pictured him being as bold as this before. Taking the Hellfire’s Edge and heading off to rescue an entire village of elves, it’s so astonishing to know that he would actually do that.”


  “I always thought of him as a knight in shining armor,” Specca mentioned with a timid smile and blush. “He’s missing the outfit still, but he’s certainly proved himself worthy of my first impression of him.”


  “He really would fight for us,” Falla praised. “And our people. We truly do have the best mate in all of Eden.”


  “We really do,” Luna agreed with a warm smile. “We’re so lucky he found us.”


  Star lowered her head and nodded with a soft meow.


  “He is certainly the best mate we could have ever asked for,” Doku said before looking down to Snapper as the swarm was waving her arms at her again with a wide smile. “And I dare say the best choice for a father with raising this little bundle of joy.”


  The girls fell quiet while thinking about their mate who they all hoped would return quickly to them that night, the silence then being broken by Twilight walking around them and towards the witch sisters with her feet clacking against the stone floor. While lost in thought about their man the girls didn’t notice Twilight standing before the quivering witch sisters while having an absolutely furious expression on her face.


  “You were supposed to be watching him,” Twilight quietly spoke through bared teeth. “You were supposed to be keeping a close eye on him while he was in this dangerous land.”


  “We’re sorry, master,” the twins shakily said.


  “What were you two doing all this time?” Twilight softly growled as she struggled to keep still. “How could you be so careless and allow Daniel Sorres to venture into a goddamned warzone? Why were you not watching him as I ordered you to?”


  “We’re sorry, master,” Apoch quietly apologized. “We had matters to attend to in Rystone.”


  “Ms. Charlotte tasked us with some important errands,” Astreal tried to reason with. “We finished them and hurried back here as soon as we-”


  “Charlotte?” Twilight hissed. “Charlotte? Have you two already forgotten who is your master? You serve me, not that stupid witch. My word is the only word you two need obey, the only one you must always obey.”


  “We’re sorry, master,” the twins whined as they huddled close together.


  “You’re going to be,” Twilight scorned, her piercing glare causing the witches to tremble fearfully while slumping back with shaky whimpers. The reaper held in her voice while fuming with rage at the witches before she suddenly jumped a bit and looked to the side with a sharp gaze.


  “Wait, I sense a surge of magical energy nearby,” she said, with the girls behind her snapping back to reality and turning to her in surprise. “A great deal of magic… suddenly igniting from out of nowhere. What in Eden is… wait… wait a moment… it’s outside. It’s outside in the countryside below.”


  “A magical surge?” Specca wondered. “Happening nearby in the countryside? Could it be…”


  “Alyssa,” Falla gasped. “She’s casting her spell. It’s happening!”


  “They’re coming back! They did it!” Luna cheered. “They’re coming back to us!”


  “They must have gathered the elves away from The Sisterhood,” Doku praised. “They did it, they saved them.”


  “Hurry, get outside!” Specca urged as she rushed out of the room with the butterfly sisters, with Apoch and Astreal scrambling to get out of their way as the girls dashed by. Star quickly warped after them while Doku ran over to Apoch and handed Snapper off into the confused witch’s arms.


  “Please watch over her, I’ll be right back,” Doku promised before scurrying after the others.


  “Wait, what?” Apoch asked, right before Snapper leapt onto her face and started clawing at her with buzzing wings. The witch screamed and dropped to the ground with Astreal frantically trying to pull the hungry swarm off her sister.


  “Daniel,” Triska breathed out in awe, the cambion then quickly running off after the girls while Apoch rolled around on the floor with Snapper biting her nose. After the girls left the chamber Twilight growled heavily, with Apoch and Astreal freezing from sensing the ominous presence of their enraged master. Even Snapper halted from mauling the witch in her frenzy, the youngling quickly scurrying down into Apoch’s arms as she whined fearfully from seeing Twilight showing a frightening glare with a malicious aura surrounding her.


  “Please have mercy,” Astreal begged.


