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  Dedication



  


  This story is dedicated to my brother, Daniel Gordon.


  Author's Note


  This edition of Chronicles of Eden – Act I has been made in response to overwhelming community feedback on the original rendition of this book. As many may be aware, Chronicles of Eden is a very long story in nature and a large undertaking to create from start to finish. I pride myself with each volume I’m able to release, with each following entry being more refined and engaging than the last, as it’s another piece of this expansive and detailed adventure that I wish to tell. One of the challenges, most prominent in the first few volumes, is balancing character and story development. In the first entry only a handful of the main cast has been introduced, and it’s up to them to run the spotlight and help drive the story forward. Act I serves as the foundation to establish the world and the first of the heroes that readers will follow through Eden. While I do my best to create proper dialogue, dynamics, and interaction between the characters and provide accurate details and vision of how the world is, sometimes balance gets tipped too far one way or another with how it’s done and things go awry.


  Although I am proud of the story I’ve created and stand by how it’s developed and grown over the years, I am willing to admit if something has been generally recognized as a major problem for readers. A reoccurring complaint and glaring issue for many in the first book was the prolonged character interactions between two of the female leads, with their actions and general behavior quickly becoming grating for readers to watch. It was not my intention to irritate or disappoint readers with how they acted, nor do I want them to feel like they have to ‘soldier through’ to get to the better parts. It has become apparent these two characters and their constant fighting was not taken as establishing their rivalry nature properly, but instead came off as, to quote many, overly repetitive and annoying. In hindsight, perhaps I achieved adequate formation of their roles in the story earlier than expected. I will take fault for that mistake.



  As such, this book has been changed to remove excessive or repetitive scenes between the two leads that readers wished were not present in the original version, and provide a smoother and quicker story speed that goes through its plot points and discoveries for readers to enjoy without forcing them to endure such hardships. I hope this makes the book more enjoyable and appealing for new readers and those who would be willing to give the story another chance.


  It’s because of readers like you, the ones who continue to support my choice in becoming an author and the books I create, that I’m able to continue doing this, something that has become a great sense of joy and accomplishment in my life. Thank you, all of you, and I hope you enjoy this epic and entertaining ride through the world of Eden as much as I do creating it.


  Alexander Gordon


  Chapter 1


  Start of a Journey


  Mankind has always spoken and written tales about monsters; evil creatures and abominations that roamed the world, born from the darkness itself. Vampires, werewolves, ghosts, goblins - all manner of beasts and spirits dreamt up in fear. Children would stay awake at night with fear in their eyes, hiding under the covers, hoping for protection from lurking monsters beneath the bed or inside the closet. Even adults would fall prey to fear of the otherworldly every now and again, either by being alone in a dark alleyway, or hearing a strange sound in their home at night. However, everybody knew that monsters were nothing but fictitious entities, never more. There were never any monsters under the bed, or in the closet, or hiding in the shadows.


  The only real monsters were mankind itself.


  *****


  Daylight started to shine over a mountaintop, the sun’s rays slowly lighting up the landscape as the new day began. The mountain stood tall against the horizon, with its snowy peak hidden above the clouds that gently rolled by. The light slowly crept down the mountainside and over a forest, the green trees filled with birds chirping as woodland animals slowly woke. As the light continued past the lush woodland and across a gentle river it came across a small village, surrounded by a high stone-brick wall. There were two main gates leading in to the secluded settlement, one from the forest and the other on the opposite side leading out towards the rolling plains, both having their large doors closed and watched over with a keen eye by the guards. The cobblestone pathway spread out through the village which was comprised mostly of small houses and shops, the buildings being brick and stone with roofs made of redwood. Everything looked peaceful and serene; from the horse driven carriages and carts to the people that were dressed in simple clothing and garbs. Children were on their way to school while the adults went to work. Men went out fishing or chopping wood while others tended the farms just outside the large stone wall, while the women headed to the market for groceries and went to church to pray for their family's wellbeing. Blacksmiths were forging weapons such as swords and axes while the tailors were busy sewing dresses and outfits of linen and fine cotton. Everything seemed perfectly normal and tranquil in the village of Edgewood, as it normally was with it being nestled and mostly hidden into the valley such as it was.


  As sunlight started to shine into a window of a home one resident was lying in his bed sound asleep still. The inside of the residence was of the normal fare of the village; with a living room that had a fireplace, a table with a few chairs around it, and a bookshelf with worn books on all its shelves. The place seemed warm and cozy for a family, however only one individual lived in this home.


  Inside a room that had its bed near an open window and a desk that had piles and piles and piles of books cluttering it someone was snoring rather loudly. He was eighteen years old, having an average height amongst his village, with only a small amount of muscle on his physique. His short, black hair was slightly messy as it was always for him and his chin was void of even a little stubble, much to his chagrin. The boy wore an old black sleeveless shirt and a gray long sleeve shirt over it which was left unbuttoned in the front, mostly because it no longer had any buttons on it anymore. He had light brown pants and brown leather boots on, still dressed the same from the other day as he had fallen asleep late once again. As the light reached him through the nearby window he slowly started to wake, groaning with annoyance that his dream was coming to an end. Slowly sitting up he looked out the window, his brown eyes focusing a bit as he gradually came to.


  "Another day,” he said softly to himself, only then to jump with a startle. “Wait, another day? Oh crap, it's morning already?"


  He leapt out of bed and ran over to his desk which was cluttered with books. Still half asleep he quickly shook his head in an attempt wake up faster, his eyes darting around quickly as he searched the books piled on his desk for one in particular. He franticly threw them around wildly as he searched for his missing tome, eyes scanning across the large collection he had as panic overcame him.


  "Oh no, I only wanted to take a quick nap, not good. Not good." There was only a bed and desk in the small bedroom, that being all he needed for his studies at home, yet there were far more books than most would have in their home, all of which were scattered about in no real order. After a few more of his tomes flew through the air he groaned in defeat.


  "Let's see… if I were a book… where would I hide?" he asked himself curiously. After a pause he blinked then snapped his fingers with a smile. He ran to his bed and lifted the mattress up, seeing a book with a black leather cover dropping to the ground. The hardcover book was a bit larger than most of the others in his home while it sported a pentagram insignia in red ink on the front. With a smile he picked it up quickly then sat back down on his bed.


  "You thought you could get away from me didn't you? You gave me a quite a scare there, little buddy." Though as soon as he opened it his smile quickly faded as he turned to the last page that he had been working on, which had very little written in the previous night.


  "Damn, I hardly got anything done last night,” he groaned in defeat. “This is bad, she's going to be pissed, I can see it already." He dropped down onto the bed and looked up at the ceiling with a dull gaze.


  "I finally got a chance to show my work to them, and I fall asleep writing it. Why? Why must my life be so cruel?" With a quiet sigh he looked at the book again with dismay, flipping through the pages he had written while shaking his head slowly.


  "It's not enough yet, they're going to want more than just this.” He closed the book then stood up, looking out the window at the village as people were seen in the streets. His house was only one story tall, yet he had a good view of the surrounding neighborhood and the large mountain from his bedroom window.


  "I know it's not a fool's dream,” he reminded himself. “There's no doubt about that. I just need more proof." Looking to the book he tapped it gently.


  "I just need-"


  A knock came from the front door, the boy nodding once before looking down with a deadpan expression.


  "-a decent spot to be buried in," he finished with a sigh. Slowly he walked out of his room and towards the front door. After taking a deep breath he opened the door and forced a smile.


  "Hey, I was just thinking of you," he said with a cheery tone.


  ‘Actually, I was just thinking of how you're going to kill me…’


  "Really? Well, I was thinking of you too," a girl said amusingly while standing at the doorway. She was about the same height and age as he was. Her long blonde hair dropped down past her shoulders with a few blue streaks seen through it on the ends. Her blue eyes were looking at him with curiosity while a slight smirk came across her lips. The clothing she had on was her usual style; white leather boots, gray pants that went down to her knees along with a brown belt around her waist that had a sheathed dagger on the right side, a brown leather bracelet on her left wrist that had a single green gem attached to it, the only real piece of jewelry she ever wore, and a light yellow short sleeved shirt that was ripped slightly down the middle from the collar. Even though she didn't have any more muscle on her body than he did he knew very well she was certainly stronger than him, as did the rest of the village.


  "Good morning, Triska,” he greeted nervously. “So, um, how are you doing?"


  Triska looked at him carefully then tilted her head a bit as she examined his expression.


  "I'm doing well, but how about you?” she replied suspiciously. “You look like you just got up… and have something to hide." He nodded slowly and looked upwards with a small uneasy chuckle.


  "Well, yeah. I did just wake up,” he admitted. “Say, about the book…"


  She narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms before her, seeing where this conversation was going.


  "You did finish it, right?" she inquired with a slightly agitated tone. He forced a light laugh and looked away with a nervous smile.


  "Well… not all of it…" he quietly answered. Glancing back to her he saw the girl giving him a dull stare. A quick glance to her dagger which was still in its sheath was made before he gulped slightly.


  "Just how much did you finish then?" she asked slowly.


  "Well, a good amount… of the beginning,” he shakily replied. “I got all the basic details and theories down as well as some wonderful additions to the current entries. But, I… I couldn't start the next section."


  Triska watched him for a moment then looked down with closed eyes.


  "So let me get this straight,” she clarified. “I finally talk the council into listening to your ideas, which included having to talk to my mother, the chief of our village, and convincing them that you're not out of your mind, all with the simple requirement of you having some proof to your theory… and you have nothing to present to them?" As she tapped her foot impatiently he sighed and nodded in agreement.


  "Yeah, I'm sorry. I was up all night working on it but-"


  "I can't believe this!” she yelled out at him. “You know how stupid I'm going to look bringing you to them with you just shrugging and saying 'I have nothing'? I'm never going to hear the end of this!"


  He backed up and held up his hands defensively.


  "Hey, calm down, Triska, it's not like that. Really.”


  "Not like that? I'm sorry, but are you still half asleep? You do know that the entire village doesn't believe you and your wild theories, right? That you and your… ideas are so farfetched that even novelists think you're crazy or something," she retorted with exasperation. He nodded then looked to the book in his hands.


  "I know that, Triska. But the theory is correct, it's just I don't have any physical proof to show them. I got stuck writing last night because just writing about it won't do enough. I need to show them evidence, and… I just don't have it.”


  "If you knew this than why did you agree to see the council today?" Triska asked. He looked to her for a moment as he thought of what to say then walked outside next to her, the girl watching him curiously as he gazed up at the sky.


  "I need to talk to and try to convince them with what I know. I know I'm right Triska, I know it. I just need to go out and get the proof myself.”


  "Get the proof? Where?"


  "Out there, outside of this village,” he said while gesturing over towards the mountain. “I've done all I can with what we do know, but old books and stories from the elders only go so far. I need to venture out there and find the evidence the world wants myself.”


  Triska watched him with evident concern then glanced down to the book he was holding.


  “I know the people here haven’t exactly been kind to you,” she said softly. “But if you're trying to get kicked out of the village on purpose just as an excuse to leave I wish you'd reconsider that option.”


  He shook his head and handed her the book, of which she gently took hold of.


  "It’s not at all like that,” he reassured her. “I just need to ask for some help from the council with my journey. I can complete my research and theories, but only out there. This village is so closed off from the world. I can’t do anymore with this here.”


  Triska slowly thumbed through the few pages he had written so far, some of them she had read before, and then glanced to him with a curious eye.


  "What kind of help are you going to ask for?"


  "Well…” he thought as he held a hand to his chin quizzically. “A good expedition out into the uncharted zones would be dangerous and long. I would probably need a dozen armed escorts, maybe a horse and carriage as well. A donation from the treasury to pay for expenses and lodgings along the way would come in handy as well. And maybe some better clothing for the trip, something more suited to being out in the wilderness.” After a moment of silence he looked to see Triska staring at him with a blank expression.


  "Is that all?" she asked raising an eyebrow. He chuckled nervously and looked down with a bit of embarrassment.


  "Okay, maybe that’s a bit much,” he reluctantly admitted. “But still, at least somebody to help with the dangers along the way would be helpful, although the horse and carriage would come in handy too."


  Triska sighed quickly and shook her head.


  "Like I said,” she said flatly before handing his book back to him. “Please reconsider the option of trying to get kicked out of the village on purpose.” As he took the item and looked at it with a small amount of concern she glanced away while trying to say something more.


  "You know… I'm pretty good with a sword. I could… if you want-" she started before bells sounded from the nearby steeple, the two looking towards the sound as it echoed throughout the village. Triska slowly breathed out then looked back to her friend.


  "We need to go, they'll be expecting us. Please… just be careful with what you say.”


  He nodded and held onto the book securely in his hands.


  "This is for the greater good, our greater good,” he replied with confidence. “I know just what to say to them.”


  The two started walking down the stone path towards the village center together. As they did Triska glanced to her friend, biting her lip slightly before looking back ahead.


  *****


  Inside the village center the two stood before the council members. The large stone hall housed the elected council members which were sitting at a long table before the two teens. At the stone table were the eight members of the council, all of whom were female and had lethargic expressions. Each of them were watching the boy without any interest while Triska was watching one particular council member, the woman with longer black hair and dark brown eyes. She was a rather attractive woman compared to the others in the village; however like her daughter she didn’t wear much jewelry or wear clothing such as dresses or gowns. Instead she wore a more masculine outfit, with steel tipped boots, pants that had a few cuts and tears near the knees, a long sleeve shirt with bronze plated shoulder guards, and a blade sheathed at her hip that she always carried with her. Like her daughter, she was known to be a very capable fighter, and one of the strongest in the village. She watched the boy walk towards the council, her reluctance to being there on that day evident even with her daughter’s plea that she would give her friend a chance to speak.


  "Alright, Daniel,” she announced. “We've gathered here today to listen to your… ideas with an open ear. However, I must let you know that right now you have absolutely no credibility or work to stand on, and as such we expect your presentation to be flawless in every way, is that clear?”


  "Yes ma’am, thank you all for letting me speak to you like this," he said with a bow.


  "Very well, please proceed," another councilwoman implored with a wave of her hand. Triska looked to her mother with worried glance then to her friend again, fearing how this hearing would turn out.


  "Of course,” Daniel said politely. “Council members, I know everybody thinks that my theories are completely absurd, and frankly I don't blame you at all. But believe me when I say that we don't have to live in fear like this. We can still live in this world as humans have done long ago without cowering behind our walls.”


  "First off, we are not 'cowering in fear’,” a woman spoke snippily. “We have a good life here that is peaceful and blessed with everything we need. Secondly, those stories about humans having ruled the world long ago are just that, stories. The real world out there is nothing but chaos without any order or control in the least.” Triska turned to her mother who was giving the boy a bored eye still. The woman glanced to her and saw Triska motioning towards Daniel with urgency. With a roll of her eyes the chief then raised a hand up.


  "Give him a chance to speak first, that's why we're here today.”


  Triska smiled softly at her mother then turned to Daniel as he held up his book.


  "I've been collecting notes and information about what we know of them, from how they live to how they think. Everything we know about them I've been going through again and again while creating this book, this guide to their existence.”


  "We know enough,” a councilwoman snapped bitterly. “They kill, they destroy, they rape, they feed, and they reproduce. Every single one of them are an abomination from the otherworld, what more could you possibly have to shed light on at this point?"


  Again Triska's mother merely held up her hand to silence the members. Daniel shook his head and looked at the council member with an accusing stare.


  "For one, they're not all like that," he flatly quipped.


  "Oh no? Name one example of one of those things acting civil or tame," another woman demanded with discontent.


  "Okay, again, shut up and listen to the kid," Triska's mother said, covering her eyes with one hand tiredly. Daniel looked around at the council members as he saw the harsh stares they were giving him then turned to his book as he calmly opened it to a page.


  "Monster Class: Elf. Lives among secluded forests. Peaceful and good-natured when encountered. They use bows, arrows, and small weapons to hunt woodland animals with and are omnivorous. There have even been reports of elves coming to aid humans against other hostile monsters in the forests. Although they are prideful and aggressive when provoked, they do not hunt or attack humans unless attacked first.” After a quick glance around at the women to seeing no reaction he continued.


  "Monster Class: Angel. Seemingly from heaven itself. They are not technically monsters, although since they aren't 'human' they are placed into that category. They are protective and caring to those that value life, and have in rare cases shown themselves to those that are in dire need of help. They are not hostile, and do not even engage in fights if provoked.” The council members glanced to each other then back to Daniel, none of them speaking or showing any further reaction.


  "Monster Class: Unicorn. Found in forests, although extremely rare. As peaceful as they are gentle, they do not engage in any battles or conflicts. They mostly avoid contact with us because we are considered to them 'evil and untrustworthy'. The few cases of contact reported show that they are good-natured and have even helped heal wounded or sickly travelers out of pity for them. They have a high magical affinity and have even created cures to certain deadly poisons that we humans couldn't.” Daniel then looked around at the council members as Triska smiled softly at him.


  "Those are just three examples for you. And yes, I'm not blind. I do know there are a great deal of other monsters out there in the world, many of which who are indeed evil-natured. But just as humans can be both good and evil, so can these 'monsters'," he said proudly. Triska smiled in approval of him then looked at the council, seeing the women among the table watching Daniel with small scowls and disdain. After a moment of uneasy silence Triska's mother raised her eyebrow at Daniel.


  "Before we respond to your… examples, what is it you have come here to ask?"


  "I wish to venture out into the lands around our village and learn more about these monsters,” Daniel explained. “And hopefully others as well. Perhaps even form alliances with those that are peaceful. Our walls and weapons may stop lesser monsters from destroying our homes, but that won't last forever. The city of Rishkin was leveled to the ground by stronger ones than they were prepared for, we could fall just as easily. We shouldn't fear all these beings when there are some that could help us.” The council members started to chuckle amusingly as he held out his hands to his sides expectantly.


  "Some of them have powerful medicine and magic, others are expert warriors themselves. Why must mankind treat them all as enemies when they don't all have to be?" he asked with urgency. Triska's mother looked to her daughter with a quick glance then back to the boy.


  "Because they all are enemies,” she stated firmly. “Your examples do nothing to back up your theory that these… things can be anything other than monsters.” Daniel watched her with concern then looked down to his book.


  "You left out one important detail with your little presentation, I'm sure by choice,” the woman continued. “Every monster, every class, either good or evil as you put it, has one thing in common. And you must know this as well seeing as how you dedicated your life to studying them like this.”


  Daniel glanced away as he knew where the council was going with this.


  "I know… I know about that. But-"


  "But nothing," the chief said sternly. Daniel and Triska worriedly glanced around at the council as they all scowled at the teens.


  "Every single one of those monsters is a threat to humans. No matter what they appear to be, or what they can 'offer' our race, it all will end the same way for us.”


  "Did you think listing off the few monsters that claim to be peaceful like that would sway us? That we didn't already know of those types that roamed our world?"


  "Every single one of those things is female. There are no male monsters, ever.”


  "Their desire to breed always takes precedence over all else, some more so than others.”


  "That’s how it is with all monsters; how it would be with you should you venture out to 'talk to them'.”


  "They would take you away, force you to be their mate, and keep you to help populate their race.”


  “That's why we fight them, why we try to kill them. They will take all the men from humanity and use them to breed new monsters with, leaving the human race to wither and die," Triska's mother concluded.


  Daniel glanced to his book with unease, knowing what they said was true. Every single monster that exists was female, and all desiring to reproduce. Even though all monsters resembled human women in some way, and some may be quite alluring at first glance, they were still monsters. That meant abducting and taking human men by force to breed with. Even the ones he had listed off, the ones that were so peaceful in nature were the same way eventually. Those that were gentle with people, those that offered medicine or help from other dangers would all succumb to their inner nature at some point. Men would be taken away while women were either fended off or downright killed. Normally sex wouldn't be something a man would turn down, but when being forced into it to help breed something far from human, the allure of the carnal act loses its appeal rather quickly to most. Not to mention that some monsters can be rather… forceful and rough when it comes to their 'love making', with a few being quite sadistic in nature.


  Daniel looked at the book in his hand as he knew what the council was getting at then shook his head to their words.


  "I don't believe that can be the case for them all. The ones that showed they care about us, that protected those that needed help, they can't all be so… so…"


  "Evil?" Triska's mother finished with a raised eyebrow. Daniel nodded and looked to her with hopeful eyes.


  "They have to be able to be tamed, or helped to control their inner nature,” he defended with. “There are other monsters out there that do kill everybody, man and monster alike, and they are greater in number than we know. Some with powerful magic or incredible strength, those are the real evil ones, the Darker Ones of our world. There has to be ways to coexist with those that are good-natured, we need their help in survival just as they need ours.”


  "There have been those that shared your ideas, boy,” a council woman scoffed. “Those that thought some of these things could be civilized and brought into our homelands or that they could be trained to control their urges. I have yet to hear of one that is still free in the world without being taken by force by their trusted monsters.”


  “We hardly hear about anything here in Edgewood,” Daniel pointed out. “We barely let what travelers do come our way past our walls.”


  “That’s because it’s safe here in our village,” a council member firmly stated. “And we have no reason to risk losing that by going out into the wastelands of this world or by letting every stranger that comes by into our home. We have everything we need here, and no monsters around us, this is as good as life will get for our people. There is no sense in us trying to coexist with those… things out there.”


  "We have to try though,” Daniel urgently pleaded. “We can’t stay isolated from the world like this, especially if the Darker Ones do come near our home. The enemy of our enemy is our friend. We need help against those that are truly evil at heart, and so do some of these other 'monsters'.”


  "They are all enemies,” a council woman argued. “None of them can be 'friends' to humans.”


  Daniel started to speak again before Triska's mother held up her hand to silence him.


  "Now, we've all heard your ideas time and again, and we've even agreed to hear you out this time in hopes you had something to prove it with, but your assumptions are not enough for us to even consider forming 'relations' with these accursed beasts.”


  Daniel watched her with remorse from her words then looked then down at his book. Triska glanced down in thought for a moment then turned to her mother as she stepped forth.


  "But… mother, he does have a point. Our village, our race is in danger from being wiped out, not simply dying off from our men being taken, but being trapped here like this. What if learning to live with them peacefully is our only hope? What if some of them can help us survive?" Her mother shook her head and leaned back in her chair as Triska looked around at all the council women.


  "There is no denying that certain classes of monsters have extraordinary fighters and healers, some with powerful magic and medicine as well. There are those that even make weaponry greater than mankind has to offer. If we could find a way to live with them, to gain strength from, then the Darker Ones wouldn't be such a threat to us.”


  "Nonsense,” the chief argued. “Our way of survival is to stay the hell away from those things and kill them if they dare come after us, not try to talk to them when all they want to do is have their kind increase in number while ours drops. Mankind is already spread thin around the world, much too thin if you ask me, and you two know this.” Triska opened her mouth and started to speak before the woman slammed her hands down on the table.