  “Don’t eat us,” Apoch sniveled. “Not again.”


  “I’m not going to eat you,” Twilight snarled. “But you’re going to wish I had.”


  Apoch and Astreal gulped while turning pale, all while Snapper whined and nuzzled closer to Apoch in fear of the terrifying aura that was being exuded from the image of the enraged reaper.


  Outside the carriage all the girls gathered together as they saw a bright light shining up from the lowered countryside below them, an extremely large circling ring of magical energy flaring up with an intense surge of power emanating from it.


  “Oh my word,” Doku breathed out.


  “That’s Alyssa doing that… right?” Falla asked.


  “I’ve never seen a casting circle that big before,” Specca marveled. “Incredible. She must be using an extraordinary large amount of magical power to create something as big as that.”


  “I guess that means she started another wildfire like you said,” Triska mused with a smirk. “Fire really does get her going, doesn’t it?”


  “Pretty lights,” Luna softly said. Beside her Star was staring at the sight with amazement while Doku was doing the same from behind her long bangs.


  The casting ring flared brightly before suddenly dimming. Shortly after the land began to rumble, glistening pillars of light spiking into the air from the magical spellbase’s glowing edge as the ring’s light wavered and resonated erratically.


  “What’s going on?” Falla wondered shaking her head. “Is this supposed to happen?”


  “I can’t tell if the spell is working or not,” Specca worried. “It looks like something is trying to happen, but… nothing’s happening. Oh dear, please tell me Alyssa has enough magical reserves to pull this off.”


  “What happens if she doesn’t?” Luna asked.


  “The strain from the sheer magnitude of her spell would be fatal,” Specca feared. “She would be killed instantly with her lifeforce being crushed under the stress.”


  “Oh my,” Doku nervously said. “Is the spell… is it faltering? Is she not able to do this?”


  “She can do it,” Triska voiced. “Have faith in her. She’s the Wildfire Witch after all. Give her a flame and she can make anything possible.”


  Star closely observed the flickering lights of magical radiances that shot up around the casting ring’s border, herself and the girls feeling the ground rumbling from where they were as something was still happening from the witch’s spell.


  “Anyone see any elves yet?” Falla nervously asked.


  Without warning the circular slab of ground outlined by the witch’s casting ring broke free from the surrounding land, the severed landmass flipping over like a lid as light suddenly bloomed from the opening below. The sounds of people screaming in a panic were heard as Triska and the girls watched in amazement at the sight of the enchanted ground spinning around to reveal the other side having hundreds of people atop it, the upending chunk of rock flipping over and slamming down into place with a burst of dust rising up around it. Slowly the haze cleared to reveal a huge crowd gathered together where the casting ring slowly fizzled out on the ground below them.


  “I think I see some,” Specca managed to say as she slowly adjusted her glasses.


  “Wow…” Luna breathed out.


  “Are those… are those the elves of Green Haven?” Doku wondered.


  “Depends,” Triska carefully said. “Are we expecting any other communities to magically appear here anytime soon?”


  Star rubbed her eyes then meowed softly in awe at seeing an entire village’s worth of people having suddenly appeared from under the ground.


  “They did it,” Doku marveled with a growing smile. “They got the elves away from The Sisterhood. They saved them.”


  “Incredible,” Luna said with fluttering wings. “Daniel and the girls really did it. They got Clover’s people away from those horrible monsters.”


  “They succeeded!” Specca cheered with a hop. “The elves are safe now. The plan worked perfectly!”


  “It really did,” Triska agreed with a smile. She blinked then quickly looked around before turning to the girls. “Wait, weren’t Daniel and the others supposed to be coming here right behind them? Where are they?”


  “Pip should be bringing them all back to us any moment now,” Specca said as the girls searched the surrounding area for any sign of their missing family. “It shouldn’t be too long before they arrive.”


  “C’mon,” Falla prayed as the girls began to grow anxious. “C’mon. C’mon, where are you? Please tell me they’re coming too.”