  "Enough of this pointless discussion! You have done nothing but waste our morning by telling us what we already know, and we have better things to do with our time than hear some crazy theories that have absolutely no proof to back them up with!”


  Triska hung her head low with closed eyes then slowly glanced over to her friend. She had feared this would be the reaction from the council, and her mother as well. Daniel clenched his fists as he looked at his book, his eyes narrowed while he refused to believe such blind thinking. After a moment he turned to the council with a determined expression.


  "Then let me get the proof.”


  "We are not letting you take any of our fighters or resources with you on this foolish journey,” a council member said shaking her head. “That would be a death sentence on them and a waste of weapons and food.”


  Daniel growled quietly to himself then nodded.


  "Alright then, so be it. Then I'll go alone.”


  The council looked at him with a bit of surprise as Triska stared at him with shock.


  "What? Alone?" she repeated with disbelief.


  "You'll go out into the wastelands alone?” a council member laughed as the others started to chuckle at Daniel. “A lone boy against a world of monsters? How foolish are you?"


  "He must be joking.”


  “He must be mad if anything.”


  “I see the rumors of you truly being out of your mind aren’t just rumors.”


  "Not at all,” Daniel declared firmly. “If that's what it takes then so be it. I won't just accept that this is our lot in life, living out a meager existence in fear of what may be lurking in the darkness.”


  The council continued to laugh at him while Triska's mother just eyed him carefully. Daniel shook his head and looked around at them with discontent as their laughter echoed in the hall.


  "I'll go out there myself, and I'll prove to you that some monsters can be our allies. That we need them to survive in this world just as they need us.”


  "He's serious, he's actually serious about going out there alone," a council woman said while holding her side in amusement.


  "I say let him go, let him prove us right and be rid of another lunatic in the village at the same time," another laughed with a smirk at Daniel.


  Triska looked at her friend with worry then shook her head as the council members started to laugh more. She slowly reached out towards him as she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


  "You can't mean that… you can't-"


  "Silence!" Triska's mother called out. Everybody stopped and turned to the woman as she stared intently at Daniel.


  "You would really throw your life away like that just to try to prove a point to us?” she questioned carefully. “You are by no means special to me, boy, but I don't wish for you to kill yourself so early in your life.”


  "I'm not doing this for you,” Daniel said while looking to the book in his hands. “I'm doing it for our race. For mankind. If this is what it takes to help my kind then so be it.”


  Triska stared at him like he was crazy while her mother eyed him cautiously. After a pause Daniel looked up at the council with a calm smile on his face.


  "If I'm really wrong, then you'll indeed never hear my crazy theories again. You can do whatever you think is best with the village against the monsters without me being here speaking such radical ideas. However, what if I'm right? What if they can be our allies? What if we could have a better life than hiding in our little pocket of the world?"


  The council members glanced to each other skeptically from those words while Triska just shook her head at him with disbelief still. Her mother looked up for a moment in thought, then back down to the boy with a sharp eye.


  "Seeing as how you're going to go either way, very well,” she agreed. “I personally don't expect to see you ever again; however you do have a point. If you are right, and that is a very big if, it could be beneficial for mankind. Still, you are aware that the first monster you meet will not show mercy when her nature calls to her, correct? If you really are prepared to face that fate then be off with your quest, we will not stop you. For what it's worth, I wish you luck. Not that it will make a difference.”


  Daniel nodded as the council started whispering to each other from their chief’s decision. Triska looked at her friend with growing concern then to her mother.


  "Mother, you can't let him go out there alone,” she pleaded. “He's not trained to fight or anything. He won't last a day.”


  "Hey, c'mon,” Daniel chuckled with a weak smile. “I can handle myself out there just fine. I know how to prepare meals out in the wilderness and to watch out for thieves.”


  "No, Daniel,” Triska desperately implored. “You can't go alone, you won't be just fine. Thieves would be the last of your worries if you meet a hostile monster. You might even be killed on the spot if she deems you an unworthy mate.”


  "I would expect as much actually," a council woman chuckled to another member.


  "True, what monster would want that boy as a mate?" the other laughed in agreement.


  "My daughter does speak the truth, boy, you should heed her words," Triska's mother warned. Daniel shook his head and looked to her with a calm smile.


  "Thank you for your concern, but I need to do this. I know what I've put together is the right start to this, and I'm going to carry it all the way. There are those out there that can join us in our survival, maybe even help us live better lives in this world. I won't just sit here and do nothing to help my race.”


  "Very well,” a council woman spoke. “We will have the gatekeeper near the plains open the way for you when you are ready to depart. I expect we won't see you again.”


  "I will give you this, you are brave. However it doesn't hide your foolishness," another said simply. Daniel nodded then bowed humbly to the council while Triska watched him with troubled eyes. Her mother watched Daniel with a dull gaze then shook her head.


  ‘Such a waste of a life, however there is no reasoning with this one. I feel a small amount of pity for you, lad. May your end be swift and painless out there.'


  *****


  Inside his home Daniel was gathering his gear into a backpack, the brown leather carrying bag being filled with essentials from his home. Food that was wrapped in cloth, with bread, vegetables, fruits, and some freshly cut meat, a change of clothing, as well as a rollout sleeping mat that was secured to the bottom of the backpack. After putting away a few other items he glanced to the table. There was a small dagger he had since he was all alone, the boy having never really used it for anything. He smiled softly then took the blade, eyeing it over briefly before sheathing it inside his outer shirt in a pocket.


  “May not do much against a monster, or even a human, but I’d better have something for protection nonetheless.”


  As he finished packing other items for his journey the front door opened suddenly. He looked over to see Triska walking in and setting down a large leather duffel bag as she eyed him over with an annoyed expression. On her back she had a sheathed sword that was strapped behind at an angle.


  "Alright, let's get going then,” she ordered. “We have a long way to go, and need to find a decent place to set up camp when it starts to get dark.” She checked her dagger at her hip, then reached back and slightly extended her sword out to examine it with a careful eye. It was of solid steel and polished nicely, the fine blade having an angled hilt and black grip. Normally a weapon of that quality would be expensive to obtain, however being the daughter of the chief had its benefits. She sheathed the blade then looked to her friend who was staring at her with surprise still.


  "What?” he asked. “We? What are you talking about, Triska?"


  The girl marched up to him and leaned in close to his face with a small scowl.


  "What does it look like? I'm going with you to keep you alive out there.”


  "Going with me?"


  "Yes. Going with you,” Triska firmly repeated. “You won't last a day out there without somebody watching your back.” She looked to the window then back to him as she crossed her arms before her.


  "Actually, I don't think you would even last an hour. Thirty minutes tops," she added flatly. Daniel sighed at that comment.


  "Hey, I'm not that helpless you know. And I do have protection, I have my own weapon, remember?" he said as he held out his shirt to show the dagger sheathed inside. Triska scoffed then quickly unsheathed her sword, whipping the blade around to Daniel’s throat. The sound of the metal ringing from the maneuver echoed out as Daniel fell silent.


  "You call that a weapon? This is a weapon,” Triska boasted proudly. “And I'm far more skilled with using it than you are using that little knife.”


  Daniel stared at the sword with wide eyes while trembling slightly.


  "But…"


  "No buts!" Triska yelled as she moved forward, the boy backing up nervously against a wall. She held the blade to his throat as she narrowed her eyes at him.


  "I'm not going to just let you go out there alone and get raped and killed, no way!"


  "I'm not going to be… um, Triska, could you please put that away?" Daniel said looking at the blade with nervous eyes.


  "You're not a fighter, you're a thinker,” Triska scolded. “A thinker who would be taken away without any problem from the weakest of monsters. You need somebody to help with the dangers along the way, you said so yourself.”


  "But… why you?"


  "Why not me? You don't want me to go with you? Is that what you're saying?" Triska sharply asked as she held the blade closer to him.


  "No no! I didn't mean that! It's just… why… I mean…" he stammered nervously. Triska growled then whipped the blade around, spinning it in one hand before sheathing it behind her.


  "Then what? Give me one good reason why I can't go with you," she demanded. He just looked at her for a moment then down to avoid eye contact.


  "Well… you are the daughter of the village chief; I don't think your mother-"


  "What my mother thinks or says doesn't dictate my life,” Triska snapped. “I've been training to become a fighter here anyway, I'm ready for this. It's my choice where to go and what to do with my life, and I'm choosing to do this.” She then growled quietly and looked away with clenched fists.


  "There's no way some wretched disgusting monster is going to take you away to be her mate. I saw you first," she muttered to herself. Daniel watched her say something quietly then tilted his head slightly in question.


  "What was that?"


  Triska jumped a bit with a squeak then turned away from him with a slight blush on her face.


  "Nothing! I'm just saying, you need somebody who can fight, and nobody else in the village is going to give you a hand with this. It may as well be me.” After a pause she looked to him again with a focused expression.


  "I'm your guardian on this journey. You're a man, you should get used to women telling you what to do. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a monster or human, men don't get a say in the matter.”


  Daniel just stared at her with bewilderment as she glanced to his backpack on the ground. Before he could speak out in protest she looked to him with a raised eyebrow.


  "Is that all you’re bringing? That can't be enough supplies to last you.”


  He glanced to his backpack then slowly nodded.


  "Well, yeah,” he reasoned with a shrug. “It's all the food and clothing I really have. And a few other books along with my monster guide.”


  "You're kidding, right?" Triska asked shaking her head. She sighed then nodded to herself.


  "Yeah, you definitely need me and my expertise on this trip. No doubt about it.”


  "I know how to gather food in the wilderness, I'm not helpless you know," Daniel said tiredly. Triska shook her head and walked over to her bag.


  "Yeah, you are actually. But don't worry, you have me with you. I'll take good care of you," she said proudly as she undid the top flap to the large bag. She looked through it for a moment then nodded with a thoughtful expression.


  "I've got plenty of food I can cook for you, medical supplies for when you're seriously hurt, some blankets and pillows for us to share together under the night sky, a fold-out stretcher for when I have to drag your unconscious hide back to civilization, equipment for trapping smaller animals and fishing for later, my allowance to cover lodgings, a map of our surrounding lands, plenty of clothing to change into after I get dirtied up saving your life from those things, and a new swimsuit I had made for when we just need to relax in the water together.” She formed a small blush at the end of her rant before standing up and smiling proudly at her friend.


  "And a few other necessities for when we're on the road of course," she said with a shrug. Daniel was just staring at her with wide eyes before looking down to the bag.


  "And you're going to carry all that with you on our journey? That's a lot of equipment.”


  Triska laughed and shook her head.


  "Of course not," she said with an amused smile.


  "Did you get a horse and carriage for our trip as well?" Daniel asked hopefully.


  A few minutes later the two were walking down the cobblestone road towards the gate that led to the rolling plains. Triska had a bold smile on her face as her hair flowed gently behind her while she glanced to the side with a small giggle.


  "Okay, see, this isn't what I call helping me," Daniel groaned as he was carrying her large duffel bag in his arms. He had his own backpack and supplies behind him, and was walking with growing annoyance and heavy steps. Triska was indeed more physically fit, even if her appearance didn't show it. The way she had casually handed him the bag with one hand was a bit of misdirection to how heavy the item really was, with Daniel having been dropped to the ground instantly from taking it from her.


  "Again, you're the man and I'm the woman,” Triska reminded. “Besides, asking you to carry my stuff isn't much given that I'm going to be the only thing keeping you alive out there. If anything you should be grateful.”


  Daniel groaned quietly while glancing to her with disbelief.


  ‘Grateful my back's going to snap like a twig? I suppose there are worse ways to die in this world, but still.’


  The two made their way through the village to the gate, the large wooden entrance being controlled by two women in armor at the top of the wall. The gateway doors had steel belts and supports as they were locked shut, and were only opened from the top of the wall by the guards. The women looked to the two teens that approached them then glanced to each other questionably. Daniel and Triska walked up to the gate, with the boy dropping the large duffel bag onto the ground with a grunt. He stretched out his back then looked to Triska with confusion.


  "How… did you even fit all that stuff in there anyway?"


  "Wasn't so hard, just had to use a bit of force," she said simply. Daniel looked at her with wonder then to the large bag on the ground that weighed far more than he did. Triska waved up to the two guards atop the wall with a calm smile.


  "Hey! Open the gate!"


  "On whose authority?" a guard called down.


  "The council's authority, not to mention my own," Triska said arrogantly. The women nodded quickly then started turning the large wooden wheels at the top to open the doors. As they started to creak and budge Triska winked at Daniel.


  "Hold it right there!" a voice called out. The two looked back to seeing Triska's mother approaching them, escorted by two armed women with swords at their hips. The chief walked up to them then crossed her arms in discontent as the two guards at the top of the gate stopped what they were doing.


  "Just what do you think you're doing?” she demanded. “I never said you too would be going out there to die from this foolish journey.”


  Triska turned to her with annoyance as she set her hands on her hips.


  "I don't need your permission to go with him, it's my choice.”


  "Have you lost your senses? Return home at once, I'll deal with you and your attitude later," the woman ordered with anger.


  "I'll do no such thing.” Triska retorted firmly. “I'm going with him to be his bodyguard out there, and that's final!”


  People started to gather around the commotion as the chief narrowed her eyes at her daughter.


  "You will be doing nothing of the sort, Triska,” she argued sternly. “I won't have you killed out there all because of his misguided thinking. Now return home and wait for me while I'll send this boy out of our village as was his request.”


  Triska growled and shook her head with anger.


  "Dammit, I'm not a little girl anymore, mother! I can handle myself just fine. I've been training to be a fighter ever since I could hold a sword.”


  "A fighter that can help protect our homes, not throw one's life away for nothing," the chief reminded.


  "I'm not throwing my life away, I'm living it,” Triska shot back. “I'm using it for the very reason I took up the blade, to protect those worth protecting. This journey isn't for nothing, I believe in him!"


  Daniel looked at her with wonder and a bit of surprise while the chief grunted with annoyance at her daughter’s stubbornness. People around the area started whispering among themselves as they pointed to the two villagers who so desired to leave the protection of their village. Triska took out her blade and held it out to the side.


  "I've learned to wield this sword to defend our men from the monsters of the world. And that's just what I'm going to do.”


  "You can't be serious, Triska,” her mother said with disbelief. “This isn't why I allowed you to take up the role of a fighter. I wanted you to defend our people with the sword you so desired to wield, not those that speak insanity.”


  "My sword, my choice on who to defend with it,” Triska declared as she sheathed her sword again. “The role of a fighter in our village means defending those who can’t fight back from the harsh world around us. He needs somebody, he won't survive out there alone," she said gesturing towards Daniel.


  "Again, I'm pretty sure I can manage just fine on my own," he said with a weak smile.


  "I believe in him, I really do,” Triska continued. “That's why I persuaded you to listen to him today. If he's going to risk his life for this cause, than so am I!"


  The chief looked at her as she was taken back slightly by her daughter’s persistence, then over to the boy who was glancing around at the growing crowd of armed guards and villagers nervously. After a moment the chief looked to her daughter with a sharp eye.


  "Is that so?"


  Triska nodded and turned to Daniel.


  "Yes.”


  Daniel smiled at his friend then looked to the chief with a bit of worry again as the woman’s eyes rested on him. She quickly glanced around at the crowd then to the boy again.


  "A fighter in our village is to defend those that cannot defend themselves,” Triska stated assertively. “I’m going to defend him, that’s my decision.”


  "Seriously… I'm not that weak," Daniel said tiredly. Triska glanced to him then back to her mother without commenting on that still. The woman walked up to her daughter and rested her hands on the girl’s shoulders.


  "And you're sure that this is what you wish to do, daughter? Having faith in your friend is commendable, however misguided it may be. Is this really what you want to do?"


  "Yes, I'm sure, mother," Triska said proudly. The woman looked at her for a moment then glanced to Daniel with narrowed eyes. The chief walked over to him and crossed her arms before her. Daniel chuckled nervously as he rubbed the back of his head.


  "It seems my daughter wishes to follow you in your… quest," the woman said with an annoyed tone. Daniel nodded slowly and glanced to see Triska watching him with an amused smile.


  "Yes… um, sorry, I couldn't talk her out of it, ma’am," he said nervously. A long uneasy silence followed as he watched the chief with worried eyes while trying not to tremble before her. After a while the woman merely nodded then looked up at the gatekeepers.


  "That makes two of us, boy," she said flatly as she waved to them with a solemn expression. The women nodded and resumed opening the large gate to the village. The wooden doors creaked and groaned as the gate was opened to show the dirt road leading out across the rolling fields. The chief looked out at the horizon then over to Daniel again.


  "However, I trust you won't let anything happen to her, will you?" she said with a raised eyebrow. Daniel jumped a bit and looked back to Triska, the girl examining her dagger before sliding it back into its sheath casually.


  "Well… I…"


  "You're doing this for mankind, are you not?” the chief asked expectantly. Daniel looked to her and nodded with a curious expression. The chief eyed him for a moment then glanced over to Triska.


  "Then you should know how stories used to describe men being protective of women, caring for and shielding them from the dangers of the world. Not the other way around.” After a pause she glanced back to the boy with a sharp eye.


  "If you really intend to help mankind, make an example of yourself, and protect my daughter," she ordered. Daniel looked at her for a moment then over to Triska, thinking about what her mother was asking of him. Ever since they were childhood friends Triska was always the rough and fiery one of the two while he was the thoughtful and creative one. Her strength and courage were certainly higher than his and many other boys in the village, the girl having been training to be a fighter for a long time. She could wield a sword with ease while he would have to use both hands to merely hold the blade upright and pray his opponent was about to die from some previous illness before attempting to fight.


  Daniel looked down in thought for a moment then over to the chief with a confident smile.


  "I promise, I'll make sure she'll be safe out there.”


  The chief nodded then stepped back from him as Triska walked over to them, casually handing off her duffel bag to Daniel who once again staggered and struggled to keep his balance from the weight.


  "Don't forget, Triska,” the chief said gently. “You will always have a home here. You may return here at any time.”


  Triska nodded and smiled at her mother while Daniel stumbled about while holding the heavy bag.


  "We'll be fine, mother. With my sword and his brain, there's nothing we can't handle," she said with a small laugh. The chief smirked slightly then looked over to the boy who was struggling to carry her daughter's duffel bag. Daniel grunted quietly and wavered before regaining his balance, his arms trembling slightly while an uneasy whine escaped his mouth. After a pause the chief just looked back to her daughter with a flat stare.


  "I'll try to remain optimistic about that,” she replied dryly. “At any rate, I wish you luck, both of you. Don't forget that I do love you, daughter, that will never change. Please, take care out there," she said with a small smile.


  "I love you too, mother. You'll see me again, I promise," Triska said softly then turned to her companion. Daniel weakly smiled at her then looked to the plains that extended out near the village.


  "Well then, let's be off," Daniel declared.


  He started taking heavy steps while Triska walked casually beside him, the two heading out from the gate and on their journey together. As they did the gatekeepers started to close the large wooden doors behind them, the creaking and clacking of the mechanism echoing out as the chief watched her daughter leave along with the boy that had the courage to follow his beliefs despite how suicidal they seemed. As the door closed all the way the chief looked up at the sky as the clouds gently rolled by, praying that her daughter would be okay out in the real world. The girl known as Triska Raylight.


  As Daniel struggled to carry the heavy duffel bag of his companion without seeming like he was going to collapse in front of her he looked ahead with a determined expression. He had his quest, his guidebook, and his best friend with him. He was ready to help mankind regain its place in the world, or die trying. The boy from Edgewood known as Daniel Sorres.


  The two travelers walked along the path that stretched out across the rolling fields as the wind gently rolled by. The sun was shining from above as their journey had begun, and the two glanced back one more time at their home as it slowly disappeared behind them in the distance. They had grown up there together and, although had different lifestyles and paths they followed, remained close friends through all the good times and bad. And now they had crossed that line, there was no turning back. They were starting their quest together; to find and hopefully recruit peaceful monsters in the interest of survival in this savage world.


  A world known as Eden.


   


  


  Chapter 2


  First Encounter


  In the world of Eden monsters of many forms roamed the lands, all having appeared mysteriously long ago. They were all female, and because of this their way of reproducing became dependent on finding others for use for breeding. Some would use brute force and try to rape their victims whenever they could, or use pheromones and poison to make their prey vulnerable to them. Others would use charms and sexual allure to draw in potential mates, while some would use magic to bewitch men into mating with them. There were many methods these strange creatures used to catch their prey.


  And there were very few that could escape them.


  *****


  It was a particular sunny day as a few clouds gently passed by overhead. The tall grass around the rolling plains swayed slightly as a cool breeze rolled by, a few birds flew out of a tree into the air, and the groaning and complaining of a human was easily heard.


  "Seriously… why am I carrying all of your stuff?" Daniel asked as he slowly walked along the dirt road. He was carrying his own backpack with travel supplies, and also a large leather duffel bag that was filled with pretty much anything he could imagine at this point. Glancing to his side he watched as Triska giggled to herself, with Daniel showing an agitated expression as she looked around with a calm gaze.


  "Well I am the girl you need to protect and take care of out here according to my mother,” she playfully reasoned. “And I'm sure that being the gentleman you are, you wouldn't dream of having me carrying such heavy things.”


  Daniel rolled his eyes as he kept pace with the girl, his sword wielding companion who was casually walking along with her hand resting on her sheathed dagger leisurely.


  "First off, if this is what being a gentleman entails then sign me up for being a bastard,” he complained. “Secondly, this is all your stuff that you insisted on bringing along with you on this trip. You're used to carrying such heavy equipment, you should carry this. I shouldn't be your pack mule.”


  Triska stopped and glanced to him curiously.


  "Pack mule?" She then laughed and patted him on the back, with him almost stumbling forward.


  "No no, a mule would be an insult. Think of it as… you're my daring and courageous steed," she said proudly. Daniel regained his balance then looked to her with annoyance.


  "I'm not an animal!"


  "True, but you are a man,” Triska pointed out. “A man out in the world surrounded by savage and lustful monsters, all without any means of protection except from his trusted and valued friend who only asks that you carry a few things in exchange for her protecting your delicate hide out here. So, that's not so unreasonable, is it?" Daniel opened his mouth to speak before she started walking forward again.


  "C'mon now, we need to get a move on if we're to get anywhere today.”


  Daniel watched her walk ahead then sighed in defeat. After a moment's pause to rethink his options about survival out in the world alone he started trudging after her while carrying her bag, which if he didn't know any better seemed to get heavier with each passing step.


  The two travelers were in the rolling fields that lied between their hometown of Edgewood and the city of Ashwood. It was a good distance away still; however the surrounding landscape of their home was virtually void of all monsters. Luckily monsters rarely ever traveled out here as there were very few people this far out. They wouldn't really be encountered until after passing Ashwood, the city being on the border of the safety zone for their land.


  "What's your rush anyway?” Daniel grunted as he struggled with the bag in his arms. “Not like… we're in… danger out here… right now." He shook his head then looked up tiredly.


  ‘This is going to be a long trip.’


  "I know that, but we still have to make good time if we're to find that proof you're looking for. And we certainly won't find it here next to our own home," Triska called back to him. She walked along the road and onto a wooden bridge over a small river, and then stopped to lean on the railing as she watched the clouds above. As Daniel reached the bridge she showed a curious expression then glanced back to her friend.


  "Say, where are we going first?” she asked. “Did you have some sort of plan on where we should start?"


  Daniel trudged up next to her and slowly nodded as he held the heavy duffel bag.


  "Yeah, there are a few areas outside of Ashwood I want to check out first," he said as he stopped and leaned against the railing. Taking a moment he caught his breath, then looked ahead to where they were going.      "Other than that we just need to keep our ear out for any place where they live or are found, and then I suppose we just try our luck with them.”


  "Try our luck?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow. “That's your brilliant plan with trying to find monsters who could possibly be our allies? Wander around aimlessly and try our luck?"


  Daniel smiled weakly and just nodded.


  "Well that's all we can do I guess, I mean-" he started before the wooden railing next to him gave out, with him promptly falling back and down into the river. The bag dropped down onto the bridge, with the wood creaking and moaning from the weight, as Triska watched with surprise at her friend being washed downstream from the moving water. After a pause she started laughing as he floated down the river.


  "Haha, what are you doing, Daniel? Quit fooling around, now's no time to take a dip!”


  Daniel stopped splashing around then floated over to the edge of the river, grabbing onto a nearby root to stop from being pulled away. He groaned as he slowly pulled himself out and dropped down onto the grass coughing out water. As he sat down to catch his breath Triska casually walked over to him with an amused smile on her face.


  "You know, if you wanted to go swimming I could have changed into my swimsuit.”


  Daniel glanced to her with frustration then shook his head to get the water out of his hair.


  "I wasn't planning on it. Great, now my clothes are soaking wet, this journey is off to a great start.” He looked to his wet clothing and sighed, then reached back and brought forth his backpack to examine it. Aside from being wet it appeared alright, although he questioned how his food rations were going to taste now. Triska looked at him with an amused smile then slowly glanced away timidly.


  "Well… if you need to… you could just take off…" she started before she turned back to him with a small blush. He looked to her quizzically as he brushed his hair with his hand. After a pause Triska shook her head and turned back towards the bridge.


  "I mean, at least the sun is out. Your clothes will dry in no time. Wait here while I go get my bag, and try not to fall in again." She started walking back towards the bridge while Daniel coughed a few times to get the water out of his throat.


  "Why is life so cruel to me?" He looked to his hand which was covered in mud and groaned, then glanced up to see he had mud smeared into his hair from his own doing.


  "Seriously, we just started our trip and I fall into a river, what's next?" he complained as he moved over to the edge of the river and washed his hands in it. Brushing out the dirt and mud from his hair he then shook his head a bit to get the water out of his ears. Leaning back he breathed out then glanced over to see Triska walking onto the bridge and casually lifting the duffel bag up with one hand. Daniel just stared in disbelief as the girl was able to carry the bag with little to no effort at all.


  ‘How the hell does she do that? And why make me carry it if she could easily do so herself?’


  He groaned in defeat then looked to his wet clothing.


  "A great start to a great journey.”


  Standing up he shifted his foot around, the feeling of some water and what he hoped was only mud in his boot causing him to mutter to himself. Triska casually walked over to him, watching the boy with an amused smile still.


  "Glad to see you're still okay after I left," she said with a small laugh.


  "It's not that funny. Besides, I fell in because that bag is way too heavy," he said pointing to the duffel bag. She looked at him curiously then back to the bag she had slung over her shoulder with one hand.


  "Really? This one?" she asked innocently as she casually tossed it to him. He caught it in surprise then stumbled back, nearly falling into the river once again.


  "Nah, it's not too heavy, see?” Triska said sweetly. “You're carrying it just fine. I knew I could count on you to carry my belongings, Daniel, you're always so kind that way.”


  "It's a curse, believe me," he grumbled from behind the bag in his face.


  "Not at all, chivalry is very desirable in a man, makes you attractive," Triska reasoned with a wink before looking back to the path nearby. Daniel gave a puzzled expression then opened his mouth to speak, only to be stopped when she started walking off again.


  "Okay, break time is over. We need to get a move on again, and this time stick close to me, I'll make sure you're safe.”


  Daniel peeked over the duffel bag and watched her walk ahead again then shook his head in defeat. After a pause he reluctantly started to follow after while carrying the heavy bag.


  ‘How does she always do that?’


  *****


  After they had been traveling for a good distance, and Daniel finally talked Triska into stopping so he could take a much needed breather, the two were laying on the grass on a nearby small hill next to the dirt road for a break. Daniel's clothing were dry again as he relaxed in the sunlight that was shining down on them, his hands behind his head with a calm smile on his face. Triska was looking up at the clouds, one foot gently bobbing over her ankle as she enjoyed the time with her friend.


  "So I have to ask, how come you were so insistent on coming along?" Daniel asked as he glanced to her.


  "What do you mean?” she scoffed while quickly looking away. “I already said you needed somebody to protect you, and that may as well be me. Nobody else in the village would have helped you after all. I'm just doing what's right.”


  There was a long pause before Daniel spoke up again.


  "Thank you," he said gently. Triska blinked then looked over to see him lying back with his eyes closed.


  "I know you could be back in the village right now learning to be a real guardian, you would have been the best fighter in Edgewood by far.” She watched him curiously as he breathed out in content. "Still, it does make me feel more at ease knowing I have the best fighter in our village with me.”


  Triska blushed slightly with a gentle smile from hearing that. She shook her head then turned to face him, lying on her side and elbow.


  "You're the one that's impressive, Daniel,” she said softly. “Nobody but you would be trying to get monsters on our side in this world.” He chuckled and shrugged slightly in response.


  "Well, I know it's crazy, but-"


  "It's not crazy," Triska insisted. "You're not crazy, sometimes a radical thinker is just what the world needs.”


  Daniel sat up and looked at her curiously.


  "That's something else I wanted to ask you,” he mentioned. “Ever since I showed you my book about the monsters you never once made fun of me or anything. You were the only one in the village who… seemed to believe me and my ideas. How come?"


  Triska glanced away then downward, hesitating to speak at first.


  "Well… I didn't at first,” she admitted slowly. “But… you seemed so sure about it, that they could really help us in the world. I don't know… I mean you've never really been wrong with these sorts of guesses before. You've always been the smart one.” Slowly she looked back up to him with a timid expression, feeling her heart beating faster as she saw him watching her.


  ‘Okay… maybe now is a good time to tell him. I mean we are alone, and he's right there… in front of me… looking at me…’


  "I don't know about always being the smart one,” Daniel said with a weak smile. “Back home I felt like the crazy one actually.”


  "Not at all,” Triska said quickly while sitting up. “They're just too scared of trying something like this. Wanting to actually talk to monsters isn't something most people would consider safe. But you're not most people.” She smiled then looked down timidly. "I mean, you're braver than most, wanting to do this alone speaks of that.”


  Looking back up at him she saw the curious expression on his face while he remained silent. After a pause and gently tugging on the grass with her fingers she slowly inched a bit closer to him.


  "And you're not afraid to follow your dreams, even if they are completely insane," she said gently, and then jumped in surprise as she realized what she just said. Daniel merely raised an eyebrow at her while she waved her hands around in front of her with a nervous laugh.


  "I didn't mean it like that. I'm not saying your dreams are completely insane, I just meant… what I was trying to say was…"


  Daniel nodded with a sigh then rested back down on the grass.


  "I know I know; it's a death sentence to try this,” he said dryly before closing his eyes. “That no monster will be tamed or reasoned with and will only try to use me for their own breeding stock. That's not going to stop me from trying though, even if everybody does think I'm insane for wanting to do this.”


  "I didn't mean you were insane, Daniel, really. I was only saying that the idea is insane," Triska said worriedly. She jumped a bit then hit her head with a quick jab.


  ‘Dammit, what's wrong with me? It's his idea!’


  "That's not what I meant either, let me start over.”


  "Let's just stop talking about it, Triska, I'd rather not think about how doomed our journey is right now.”


  Triska looked at him with concern while trying to say something then up with frustration.


  ‘Oh c'mon, that was the moment! It was perfect!’


  She sighed then looked away with a saddened gaze, holding her legs up to her chest with her arms and nodding slowly. As a small breeze rolled by she glanced to her friend as he lay on the grass. She watched him lay there with a peaceful expression as the sun was high in the sky, a small smile forming on her face as she held her legs close to her. After a while she looked to his backpack behind him.


  "Hey, Daniel, mind if I look at your book again?"


  Opening only one eye he glanced to her then to his bag. Reaching back he undid the flap and then pulled out the monster guide. As he handed it towards her however the two heard a girl’s scream suddenly echo out. They jumped in surprise and quickly looked around as nobody was seen nearby.


  "Did you hear that?" Triska asked.


  "Yeah… but where did it come from?" Daniel questioned as they stood up.


  Again the scream echoed out, with the two travelers looking around trying to find the source. Daniel hastily put the book away and put his backpack on as Triska grabbed her duffel bag and swung it over her shoulder with one hand. Daniel watched with awe and disbelief at just how strong this girl really was before again scanning the surrounding area quickly.


  "I think it was this way, c'mon!" Triska yelled as she took off. Daniel followed quickly after, the two running as fast as they could up a hill. They reached the top and searched the nearby area before looking off to the side and spotting something. Down at the base of the hill near the dirt road a carriage was seen flipped over onto its side, with a white horse still hitched to it and bucking around while neighing loudly. The white cover top carriage was starting on fire as a few men were standing around the scene. The four men were armed with pitchforks and torches while glaring at the travel carriage as it started to burn.


  "What's going on? Are they thieves?" Daniel asked cautiously. Triska looked around then shrugged.


  "Beats me, I'm just wondering who screamed earlier," she said carefully.


  A few of the men tossed their torches onto the carriage as another cut free the horse, the animal crying out before it took off. The men watched the fires spread across the carriage as they held their pitchforks at the ready. Daniel and Triska glanced to each other then crouched down low to the ground.


  "What should we do?" Daniel asked quietly.


  "Not sure,” Triska said with a shrug. “I don't know what's going on but it's probably best not to get involved if we don't have to.”


  Another scream came from the carriage, the voice of a young girl crying out as the fires grew larger.


  "Burn in hell you bitch!" one of the men yelled out at the flaming carriage.


  "Somebody's in that thing," Daniel said with surprise.


  "That sounded like a little girl," Triska exclaimed with wide eyes. She growled then dropped her bag to the ground, standing up and unsheathing her sword. The metallic ring echoed out as she gripped the handle tightly with two hands.


  "Stay here, Daniel, I'll handle these creeps.” She raced down the hill as Daniel watched with worry. He looked to the large duffel bag she dropped then back down towards the burning carriage.


  Down at the base of the hill the men who had their pitchforks in hand were watching the flames grow higher as the wood and cloth of the carriage burned brightly.


  "Is she dead?"


  "We'll make sure she is.”


  "Hey!" Triska yelled out. The men looked over to see her charging them with her sword held to the side, glaring at the men with anger.


  "What the hell do you think you’re doing?" the girl roared. She swung her blade towards one of the men, the villager jumping back quickly to avoid the swipe as the sword sliced through the air. Following around with her attack she swung downward at the man, the blade being stopped by the steel end of his pitchfork with a loud clang. The man grunted then pushed the girl away, with Triska then darting forward again and swiping at him quickly. As he dodged back the other three men raced over to them.


  "What do you think you're doing?" Triska yelled out at them.


  "This doesn't concern you, girl. Get out of here now.”


  "You murdering bastards, how dare you try to kill a little girl!" Triska shouted out.


  "Shut your mouth, brat, you don't know anything!"


  Again the young girl's scream came from the burning carriage, with everybody looking to it as the flames grew higher.


  "That's right, burn you little-" one man yelled out before Triska lunged forward and struck her blade into his gut, then swiped to the side through his body and knocking the pitchfork out of the hands of another man. The villager jumped back with surprise while the two other armed men struck at her with their weapons. The other villager however dropped down screaming and coughing out blood as his stomach was bleeding severely. Triska whipped her blade up and blocked one pitchfork from striking her face then darted back to avoid another.


  "How dare you, kid!" one of the men yelled as he swung at her while another tried to thrust his weapon towards the girl. She darted back then swung her blade, knocking the weapon shooting towards her off to the side with great force. With a fierce yell she then swung around again, slicing through a man’s skull with a crunch. As he dropped dead the other two raced at her with their weapons. One of them jabbed forward with his pitchfork, the girl holding her blade out and stopping the ends from striking her as the steel clashed against each other. Before she could move the man turned and thrust his weapon down, the forked end pulling and yanking the sword out of the girl's hands and into the ground. Triska growled then unsheathed her dagger, watching the two men with anger as she held her smaller blade up defensively.


  "You'll pay for that, girl. You're dead!" one of the men yelled as he ran towards her with his weapon held out. Suddenly he was tackled to the ground by an extremely heavy duffel bag. Triska watched with wonder then as the man was pinned to the ground then looked over to see Daniel nearby as he glared at the men. He unsheathed his dagger from his shirt and held it out shakily with both hands.


  "Daniel?" Triska asked with surprise.


  "Holy shit… what the hell is in this thing anyway? Oh god, get it off me!" the man yelled out as he struggled to get the heavy bag off of his back. Triska whipped her dagger at the other man, the human dodging to the side as the girl then raced towards her sword. She rolled onto the ground and grabbed the handle as she passed by, jumping back to her feet and holding her sword once again. With a fierce yell she then raced towards the armed man while Daniel held his blade closer to the face of the one that was pinned under Triska’s bag.


  "Why are you doing this? How could you try to kill an innocent girl?" Daniel asked with anger as the man just looked at the blade near his face. Triska swung her sword and whacked off the end of the other villager's pitchfork, then swung to the side and sliced across his chest. He screamed in pain while dropping back onto the ground as the other villager looked over to the burning carriage with fearful eyes.


  "You don't understand, kid, she needs to die!”


  Daniel shook his head and stood back up, holding the blade towards the man still.


  "How could you?"


  "Daniel, get the girl out of there!" Triska cried out as she ran over towards them. Daniel jumped a bit then looked to the carriage.


  "Ah… right," he hesitantly said before he headed over to it. Triska ran over to the pinned villager and held her blade towards his head.


  "How dare you try to kill a little girl. For thieves you've sunk to a new low," she hissed. The man looked at her and shook his head fearfully.


  "You don't understand, we're not thieves, she's-" he started before Triska yelled and swiped her blade through his head, blood and bits of the skull splattering out near her bag and across the grass. She growled with anger then looked to the carriage that was engulfed in fire. Daniel was eyeing around at it with anxiety as he sheathed his dagger. He shook his head as he backed up a bit, shielding his face from the heat with one arm as the flames grew higher.


  "Hey! Are you alive in there? Say something!" Carefully he tried to get closer toward the burning cart, and again being forced to step back as the fires around the carriage flared around wildly.


  "No, I can't get close to it," he said with frustration. Triska watched with sorrow as the fires flared up from the burning carriage.


  "Dammit. She was just a little girl," she said sadly before looking down with closed eyes. Daniel watched the fires burn with remorse, shaking his head then looking down as well.


  "I'm sorry…"


  "Sorry? For what?" a girl's voice asked curiously. Daniel jumped a good foot in the air then looked ahead as the fires parted to show a little girl climbing out of the burning carriage. The fires swirled around her as she leapt gently off the charred wood and landed down next to the very surprised boy. He and Triska watched with wide eyes as the girl giggled at them without having a single burn or mark on her, the youngster appearing to be around thirteen years old as she hopped on her feet with a giddy smile. She wore brown leather boots with a pink ribbon on each foot for the lace, striped black and white stockings that went up to her thighs, a small light green skirt, a red long sleeve shirt that had gold and white trimmings on the ends as well as red and yellow trimmed shoulder covers, a little light blue bow tie, and a necklace that had a large round blue crystal on it. The girl had short blonde hair that was curled around her ears, purple eyes, and a red wide trimmed hat that was pointed at the top, the cone of the hat looking to be crooked slightly. There was a small jackrabbit skull tied to the hat with a brown leather strap as the hat’s rim covered her forehead. She giggled playfully then looked over to see Triska staring at her with wonder. Daniel backed up and watched with astonishment as he recognized the appearance of the girl.


  "What… how…" Triska said in disbelief.


  "You… you're a…" Daniel said with caution.


  The girl held her hand out back towards the burning carriage, the flaming cart rattling around suddenly. From the ashes and charred wood an object burst forth and flew towards her hand, the carriage seeming to explode into a fiery ball with ashes fluttering away wildly. The girl caught the object with one hand, which was a greenish wooden staff about her height that had the skull of a ram on it, the curled horns and slightly cracked, bleached bones of the dead animal mounted on the top as an ornament. As she swung the staff around gently towards Triska she giggled with an eerie smirk on her face.


  "You tried to kill me. Naughty," she said with a bite.


  "Wha…" Triska breathed out with wide eyes. Daniel looked over to his companion then gasped.


  "Triska, get down!"


  Triska gasped then dropped down onto the ground as the girl’s staff gave off a strange orange glow. The teen looked back to see the villager she cut across the chest earlier having his pitchfork raised up to strike at her. Suddenly his weapon yanked up into the air, the man looking up with shock before slowly over to the little girl who was giggling at him.


  "Very. Naughty," she said with a cold smile, then waved her staff down, and in doing so the pitchfork shot down towards the ground. It struck into the soil as it impaled the man down with a slick crunch, the man screaming in agony before falling limp as his weapon was pierced through his chest. Triska and Daniel looked back over to the little girl as she giggled to herself.


  "That'll teach you," she said before sticking her tongue out at the dead man. After a pause she then looked to Daniel with a curious smile.


  "Hello.”


  Daniel just stared at her with wide eyes then slowly backed up a bit. She giggled and skipped up to him playfully.


  "You're cute, what's your name?"


  Triska slowly got to her feet and stared with surprise at the girl. She slowly held her sword up and glanced to Daniel.


  "What… what… is she?" Triska asked carefully. The little girl giggled then looked over to Triska with a cute smile on her face. She held out her staff towards Triska as it started to glow orange, the grass below her rustling as if some unseen force was being exuded. Triska then watched with surprise as her sword was lifted out of her hands and slowly turned to point at her.


  "It's not nice to point such things at a little girl," the youngling snickered. Triska backed up as the blade hovered closer to her. Daniel stared at the possessed blade with wonder then over to the little girl.


  "You're… a witch.” She giggled and nodded at him with a bright smile.


  "Yep yep. My name is Alyssa. What's yours?"


  Daniel looked at her with astonishment as he was now face to face with an actual monster of Eden.


  "Daniel… its Daniel Sorres," he said softly. She hopped up and down playfully and then tilted her head with a smile.


  "Well, Daniel Sorres, what were you sorry about? You didn't do anything wrong here. At least I don't think you did. Did you do something wrong you want to say sorry for? And if so, what did you do wrong?"


  Triska watched her sword with fear as it hovered in place before her. She then narrowed her eyes and darted around the blade, grabbing the handle and yanking it out of the air. In a flash it yanked right back and threw her over into a small tumble onto the ground. Alyssa laughed and looked over to the girl with an amused smile.


  "Oh sorry, I forgot about you. Did you want your knife back?" She waved her staff towards the sword, and it instantly shot towards Triska at high speed. The girl stared with shock as she froze in place, her eyes watching her own sword race towards her head.


  "Don't!" Daniel cried out.


  The sword struck into the ground with a powerful thrust, with some dust shooting off from the impact. Daniel stared with wide eyes as the blade had dropped down at the last second and struck into the ground right between Triska's legs. She stared with shock and an open mouth at the weapon then slowly over towards the little girl. Daniel breathed out in relief then looked to Alyssa. She smiled with a coy expression and walked up closer to him.


  "Well if you insist, Daniel,” she said softly. “Say, are you okay, you look kind of pale. Are you sick?"


  Daniel wavered a bit then dropped down onto his rear, his eyes locked onto the monster that stood before him. She giggled again then looked to Triska as the teen was slowly standing back up. Triska glanced to her sword then to the witch with a careful eye. Alyssa just watched her with a calm gaze while holding her staff at her side, not seeming to be on edge at all from the teen. Triska slowly grabbed her blade then pulled it out of the ground as she tensed up, with Alyssa smirking slightly as her staff started to glow orange.


  "Wait, we don't want to fight, really," Daniel quickly pleaded. The witch looked to him curiously then to Triska.


  "Really? Because she seems like she wants to,” she quipped before looking up with a thoughtful expression. “Although she was kind enough to kill those humans that tried to kill me, so I guess the polite thing would be not to kill her right now.”


  Triska slowly walked towards them while keeping her sword held to the side.


  "Daniel… get away from her," she said carefully as she watched the witch. Daniel held up his hand towards her to get her to stop while slowly getting back onto his feet. Alyssa looked to Triska with an amused smile then glanced to Daniel.


  "Does she still want to play?"


  Daniel shook his head and looked to Triska quickly.


  "No, she doesn't. She was just about to put her sword away, isn't that right?"


  "Not quite what I had in mind to be honest," Triska said with narrowed eyes at the witch.


  "Then what did you have in mind?" Alyssa asked playfully as she giggled and held her staff up slightly. Triska glanced at the witch's staff then to Daniel, the boy shaking his head slowly.


  "Don't make her mad. We're not here to harm her, just put your sword away.”


  Triska looked to the little girl then slowly lowered her weapon. The witch laughed a bit then tilted her head amusingly, her smile never leaving her face.


  "I suppose I should thank you for trying to come save me as well, shouldn't I?" she asked playfully. With a quick wave of her staff Triska's sword suddenly whipped out of her hand and spun around behind her, the blade sliding into its sheath with one quick motion. Triska looked back to it then to the little girl with surprise.


  "I'll thank you by putting your sword away for you," the witch said with smirk. Triska stared at her with a stunned expression then glanced to Daniel. Alyssa giggled then looked to Daniel with a sweet smile.


  "And I suppose I should thank you too, Daniel Sorres," she said with a purr at the end.


  "That's not necessary, it looks like you could have handled it all on your own," Daniel said cautiously. Alyssa looked up for a moment then simply shrugged.


  "Yeah, I suppose. Although they did burn all my potions I had stocked up. My entire month's inventory gone all because of them," she said before she frowned. Sighing she looked down, her hat hiding her eyes.


  "I worked forever making those too. They weren't very nice. So mean to me they were. So mean, so mean, so mean." After a pause she held out her staff to the side, the relic glowing once again. Daniel and Triska looked over to see the two other men that were killed by Triska and the one holding his bloody stomach in pain suddenly lifted into the air, then slammed down onto the ground, then again and again. Their bodies cracked and snapped as they were smashed into the hard ground over and over again. With one more drop the bodies splattered and split apart on the ground with a crunch. Alyssa looked up with a bright smile as the two travelers turned back to her with disbelief.