  “They had to have made it out also,” Doku insisted. “Alyssa cast the spell, so that means Daniel and the girls would have been ready to leave with her right after.”


  “Daniel,” Triska worried.


  “He’ll make it,” Kitten assured. “He’s my master after all.”


  “Any moment now,” Specca carefully said as the girls were showing uneasy frowns. A full minute passed as the girls spoke not a word while anxiously awaiting the return of their family. In the valley below they could hear the rising voices of a confused and relieved crowd of elves, however all the girls could focus on was when their co-mates and man would return to them.


  “What if-” Luna began to say before Triska cut her off.


  “He’s going to make it,” she firmly declared. “He’s coming back to us. This isn’t where his quest ends, not by a longshot.”


  “Don’t lose faith,” Doku softly said. “Daniel won’t fail, he won’t fail his quest or leave us behind.”


  “He promised to always take care of us,” Falla agreed as she held her sister’s hand. “He’s going to come back, he promised us he would. And I know for a fact he wasn’t lying.”


  Specca held her hands together in prayer as she closed her eyes and hoped for the safe return of her mate and family. After a moment’s pause a bright flash erupted next to them, the piercing glare shining off the nixie’s glasses before slowly subsiding, allowing her to open her eyes and show a relieved smile as she and the girls saw their faith was well placed.


  “Daniel,” Specca softly said, herself and the girls smiling in awe at seeing their family having returned. They saw Daniel being set down onto his feet by Cindy, the human slowly lowering down onto his knees along with her as his head was lowered while his hand feebly held onto the sand wraith’s. Clover was looking down at them with a solemn gaze while Reiko was groaning as she lay limp in the elf’s grip. Beside them the elven captain was looking around in surprise at where they now were while holding Alyssa in her arms, the witch managing to open her eyes with a quiet murmur while her hand finally dropped her staff from fatigue. Felucia watched her daughter holding Daniel close with a troubled grimace before glancing around with a raised eyebrow at seeing everyone staring at them. And Sheal-


  “AHHHH!” Specca screamed as she and the girls finally noticed the fiery monster in the group. “There’s a salamander woman here! Oh my god! How did-”


  “It’s okay,” Clover called out raising a hand, her eyes never leaving Daniel as he slowly regained consciousness. “It’s okay. She’s not an enemy. She’s with us.”


  “She… she’s what?” Falla exclaimed.


  “…hi,” Sheal slowly said with a small wave.


  “She helped us when things got dicey,” Clover explained as she knelt down and carefully picked Pip up in her hand, the sleeping fairy twitching slightly as the elf gently cradled the tiny monster with a regretful grimace.


  Triska looked at the salamander woman carefully before quickly rushing over and kneeling beside Daniel as he swiftly became her priority again. The girls promptly did the same, with everyone turning their focus down to the human who slowly held a hand to his head as he came to his senses.


  “Daniel? Daniel, are you okay?” Triska urgently asked. “Are you alright? Speak to me, Daniel.”


  “I’m… okay,” he breathed out, eyes slowly opening to see Triska smiling at him with tears in hers. “I’m alright. It’s great to see you again, Triska.”


  “Daniel!” Triska cheered as she embraced him. “I’m so glad to see you again! I was freaking out after I heard what you did! I was so worried about you! I can’t believe you went out there like that, do you know how crazy that was?”


  “I’m sorry for worrying you,” Daniel said as he slowly held an arm around her. “And… sorry for taking your sword without asking.”


  “You silly, stubborn, sexy man,” Triska whined as she nuzzled her face in his shoulder. “I’m so thankful you’re back, I don’t know what I would have done if you didn’t return.”


  “We’re all thankful you’ve returned,” Doku praised. “We were growing more fearful by the hour for what may have happened to you. Thank god you’re back safe and sound.”


  “And you rescued the elves too!” Specca squealed as she hugged Clover. “You saved your people from The Sisterhood! You’re heroes!”