  "All better now! Hee hee!"


  "What… is she, Daniel?" Triska asked with a bit of fear.


  "She's a witch. A magical monster," Daniel said looking at the little girl with awe. She giggled as she swayed side to side on her feet.


  "So… how should I thank you, Daniel, for coming to rescue me? Hmm?" she asked with a coy smile. Triska's eyes widened as she glanced to Daniel.


  "Um, no thanks are needed, really. Just… trying to help," Daniel said nervously. Alyssa giggled and hopped up closer to him.


  "Aw, but I insist on repaying you somehow," she said as she held her staff behind her, bobbing the head of the ram playfully as she swayed from side to side. Triska looked at the girl suspiciously while slowly shaking her head.


  ‘No way, she's just a little girl, even if she is a monster. She couldn't possibly want… that… from him… so soon... could she?’


  The witch looked up thoughtfully as she hummed a happy tune to herself. After a pause she turned to Daniel with a bright smile.


  "I know, how about cookies?"


  Daniel and Triska blinked then glanced to each other, questioning if they heard her right.


  "Cookies?" Triska asked slowly.


  "Yeah, cookies. I love cookies, don't you?" Alyssa said looking to her with an innocent smile. She laughed playfully then looked behind her.


  "Yes, I do believe cookies and milk are an order," she declared as she waved her staff around. From the ground twisted green vines seemed to creep out from the dirt and slither around. A large tangled mesh of weeds moved about together, and then parted to reveal an opening with a warm light coming from it. Alyssa giggled then looked back to the two travelers.


  "It's the least I can do. Please, come on in," she said before she hopped over and walked down what seemed to be stairs into the opening. Daniel and Triska glanced to each other then back to where the witch disappeared.


  "What… should we do now?" Triska asked.


  Alyssa's head popped up from the opening as she smiled at the two playfully.


  "Well? What's the hold up? Come on in.”


  Daniel and Triska looked to each other then back to the witch.


  "I'm not sure," Daniel said slowly before the young witch giggled.


  "Please?" Alyssa asked innocently. Daniel thought about their options then glanced to Triska with a small shrug.


  "Well… we are trying to be nice to them here… and she seems friendly…" he reasoned. Triska slowly nodded and they picked up their bags, with Triska putting her dagger back into its sheath, and walked over to the witch. Alyssa giggled happily then ducked back down into the opening as they got closer. As the two teens walked over they looked down with wonder at the strange opening in the ground. From inside the twisted vines that formed the opening there was a wooden staircase that seemed to head down into a well-lit living area.


  “How… what is that?” Triska asked puzzled. They slowly walked down the stairs and looked around in awe. They just walked underground from the plains, and seemed to be in a small house of some sort. From the ceiling where they came from they walked down the stairs and saw that they were in a living room, with a fireplace that had a warm fire going, several bookshelves around the walls lined with books and tomes of various sizes, a window that was looking out into a nearby forest with daylight shining in, a rounded wooden door with a colorful flower painted on it, a soft blue rug that covered the hardwood floorboards, a few paintings of landscapes and sceneries that were hung on the walls that were a soft white, and wooden rafters that held up the roof which appeared to be pointed up in a cone, with all sorts of strangely colored gems hanging from the beams on strings. And there was a table set up in the middle of room with a light blue table cloth, and on it were a few plates of chocolate chip cookies and glasses of milk already set up. Alyssa hopped around and took her seat next to the fireplace and then gestured to the other seats. Her staff was leaning against the table next to her as she took a drink of her milk, the witch bobbing around a bit with a happy demeanor. Daniel looked around in awe then up to see the opening that led to the grassy plains above them.


  "How…" he said confused as he saw the sky up through the opening. The witch giggled then smiled playfully at him.


  "Please sit, Daniel, these cookies are fresh for you.”


  The two teens set their bags down next to the staircase then walked over to the table, both sitting down slowly while looking around in wonder.


  "Where… are we?" Triska asked looking out the window nearby.


  "My home," Alyssa said simply.


  "But… underground?" Daniel asked.


  "Haha, no silly. I live here in my home. Why would I live underground? That would be so silly," Alyssa giggled before she took a bite of her cookie, her eyes staying locked onto Daniel as she had a happy smile on her face. He nodded and looked to Triska curiously.


  "Wow… I can't… believe it," Triska said as she saw the forest outside the witch’s home. Alyssa glanced over to the window and nodded.


  "Yep yep, not often I have guests here,” she said politely. “Sorry if the place is a bit of a mess. I'm not home too often.” The girl glanced to her two guests and giggled as they were both looking around slowly.


  "Is something wrong? You both seem tense.”


  The two looked to her then to each other as they were stunned at what they were seeing. Alyssa studied Daniel for a moment then cocked her head to the side curiously.


  "So, Daniel, what was it you were saying sorry for earlier?" she asked before she took another bite of her cookie. Triska watched the witch carefully as Daniel looked to her curiously.


  "Well… I was saying sorry because… I thought we didn't get to you in time," he said slowly. The witch stopped chewing then looked at him puzzled.


  "Get to me in time? In time for what?"


  "To save you,” Daniel explained. “I mean… we thought you were going to be burned alive. We heard you scream, and your carriage was on fire. We thought you were dying."


  Alyssa blinked then glanced to Triska quickly, then back to Daniel while remaining silent. After a pause she giggled to herself.


  "Oh, no no no, silly,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I only screamed because I was upset they broke all my merchandise. I wasn't in any real danger. Thank you for your concern though, that's so kind of you.”


  Daniel nodded slowly then looked at her with wonder, seeing the young girl chewing her cookie with a happy smile on her face. She watched him stare at her for a moment then giggled again.


  "What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?"


  "It's just… I can’t believe that I found a witch so soon," Daniel said in wonder. “I had thought I would have to travel for a good distance, day and night before coming across any monsters in the world. Yet here I am, having cookies and milk with one the day I left my hometown.”


  Alyssa looked at him bashfully and batted her eyelashes before she gently fluffed a few of her curls next to her ear.


  "Do you like what you see, Daniel?"


  "Well, I guess. I mean… for a monster you seem… nice.”


  "Thank you, Daniel. You're pretty nice for a human, cute too," she said with a wink. He smiled weakly then glanced to Triska, the teen looking at the witch with a dull expression.


  "Anyway,” Triska said dryly. “Who were those guys that were trying to kill you? Were they just wandering thieves or something?"


  Alyssa shrugged and took another bite of her cookie, chewing the snack with a happy smile as Daniel and Triska watched her curiously. She didn’t reply or make eye contact with Triska again, instead just swallowed her bite then turned to Daniel again.


  "So, Daniel, where are you off to?"


  "Well, truth is we were looking to meet monsters like you," he said simply. Alyssa looked at him with wonder as she wiped the crumbs from her mouth.


  "You were? You wanted to meet me?" she asked curiously. He nodded and reached down to his bag, the witch watching closely as he pulled out his monster book and set it on the table. He opened it and flipped through a few pages.


  "Yes, we're on a bit of a journey to meet monsters and-" he started before Alyssa leaned over the table with a cute smile on her face.


  "And?" she asked as she had her hands on the table and leaning closer to the boy, eager to hear what he was going to say next. He blinked then smiled weakly at her.


  "And to see if any monsters could be trustworthy, to be able to join humans in peaceful coexistence in the world," he answered as he leaned back a bit. Alyssa looked at him funny then sat back in her seat with an amused smile.


  "Join you? To coexist?"


  "Well, yes,” Daniel said with a few nods. “You see there are some monsters out there that are very powerful and dangerous, to both human and monster alike, the Darker Ones of Eden. I have this belief that certain monsters and humans can live together peacefully. We can aid each other with our common enemies and help each other grow and prosper with our unique talents and trades.” He glanced to his book as he turned the page while Alyssa smiled at him curiously.


  "Wow, never heard of a human that thought of such ideas before," she said before she casually took another cookie from her plate. Triska looked at the witch curiously then to Daniel.


  "Well, Daniel's not like other humans,” she reasoned. “He's got more of an open and optimistic mind. But he is right though, mankind could use help surviving in this world, and so could other monsters that are threatened by the Darker Ones." She then noticed Daniel was looking at a page in his book rather closely, his eyes going back and forth slightly as he was reading something. Alyssa giggled and looked at the boy with a smirk.


  "I see, so you came to talk about living together, just you and me, Daniel? I'm flattered," she asked with a sly smile. Daniel finished reading something on the page then glanced to Alyssa.


  "Well, not exactly. More like talk to your kind and see if such a peace could be achieved between us.”


  Alyssa laughed a bit then looked up with an amused smile while shaking her head slightly. Triska glanced to Daniel cautiously then to the witch who was looking around at the gems hanging from the roof with a playful smile. After a pause Daniel turned his gaze out the window.


  "But before we get to that, Alyssa, who were those men trying to kill you? I wasn't aware there were bandits in the area.”


  Alyssa giggled to herself and shrugged.


  "I don't think they were bandits per se, but they certainly weren't very nice either way. Hee hee, that rhymed!"


  Daniel smirked and nodded, then glanced over to her with a raise eyebrow.


  "You love playing the part of a little girl, don't you?"


  Triska looked at him confused while Alyssa just shrugged with an innocent smile.


  "What? What do you mean 'playing the part'?" Triska asked cautiously.


  "What's in that book anyway? I’m rather curious," Alyssa said while pointing to the book in Daniel's hand. He looked to it and smiled proudly.


  "A monster guide so to speak,” he explained. “You see in the interest of finding peaceful and trustworthy monsters I've read up on different types of them out in the world, just so I'm prepared should I happen to come across one. And it just so happens that's exactly what occurred. I thought since I'm talking to a witch I'd better brush up on their known background."


  Alyssa giggled and leaned towards him with a playful smile.


  "Oh, I see. So what does it say about witches in there?"


  Triska looked at the little girl carefully then over to her friend as he read the description.


  "Monster Class: Witch. Found commonly around human civilizations and forests. They use powerful magical spells and hexes to charm and subdue their prey. Their bodies don't physically age further than that of a young girl however their lifespan can easily surpass a human’s. Although not commonly hostile a great deal of caution is recommended as they have been known to be deceptive and misleading. They've been known to use their magic and allure of innocence to steal men away.”


  Closing the book Daniel turned to Alyssa with a knowing smirk, the witch smiling happily at him.


  "Something tells me those men out there knew what you were, Alyssa, one way or another.”


  "Yeah, they found out eventually. Whoopsie," she said with a shrug and a small laugh.


  "Allure of innocence? You mean…" Triska said looking to the young witch with wonder. Alyssa smirked then held her staff up, the relic glowing orange as she looked to the table. A few cookies floated up a bit and broke apart into humanoid forms with legs, arms, and a head. Four of them floated together as another broke apart and formed into a smaller human form.


  "Oh help, oh help, I'm all alone," Alyssa said in a cutesy voice as she had the smaller cookie shake around slightly.


  "Oh ho ho, what do we have here?" the witch said in a gruff voice as the four bigger cookies bounced up and down towards the small one.


  "I'm all alone, help me," Alyssa said as she had the smaller cookie shake.


  "Heh heh heh, we'll help you out, little girl, won't we boys?" she said in a tough voice as the other cookies bounced a bit. Daniel and Triska glanced to each other worriedly then back to the strange puppet show.


  "What are you doing? Oh no, please don't. I beg of you," Alyssa said in a cute innocent voice as she had the other cookies move closer to the little one. Daniel and Triska watched with disgusted faces as the witch had the cookies act out what transpired between her and the men that were dead outside, in full detail complete with sound effects and colorful commentary. After the two travelers watched the demented cookie show Alyssa giggled and bounced up and down on her seat, looking to Daniel with an adorable smile as the cookies crumbled onto the table.


  "So you see they were bad men anyway. They actually wanted to have their way with a little, innocent girl. Hee hee, well actually, they did. Hee hee!"


  "I'm never going to want a cookie again," Daniel said weakly as he wavered in his chair.


  "You… bewitched them into having sex with you?" Triska said with shock.


  "What? Oh god, no no," Alyssa said shaking her head. She laughed and looked to the broken cookies.


  "I didn't have to use a single spell; they wanted a little girl from the start.”


  "What… but… you're just a little girl still!" Triska cried out.


  "Not quite,” Daniel pointed out while watching the witch carefully. “Her body may have stopped aging physically, Triska, but she's older than we think. She may even be older than your mother.”


  "I'm actually 72 years young. Don't you think I still look good in this skirt?" Alyssa asked looking to her body with a curious smile. Triska stared at Alyssa with disbelief as the witch hopped out of her chair and twirled around joyously, stunned that the little girl before her wasn’t really a little girl after all. Alyssa bounced around with a giddy laugh then looked to Daniel with a curious smile.


  "It was so brave of you to come after me like that. You're so caring for a human.”


  "So they were only trying to kill you after they found out what you were,” Triska reasoned while looking down in thought. “Still, knowing that they actually wanted to do that to a little girl makes having killed them feel justified. Those sick bastards.”


  "I didn't mean for them to end up dead from the start,” Alyssa admitted. “I was planning on riding away after we were done, but they weren't content with that. They wanted more of the sweet human girl they thought they raped and to keep me as their personal plaything. Haha, actually, if it was willing, it wasn't rape was it? Hee hee!” She giggled as she bounced around happily and hopped over to the fireplace, then showed a saddened expression as she watched the fires burning. "Then they had to go and knock my carriage over and burn it. All my valuable potions broken just like that. That wasn't very nice. And after I let them have their dark desires with no resistance they go and do something naughty. Serves them right being dead and deader now.”


  The witch pouted as she watched the flames crackle in the fireplace, a small scowl coming across her face briefly before she then looked to Daniel with a curious smile.


  "Then you showed up and tried to rescue me. Nobody's ever done that for me before, nobody," she said softly. Daniel smiled slightly before Alyssa walked up to him and hopped onto his lap with a playful giggle, holding her staff behind the chair as she held her other hand to his chest. "Is there any other way I can thank you for being so caring? I don't think cookies and milk are enough. Whatever you want from me, just name it and it’s yours.”


  "Hold it, just what do you think you're doing?" Triska demanded as she quickly stood up.


  "Really, no thanks are needed,” Daniel nervously said. “I didn't really do anything out there; you had it all under control.”


  "But you did,” Alyssa said while leaning closer to his face. “You tried to save me from those horrible men. Please, you can have anything you want. Just tell me what you want me to do for you.” She bounced once on his lap with a soft giggle before Triska ran over and grabbed her by the shoulders, throwing her off onto the floor with a mean glare.


  "Knock it off; we're not here for that! We just told you-" Triska started before she was thrown by an invisible force back into a bookshelf. She slammed into it and dropped down with a groan as books fell on top of her. Daniel looked over to see Alyssa standing up with her staff in hand, glaring at Triska. She then giggled and smiled arrogantly as her staff glowed orange.


  "This doesn't concern you, girl. You may leave now.” With a wave of her staff Triska flew across the room towards the stairs. The teen grabbed her duffel bag and came to a halt as her legs were being pulled up at the opening above. She held onto the bag as it started to budge before stopping again, the girl then looking over to see the witch staring at the bag curiously.


  "Wow, what's in that thing anyway?" Alyssa asked. Daniel ran over and grabbed hold of the staff, struggling to take it from the witch as she pulled back.


  "Stop this, Alyssa, put her down!"


  They struggled to pull the staff away from each other before the witch ducked under and put herself between Daniel and relic, hopping up onto the level staff and sitting on it while smiling playfully at the boy. She giggled as she held her arms around his neck then lifted her foot upwards behind her, holding the staff behind her knee.


  "I've got a better idea, Daniel," she said seductively. The staff glowed orange and the room started to rumble suddenly. Triska looked around as the building was shaking then over to see Alyssa pulling Daniel into a kiss, the boy watching with surprise as he held the staff that the witch sat upon. Triska gasped then growled with fury at the little witch.


  "Hey! What do you think you're doing, bitch?"


  From the ceiling large twisted vines broke through the wooden roof and snapped around. Triska looked back as one wrapped around her leg, the vine then hurling her along with the duffel bag out through the opening above. She screamed as she flew into the air before crashing down back onto the grass next to the dead humans. As she got up she looked to see vines whipping around and thrashing through the dirt around the opening before slowly receding back in. Triska scrambled to her feet and raced over as she unsheathed her sword, her eyes filled with rage. As she got near the entrance the vines swarmed around violently over it while a hissing sound was heard beneath them. Triska yelled and swung her blade down, slicing across the tangled weeds and carving up the ground below it. The vines slowly slinked back into the ground revealing nothing but dirt there.


  "What? No… no! No no no!" Triska yelled as she hacked again and again at the ground. She tossed her sword down and started clawing away at the dirt frantically.


  "No! Daniel! Daniel!" she screamed while digging furiously through the dirt, her eyes searching for any sign of the way into the witch’s home. After a moment she stood up, looking around franticly while breathing heavily.


  "Daniel!" she yelled out with fright, her voice echoing out around the empty plains.


  *****


  Inside the home of the witch the fire was crackling softly as it cast the room into a reddish glow. Outside the trees of the forest were seen to be dead and decaying as the ground was barren and lifeless. Daylight had been replaced with a cold night sky with stars seen above the rotting trees. It was a mess inside the home as books and bits of wood were scattered everywhere. The ceiling was a clutter of tangled vines and the remains of the support beams. Furniture was knocked around and broken while Alyssa looked around with an amused smile as she stood near the window.


  "Oh dear, I'll have to clean up later,” she said casually. “It’s always such a pain after I have company over, but what can one do? That's the price of being a hostess after all.”


  After gazing around at her home she looked over to the side of the room and smiled slyly. Over by the wall Daniel sitting on a plush red chair, watching the witch carefully as she held her staff behind her. She giggled then walked towards him, swaying her hips slightly as she licked her lips. Daniel darted off to the side to run for the nearby door, instantly being thrown back onto the chair by the girl's magic. She laughed a bit then leaned towards him with a playful smile.


  "Where do you think you're going, Daniel? You can't leave yet, that would be rude.”


  He looked towards where the witch had thrown his friend out through the ceiling before sealing off the entrance then back to her with caution.


  "Why are you doing this, Alyssa? I told you before we're only here because-" he started before the witch began to giggle again.


  "You want us to coexist, right? To get along together? To join together?"


  Daniel slowly nodded, knowing the witch wasn’t thinking about his quest at all. Alyssa smiled softly then walked up towards him slowly, the boy watching her with concern as she had a twinkle in her eye.


  "You have your desires, Daniel, and I have mine."


   


  


  Chapter 3


  The Witch’s Desire


  In the world of Eden monsters come in many different forms and classes. They all have the appearance of human females in some shape or form, and some even speak the language of man. However the similarities between man and monster didn’t always stop there. Some types of monsters wore clothing or armor, and even used weaponry similar to humans. Swords, bows and arrows, and even shields sometimes - certain monsters used either crudely made or expertly crafted weapons of war. And of course there were those that used magical spells and arcane rituals that granted them otherworldly powers. Either by using their magic to charm and control their prey or casting destructive spells to wound or kill their enemies, magical wielding monsters were among the more dangerous ones that roamed the lands.


  After all, no shield in the world can defend you from them.


  *****


  “Daniel!” Triska cried out as she looked around with fright. She looked down to the ground as the wind gently rolled by, grass nearby swaying slightly as she whimpered softly to herself. Nearby four human men were lying dead, with three of them pretty much reduced to smoldering piles of flesh and bone from a magical onslaught by a little witch. The charred remains of a destroyed travel carriage were off to the side of the path with a few wisps of smoke still coming up from it. Triska screamed out into the air with frustration then looked around as she held her sword in hand.


  “Damn it! Alyssa! Bring him back now!” she yelled out with anger and a few tears forming. She shook her head and looked down to the small patch of ground she had dug up in her rage, both angry and scared of what happened a few minutes ago.


  “When I find her again… I’m going to chop that bitch into pieces!” she roared as she struck down at the dirt, her sword carving into the ground with a loud whack. Growling furiously she screamed again, and then dropped to her knees next to her blade that was thrust into the dirt. She trembled then looked to the dug up ground.


  “Daniel,” she quietly said to herself.


  *****


  Inside the living room of a house Daniel was looking ahead of him at a little girl in a witch’s outfit. The room was cast into a reddish glow from the fireplace as the daylight outside had been replaced with a cold night sky. Daniel looked at the witch before him then to her staff with a careful eye. Alyssa giggled then walked up towards him with a playful smile.


  “Alyssa, stop this, I don’t want to fight you,” Daniel warned.


  “Hee hee, fight me? You’re so silly, Daniel. I don’t want to fight you, not at all. Not at all,” she said with a purr at the end. Daniel narrowed his eyes then lunged towards the girl’s staff, stopping a hair short from grabbing it as the magical relic glowed orange. He was then tossed back into the plush red chair behind him as she shook her head with an amused smile.


  “Haha, you really are something else, Daniel. So full of energy and life, I’ll be sure to get a healthy and promising daughter from you,” she said with a soft blush forming on her cheeks. Daniel showed a bit of worry from that then tried to run off to the side towards a door. Before he got close he was thrown back again, flying into the chair which turned to catch him. He landed back into it before it turned him to face the smiling witch.


  “Please don’t do this, Alyssa, I’m only here to-” he started before she held a finger to his lips.


  “Shh, I know exactly what you’re here for, Daniel. You said it yourself you wanted us to join together, right? Well, I couldn’t agree more. Let’s become one, right here and now.”


  Licking her lips she glanced downward at his pants, her fingers around her staff gently drumming in anticipation. In a flash Daniel grabbed the staff and tried to push the girl away, the witch looking to him with a surprised smile. She held on with one hand and giggled as she regained her balance, then started pulling back as the two struggled to pull the item away from each other. Alyssa laughed then let go, the boy then collapsing back onto the chair holding the staff in both hands. He looked to it then to the girl curiously as she hopped up and down with a giddy laugh.


  “How come you want that thing so badly?”


  Daniel stood up and smiled at her arrogantly as he held the staff tightly in both hands.


  “I know all about witches and their use of magic, and how you need your magical focuser to use your power. Without your staff you-” he started before he was thrown across the room by the staff, crashing into a bookshelf with a cough as the strange magical item glowed orange. Daniel looked to the staff in his hands with surprise before it flew up with him and crashed them into the ceiling, then down onto the floor, then over into the table. The broken piece of furniture slid across the room with him, the table only having two legs on it and propped up at an angle. Alyssa watched with an amused smile as the table crashed into the wall and the two legs snapped off, with Daniel held against it by the staff that was holding him by the neck. The witch hopped over and looked at him with a coy expression as he struggled to free himself.


  “You were saying, Daniel?”


  “But… how…” he coughed. Alyssa giggled then held out her hand, and in doing so the staff flew over into it. Daniel looked at her with bewilderment as she walked up to him with a smirk. She leaned over and rested her hand next to his head while getting close to his face.


  “You know a lot about witches, Daniel, but nothing about me. When did I ever say the staff was my focuser?”


  Daniel looked at her with surprise then jumped a bit, the flashback of when she called out her staff from the flaming carriage earlier playing before his eyes.


  ‘Oh crap, I forgot. She used her magic then without holding that thing, which means… her focuser is something else.’


  “You’re so cute, Daniel,” Alyssa said while gently brushing her hand through his hair. “I think I’ll keep you around for a long time, even if you’re not that good in bed.”


  He stared at her with frustration then glanced towards the window. Outside under the night sky rotting trees were seen in the moonlight, the forest that had once looked alive and well now dead and falling apart. Daniel glanced to Alyssa then closed his eyes.


  “I don’t want to hurt you, Alyssa.”


  She laughed a bit then tilted her head with a curious smile.


  “I don’t think you need to worry about that,” she said before reaching down towards his pants. “Now, let’s get started shall we? And don’t worry, I’m not as young as I look, remember? You don’t need to feel bad about enjoying it as well.”


  Daniel opened his eyes then grabbed the witch by the shoulders, the girl watching with surprise as he threw her over to the side and into the bookshelf. She slumped against it then watched with amusement as Daniel pushed the chair over to her, the plush red furniture stopping short of colliding with her.


  “Playing rough are we?” she said with a wink. The chair then launched towards him from her magic, the boy jumping over it then running towards her. She giggled then held out a hand towards him, stopping him in place with her power before lifting him up into the air. Alyssa smiled amusingly as she walked over towards Daniel, her eyes slowly moving down his body towards his crotch.


  “If you wanted it rough you could have just said so.”


  Daniel struggled about as he was held tightly in the air then bashed her in the face with his knee. She yelped as she stumbled back, holding her nose as the boy dropped down to the ground. Without wasting a moment Daniel grabbed her and threw her over onto the chair, the witch crashing into it upside down before it tumbled over with her. Daniel then raced towards the window, grabbing a nearby broken chair and swinging it towards the glass. He struck through the window and leapt outside as glass dropped down behind him, rolling onto the grass then racing off into the woods.


  From inside the house Alyssa walked over and looked out at the dark forest with a soft smile.


  “I love it when you play hard to get, Daniel. Hee hee, I’m going to enjoy getting my reward out of you, and then some,” she said as she held up her staff, her purple eyes giving off a slight glow.


  Daniel ran blindly through the dark forest, looking around franticly as he was breathing heavily. Nothing but dead and decaying trees were seen all around as the ground was cracked and dried up beneath his feet. Above there were no clouds as only stars could be seen in the night sky along with the moon.


  “Oh man, where the hell am I?” he urgently asked himself. “Okay, think think think. Where do I go now?”


  Suddenly a vine wrapped around his leg and pulled him back, the boy seeing tangled vines erupting from the dead ground and ensnaring his legs and arms. He looked to see purplish eyes nearby in the darkness, the soft glows moving forward to reveal Alyssa walking up to him with a calm smile on her face. She twitched her nose a bit then smirked at him while shaking her head slightly.


  “Hitting a girl in the face? That’s not very gentleman like.”


  “You’re not a little girl, you’re a 72 year old witch,” he said with discontent as the vines pulled him down to his knees then onto his back. Alyssa giggled then hopped over to where he was struggling to break free from being held down on the ground.


  “Actually, 72 years young.”


  “Why are you chasing me anyway, you just had four men give you what you wanted.”


  Alyssa smiled amusingly then looked down to herself as she wiggled her hips.


  “Yeah, but they didn’t give me their seed in the right hole,” she said with a shrug. “That happens a lot to me actually, I’m starting to think my butt is just too cute to resist. Besides, you seem lively and energetic, I’m thinking I could get a couple of kids out of you easily.”


  Daniel growled and tried to yank his arms up as they were held tightly to the ground by the twisting green vines. Alyssa smiled softly and hopped down onto his lap, straddling and looking at him with a gentle gaze.


  “Just relax,” she said while tracing a finger along his chest. “I won’t hurt you. I’m not some sadistic monster like others that are out there. You’ll enjoy it, I promise. I have plenty of experience after all.” She giggled then tilted her head curiously as Daniel kept trying to free himself. “Oh c’mon, a sweet adorable girl like me and you don’t want to do anything? You’re a human male, act like one. C’mon, just go crazy, I won’t mind. If anything it’ll be more exciting.”


  “Sorry, but this isn’t at all how I envisioned my first time to be,” he retorted with a grunt as he continued to try to break free from his restraints. Alyssa looked at him curiously as she held her hand out, her staff leaving her grip then floating up. It struck down into the ground as the she tilted her head the other way in question.


  “First time? This is your first time?” She blinked then looked him over.


  “How old are you?”


  “I’m only eighteen years old,” he said with discontent. Alyssa shook her head with a saddened smile.


  “I’m so sorry you’ve had to wait so long, Daniel. I’ll be sure to make it extra enjoyable for you, this time and every time afterwards.” She then leaned in closer to his face and winked at him. “I’m going to take such good care of you, I’ll milk you dry with the best of intentions.”


  “You disappoint me, Alyssa,” Daniel snapped with narrowed eyes at her. She looked at him with a curious smile as she sat up, her eyes slowly moving down towards his waist.


  “Aw, how come?” she asked sweetly as she scooted back with her eyes looked down at him still.


  “I had hoped you wouldn’t be like those other monsters out there, that you and your kind could be real allies of mankind,” he said closing his eyes. Alyssa glanced up to him as she rubbed her hand down below on his crotch, nodding and smiling sweetly.


  “I’m so sorry, Daniel, I’m really a naughty witch aren’t I?” she said with a sultry voice. “Here, let me make it up to you, as my own way of apologizing.”


  Daniel kept his eyes shut as he looked away, his arms and legs tensing up as he tried to pretend he was anywhere else.


  ‘I can’t believe this, not even one day and I’m already some monster’s personal breeding stock. You’ve got to be kidding me!’


  He waited a moment then slowly peeked back over. His clothing wasn’t being removed, he wasn’t being forced into any carnal acts against his will, and there wasn’t a sound being heard all around.


  Except for Alyssa’s breathing which was ragged and quiet. She was staring ahead into the woods with wide eyes as she trembled in place. Daniel looked to her curiously as she seemed to be frozen in fear.


  “What… what are you doing?”


  She was sitting on top of him still, her hands having been about to grab his pants, and her mouth was quivering while her eyes stared at something without blinking. However she wasn’t looking at Daniel at all, rather she was looking past him over into the woods. Daniel blinked then slowly turned his head to see what she was looking at.


  From the dead forest around them in the darkness low growls were heard. Slowly shadowy figures approached them and were seen in the moonlight. A pack of wolves became visible as they slowly approached them. Their fur was black with streaks of gray on the underside while their fangs and teeth were bared. Daniel looked at them with a growing sense of fear then over to Alyssa, the witch staring at them with fright. He watched her shake then looked back to the five wolves that were starting to get closer.


  “Alyssa… what are you doing? Use your magic on them,” Daniel said in a hushed tone. He looked back to see the girl still staring at the wolves, frozen in place as she trembled.


  “Alyssa? Alyssa, do something.” After a pause he then looked at her with wonder as she seemed unresponsive to his calls.


  ‘She’s scared… she’s scared to death of them.’


  “Alyssa… let me up. Hurry,” he quietly yet quickly said as he looked back to the wolves, knowing the pack of wild animals wouldn’t have much trouble taking down a bound human and a catatonic young girl. Daniel pulled on the vines as much as he could with his arms as he tried to sit up.


  “Alyssa… c’mon, snap out of it. Hey, wake up,” he urged as he tried to get up. The green vines around his limbs still held strong as the witch continued to stare with wide eyes at the wolves that were growling at them. Daniel pulled with all his strength as he heard the snarls and growls of the wolves drawing closer. Alyssa continued to stare with fright, not moving or saying anything as she watched the animals slowly close in.


  Daniel glanced to see the wolves howl before charging at them with wild snarls. He thrashed about then looked to the witch with urgency.


  “Alyssa!”


  With a powerful pull of his arm he managed to rip out one of the vines around his right hand, just as a wolf raced over and tackled Alyssa to the ground. Daniel watched as the wolf pinned her down, the animal snarling in her face while the girl stared up at it with fright and wide eyes. Her arms were limp at her sides as she remained motionless, seeming to be in a state of shock as she didn’t even scream.


  “No!” Daniel shouted as he saw the other four wolves close in on him. He reached into his shirt and pulled out his dagger, swinging it around at the wolves with a loud yell. They backed up and circled around him as they saw this prey was livelier still. He looked to see the wolf on Alyssa as she stared up at the animal with shock, the beast roaring before it reached down to snap at her throat.


  Without even thinking twice about it Daniel threw his dagger at the wolf, the blade flying through the air and striking into the shoulder of the animal. It howled as it stumbled off to the side while Alyssa continued to stare up at the sky with wide eyes.


  “Alyssa, run!” Daniel yelled out as he looked around at the wolves. The wounded animal tumbled about as it tried to get the blade out of its shoulder while the other four wolves snarled at the boy and eyed him closely. Daniel growled then grabbed the vine that was holding his other hand down still and pulled with all his strength. It started to give before a wolf ran forward and snapped at him. He swung his fist blindly at it, the wolf easily dodging around then lunging at him. It bit into his arm and snarled as Daniel yelled out in pain, feeling the teeth of the animal digging into his flesh. He bashed the wolf’s nose with his head, the animal whimpering as it stumbled back, and then grabbed hold of the vine again. He yanked the strong weed out just as the other wolves charged in, his eyes looking around quickly as the three other predators snarled loudly at him.


  “Dammit, get away!” he yelled out, reaching over towards the staff that was standing upright in the ground next to him. He grabbed hold of the base as the wolves raced up and tackled him to the ground. One of them bit into his shoulder while another snapped at his arm, the wolves drawing blood and snarling viciously as they sunk their teeth into him. The third wolf snapped towards his neck, its mouth coming to a halt as the human held the staff in front of him just in time. The wolf’s jaws clamped down on the staff as it tried to push down on the boy, growling and snarling loudly as the other two kept holding their jaws on his limbs. Daniel yelled and thrashed about, the two other wolves being knocked off as the boy pushed the third off of him.


  “Damn you… I said get away!” He swung the staff around and knocked one away with a whimper, then swung around again and just missed another. Daniel swung the staff wildly, the skull of the ram just missing the wolves as they kept their distance from him. He looked over to see the wounded wolf tumbling around as the dagger dropped from its back. It snarled then turned to the boy, more focused on the one that attacked him than the girl who still remained motionless on the ground. Daniel looked around to see all five wolves circling him as he swung the staff to keep them at bay.


  “Filthy mutts, you’re not taking me down without a fight!” He looked to Alyssa then to the wolves around him, wishing he too could use magic as she did. Or at least get the vines around his legs to let go.


  “Alyssa! Snap out of it!”


  She just continued to stare up in shock, her mouth quivering as she trembled a bit. Daniel looked to her then to the wolves again.


  ‘My god, they scared her out of her mind.’


  His shoulder and arm continued to bleed as he felt his strength beginning to fade. He wavered slightly while the wolves kept trying to get close before backing up to avoid the staff that was being swung around. Daniel looked to the young witch then to the vines around his legs. He didn’t have a choice; he had to free himself in order to save anybody. He swung the staff and knocked a wolf away, the animal whimpering as Daniel then threw the staff at another. It missed and the three remaining wolves raced towards him as he reached down and grabbed hold of the vines around his left leg. He pulled with all his might as the animals lunged at him, the boy bracing for the onslaught.


  “Alyssa!”


  Alyssa blinked then screamed out as she shut her eyes, her voice echoing out into the woods. Suddenly the vines around Daniel’s legs recoiled and vanished back into the ground. He rolled to the side as the wolves pounced at him, with one biting into his leg. Daniel yelled out as he dove over towards the staff and grabbed hold of it, then looked back to the wolf that was biting hard into his leg with a loud growl. He jabbed the staff at the animal hard, the wolf’s head being cracked open as the relic jammed into the skull. Daniel then kicked the body off of him and stumbled to his feet as four more raced at him.


  “Alright, let’s go!” he yelled as he swung the staff wildly, knocking one wolf away before another jumped up and tackled him to the ground. It snapped at him as the boy used the staff to hold it at bay by the throat, the animal snarling and trying to bite him as it was held back. Daniel growled then rolled over, then pushed all his weight onto the staff and crushed in the throat of the wild animal against the ground. As he did another leapt onto his back and bit into his shoulder again, the boy yelling out as the animal chewed into his flesh.


  “Dammit, get off!” He elbowed behind him and knocked the wolf off then swung the staff behind him, knocking another away with a hit to its head. Daniel yelled out as he swung at the other predator and knocked it away before the third wolf raced up to him and bit into his arm. He cried out as he dropped the staff while the other two wolves regained themselves and charged. They tackled him into a tumble, the three wolves snapping at him as they all rolled over towards the witch. As they came to a stop Daniel grabbed the bloody dagger near his head and jammed it into the skull of one of the animals. It jerked about then dropped dead as the other two wolves snarled at him. He knocked them back then shakily got to his feet and held the dagger towards them, his eyes struggling to focus as he wavered slightly. The two wolves growled then slowly backed off, seeing this prey wasn’t so defenseless after all.


  “I told you… I’m not going down… without a fight,” Daniel said wearily. He watched them stare at him for a moment before they both ran off into the woods. After a pause he dropped to his knees, his breathing heavy as he was in incredible pain. He shook his head slightly then looked over to Alyssa, the girl having her eyes closed as she was curled into a ball. She was trembling and whimpering as she lay there on the ground, seeming to be traumatized by the wolves. Daniel looked at her for a moment then around at the dark forest. Slowly he kneeled down by one of the dead wolves and wiped the blood from his dagger on its fur, then sheathed it back into his shirt. He grunted a bit as he slowly got back onto his feet, and then walked over towards the girl. She didn’t seem to even notice the wolves were gone as she continued to tremble and murmur quietly to herself. Daniel glanced around slowly then sighed quietly, his eyes resting back down on the witch that tried to rape him earlier.


  *****


  Alyssa slowly opened her eyes, peeking around timidly as she regained her senses. She looked up to see Daniel staring ahead with a tired expression. She was being carried in his arms bridal style, with her head against his shoulder that wasn’t bleeding. He was holding her staff in the arm that was holding her legs up while he slowly and shakily made his way through the woods. Alyssa just stared at him with wonder as he walked with a weary expression, his eyes never meeting hers while he remained quiet. She slowly closed her eyes as she was carried by the human, the human that just couldn’t bring himself to let a monster die alone in the forest.


  ‘Daniel…’


  She felt him hold her in his arms securely as he walked through the dark forest, her mind slowly coming back to its senses after her trauma had gone away. After a while she looked to see Daniel carrying her into her home and over towards the red chair. He set her down gently on the chair then stood up, shaking his head a bit to clear his vision. Alyssa just stared up at him with wonder as he wavered slightly, the boy then looking to the staff he held in his hand. After a moment he set it beside the chair and then just looked to the witch without saying anything. There was a long silence as he just watched the witch with a weary expression, the girl looking at him curiously then slowly shaking her head.


  “Why…” She looked over the boy who was injured with disbelief. “Why did you…”


  Daniel wavered then dropped down to a knee, his mind starting to blur as he felt lightheaded. Alyssa jumped up and looked at him with worry as he dropped back onto the floor.


  “Daniel!” She knelt down beside the boy and held his head up slightly. “Why did you do that? Why did you… why…”


  “Because… I didn’t want a young girl to die alone in the forest,” he said quietly. She looked at him with concern then at his injuries.


  “But I’m not a young girl. I’m a witch, I’m 72 years old.”


  “72 years… young,” Daniel corrected with before he passed out. Alyssa looked at him with distress then started shaking him.


  “Daniel? Daniel! Wake up! Daniel!”


  He lay there unconscious, not making a sound as the witch kept shaking him. Alyssa shook her head fearfully then dashed towards the door to the side and opened it, quickly running into a storeroom with shelves lined with bottles and boxes. She franticly searched through several containers and jars then around the shelves.


  “No… no… no!” she yelled out before running back out into the living room. She looked around franticly as she bit her lip. “I don’t have any healing potions ready… no… no!”


  She showed a pained expression as she saw Daniel lying there on the ground unconscious, his clothing bloodied and torn. Alyssa looked at him with worry then up towards the ceiling where the staircase led up to. She shook her head then showed a determined expression as she held out her hand, the staff off to the side flying over to her and being gripped tightly. Aiming her staff towards the ceiling her eyes gave off a soft purple glow as she focused her magic.


  *****


  Triska was sitting on the grass with her sword struck into the ground next to her, holding her legs to her chest as she buried her face down into her arms. She was trying not to cry as the wind gently rolled by, her hair flowing slightly behind her.


  “Daniel…” she said softly. “I’m sorry… I failed in protecting you. I failed to save you. I’m so sorry. We were going to make this journey together, just me and you. You were going to help change the world, Daniel. I just know it.”


  Wiping a tear from her cheek she looked towards the horizon with watery eyes.


  “I never got a chance to tell you… I never could say it to you. I’m supposed to be the tough one, the strong one. And yet I was scared. Scared of what you might… if you didn’t…” she said before shaking her head and looking back down, holding her legs close to her.


  “Daniel… I lo-”


  Suddenly the ground she was on blasted up, the girl being thrown off with her sword as large green vines carved up and around through the soil. Triska rolled off into a tumble as her sword bounced around next to her, both coming to a stop as dust and dirt shot into the air from the blast. She looked over with surprise as the vines whipped around wildly in the air. Slowly she sat up as she grabbed her sword, her eyes narrowing as she watched the familiar weeds move about.


  “You…”


  From the ground Alyssa ran up out of a new opening and looked around franticly. Triska’s eyes widened with surprise then glared at the girl with fury.


  “You!” Triska yelled out as she held her sword towards the witch. Alyssa merely glanced over to see Triska charging towards her with her sword held up high.


  “How dare you take him from me like that! I’ll kill you, Alyssa!” Triska roared as she closed in. Alyssa held out her staff towards the teen as it glowed orange, causing Triska’s sword to veer off and strike down into the ground with Triska flipping over it and crashing into the ground as well.


  “I don’t have time to play with you now, girl,” Alyssa snapped as she looked over to the charred remains of her carriage. She ran over towards it as Triska scrambled back to her feet.


  “How could you? You bitch!” she screamed as she ran towards the witch again with her sword drawn back. As Alyssa looked around at the smoldering remains of her carriage she held the staff behind her towards Triska, once again causing the teen’s sword to yank down along with her. Alyssa searched around the burnt remains of her carriage then growled with frustration. She raised her staff up then stuck it down onto the ground with a mighty thrust, sending out a ripple through the ground from her magic. The burnt pieces of wood and steel from the carriage’s remains shot up and hovered in the air above the witch as she franticly looked around at the ground. Triska scrambled back up and started to yank her sword out of the ground.


  “I’m going to kill you, witch, I’m going to hack you into small bite sized pieces and feed them to the dogs! How dare you take Daniel like that! Where is he? What have you done with Daniel?” After a few more hard yanks she pulled her sword from the ground, stumbling a bit before turning to charge the monster once more. She then saw the witch searching for something as the wreckage of her carriage floated above in the air.


  “What… what the hell are you doing now?” Triska asked, shaking her head as she saw the pieces of burnt wood and steel just floating up in the air. Alyssa waved her staff to the side and the remains of the carriage above flew off and crashed into the hillside as she knelt down and started sifting through the ashes and burned remains that still lay on the ground.


  “Please… there has to be some left... just a drop… please,” she said desperately as she ran her staff through the remains. She looked back to see Triska swinging her sword towards her then jumped back and held her staff out towards the girl. The sword stopped in place as Triska growled with frustration, the teen quickly unsheathing her dagger then lunging forward with that as well. Alyssa focused her magic and stopped the blade in place, with Triska trying to push forward with both weapons while growling furiously.


  “Would you knock it off?” Alyssa barked out at the teen.


  “Me? You’re the one that kidnapped Daniel to have your way with him!” Triska yelled out as she struggled to push her weapons towards the little girl. Alyssa growled then pushed the teen away with a burst of her magic, glaring at her with frustration.


  “I didn’t do anything to him for your information, now back off! He needs me!”


  Triska roared as she swung towards her with both weapons again, both being stopped once more by the witch’s magic.


  “Needs you? You’re the last thing anybody needs! You’re just like all the other monsters out there; only wanting to use him to make children with! You’re despicable! All he wanted to do was to make peace with you, and what do you do? You try to rape him!”


  “I told you I never touched him, he’s still a virgin!” Alyssa yelled back. Triska stopped in place and blinked, then looked at Alyssa curiously.


  “He’s a virgin still? Really?” she asked in wonder. She shook her head then resumed trying to push forward with her weapons.


  “If anybody’s going to change that about him it’s going to be m-” she started before her weapons were yanked to the side then down to the ground, the teen crashing down with them with a yell. Alyssa shook her head then looked back down to the remains of her carriage.


  “I don’t have time for this, Daniel needs me,” she said with frustration as she waved her staff around. The loose bits of wood and ashes around the area flew up in a circle then over to the side wildly. Triska looked to seeing the witch digging around the remains of the carriage franticly.


  “What are you talking about? Where is he? What the hell are you doing?” Triska yelled as she got to her feet with both weapons in her hands. Alyssa sifted around the remains then picked up a broken bottle, the bottom half all that remained in one piece still. Inside there were a few drops of a red liquid that the witch looked to with hopeful eyes.


  “Please let it be enough,” Alyssa said softly. She looked back to see Triska running towards her with fire in her eyes. The teen yelled and swung her sword towards the witch who ducked back and darted around her. Alyssa dashed towards the entrance in the ground as Triska gave chase with her sword drawn to the side.


  “Get back here so I can slaughter you!”


  Alyssa hopped down into the entrance and skidded down the wooden steps on her boots, holding onto the broken bottle desperately as she raced down the stairs. She ran over to the injured Daniel then quickly kneeled next to him, watching him with trepidation as she held the broken bottle towards his mouth.


  “Daniel! Please, drink this, you have to!” she cried out. Hearing footsteps she looked over to see Triska racing down the stairs. Triska looked around with wide eyes as the house a mess all over along with the scenery outside having changed drastically compared to earlier.


  “What the hell happened here- AHH!” she screamed as her eyes rested on Daniel, the boy lying on the ground bleeding and motionless. Triska stared at her friend with shock then towards Alyssa with murder in her eyes.


  “You! What have you done to him?” she roared as she ran towards her. Alyssa held out her staff as it glowed orange and Triska stopped in place in front of her, her sword and dagger being held in place once again.


  “I didn’t do anything to him, wolves did this!”