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  “Yeah…” Clover quietly said as she glanced to Reiko. She tossed the harvester over to Star, the jinx catching the tiny woman then shaking her with a puzzled mew as the ethereal monster mumbled something in her hands.


  “Clover?” Specca wondered as she saw not a trace of joy on the elf’s face.


  “Alyssa, are you okay?” Luna asked as she and Falla rushed over to the witch. “Alyssa? Alyssa!”


  “I’m fine,” Alyssa groaned with a small wave of the hand. “Just… completely exhausted.”


  “She cast the biggest spell I’ve ever seen in my entire life,” the elven captain marveled. “I mean… she transported my entire village… through the ground by means I can’t even fathom.”


  “We know,” Falla laughed. “We saw them pop up here. Your people are safe down in the valley, they all arrived a few minutes ago.”


  “They’re here?” the woman whimpered with tears in her eyes. “They’re safe? Thank the gods. Thank you. Thank all of you. I have no idea who you people are but thank you so much!”


  She broke down crying while hugging Alyssa close, the witch batting her hand against the elf’s chest as her face was smothered in it. Pushing back Alyssa gasped for air before the elf dropped to her knees and clutched the small monster closer, with Alyssa weakly groaning as her head rested on the woman’s shoulder.


  “Please… not so rough,” Alyssa whined. “I’m about ready to break as it is.”


  Luna dropped to her knees and held Alyssa as she cheered and fluttered her wings, with Falla smiling at them before looking around at the others. She then quickly searched the area for someone else before turning to Daniel questionably.


  “Where’s Squeak?”


  Triska, Specca, Doku, Star, and Luna stopped and looked around for the missing ant girl before turning to Daniel as he lowered his head again while remaining silent.


  “Where’s Squeak?” Triska asked. “Why isn’t she here? Did she arrive with the elves? Is she down there with them?”


  “Daniel?” Specca worried. She glanced to Clover and saw the remorseful frown on her face then noticed a saddened one on Cindy’s as the sand wraith whimpered with a tear in her eye. “Girls? What’s going on? Where’s Squeak?”


  “Squeak?” Alyssa asked as she wearily pushed away from the elven captain. She stumbled with her steps at first before Luna caught her, the witch and butterfly looking around for their missing mate before turning to Daniel as he still didn’t say a word.


  “Where is she? Why isn’t she here with us? Wasn’t she with you?”


  “Why are you all looking so sad now?” Luna worried.


  “Daniel?” Triska carefully said. “Where is Squeak?”


  Daniel slowly looked back up to her with a heartbroken face, the cambion’s eyes slowly widening as she shook her head slightly.


  “What happened? Where is she? Daniel, please tell us.”


  “Where is she, Daniel?” Falla feared as she knelt down beside Triska, her eyes seeing the pained expression Daniel wore along with something his eyes wanted to convey that she didn’t want to believe.


  “We found The Sisterhood,” Daniel said, with everyone falling silent as he tried his best to speak properly. “We found their leaders in the elven forest. The ones that murdered Clover’s priestess and took over Green Haven. The ones who confronted us in the elven temple. The gemini.”


  “The gemini?” Specca gasped as the girls showed fright from hearing that. “No… good lord no… not them.”


  “Jovian. Jacqueline,” Triska recalled. “Those monsters are the ones responsible for Ruhelia being wiped out? For Green Haven coming under attack? Those two are back in Koskaysil?”


  “Yes,” Daniel confirmed. “It’s all been because of them. They’re gathering every monster they can for their army. They’re plotting to lay siege to Rockhelm.”


  “Rockhelm?” Triska exclaimed. “Our kingdom? Are they fucking crazy? No army could bring down Rockhelm, that place is an impenetrable fortress!”


  “They have over four thousand monsters under their banner,” Clover spoke up, with the girls turning to her in shock. “They’re out there gathering even more to add to their numbers. The Sisterhood isn’t fucking around here, they’re determined to wipe out the humans and all of us who don’t bow to them in this land.”


  “Four thousand?” Alyssa breathed out. “They have over four thousand monsters under their command?”


  “Believe it,” Sheal spoke up. “I once marched with their army under the belief it was for a noble cause. The gemini may have lied about The Sisterhood’s true purpose, but they did not with the vast number of followers they had gathered. They’re getting ready to raze this region to the ground with a legion of the most deadly and dangerous monsters they can find.”


  Triska stared at her in horror from imagining such a thing then turned to Daniel with heightened alarm as he took a slow breath before speaking again.


  “We got the elves out of Green Haven before they could be used as slaves or killed,” he continued. “We had them retreat to Alyssa’s location while we stayed and kept the gemini busy so they wouldn’t give chase and slaughter them all. We… we…”


  He closed his eyes as he struggled with the painful memory, his mournful gaze then moving to Falla as she stared at him with a quivering lip while fearing what he was going to say next. Triska and her co-mates started breathing shakily as they could see the truth in his eyes already.


  “We stalled them long enough for the elves to flee,” Daniel said. “But… not without a great cost.”


  “No…” Falla breathed out. “Please don’t say it… don’t say it, Daniel.”


  “I’m sorry… but… Jacqueline… she killed Squeak… right in front of me.”


  Falla felt her heart breaking as she dropped to her knees, her wings falling limp behind her as she lost her breath and voice completely. Luna and Alyssa stared at Daniel in alarm while Specca shakily turned to Clover, the elf lowering her head with closed eyes and a single tear falling down her cheek as if to confirm the grim news. Doku and Star looked to one another in stunned silence before watching Daniel as he faced a whimpering Triska.


  “She’s gone,” Daniel tearfully said. “She’s gone, Triska. The gemini… they took her from us.”


  “No…” Triska breathed out. “It can’t be true. She can’t be… she can’t be…”


  “Squeak,” Alyssa whined as she clutched Luna’s hand and arm for balance.


  “No,” Specca whimpered, holding both hands over her mouth as she felt her legs wobbling beneath her. “She can’t be gone… she can’t be…”


  “Please tell us this isn’t true,” Doku begged as she and Star were struggling with holding in their tears. “Please tell us she’s not really… she’s not…”


  “No…” Falla whimpered. “No… no… NOOOOOOOO!”


  The butterfly broke down completely in a heart-wrenching shriek, hands held to her face as she cried out from the painful truth she knew to be real. Alyssa and Specca soon joined her as they couldn’t hold it any longer while Luna dropped to her knees and broke down crying with wings slouching behind her. Clover cringed from the painful screams of her family that only brought more tears of hers out as she felt her heart aching from the loss. Doku started sobbing before turning to Star and holding onto her, the jinx slowly embracing the harpy as she lowered her head and closed her eyes that did nothing to stop the tears from coming out. Triska screamed as she held her head, her tearful eyes looking down at the ground before up at Daniel as he was quietly breaking down just as they all were. Cindy held onto his back as she cried into his shoulder while the elven captain and Felucia remained silent as they solemnly lowered their heads. Sheal whimpered with a tear forming in her eye, the drop running down her cheek before quickly busting into a puff of steam.


  “Daniel!” Triska sobbed, lunging forward and clinging to her mate as she felt her heart breaking from the news. In her mind Kitten was doing her best to hold her frustrated grimace, the sounds of the girls screaming in agony along with the sight of her master in pain from their loss being almost too much for her to bear.


  “No!” Triska cried out. “Please don’t tell me she’s gone! Don’t tell me! Please, Daniel! Squeak can’t be dead, she can’t be!”


  Daniel held his mate in his arms while hearing his family breaking down into misery unlike ever before, the sounds of his girls crying and screaming tearing into his heart just as the memory of Squeak’s final moments did. He wiped the tears away from his eyes and held Triska close as the girl cried into his chest, his remorseful gaze watching his mate sobbing in despair against him before moving up to see Ragnarok floating in the air while watching him curiously.