  “Wolves? Give me a break! I can’t believe you would go this far just to have him all to yourself! He trusted you! You monster!” Triska yelled as she struggled to break free from the witch’s magical hold. Alyssa shook her head and looked back to Daniel with worry.


  “But I didn’t-”


  “He trusted you! He was the only human that did and you tried to rape and kill him! How could you, Alyssa? The only human that was willing to trust you and you stab him in the back!” Triska yelled out with tears forming. Alyssa looked at the boy then towards the broken window out into the forest.


  “How could you, you monster!” Triska yelled as she started crying. “He wanted to trust you, to be friends with you! He wanted nothing more than for monsters and humans to live together, and you threw that all away just to hump him!” She let go of the weapons that remained frozen in place then lunged towards the witch, tackling her to the ground. The bottle rolled off to the side with the drops of red liquid just barely remaining inside as the two weapons dropped from the air onto the ground. Triska started shaking the witch violently as the girl looked up at her with surprise.


  “You monster! You goddamned monster! How could you take him like that? How could you take him away from me?” She growled then started choking Alyssa, the witch grabbing her arms while kicking around underneath.


  “I’ll kill you… how dare you do this to him! I’ll kill you!” Triska yelled out with tears and anger.


  “Stop… I’m trying… to save him…” Alyssa coughed as she gasped for air.


  “Save him? He tried to save you… he tried to save all of us, and look at what you did to him!” Triska raged. Alyssa looked at the girl with weary eyes as she choked loudly.


  “Please… he needs… to drink… that potion. Quickly…” she coughed as she started blacking out. Triska glanced to the broken bottle that was nearby then over to Daniel.


  “Please… don’t let him die…” Alyssa breathed out as her arms started to weaken. Triska looked to the witch then back to the bottle.


  “Please…” Alyssa whimpered as she slowly closed her eyes, her arms dropping to her sides. Triska growled then got up off of her, the witch then gasping and holding her throat as she could breathe again. Triska picked up the broken bottle and eyed the red liquid inside carefully. She looked to Daniel then back to Alyssa accusingly.


  “What are you trying to pull here?” she demanded. Alyssa slowly stood up and leaned against the wall coughing as she looked to Daniel.


  “Please… he needs it. It’ll help with his injuries,” she said softly. Triska looked at the bottle then to her friend.


  ‘He’s badly hurt, and we’re a long ways away from Edgewood. I’m not sure even my medical supplies are enough for this. But still… to trust that damned monster…”


  Triska hesitated then slowly looked back to the witch with a deep glare.


  “If you’re lying… if you’re lying to me, Alyssa… I’m going to make you suffer before I skin you alive, you hear me?” Triska threatened with anger. Alyssa coughed and nodded slowly. They walked over and knelt down beside Daniel as Triska examined the bottle. She lifted his head gently and poured the red drops into his mouth. The girls watched him with troubled expressions as he remained motionless, his breathing ragged and slow.


  “Please let it be enough,” Alyssa said softly.


  “Can’t you make more? There was hardly any of that left,” Triska asked glancing to her.


  “Not now, not fast enough. That was all I had to help with,” Alyssa said with remorse. Triska looked at her friend then up at the opening. She carefully lifted Daniel into her arms then headed up the stairs.


  “Where are you going with him?” Alyssa asked out loud.


  “I’m getting him out of this place. You’ve done more than enough to him already, witch,” Triska snapped with a bite as she carried Daniel out of the witch’s home. Alyssa stood up and looked towards the opening then out towards the woods.


  Outside in the plains where daylight was shining down from above Triska ran over towards her duffel bag. She gently set Daniel down on the grass then started to rummage through her bag quickly. As she did she glanced to the side to see Alyssa jumping out of the opening with her staff in hand. The witch ran over towards them and looked down at Daniel with concern.


  “What are you-”


  “Shut up, witch, this is all your fault!” Triska yelled out at her. “Just go back into your hole and let me take care of him!”


  Alyssa looked at her with remorse then to Daniel, not saying anything back. Triska resumed going through her bag, quickly pulling out a sleeping blanket, some bandages, ointments, and a pillow.


  “What all do you have in there anyway?” Alyssa asked curiously as she watched all the items being pulled out of a simple duffel bag. Triska didn’t reply or even give the witch a second glance, having a focused expression as she quickly scrambled to get her supplies out. She unfolded the blanket and laid the wounded Daniel down on it, looking at his bloodied clothing with remorseful eyes. Her heart ached at seeing him like this as she blamed herself for not being there to protect him. She rested his head on the pillow then started taking off his shirt, then paused and glanced to Alyssa.


  “I’m only taking off his shirt to treat his wounds, don’t get any ideas,” she hissed. Alyssa nodded slowly as Triska took off the bloodied shirt. As she did Triska saw with horror all the bite marks and blood that were on his body, holding a hand to her mouth with a quiet gasp.


  “My god… you were telling the truth,” she said softly as she saw that wolves did indeed cause this, the bite and claw marks being seen on his arms and shoulders.


  “He saved me,” Alyssa said quietly. Triska looked to her with surprise as the witch was watching Daniel with gentle eyes.


  “He could have left me out there…” she said shakily. “Could have left me out there with those things. He could have fended them off and ran away. They would have eaten me alive, they would have ripped me apart, but he… he didn’t leave me.” Triska looked at her carefully then to Daniel as Alyssa whimpered and held her staff close to herself.


  “Even after he chased them away… he still carried me back. He could have left me out there…” Alyssa said looking down with closed eyes.


  “He’s too kindhearted that way,” Triska said softly as she started to wrap the arms and shoulders with bandages, and then glanced to Alyssa with a glare. “He is after all stuck in his beliefs that you monsters can be trusted.” Alyssa looked to her with remorse then down at Daniel.


  “I wouldn’t have been so kind out there, Alyssa,” Triska threatened. “I would have killed those wolves, then you. I would have hacked you into pieces for taking him from me like that.”


  Alyssa lowered her head while not saying anything.


  “I’m not saving him so he can be used as your source for children,” Triska sternly stated. “He may have shown kindness by saving you, but that doesn’t change the fact you’re still nothing more than a lustful monster. You helped save his life, so in return I’ll spare yours this one time. Go back into your hole, Alyssa, and don’t ever crawl out. Now, go!”


  Alyssa trembled slightly and backed up, her eyes watching Daniel as he lay there.


  “I said go!” Triska yelled out again. Alyssa looked down with her hat hiding her eyes as she remained silent. After a pause she held her staff back towards the opening in the ground surrounded by twisted vines. From the opening Triska’s sword and dagger shot out, the weapons flying up into the air then down towards them. They raced downward before slowing down, the blades then slowly floating over to Triska handles first. She looked at them then to the witch cautiously. After a moment’s hesitation she slowly reached out and grabbed them, the weapons being released from the magic as she held them at her sides. Alyssa looked at Daniel again with a gentle gaze as she lowered her staff.


  “Go. Now,” Triska said sternly as she held her weapons at the ready. Alyssa shook her head slowly then kneeled down next to the boy.


  “Get away from him, Alyssa,” Triska ordered with a sharp tone. The witch looked up to her with a worried glance as the teen aimed her sword at her. “Giving me back my weapons won’t fool me. Giving him that potion won’t fool me. I can’t trust you, Alyssa. Now go away!”


  Alyssa looked down with her hat covering her eyes and shook her head.


  “I won’t…”


  Triska held her sword up as she kept the dagger ready to strike with.


  “Alyssa,” she hissed.


  “He needs me,” Alyssa said gently. Triska watched her with narrowed eyes as the witch glanced up to her. “He needs me.”


  “Needs you? All he needs from you is for you to stay the hell away from him!” Triska yelled out. Alyssa shook her head and held up her staff. Triska’s sword whipped out of her hand and swung around behind her, the blade sliding into its sheath. Her dagger flipped out of her hand and slid back into its sheath as well. Triska looked at the two then to Alyssa with caution.


  “Daniel will need help with his journey,” Alyssa said while looking down to him. “Your sword alone won’t do at all. He won’t survive without me.”


  “What? What are you talking about?” Triska demanded as she kept a hand on her dagger’s handle.


  “I’m talking about me going with you. It’s obvious he’s going to need protection after all,” Alyssa explained. Triska looked at the witch with surprise then growled loudly at her.


  “What? Like bloody hell you’ll be going with us! Why in the world would I let some sneaky, underhanded, horny witch near him after what you just did?” she roared as she struggled to unsheathe her dagger, the weapon being unable to be taken out this time by a magical force.


  “I just named a very good reason, you can’t protect him,” Alyssa said calmly as she looked back up to the teen. Triska growled then reached for her sword, with Alyssa raising her staff towards her with narrowed eyes. Triska halted and glared at the witch then glanced to the staff.


  “He saved my life. I’m going to repay him,” Alyssa stated firmly.


  “There is no way you’re coming with us!”


  “I am if you want to survive out there,” Alyssa said looking back down to the boy as she lowered her staff. Triska glared at the witch with frustration then looked to her friend. Slowly she lowered her hands and knelt down beside him. She glanced to Alyssa carefully as the witch was watching Daniel sleep with a gentle gaze.


  *****


  Daniel’s slowly opened his eyes, blinking a few times as he started to wake up. He saw the sky turning to night as a few stars were faintly seen above. Slowly he started to sit up, his shoulder aching as he moved. He cringed slightly then looked over to his side to see Triska smiling at him brightly.


  “Daniel! You’re okay!” she cheered as she embraced the boy tightly. He cringed in pain as she hugged him while smiling happily.


  “I was so worried about you; don’t scare me like that again. Are you okay now? Are you feeling better?”


  “I’m sure he would feel a lot better if you let go of him,” Alyssa commented dryly from Daniel’s other side. Triska leaned back and saw him struggling not to cry in pain. She held her hands to her mouth and shook her head as she realized what she just did to him.


  “Oh god, I’m sorry, Daniel. I was just worried about you. Are you okay?”


  He nodded slowly as he used all his strength not to cry in front of a girl, and then looked over to see Alyssa sitting next to him as well. She was watching him timidly as she held onto her staff in her lap.


  “I’m okay… but… where… what… who…” he said looking around with confusion.


  “You’re back outside, Daniel. We brought you here after you… after…” Triska said before looking to Alyssa with a glare. The two travelers turned to her as she showed a remorseful expression.


  “Thank you, Daniel… for saving me again,” Alyssa said softly. He looked at her carefully then shook his head.


  “Actually, I only saved you once. But you’re welcome.”


  She nodded then looked at him curiously.


  “Why did you though? You could have run away.”


  “That’s what I want to know!” Triska shouted out with disbelief at her friend. “What were you thinking risking your life to save this monster when she tried to rape you?”


  Daniel looked between the two then to the witch again as they waited for his answer.


  “I just couldn’t leave her out there to die alone. She was so scared of those wolves, like a real little girl. I just couldn’t leave her out there alone.”


  “Scared? She was scared of wolves?” Triska questioned with a raised eyebrow. Daniel nodded and looked at Alyssa curiously.


  “Yeah, but I don’t understand why. How come you didn’t just fend them off with your magic, surely you’re powerful enough to do that.”


  Alyssa looked down then away as she shuddered slightly.


  “I… don’t like wolves,” she said softly.


  “Wait, you’re a monster, and you’re scared of wolves?” Triska asked in disbelief. Alyssa trembled a bit and nodded while still looking away.


  “Why?” Daniel asked. Alyssa glanced to him then down at her staff, her grip around it tightening.


  “You took down those villagers and me without any problem, what’s so bad about a few mangy mutts?” Triska asked puzzled. Alyssa started breathing heavily as she closed her eyes, shaking as the travelers watched her carefully.


  “Alyssa?” Daniel asked gently. Alyssa trembled then looked to him with teary eyes.


  “They… killed my mother,” she said quietly. Choking back a sob she then looked down with closed eyes. “They… killed her… they tore her to pieces right in front of me!”


  The two travelers watched her with surprise as the witch broke down crying loudly. She may have been an old witch, at least old in human standards, but she certainly acted like a scared child thinking about the memory again.


  “I can’t stand them… I just can’t,” Alyssa managed to get out while trying to slow down her breathing. “They attacked and tore her apart in the forest… I had to hide in a tree and listen to her scream. I couldn’t have done anything, I didn’t have my focuser then, I could only hide while they ate her!” She held her hands to her face as she cried, the memory of her mother’s screams echoing out in her mind along with the howls of the wolves.


  “I don’t believe this,” Triska said as she watched the witch shake in fear. “I know they can be dangerous in numbers and everything, but I never thought a monster would be afraid of them. Hell, I thought some monsters kept them as pets and hunters.”


  Daniel looked at the witch with gentle eyes then glanced to his friend while shaking his head slightly.


  “They may be monsters, but they’re not all that different from us. We do have some common ground if we take the time to look.” Triska nodded and just watched the crying witch with wonder. The girl had incredible magical powers at her disposal, was able to move through fire and take down multiple threats with ease, yet she was scared to death of ordinary wolves.


  After Alyssa cried for a while she wiped her tears away then looked to Daniel with a gentle smile.


  “Thank you for saving me, Daniel. You really are chivalrous,” she said graciously. He smiled weakly and rubbed the back of his head.


  “Yeah… it’s a curse, believe me,” he said tiredly. Alyssa giggled and shook her head.


  “No no, it’s a gift. Believe me, Daniel, it makes you very desirable,” she said with a wink. Daniel looked at her with a bit of surprise as he remembered Triska saying those same words with a wink as well. He glanced away while Triska glared at the young witch, the girl also having remembered the similar gesture and saying earlier.


  “So, Daniel, where are we off to next?” Alyssa asked looking towards the horizon.


  “What? We?” Daniel said in surprise looking back to the witch with wide eyes.


  “For the last time, Alyssa, you are not going with us!” Triska shouted out.


  “She’s going with us?” Daniel asked, looking to Triska in disbelief while pointing to Alyssa.


  “There, you see? He said I’m going with you. He even pointed to me in saying so,” Alyssa said happily.


  “He said no such thing, Alyssa, you’re not going with us!” Triska yelled out with anger.


  “Why does she want to go with us?” Daniel asked in surprise.


  “You need me silly. You won’t last a day out there without proper protection,” Alyssa said with a giddy laugh.


  “He almost didn’t last a day because of you, remember?” Triska barked out.


  “I wouldn’t have harmed him, he’s so cute after all,” Alyssa said looking to Daniel with an adorable smile. Triska growled then took out her sword. She raised it up before it, along with her, flew back and crashed into the ground. Alyssa smiled playfully as she held her staff out towards where the teen was thrown to while Daniel looked at her worriedly.


  “Wait, I never agreed to this,” he said nervously. Alyssa giggled then looked to him with a gentle smile.


  “Don’t worry; I’ll protect you out there. I promise,” she said softly. He stammered some form of protest while shaking his head then looked to see Triska struggling to pull her blade out of the ground, the sword being held down from a magical force by the witch.


  “You need me, Daniel, somebody has to keep you safe,” Alyssa said happily.


  “That’s my job, you bitch! I’m going to protect him, and I’m going to start by hacking you into little pieces and feeding them to those wolves!” Triska yelled out. Alyssa shuddered at that thought then glared at her, swinging her staff up and causing Triska to fly up into the air with a scream.


  “That’s not very nice!” Alyssa called up to her.


  “Hey, stop it! Don’t hurt her!” Daniel pleaded looking up with wide eyes as his friend tumbled around high above before falling back down towards the ground. Alyssa giggled then held out her staff as she smiled at him. Triska screamed as she flew down towards the ground, and then suddenly stopped an inch before impact. She blinked then shakily looked over to the witch before she dropped down with a thump. Alyssa giggled and looked at Daniel with an adorable smile.


  “If you insist, Daniel,” she said with a cheery tone. He looked at her worriedly then over to his friend who was rubbing her head with a groan. Sighing he shook his head then looked back to the witch who was keeping her eyes on him still.


  “Why are you coming with us, Alyssa?”


  “I told you, you have your desires, and I have mine.”


  “Yeah, I noticed. So you’re still fixated on that are you?” he asked with a dull expression. She smiled happily at him and tilted her head slightly.


  “What I desire Daniel, is to be with you,” she said softly. He looked at her with wonder as she nodded. “Besides, you need a monster that can help you against others that aren’t very nice and keep you safe, and that’s me.”


  Daniel just stared at her speechless as she giggled to herself. The witch looked around curiously then down to the sleeping blanket with an innocent smile.


  “So can I sleep with you tonight, Daniel?” she asked sweetly.


  “What?” Daniel and Triska cried out together. Alyssa giggled happily on the blanket as she bounced a bit on her knees.


  “Please? I’m still so scared of those wolves,” she said with a pouty tone. “Won’t you please hold me tonight? I would feel so safe in your arms, so warm and cuddly with a gentleman such as yourself.”


  Triska yanked her sword out of the ground then ran towards the witch with it held high.


  “Like hell you’ll sleep with him!” she yelled out swinging downward. Alyssa held out her staff, the relic glowing orange as Triska’s blade stopped in place. The teen growled as she tried to push the blade down on her while Alyssa looked at Daniel with a sweet smile, not seeming to pay Triska’s threat any mind.


  “Please? I’ll make sure you have good dreams,” she offered with a wink.


  “Alyssa, that’s not something we’re going to be doing. Is that clear?” Daniel asked tiredly. Alyssa giggled as she pushed Triska back with her magic once again, and then leaned closer to Daniel with a playful smile.


  “Aw, c’mon. I don’t bite, unless you like that,” she said with a seductive tone.


  “Alyssa!” Triska yelled out as she held her duffel bag over her head. Alyssa looked over to her curiously before the girl threw the bag towards her. It crashed into the witch and pinned her down on the ground, with her crying out and gasping for air as her arms and legs flailed about underneath the bag.


  “Holy crap, what’s in this thing anyway?” Alyssa whined loudly as she struggled to budge it. Triska jumped onto it then bounced up and down to push it down onto the witch.


  “Keep your hands off of him, you got that? You hear me, witch?” Triska yelled out with fire in her eyes.


  “I can’t breathe! Get it off of me!”


  “Tell somebody who cares!”


  Daniel watched the two yell and curse rather loudly at each other with a tired expression, then dropped back down onto the blanket with a sigh.


  “This is going to be a long journey.”


   


  


  Chapter 4


  A Monster’s Nature


  In the world of Eden, monsters roamed the lands searching for those they could use to breed with, something that was a driving force in all types and classes of monsters. They were compelled to mate much as they could, and some were more forceful than others. Certain monsters would savagely rape their prey wherever they could, sometimes seriously harming them in the process. Others would try to charm or poison their victim into giving themselves willingly. However, one thing was consistent with all monsters in the world, no matter how peaceful and innocent they may appear to be.


  The desire to breed would always take over eventually.


  *****


  Sunlight started to rise over the horizon as another day began, with the grass around the rolling plains swaying gently as a calm breeze rolled by. Near the dirt road a group of travelers were beginning to wake as light slowly crept over the fields nearby.


  Triska yawned and slowly sat up, opening her eyes and looking over towards where the sunlight was coming from tiredly. She shook her head and blinked a few times to clear her vision then stretched out her arms with another yawn. Her duffel bag was next to her with her sword propped up against it, her dagger being stuck in the ground next to the blanket that she had slept on during the night. She rubbed her eyes a bit and smiled contently as she looked around.


  “Wow, I slept like a rock last night. Hey, you awake, Daniel?” she asked looking over next to her. As her eyes looked down to her sleeping friend she showed a surprised expression that quickly turned into a furious one. From around the plains her sudden yell could be heard echoing out.


  “ALYSSA!”


  Daniel shot up with surprise as he had been ejected from his peaceful sleep by his friend’s sudden cry. He was wearing his gray outer shirt while his chest and arms had bandages still from the previous night. He looked around franticly as he slowly came to his senses.


  “What? What’s going on?” he quickly asked in a daze. Shaking his head slightly he realized he was no longer in dreamland, and then looked down as something caught his attention. He too was sitting on a blanket with a pillow just like Triska, and something else that the two travelers took immediate notice of.


  “Oh, good morning, Daniel,” Alyssa greeted with an innocent smile while leaning over his waist with her hands hovering above his pants. She giggled then looked over to Triska who was glaring at her with murderous rage.


  “Did you have to shout like that? He was sleeping so peacefully,” Alyssa said disappointedly. Triska yelled and grabbed her sword, unsheathing it and lunging towards the witch. Before it could cut her down Alyssa held out her hand towards the blade, which whipped back and flew over into the ground from a magical force. Triska flipped over it and onto the ground with a thud as Alyssa giggled and held her hand back, with her staff flying over into her grip. Daniel looked around confusedly then to Alyssa, who was giggling at him with a cute smile.


  “How did you sleep?” she asked sweetly.


  “Alyssa… what are you doing?” he asked looking to her hand over his pants which was slowly retracting back.


  “I was just checking to see if you were having a good dream. That’s all. Hee hee!”


  Triska growled loudly and yanked her blade out from the ground, then ran over and swung down at the witch again. Alyssa held up her staff and stopped the attack in place while keeping a smile on her face. Triska thrashed about and tried to push the blade forward, which she wasn’t able to do so in the least.


  “What the hell were you doing, Alyssa?” she shouted out as she tried to force the blade down with both hands.


  “I wasn’t waking him from his peaceful dream, that’s for sure. Why must you be so noisy?”


  “Noisy? You were going to rape him in his sleep and you’re complaining I was being noisy?” Triska yelled out. Alyssa looked up thoughtfully for a second, holding a finger to her lips, then over to Daniel with a curious smile.


  “So what were you dreaming about? Anything good? Anything with me?” she asked leaning in closer to him. Daniel looked at Alyssa puzzled for a moment then to Triska, the girl still growling and trying to strike down the witch.


  “Alyssa, I thought you wouldn’t be doing that anymore,” Daniel said looking to the witch tiredly.


  “But I didn’t do anything to you, Daniel,” she pointed out.


  “You were going to! Admit it!” Triska yelled out as she backed up and held her blade with both hands at the ready. Alyssa looked to her for a moment then to Daniel with a cute smile.


  “I only wanted to make your dream all the more enjoyable, nothing wrong with that is there, Daniel?”


  “No more of that, Alyssa,” he said with a small sigh. “Please, I need to be able to trust you if you’re coming with us.”


  Alyssa leaned closer to him, batting her eyelashes with an innocent smile.


  “You can trust me with your life, Daniel. I won’t let anything happen to you. I swear it,” she said softly. He looked at her with a worried expression then glanced down. Triska growled loudly and narrowed her eyes at the same thing Daniel was looking at.


  “That’s nice of you, Alyssa,” Daniel said to the witch. “Now say that without grabbing me down there.”


  Alyssa blinked then looked down to what her hand was holding onto while Triska snarled like an animal. After a moment’s pause Alyssa looked back to Daniel.


  “Like I said, just making sure you were having a good dream. And… I’d say it feels like you were. Hee hee.”


  “ALYSSA!” Triska yelled out, her voice echoing out around the plains once again.