  “At least you avenged your beloved mate, yes?” she mused with a shrug. “Surely that will bring you some comfort tonight.”


  Daniel slowly shook his head while speaking not a word back, the devastated look in his eyes conveying the victory he obtained didn’t make the pain he felt now any less worse. He held Triska close and lowered his head as sorrow consumed him, holding his mate near while feeling his heart having taken a powerful blow that would not soon heal. As he and his family endured the painful loss of Squeak’s passing, Ragnarok showed a bitter grimace at the sight before sighing and looking away with a dull gaze.


  “Trapped inside a human man with no magic to feed from,” she muttered crossing her arms and rolling her eyes. “Descendant or not, I fear this may be a tiring period for me. Oh, I do wonder what my original handler is doing right now. If only I were in her hands still…”


  Looking up, an almost longing gaze would have been seen on Ragnarok’s face if anyone around could have actually seen her to begin with. She tilted her head in wonder while her hair flowed freely behind in the air, the manifestation of the fabled sword now bound to Daniel’s very spirit having curiosity in her eyes as she thought about one and only one person at that moment.


  “Where are you, Seraph?”


  *****


  The moonlight shined in from the open balconies on either side of the grand court, marble pillars surrounding it baring softly lit lamps that provided illumination along with several large chandeliers that hung over the exquisite hall. A long velvet carpet was laid out from the elegant double doors at the end of the hall, all the way across the spacious court, up small steps towards a throne that sat atop the elevation at the head of the chamber. Under several golden and blue curtains that were strung up overhead and in front of the largest column in the room with sculptures of female knights carved into the mighty pillar was a chair crafted out of stylish wood, embellished with golden and silver gilding along the arms and legs, set with a soft velvet cushion and violet padding on the tall back, and that cradled the rear of a woman who proudly sat upon the revered seat.


  Her black heels twinkled in the light as she sat with her legs casually crossed before her, a long black cape reaching down behind her from the waist where a dark belt with three blue crystal orbs set in the front was worn. She had a short violet and blue laced edging skirt that reached just down below her thighs, exquisitely matching her low-cut purple top that was lined with beautiful golden embroidery and cradled her large bust while offering a rather tempting view with how open it was kept. Her black short sleeves were puffy with white frilled trimmings, while around her neck was a gold necklace with a clean-cut lavender diamond set in the middle, the gemstone resting perfectly snug between her cleavage as if to further draw the eye towards her chest. Her long blonde hair was curled and reached down past her shoulders while atop her head rested a gold rhinestone crown decorated with purple and sapphire diamonds. Her warm blue eyes were often hard to catch a glimpse of as she always had a pleasant, carefree smile on her face with her eyes almost seeming to be closed, yet they were opened just enough to see their lovely color as she watched two others humbly kneeling before her throne.


  “Well?” she kindly asked while slowly twirling a finger through her hair. “I trust my faithful maidens have approached me with only good news to share as they often have. Does this still hold true?”


  “Yes,” Kryelle dearly agreed, her loving smile aimed at the woman being the exact same adorning the face of her partner who was also bowing in respect with her demonic wings lowered behind her in similar fashion.


  “We have very good news for you, my queen,” Arixis promised.


  “Oh?” the crowned woman cooed. “Do tell. Do tell.”


  “A new deposit of luststone has been discovered in the east,” Kryelle announced. “A vast motherlode of the rare ore was found below the city of Forsquench. The mine underneath the human settlement recently dug into the hidden chamber of luststone, and I’m happy to report it’s much bigger than the previous one we excavated.”


  “Forsquench?” the woman wondered with an innocent face. “Hmm… that’s awfully far away.”


  “That won’t be a problem,” Arixis chuckled. “Kryelle hexed the entire city to do our bidding. She raped all the women and turned them into our slaves.”


  “And the men?”


  “I raped them to death,” Arixis answered with a dark grin. “Broke every bone in their bodies. It was really fun.”