  *****


  As the sun was up in the sky the three travelers were walking down the dirt road together. Daniel had his backpack once again strapped behind him, and was walking with heavy steps as he once again was carrying Triska’s duffel bag that did indeed seem to get heavier with each passing step. Next to him Triska was keeping stride with her sword sheathed behind her and her eyes locked in front of her in a narrowed stare. Skipping ahead of them playfully while humming a gentle tune was Alyssa, holding her staff that she twirled around playfully every now and again. She hopped about and smiled happily as she looked around at the scenery, seeming to act like an ordinary child at first glance.


  “Explain to me again why the hell you’re okay with her coming along with us,” Triska said in a hushed tone to Daniel. He grunted a bit from holding the bag in his arms then looked ahead at the monster who was acting like a happy child.


  “Well, we could use her magic to help us along the way. She could come in handy if we run into serious trouble.”


  “You already are in serious trouble. She was going to have her way with you this morning if I didn’t wake up first.”


  “I don’t think she would have done that, she seems like she really wants to come with us.”


  “She just wants you to come in her.”


  “If she really wanted to I’m sure she would genuinely be trying right now. I hate to say it, but if she really did try I doubt either of us could stop her.”


  Triska growled with frustration then looked down.


  “I don’t like this, we can’t trust her for a second.”


  “Well… she didn’t do anything when I was getting changed this morning,” Daniel pointed out as he stumbled a bit on the road.


  “That’s because she was busy with me and my sword,” Triska said with a glare at Alyssa. She had been constantly trying to cut down the witch the entire time Daniel was getting changed into new clothing, both to distract her and to actually kill her.


  “I think she was only playing with you,” Daniel reasoned. “If she really wanted you gone she could have used more force.”


  Triska shook a bit with anger then looked away.


  “You want her to come with, don’t you?” she accused bitterly. Daniel looked to her with worry as he struggled to keep pace while holding her bag.


  “Like I said, we could use her help.”


  “Did you like the way she was acting with you? Is that it?” Triska asked while looking away still.


  “What? No, that’s not it at all.”


  “Would you have stopped her if I didn’t wake up?” Triska asked glancing back to him.


  “Of course I would have, why would you think I wouldn’t?”


  “Then what got you going this morning?” Triska asked looking away again. “What were you dreaming about, or was that from her?”


  Daniel opened his mouth to speak, trying to think of an explanation, but couldn’t really come up with one.


  “I don’t know, probably the dream I guess. I don’t remember what it was about. Honest.”


  Triska glanced back to him worriedly for a moment then forward to see Alyssa hopping backwards while smiling at them.


  “Whatchya talking about?” the witch asked playfully.


  “You,” Triska said flatly.


  “Me? What about me? Good things I hope. Or naughty things, those can be good too. Hee hee!”


  “You just love playing the part of a little girl, don’t you?” Triska asked with narrowed eyes. Alyssa laughed a bit then looked at Daniel curiously.


  “Hey, are you okay, Daniel? Is that bag too heavy?”


  “It’s okay, I’ve got it,” he said as he breathed heavily. Triska looked to him worriedly then to the bag. Before she could say a word it lifted out of the boy’s arms and floated in the air. Daniel looked at it with awe then to Alyssa who had her staff pointed towards it, the relic again glowing with a soft orange hue.


  “You shouldn’t have to carry her stuff, Daniel, especially if it’s too heavy,” Alyssa said happily. She waved the staff and the bag flew over to Triska, the girl catching it and stumbling off to the side. Triska held the duffel bag then looked to Alyssa who walked up to Daniel.


  “Thank you, Alyssa, but it’s alright,” Daniel assured with a gentle smile. “I don’t mind helping out, I can manage carrying it just fine.”


  Triska looked at him then to her bag with concern. It was nothing for her to carry, but anybody else who tried seemed to nearly break their back. She bit her lip then glanced to Daniel.


  “Well… if it really is that heavy, I can carry it, Daniel.”


  “I don’t mind being chivalrous,” Daniel said shaking his head with a smile. “It’s a curse I have, remember? It’s alright, it’s the least I can do for you helping me.”


  Triska looked at him with a soft smile then down at her bag, holding it close to her chest.


  ‘He really is so caring… I shouldn’t be so tough on him like this.’


  “No, its fine, Daniel. I can-”


  “Carry me then, Daniel!” Alyssa cheered as she hopped up into his arms. He stumbled back a step then watched with surprise as the witch was looking up at him with a timid smile. She giggled then nuzzled against his chest.


  “I’ll protect you out there, so you can carry me in exchange. Everybody wins!”


  Daniel looked with bewilderment at the girl then smiled weakly.


  “Um… I don’t think everybody wins with this.”


  Alyssa and Daniel looked over to see Triska glaring with fire in her eyes as she clutched her duffel bag tightly. Alyssa giggled then showed a smug smile while gently holding into Daniel’s chest with her hand.


  “Something wrong?” she asked innocently.


  “Alyssa, get off him right now!” Triska yelled as she dropped her bag, which kicked up a small dust cloud on impact to the ground, then drew out her sword quickly. Alyssa smirked then held her staff towards her.


  “What’s wrong with him carrying a young girl out here in the wilderness? Besides, it’s better than you having him carry your luggage.”


  Triska growled then glanced to the heavy bag on the ground.


  “Honestly,” Alyssa scoffed. “Making him carry your stuff around like a pack mule, so rude. He’s such a cutie after all, why have him suffer so much?”


  Triska looked at the bag then to Daniel with concern, remembering how he used that reference before.


  “It’s not like… I wanted him to suffer.” Shaking her head she then aimed her blade at Alyssa. “Besides, you’re not a young girl, you’re a 72 year old witch!”


  Alyssa giggled as her staff gave off an orange hue, with Triska’s blade again shooting down into the dirt and taking the teen down with it.


  “That’s 72 years young, right, Daniel?” Alyssa asked as she looked back to the boy. He sighed and set the girl down on the ground as Triska scrambled back to her feet.


  “C’mon you two, don’t start another fight again,” Daniel said tiredly. “We haven’t even gotten to the city yet.”


  Triska yanked her sword from the ground then pointed it at the witch. Alyssa merely held out her staff and smiled arrogantly at the teen. Daniel looked between the two worriedly as they stared each other down.


  “Please, just put down your weapons. We’re trying to get along out here, remember?” he pleaded.


  “I’m getting along just fine, it’s her that has the problem,” Alyssa said smugly.


  “My only problem is that you won’t go away,” Triska growled.


  “Triska, put your sword away, we’re trying to coexist with them remember?” Daniel said worriedly.


  “And she tried to rape you yesterday and this morning, remember?” Triska barked back.


  “I wasn’t going to do… much this morning,” Alyssa said glancing away.


  “All you monsters just want one thing with our men,” Triska snapped at her. “There may be others out there that can be trusted but you’re not one of them.” Alyssa looked at her curiously then to Daniel as Triska kept on guard. “He may trust you after what you did but I don’t! You’re just like all those other lustful monsters out there!”


  Alyssa looked at the girl with a slight glare then glanced away, not saying anything on the matter.


  “Triska, please calm down,” Daniel said. “She’s not doing anything wrong. She’s not like that now.”


  “I don’t trust her, Daniel, I can’t,” Triska reasoned with a quick glance at him. “Not after she took you from me like that, not after what she was about to do to you. Can’t you see that she’s just another monster who wants to breed?”


  “Alyssa,” the witch said softly while looking down, her hat covering the view of her eyes. Daniel and Triska looked over to her as she had her staff lowered now.


  “What?” Triska asked.


  “Alyssa. My name is Alyssa. Stop treating me like some common, nameless monster,” Alyssa said shaking her head. Triska narrowed her eyes at the girl.


  “That’s what you are, witch, you’re just another monster who-” she started before her sword yanked up into the air out of her hands and turned to point at her. Alyssa looked up with a glare as she held her staff outward.


  “My name is Alyssa, human,” she stated with discontent. “Alyssa. And for your information I can’t help how I feel. It’s our natural instinct to mate with humans as much as we can. It’s what we live for, what we’re born to do.” Shaking her head she waved her staff down, and in doing so Triska’s blade shot down and struck into the ground. “Do you see me raping him? Do you see me killing you and taking him away? His pants are still on aren’t they?”


  Daniel looked at her curiously then over to see Triska watching the witch cautiously while holding onto her sword’s handle.


  “Daniel is a very desirable mate,” Alyssa said looking down with closed eyes. “There’s no doubt about that. But I’m not doing anything to him am I? You wanted to find those that would coexist with you, right? To be your allies? Well dammit, I’m trying!”


  Triska stepped back as Daniel looked at the witch with a bit of wonder. Triska’s blade yanked out of the ground on its own then faced the teen again.


  “So stop treating me like I’m one of those lesser demons out there, or a Darker One,” Alyssa demanded as the floating blade moved closer to Triska, the teen’s eyes staring at her own weapon being aimed at her. “I’m going with you to make sure Daniel stays safe out here, from the real monsters that can’t be trusted. Got that?” She then quickly waved her staff, causing Triska’s blade to whip around behind the teen and slide back into its sheath. Triska looked back to it then to Alyssa with surprise.


  “I don’t care what happens to you, Triska,” Alyssa said bitterly. “I’m not here to help save you. But I won’t let any other monster take Daniel away.” She trembled a bit then glanced to him as she shifted her hips around slightly.


  “Alyssa? Are you okay?” Daniel asked.


  “It’s so hard… being near you like this,” Alyssa said softly. “You have no idea. Every fiber of my being wants to mate with you, to get your seed however I can. Just seeing you close by gets my mind going, I can’t help it.” Daniel watched her curiously, seeing her staring him with a deep gaze. It was more than apparent from the lustful look in her eye what she was thinking about. After a moment Alyssa shook her head then glared back at Triska.


  “I’m using all my willpower to be here to make sure he stays safe. I’m going against my desire to take him by force, isn’t that enough, human?” she demanded. Triska looked at her with wonder then to Daniel as the witch gripped her staff tightly. “I still want him. I really do. You have no idea, Triska, you don’t know what it feels like to be so close to him like this and not being able to do anything.”


  Triska looked at the girl with remorse then glanced to Daniel.


  ‘Actually… I do…’


  Alyssa smiled softly then looked to Daniel again.


  “It’s so hard. It really is, just seeing a human male nearby gets my blood going. But I promise I will try to use self-control when around you. I’ll be one of those that you wanted to meet, one that will live with you peacefully.”


  “Alyssa…” Daniel said with wonder.


  “You saved my life, Daniel. I owe you mine, it’s the least I can do,” she said looking down with closed eyes.


  “You’re serious… aren’t you?” Triska asked watching the witch closely. Alyssa nodded and took a calm breath.


  “Just promise me one thing, Daniel,” she said softly. He watched her curiously as she looked up to him with a warm smile. “Just consider me, okay?”


  “Consider you? For what?” he asked curiously.


  “For a mate,” she answered. The two looked at her with surprise as she glanced away.


  “What? For a mate?” Triska yelled out.


  “Like I said, Daniel, you’re a very desirable mate,” Alyssa said softly. “So… if you ever did want to… please let me know.” Daniel looked at her carefully as Triska narrowed her eyes at the witch. Alyssa giggled and looked up to the boy with a cheery smile. “Just think about it, that’s all.”


  Daniel smiled nervously as Triska just stared at the witch with a glare. Alyssa nodded then tilted her head curiously. Daniel looked at her for a moment as she seemed to be waiting for something.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Are you thinking about it yet?”


  “Um… no,” Daniel said shaking his head. She licked her lips and leaned in closer.


  “Think harder,” she said with a purr at the end.


  “ALYSSA!” Triska yelled out again.


  *****


  The three travelers were walking down the path as the sun was high in the sky. Daniel only had his own backpack to carry now as Triska insisted on carrying her duffel bag herself and was reading through his monster book to help kill time. Triska kept pace next to him with her bag slung over her shoulder with one hand, looking ahead with a dull expression as her other hand rested on her dagger’s handle. She glanced to the side and narrowed her eyes as she growled quietly. Daniel traced her eye line over to Alyssa who was skipping playfully next to him, having a happy smile on her face as she was humming a simple tune again. Daniel sighed and looked back to his book, knowing fully well that the girls weren’t getting along at all.


  “So how far is Ashwood from here anyway?” Daniel asked curiously, hoping to keep the girls focusing on the task at hand rather than fighting each other again.


  “At the rate we’re going we should be there in about four days,” Triska replied with a shrug.


  “Four days huh?” he said looking up at the sky.


  “Why don’t we just use a horse and carriage? That would be a lot faster,” Alyssa pointed out.


  “We don’t have one,” Triska growled, then looked to Daniel and smiled slightly. “Sorry about that as well, mother didn’t have any that I could have taken at the time.”


  “It’s okay. I was prepared for a long trip,” he said with a shrug. “Besides we’ll be doing plenty of walking past Ashwood if we can’t get a ride there.”


  Alyssa glanced to him then down with a raised eyebrow.


  “I could help with that… if you would like, Daniel.”


  Daniel and Triska looked to her curiously.


  “Help?” Daniel asked. Alyssa nodded while glancing away.


  “I could fix us up a ride there… if you’d like.”


  “You could?” Triska asked with surprise. Again Alyssa nodded while looking down still.


  “Would that please you?” she asked curiously, slowly looking back up to Daniel.


  “Well… yeah. That would be great. But… how could you do that?”


  “I have a carriage at my home, I could bring it here for us to use.”


  The two teens looked at her with surprise then to each other.


  “You… can?” Daniel asked looking back to the witch.


  “Why didn’t you say so before?” Triska yelled out. “We could have been a lot further along by now if you had done that from the start!”


  “You just love to yell at people don’t you?” Alyssa asked the girl flatly. She smiled and looked to Daniel with a soft giggle. “I was enjoying the walk with Daniel, but if you need to make better time I can help with that.”


  He looked at her with amazement then smiled brightly.


  “Yes, of course. Thank you, Alyssa. That would be great if you could really do that for us.”


  She giggled and nodded, then glanced to Triska with a smug grin. Triska growled then looked away as she felt her anger for the witch rising.


  “You can help too, Triska, I need you to do something as well,” Alyssa said with a smirk. Triska looked back to her cautiously as the witch tapped her staff on the ground. From nearby green vines started to emerge and swarm around as they did before.


  “I need you to find my horse. Those humans yesterday cut it loose and it’s running around the fields here somewhere. Find him and bring him back here for us,” Alyssa ordered, watching the vines shifting around in the grass.


  “What? Find your horse?” Triska said with puzzlement. “No way. First off how the hell am I supposed to find it around here, it’s been over a day since we saw it last. Secondly, don’t you just have another to use?”


  “Nope, that was my only horse,” Alyssa replied shaking her head. “Find him or else that carriage is useless, unless you want to pull it for us.”


  Triska growled with discontent at the witch then looked at her cautiously.


  “Wait, what are you going to be doing then?”


  “Daniel and I are going to get the carriage silly,” Alyssa said looking to Daniel with a wink. “It’s a bit big for me to handle on my own without a horse, so an extra hand is needed.”


  “Nothing doing!” Triska immediately shouted out. “You are not sending me on a wild goose chase while you take Daniel back to your home alone!”


  “Horse,” Alyssa corrected.


  “What?”


  “Horse. You’re going on a wild horse chase, and you’d better find it too or else no ride for Daniel with his quest.”


  “No way, I’m not leaving him alone with you. I’ll go with you and Daniel can find the horse.”


  “Oh, so you want him all alone out in the fields with nobody to protect him?” Alyssa asked her curiously. “You can handle a few bandits I’m sure, but can he? Are you seriously suggesting that we both leave Daniel all alone out here like that?”


  Triska jumped a bit then glanced around as she thought about that.


  “What’s wrong, Triska?” Alyssa asked innocently as she swayed a bit on her feet. “Don’t you trust Daniel not to take advantage of me when he has me all alone in my home? You’re not thinking he’s going to have his way with me once we’re all alone, are you?”


  “I don’t trust you with anything, witch,” Triska said with a glare at her. Daniel sighed and looked around.


  “How could we find the horse anyway? It could be long gone by now.”


  “Nope, he’s close by,” Alyssa assured. “My horse always follows me around, he’s a loyal horse that way. I’m sure if she searched around the area she’ll find him grazing or something.”


  Triska looked around worriedly then to Daniel as she contemplated their options. She glanced to the vines then to the witch again while trying to make her decision.


  “Okay then?” Alyssa said happily. “Hurry up now, we’ll meet you back here when Daniel and I get the carriage out. It’s in the supply shed next to my house, so I’ll need help getting it out properly. Once that’s done we’ll wait for you out here.”


  Daniel looked to the entrance of her home then to Triska as he wondered what she wanted to do. The girl growled then dropped her bag down onto the path with a grunt.


  “Fine, I’ll find your damn horse. But if you try anything, Alyssa…” she threatened with narrowed eyes.


  “I told you I’m here to help Daniel with his quest. Letting him use my carriage and horse is nothing at all. Besides, if he ever does say he needs more from me that’s his call to make,” Alyssa said with a purr while looking to him. Daniel smiled nervously then looked to Triska.


  “I’ll be fine, Triska, don’t worry about me,” he said with a shrug. “We could really use the ride, so just try to find that horse if it’s around here.”


  Triska sighed and nodded then glanced around the surrounding area.


  “I just wish I knew where to start.”


  “His name is Lucky,” Alyssa mentioned casually. “A fitting name since he never really runs into trouble. Well, except for yesterday, but oh well. Hee hee! Just call out his name and he should respond to you.” She started skipping towards the entrance with Daniel then looked back to Triska. “Oh, one more thing, Triska. Whatever you do, don’t make him mad.”


  “Make him mad?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Yeah… he’s a very sensitive horse. Trust me, it’s best to be friendly with him.” She hopped over and jumped down into the entrance as Daniel looked back to Triska with a curious expression.


  “I guess… good luck,” he said with a small smile.


  “I’ll be fine, just watch your back with her,” she warned him. Daniel nodded then walked down into the witch’s home while Triska looked around with an annoyed sigh.


  “Great… looking for a horse named Lucky while Daniel’s alone with that lustful witch. That can’t possibly bite me in the ass,” she muttered as she walked off towards a nearby hill.


  Inside the witch’s home Alyssa looked around at the messy interior while the outside was still cast into night with the dead forest being seen out the window. She looked around with a disappointed frown and shook her head as Daniel walked down the steps behind her.


  “So what do we do first?” he asked.


  “First things first, I really need to tidy up this place if I’m going to be gone on a trip,” Alyssa said simply as she tapped her staff down on the floor a few times. Daniel watched in awe as everything started to move and shift around. The table that was broken slid across the floor then hopped up as its four legs snapped back into place under it. As it slid back into place the chairs around the area did the same reassembly act then placed themselves around the table as the tablecloth from the ground seemed to leap up and cover it. Books flew back up into their spots on the shelves while Alyssa walked around, watching everything with a careful eye as the room reorganized itself with her magic.


  “I really do throw wild parties, don’t I, Daniel?” she asked with a giggle. He glanced to her then continued to look around in stunned silence. The plush red chair slid back against the wall as the fireplace sizzled out quietly. Outside the sky turned to day as the trees seemed to regrow again, their leaves and branches reforming as the ground changed back into a healthy, grass covered floor for the forest. Daniel’s jaw dropped as he looked around with wonder, seeing the glass shards from the window snapping back into place while all the scratches in the paint that were made before seemed to fade away. The broken dishes and glasses leapt back up and reformed as they were placed onto the table. The ceiling rumbled and shifted back to normal as the green vines above retreated into the roof, the wooden beams snapping back into place and looking as good as new again.


  “How… wow…” Daniel breathed out.


  “It’s nothing special really, just a little housekeeping,” Alyssa said casually as she ran a finger along a table to make sure there wasn’t dust there. She looked around with a calm expression as everything picked itself up properly, the home looking as good as new again. She nodded in approval then looked to Daniel.


  “You okay?


  Daniel shook his head to gather his senses then looked to Alyssa with amazement.


  “That was incredible, you… how did you… and the forest… wow!”


  “You’re making me blush, Daniel, it was nothing at all, really,” Alyssa said while looking away bashfully.


  “How did you change the forest though? It’s… nothing like it was before,” he said looking out the window.


  “It’s not really changed,” Alyssa mentioned with a glance to the window. “It’s still dead and rotting beyond what you can see. I just like the green look of it, so I keep it that way outside the window. If you were to walk out there you would see the forest for how it really is. Dead and decaying… and filled with wolves.” Her words fell quiet at the end as she trembled slightly. She looked down as she held herself tightly with her arms, breathing heavily as she tried to calm herself. Daniel looked to her with worry then walked over to her.


  “Alyssa… are you okay?” he asked gently. She trembled then jumped forward into a hug with him, burying her face into his shirt as she held him tightly. He held her gently as she murmured to herself while shaking her head.


  “If they frighten you so much, why live here? Why not live somewhere else?”


  “Because… this was our home.”


  Daniel looked at the girl with sympathy then over to the window.


  “You and your mom,” he said softly. She nodded slowly then looked up at him with watery eyes. He looked down at the girl as she choked back her sobs.


  ‘She may be older on the inside by far, but being like this she resembles a frightened young girl in every way.’


  “I couldn’t leave it… it was all I had left,” Alyssa said looking away with sorrow. “I was all alone, this was all I had left of my life. I just couldn’t leave it.”


  Daniel smiled softly at the girl and held her gently.


  “You’re not alone anymore, Alyssa,” he said kindly. The witch looked to him with gentle eyes as he smiled at her. She sniffled then smiled softly at him before looking down and wiping her tears away. After a moment she looked towards the front door.


  “C’mon, the shed is out back. Let’s get the carriage out of there and then I’ll bring it out to the field.”


  Daniel nodded then started walking towards the door with her. The witch paused then looked up at Daniel with wonder, licking her lips as her eyes started to glow. She then shook her head quickly and looked away.


  ‘No… fight it… he’ll never forgive me if I put a hex on him.’


  *****


  Out in the rolling plains Triska was walking around with an annoyed grumble. She had been wandering around near the dirt road as she searched for the horse from yesterday yet wasn’t having much luck with it.


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this… find a horse named Lucky while Daniel is all alone with that little monster. Yeah, that sounds like a great idea,” she muttered while shaking her head. Walking over past some trees she searched around as the wind gently blew by.


  “Lucky!”


  Nothing was heard except for her voice echoing out along with the wind. She looked around with a tired expression then walked towards a nearby hill.


  “Lucky! Here horsey horsey!”


  Her call sounded out however there was no reply. She climbed to the top of the hill and looked around with growing irritation.


  “This is crazy, that horse is probably long gone by now. ‘My horse always follows me around, he’s a loyal horse that way’. Give me a break,” Triska mocked with discontent. She growled then looked back towards the path where Daniel and Alyssa were supposedly going to get the carriage from.