  “The city has been brought under our control,” Kryelle reported with a fanciful wave of the hand. “Every woman there is currently digging out the luststone down to the last precious lump, all of which will be packed and shipped directly here with heavy escort courtesy of every fighter they have within their walls.”


  “That is very pleasant to hear,” the woman chuckled, her benevolent smile never faltering while the aura she exuded was anything but. Standing up from her throne she giggled softly as she began walking towards the succubi, her shadow on the floor slowly creeping outward and blanketing the entire hall as her mere aura was not only chilling and dark but also visibly shadowing against the ground and surrounding walls. From her back large demonic wings began forming out of a blurry haze, revealing themselves to the naked eye of those nearby as she displayed her true form. The wings were not bony or leathery at all, but instead were monstrous appendages of sheer darkness while baring giant, bloodshot eyes with narrow irises in their centers. The eyes quickly snapped around to look in different directions with ghastly growls, the two then focusing on the succubi before the woman as they only continued to smile adoringly at their queen.


  “I’m sure my fellow beelzebubs in Eden would absolutely love to have faithful, competent, and lovely minions such as yourselves.”


  “You flatter us, my queen,” Kryelle timidly said, lowering her head and partially hiding herself with her wing.


  “We only want to do good for you,” Arixis declared. “We love you, my queen.”


  “Aw, you’re so sweet,” the beelzebub cooed. She gently patted the demon on the head and then did the same to Kryelle, the two succubi lowering their heads with bashful expressions as their demon lord praised them.


  “But,” the woman mentioned, with Kryelle and Arixis quickly looking to her with concern as the beelzebub held up a finger and gently wagged it. “I need that luststone now, not later. I need every ounce of that stuff to fuel my charming spell; it does need quite a lot of luststone to keep its effects reaching far and wide across this side of Eden. I’m afraid waiting too long just won’t be possible, the spell is burning through what little luststone we have left.”


  “We understand,” Kryelle replied with a nod. “We’ll see if we can persuade their neighboring settlements to assist with the mining. Bringing every scrap of that luststone to you will be their one and only priority, and we’ll make sure they work day and night until it’s done.”


  “We’ll get you that luststone in no time,” Arixis promised. “You can count on us.”


  “Good,” the beelzebub agreed. “I knew I could rely on you girls. And, the other errand I sent you out for? How is that proceeding?”


  “Taken care of,” Kryelle replied with a sharp grin. “We’ve arranged for every monster hunter this land has to offer to be sent out into glorious battle all in the name of their queen. Of course, we’ve made sure to spread them so thin and send them towards such overwhelming odds that they’re all being wiped out as we speak while the populace is none the wiser.”


  “Those poor monster hunters,” the beelzebub pouted. “It sounds like they weren’t properly informed of the danger they were tasked with slaying.”


  “Nope,” Arixis chuckled. “Those idiots are marching themselves right into their graves.”


  “My condolences for their families,” the beelzebub giggled. “Monster hunting truly is a dangerous profession, especially for mere humans to be tasked with.”


  “Aside from the kingdom knights there soon won’t be anyone else to help defend Rockhelm,” Kryelle assured. “The humans remain blissfully unaware that their precious kingdom is about to fall.”


  “Good,” the beelzebub agreed with a nod. “Keep it that way. I want not a word of what’s coming to reach their ears. As far as the kingdom is concerned there is nothing out of the ordinary happening out there. Make sure they remain happy and productive inside their precious walls. The moment it all comes crashing down atop them… when they realize how completely doomed they all are… the amount of suffering and anguish that will fill the air… oh, I simply cannot wait to feast upon their despair.”


  “It will be a slaughter that all of Eden shall remember,” Kryelle promised.


  “All those stinking humans are going to die,” Arixis eagerly said. “They won’t stand a chance.”


  “Yes,” the beelzebub cooed as she began walking back towards her throne. “I’m already feeling such wondrous amounts of suffering and death creeping closer to this place. It’s so tantalizing, knowing that this delicious misery is only the beginning of my feast. Oh, how the former queen would simply die all over again should she know just how bad things are going to become for her beloved subjects.”


  “There will be plenty more agony and gloom to feed you very soon, my queen,” Kryelle vowed.


  “Indeed,” the queen mused as she turned and gently sat down on her throne, her winged eyes moving around erratically as if they were separate entities from the monster while she retained her pleasant smile that never left her face.


  “And even this scrumptious smorgasbord is just the start,” she said while casually examining her fingernails. “Our grand sovereign herself will be quite pleased with our efforts. A new, albeit slightly bloodstained, kingdom for her to use as her first conquered territory in the world. An army comprised of every monster suitable of serving her already waiting to be enslaved when she arrives. And me, her most loyal emissary who eagerly awaits to stand with her and live off of the eternal torment she will spread across Eden. I believe she will be quite pleased indeed.”


  “Will she be coming here soon?” Kryelle wondered.


  “I would love to bow to my queen’s queen,” Arixis said. “Please say I can do it soon.”


  “It will be soon,” the beelzebub cryptically answered. “At long last the time for her release is nearly at hand. Seraph the Tyrant will once again walk across Eden as the one true queen of this world. However we must focus on preparing everything before she arrives. Bring me that luststone at once, keep the people quiet and blissfully unaware of their imminent demise, and make sure every monster that hears my delightful charms has the easiest time finding their way here. When our grand sovereign arrives I want this kingdom cleaned out and those hordes of dimwitted brutes standing ready to serve their new ruler.”


  “It will be done,” Arixis promised with a bow. She took off with a mighty flap of her wings, soaring out of the chamber while Kryelle remained down on one knee before her queen.


  “Is there anything else?” the beelzebub asked.


  “I have but one humble request to give,” Kryelle politely stated. “I recently came across someone who… interests me. She isn’t affected by your charm, she still flies free. I was hoping that… if you could find it in your merciful heart to grant me one wish…”


  “My dear Kryelle,” the beelzebub cooed. “You’re blushing. Have you found someone you fancy that much?”


  “Yes, I want her to be mine,” Kryelle declared, the succubus quickly jumping a bit then lowering her head in shame. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to speak so impudently in your presence. I know I have no right to ask anything of you, I only wished to speak honestly in my hopes that you would listen to my plea.”


  “You want her to be spared from the impending onslaught?” the queen wondered. Kryelle nodded at her with pleading eyes, the beelzebub murmuring curiously at seeing her minion so hopeful before she giggled and nodded at the succubus.


  “I see no problem with you taking one personal slave to play with,” she reasoned with a wave of the hand. “Our grand sovereign will have entire legions of monsters to command upon her arrival, having one less won’t make a difference. You have my blessing to do what you wish with her.”


  “Thank you, my queen!” Kryelle happily cheered as she bowed to the woman. “Thank you! I shall not squander this gift, I promise to play with her to the fullest until she breaks completely!”


  “Whatever makes you happy, my dear. Now go, you have work to do. You have never failed once in the tasks I have given you, I trust you will not start anytime soon.”


  “No, I will never fail you,” Kryelle promised shaking her head, the succubus then looking up to the beelzebub with a loving gaze as she internally praised her luck with having been blessed by her one true master.


  “I am forever at your service, Queen Leanna.”
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  Author's Thank You


  Thank you for reading my book, I spent a lot of time slaving over a hot keyboard so you could enjoy (hopefully) a nice story today. If you like what you've read here then I hope you continue to check out the books I've published and find more entertainment, mystery, and excitement to experience. And if you’re so inclined, a book review always helps sell more books, if you could spare a moment for one of course.


  For more information for all my literary works, additional illustrations and character art, and updates on upcoming releases and events, please visit my website at AGordonPublishing.com.


  Thank you for your support and I hope to see you again.


              Alexander Gordon
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