  “She just wants him alone with her, I can’t believe I fell for this,” she grunted before she started running back. After a few steps she stopped when the sound of a horse neighing into the air was heard. She looked around curiously as the sound slowly faded away.


  “Lucky?”


  Again she heard the horse from over the hill.


  “No way, really? Lucky!” she called out as she ran back. Reaching the top of the hill she saw a white horse walking around near the base. It still had its shoulder straps and harness on from yesterday and seemed to be in healthy shape. The horse looked around a bit then stopped to eat some tall grass as Triska stared at it with surprise.


  “That’s the horse from before. Alyssa was right, it really was staying nearby,” she said in wonder. The horse grunted quietly as it chewed the tall grass, its tail swaying slowly behind it. Triska smiled with relief then started running down the hill towards it. She slowed down then walked up in front of the grazing animal with a curious eye.


  “Just like Alyssa said. I guess she wasn’t lying after all,” she said softly. Smiling gently she slowly walked towards the horse with her hand held out. “Hey, Lucky, easy boy. Let’s get you back to your owner, okay?”


  The horse looked up to her as she carefully approached it.


  “That’s it, I’m not going to hurt you,” she gently assured. The horse bucked back and let out a small cry then trotted off away from her.


  “Hey, where are you going?” Triska asked running over in front of it again. “I said I’m not going to hurt you. C’mon, boy, easy does it.” Again the horse bucked back away from her and cried out before trotting off.


  “What the hell? Hey!” Triska called out as she ran over to it again. “Sorry, I don’t have any food to offer you or anything, but I need you to come with me,” Again the horse backed up and neighed at her. She looked at it with a scoff and shook her head.


  “What the hell is wrong you, you stupid horse? Just come with me already,” she ordered impatiently. Lucky snorted then resumed eating the grass at his feet. Triska walked up and grabbed the straps around the horse then started pulling on them as the animal bucked back.


  “Let’s go, you dumb animal, I don’t have time for your games right now.”


  The horse’s eyes glowed red as it snarled at her, the human letting go with surprise and backing up quickly. Its white hair shifted to a deep black as its tail lit on fire. Triska’s eyes widened as skeletal wings ripped out from its back, extending out as the horse snarled at her with smoke coming from its mouth.


  “What… the… hell?” Triska said with fright as she backed up.


  “Oh, one more thing, Triska. Whatever you do, don’t make him mad.”


  Alyssa’s words echoed in her mind as the demonic horse snarled at the girl while slowly walking towards her.


  “Right… sensitive horse… my bad,” Triska remembered. She gulped then smiled nervously as the horse snarled at her. “Easy there, Lucky, I didn’t mean it. Really.”


  The horse’s wings arched back behind it as its tail was ablaze, its red eyes staring at the girl intently while smoke drifted up out of its mouth. Triska glanced to her sword behind her in its sheath then back to the horse.


  ‘Something tells me that will only piss it off more.’


  “I’m sorry. Okay? I didn’t mean to… insult you like that. Okay?” The horse bucked back and cried out as the girl watched with wide eyes. “Yeah… not okay.”


  Quickly turning around she ran back towards the hill as the horse let out a screech, the demonic beast then chasing after her with its flaming tail waving behind it.


  *****


  Daniel was watching with awe outside the young witch’s home. It was a small rounded house with a storage shed that was built into the side. The shed was slightly smaller than the house and was made with stone and bricks just like the rest of the home. Alyssa had walked outside with him and opened the large double door to the shed, the wooden gates swinging open to show that it had all sorts of woodland and farming equipment hanging from the walls. From saws, to pitchforks, to axes, the shed had all the equipment needed to live out in a forest. And in the center of the shed was a carriage similar to the one that Daniel saw before, with the four wooden wheels along with the white cover top that was slightly rounded. There was a front seat for the driver with the wooden sides of the carriage being white as well with no open windows. The back of the ride was open showing the inside which, aside from the front seat for the driver, was just open space with a wooden floor. It was obviously just used to transport goods or merchandise in back, but had enough room for the three travelers and their belongings.


  “Wow, it looks just like the other one,” Daniel said.


  “Yeah, I had this one for a spare so I just kept it in here until needed. It’s pretty much brand new,” Alyssa said happily. She blinked then shook her head a bit, fighting off a blush in doing so. Slowly she glanced to Daniel then quickly back to the carriage.


  “Well it looks perfect. So, what do we do with it now?” Daniel asked curiously.


  “I need to get it out of there and over here into the clearing,” she said glancing around to the forest.


  “That doesn’t seem so hard. Your magic should easily be able to move it.”


  “Yeah…” Alyssa said as she blinked a few times to clear her vision. She wavered slightly then shook her head more. Daniel then noticed the girl’s behavior, how she seemed to be struggling to stand up.


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she quickly said while looking away from him. “Really. But getting it out here isn’t the hard part. I need to get it over to where we need to be, and that’s going to be… difficult.”


  “Well, you managed to get the other one there just fine. Why’s that so difficult?”


  “I rode the other one out of here before, I didn’t transport it with magic,” Alyssa explained. “I’ve been on the road with that old carriage for a long time, I only popped back home to make more supplies and sleep then jump back out again. In order to transport this large of an object out I’m going to have to use a bit of magic out here.”


  “Okay,” Daniel said with puzzlement at the carriage. “So is that a lot harder for you or something? You seem pretty capable of using magic well.” After a pause he looked back to see Alyssa trembling with her eyes closed.


  “I need to concentrate on it to do so… but… my mind… isn’t focusing on that now…” she said shakily.


  “Hey, what’s wrong?”


  Alyssa started breathing heavily then glanced to him, her eyes glowing purple. Daniel looked at her curiously then started to feel his mind go numb. He shook his head a bit then watched Alyssa turning to face him, her eyes staring at him with growing lust.


  “Daniel,” she said softly, her voice echoing around in his head. His mind went blank for a moment with only her being in his thoughts. For a split second she seemed like the most attractive and sexually appealing girl he had ever seen, her voice sounding like that of an angel’s while her eyes appeared so beautiful to him. He tried to move but his body became unresponsive, his arms and legs seeming to be frozen in place.


  “What… are you doing…” he shakily asked as he tried to turn his head away.


  “I can’t fight it… I need you,” she breathed out as she wavered slightly. Her eyes flickered red and purple briefly as she licked her lips. She blinked then shakily turned her head away.


  “I’m sorry, Daniel… it’s too much. I… can’t fight this.” Her heart started pounding as she felt her mind slipping. She trembled then looked again to him with her glowing eyes as she slowly walked towards him.


  “My body… it needs you. Please… Daniel…” Her eyes darted from his face to his pants then back again. She blinked then shook her head furiously as she stopped, striking her staff into the ground and holding onto it tightly. Daniel felt his arms loosen from an invisible hold while his body seemed to be frozen still.


  “Alyssa… don’t give in to it,” Daniel urged. Alyssa growled with frustration then looked down as she shut her eyes.


  “Run, Daniel… get out of here while you can. I can’t… I can’t fight what I am.” She turned her head away, her body straining to get to the boy that was so close to her. “I’m sorry, Daniel. I really am,” she whimpered as a few tears started to form. Daniel felt his body loosen as he was able to move again then watched the witch carefully as she trembled in place. She sobbed a bit then lowered her head.


  “Please… get away,” she said quietly.


  Daniel watched her in awe as she was trying to fight her inner nature. She was trying to go against her desires to mate with all her might to spare the boy, her mind flooding with thoughts about raping and using him to get his seed however she could. Daniel looked at her worriedly then to the house.


  “Daniel… I’m sorry… I tried,” Alyssa wept softly.      She then gasped and looked ahead to see Daniel holding her close, the boy kneeling down in front of her with his arms around her and his head next to hers. She looked off into the forest with her glowing eyes as she trembled in his embrace.


  “What are you doing? Get away from me!” she cried out as she tried to keep her body still.


  “Fight it, Alyssa. You can do it.”


  “I can’t fight it, don’t be stupid. Get out of here now. Please,” she begged as her hand gripped her staff tightly. Her other hand held the back of his head and gripped his hair as she felt her body heat up.


  “If you don’t go… I’m going to do something both of us are going to regret. Please… save yourself,” she said shakily, her breathing increasing as her staff started to glow slightly. Daniel saw green vines start to emerge from the ground around them, knowing she was going to try to take him by force if need be.


  “I’m not going to abandon you, Alyssa.”


  “You idiot… do you have any idea what I’m going to do you if you don’t run?” Alyssa whimpered as she felt her mind slipping.


  ‘I need him… oh god, I have to have him! No! Don’t… don’t do it! Don’t… I can’t take this, I need to have him!’


  “I can see you fighting it,” Daniel said softly. “You’re not like those other nameless monsters out there. You’re Alyssa the witch, and you’re one of the monsters we can trust with us. I know we can.”


  “What… makes you so sure about that?” Alyssa asked as her eyes started to flicker red and purple quickly. He glanced to the girl as he held her close to him.


  “Because I trust you, Alyssa, I’m willing to place my life on that line.”


  The green vines whipped around and wrapped around his legs and arms, the weeds ready to pull him down at a moment’s notice. Alyssa shakily looked over to him as her eyes glowed purple, her mind swimming with thoughts of having the boy any way she could.


  “Why?” she asked with a quivering mouth.


  “It’s part of coexisting with monsters. Trusting each other, helping each other, being there for each other.”


  “You can’t… help me with this though… you can’t…” she whimpered as she shakily ran her hand along the back of his neck to his cheek. She felt her power flowing around her as she started to slip out of control, her arm raising her staff to give the command to bind the boy down to the ground.


  “I’m going… to rape you, Daniel,” she fearfully breathed out.


  “No, you’re not,” Daniel replied with a calm smile at her.


  “You idiot… I’m going to take you, right now.”


  “No, you won’t. I trust you, Alyssa.”


  “Stop trusting me, Daniel… I’m just… I’m just another monster,” she said as a tear dropped from her cheek. He shook his head then leaned in close to her, his nose touching hers.


  “I refuse to believe that, Alyssa. That’s why I’m out here in the first place. To prove that monsters can control themselves; that you can coexist with us. That we can live together peacefully without conflict.”


  Alyssa whimpered and closed her eyes, feeling the control over her arm dropping.


  “Daniel… I can’t…I can’t,” she breathed out, her staff trembling as she was ready to take him by force.


  “You wanted me to consider you, didn’t you?” he asked curiously. Alyssa looked at him with wide eyes as she gasped, thinking she heard wrong. He was watching her with a gentle smile as his arms and legs were ensnared with green vines. “Then prove to me that you can control yourself, that you can control your inner nature. Prove me right, Alyssa.”


  She looked at him with wide eyes as her mouth quivered.


  “If I do… if I do that… would you really… consider me?” she asked shakily. He nodded at her as he leaned back.


  “I’ll consider it, Alyssa.”


  Alyssa stared at him with wonder as she trembled a bit, her eyes gazing deep into his. After a moment she looked down with her hat covering her eyes, growling loudly as the area around them started to rumble. Daniel looked down to see the vines slowly letting go of him and slinking down into the ground.


  “If there’s a chance…” Alyssa said through bared teeth. She gripped her staff tightly and raised it up slowly. “If there’s even a chance…”


  From the blades of glass below a warm light shined through briefly, seeming to ripple away from the two as Daniel watched Alyssa who seemed to be struggling with her inner conflict. She yelled out then struck the staff into the ground, her eyes glowing with a deep purple as the light erupted from the grass below them.


  “Then I won’t fail!”


  The ground around them rumbled loudly as Daniel looked around at the light then to Alyssa, the witch who had a focused expression on her face now. She then aimed her staff at the carriage in the shed with a sharp thrust, focusing all her power on her goal. Daniel watched the carriage rolling out on its own onto the clearing, the wooden wheels turning slowly as the ride was pulled by the witch’s magic. It came to a stop out on the grass as the light beneath them seemed to slide over towards it. The rays of bright light shined up underneath the carriage as Daniel stood up, watching the sight with amazement as the flaps to the wagon fluttered in the wind. He then turned to see Alyssa focusing her magic on it, the girl determined more than ever to remain in control.


  ‘I’ll be your proof, Daniel… I’ll show you we can be together… I won’t fail you.’


  She focused her mind the best she could, pushing past her basic instincts to rape the boy on the spot. The thought of him willingly choosing to be with her was more than enough motivation to get her mind on track. She yelled out as the ground below the carriage seemed to shift around. Suddenly large green vines whipped up and around the wheels and axels of the carriage, the thick green weeds holding tightly to it as the light beneath grew even more.


  “Alyssa…” Daniel said in wonder.


  “Just remember, Daniel,” Alyssa said simply. He looked to see her smiling at him playfully. “You need to think hard about it. Okay?”


  “Sure, it’s the least I can do after all,” he said with a shrug. She watched him curiously for a moment then tilted her head.


  “Are you thinking about it yet?” she asked with a purr. He smiled weakly and nodded a few times.


  ‘Not really, but whatever makes you happy, Alyssa.’


  “Thank you Daniel… for not leaving me,” Alyssa said looking down with a small blush. He smiled at her as she glanced to him timidly.


  “Can’t leave a 72 year young witch all alone in the world can I? That wouldn’t be the gentleman thing to do,” he said playfully. She giggled and shook her head.


  “Nope nope!” she cheered with a hop. Looking down for a moment she smiled softly, then glanced back up to him. “I won’t let you down, Daniel. I promise, I’ll be your proof.”


  “Thank you, Alyssa. And no matter what I won’t abandon you, I promise,” he assured her. She giggled and hopped up and down playfully.


  “Good! Then let’s get going then!”


  “Um… how are we getting that up the stairs through your home anyway?” he asked looking back to the house. Alyssa laughed and shook her head.


  “You’re so silly, Daniel. It wouldn’t fit through there,” she said with an adorable smile at him. He nodded slowly then looked to the carriage.


  “Then… how are you going to…”


  *****


  Triska was running down a hill towards the spot where Daniel and Alyssa had vanished into the witch’s home, being chased by a dark haired horse with red eyes and skeletal wings. The horse screeched at the girl as it charged after her, the frightened teen then dodging to the side and rolling away as the beast ran by. She rolled back onto her feet to see the horse turning around and staring her down with its red eyes.


  “C’mon, Lucky… I didn’t mean it. Honest,” Triska said shakily as she backed up slowly. She tripped over a weed and dropped to the ground, staring with wide eyes as the monstrous horse slowly walked towards her.


  “Easy boy, easy, Lucky. I’m a friend, really,” she pleaded nervously. The horse screeched out at her with smoke coming from its mouth as she scooted back on her rear. She stared with wide eyes and trembled as the beast walked closer to her. After a pause she shakily grabbed the handle of her sword.


  “Down boy… I mean it. Don’t… don’t make me…” she threatened weakly. Before she could unsheathe her blade the ground nearby started to rumble. She looked over to see large green vines erupting and swarming around a patch of dirt as a bright light seemed to shine up from the ground.


  “What… what’s happening now?”


  She watched with wide eyes as the ground around the vines started to flicker a bright light. The green weeds were swarming about in a large circle with the vines covering the ground and slithering around wildly. Suddenly the round spot of ground covered by the vines seemed to break apart around the edges and lift up. Triska watched with shock as the ground appeared to flip around like a spinning lid, with the other side having a carriage secured to it with green vines. The ground flipped around and slammed down as light shined brightly from the edges while dust flew up around the area. Sitting on the front seat of the carriage were Alyssa and Daniel, with the boy looking around with shock while the witch was giggling happily.


  “Daniel? Alyssa?” Triska asked in disbelief. The horse looked over to the carriage then calmly trotted over to it. Daniel looked around with wide eyes and an open mouth as he tried to comprehend what just happened, then jumped with a yell as he saw the demonic horse heading over to them.


  “Ahhh! What is that?”


  “Lucky!” Alyssa cheered happily as she hopped off the carriage. The vines around the cart receded and sunk back into the ground while the witch giggled at seeing her horse. Lucky headed over to her and nuzzled his nose against her cheek, the girl laughing and petting him playfully.


  “There you are, Lucky. Hee hee, I’m glad to see you too boy,” she laughed as the animal nudged her with its nose.


  “That’s… Lucky?” Daniel asked with wide eyes as he stared at the demonic horse, noticing the drastic change in appearance from the horse he saw the other day. Triska scrambled to her feet and stared with disbelief at the sight.


  “How… what…” she said shaking her head.


  Alyssa giggled and looked at the horse with a cheerful smile.


  “Are you okay, Lucky? Did those bad men scare you? I’m so sorry,” she said sweetly while brushing his nose. Daniel slowly got off the carriage and stared at the sight with wonder as Triska ran over to him.


  “Daniel, watch out, that horse is crazy!” she cried out. Alyssa laughed amusedly then glanced to the girl.


  “You were rude to Lucky, weren’t you?” she asked with a knowing smile. Laughing again she looked back to the horse. “He only changes into his demon form to scare away those that are mean to him. Was that human girl rude to you, Lucky? I’m so sorry, I told her to be nice to you and she just didn’t listen, did she?” she mused sweetly to the horse while nuzzling against his nose. The horse breathed out calmly as its flaming tail waved slightly behind it.


  “What? Demon form?” Triska asked with surprise. Alyssa nodded then gently brushed the horse’s nose.


  “He’s such a sensitive horse, I told you didn’t I? If he doesn’t like somebody he’ll change into his demon form to scare them away. Don’t worry though; he wouldn’t have done anything to you. He’s actually a very shy and timid horse, all show and no bite,” she explained calmly while she pet the demonic horse’s nose. After a moment its hair shifted back to white as its wings retracted back. His tail’s fire extinguished as his eyes returned to a normal black color. Alyssa giggled and looked to Triska with a smirk.


  “You scared him didn’t you? Naughty,” she said shaking her head.


  “Scared him? He scared me!” Triska yelled out.


  “I warned you.”


  “Why didn’t he scare off those villagers then?”


  “I told you he’s all show and no bite. He saw their torches and pitchforks and got scared.”


  Daniel and Triska just stared at the witch with wide eyes then to the horse that, a few moments ago, scared the hell out of Triska. Alyssa calmed her horse down then gently grabbed the straps around him.


  “Okay, Lucky, we’re going for a ride now. Be good, okay?” she asked sweetly. Lucky licked her face and nodded with a small snort. She laughed then walked the horse over to the carriage, glancing to Triska with a smirk on the way.


  “Be nice to Lucky from now on.”


  Triska nodded then looked to the horse worriedly. She then shook her head with disbelief then looked to the carriage that seemed to have come up from underground out of nowhere.


  “Wow, you weren’t kidding about the carriage. But… how did you… and the ground… it’s…”


  Alyssa giggled then looked to Daniel with a wink.


  “I’ll do anything for Daniel.”


  Daniel jumped a bit then smiled nervously at the witch while Triska glanced to her with a small glare. Alyssa laughed then playfully skipped towards the carriage with Lucky following after. Daniel smiled at the horse then looked to see Triska watching him with discontent.


  “What?”


  “What was that about? Did she do anything to you?” she asked as she leaned closer to him. Daniel laughed lightly and shook his head.


  “Nope, smooth sailing,” he said weakly. Triska narrowed her eyes at him then looked to the witch. Alyssa sat at the front of the carriage with the reins in her hands, with Lucky set to pull them on their journey.


  “C’mon, Daniel, let’s go,” she said happily with a wave to them. Daniel nodded then headed towards the carriage with a curious smile while Triska growled and picked up her duffel bag then followed after her friend.


  *****


  The sun continued to shine down on the travelers as they started again towards their destination of Ashwood. Running along the dirt road Lucky was moving at a brisk pace while pulling the carriage, with Alyssa at the reins and Daniel sitting next to her. The witch was humming a happy tune while he was looking through his book of monsters. Inside the carriage Triska was sitting against her duffel bag and watching the witch with narrowed eyes.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a horse like that in my books,” Daniel said scratching his head in puzzlement. “And I thought all monsters were female too, this is so strange.”


  “Lucky wasn’t born a monster,” Alyssa giggled while shaking her head. “He was a normal horse my mom enchanted to be our protector. He helped out with our travels and scared off all those wolves that lived around our house.”


  “I see, that’s a cute trick he’s got,” Daniel admitted with a curious smile at the animal. He then glanced to Alyssa with a curious eye. “Say, Alyssa, I’ve been wondering. Why did you need me to go with you to your home? You managed to bring the carriage out all on your own with your magic. You didn’t need me for anything.”


  Triska looked at him with a raised eyebrow then to Alyssa with a dull glare as the witch nodded and glanced back to her.


  “I just didn’t want you all alone with her is all,” Alyssa simply reasoned.


  “What?” Triska barked out. Alyssa laughed a bit then looked to Daniel with dreamy eyes.


  “Besides, I wanted just some quality time with you, you know, so we could get to know each other more.”


  “Are you kidding me?” Triska yelled out at the witch. “You had me chase after your demon horse just so you could have Daniel all alone with you?”


  “That surprises you?” Alyssa laughed while looking back to her. “Really? I thought you would have expected that, I know I would have.”


  Triska growled then grabbed her handle to her sword.


  “You bitch!”


  Daniel opened his mouth to speak but before he could say a word Alyssa held her staff back at the girl and caused the sword, along with the furious teen, to fly out the back of the carriage and crash into the ground. Alyssa watched Triska roll to a stop on the road with a smug grin while Daniel sighed.


  “Alyssa…” he said tiredly. Alyssa nodded and snapped the reins to get Lucky to stop, then turned to Daniel with a warm smile. He looked back towards where his friend had gotten up and was now dashing towards the carriage with fire in her eyes and her sword drawn out.


  “Please try to get along with her, Alyssa. She’s my friend.”


  “Whatever you wish, Daniel,” Alyssa said softly. Daniel looked to her as she smiled bashfully, the witch batting her eyelashes as she leaned closer to him.


  “Whatever it takes for you to consider me.”


   


  


  Chapter 5


  Getting Dirty


  In the world of Eden, women of humanity not only had to protect their men from being taken away by monsters, but also had to compete with each other in finding a mate in life. Either by sexual allure, commendable strength, or any other means available to them, they needed to make themselves known in the eyes of the man they wanted. However, there were rumors of men choosing to be with monsters willingly, either out of lust or genuine love. Should a woman find a man she desired, one that had others after him, either human or monster, they needed to fight however they could to win him over.


  And they needed to be quick, before more potential mates may find him.


  *****


  High up in the night sky stars were faintly seen as a few clouds gently rolled by. Moving along on a dirt road through the rolling plains a white top carriage was being pulled by a single white horse, the wooden ride moving along at a calm pace. At the reins Triska was watching the horse in front of her trot along towards their destination. Her trusty sword was in its sheath behind her while she yawned and blinked a few times to clear her vision.


  "Why did I get stuck with the night driving? Seriously," she muttered. Looking up she watched a few stars twinkle amongst the dark sky. Sighing she looked around then glanced back into the carriage with a tired expression.


  "Hey, Alyssa, isn't it your turn to-" she started before stopping instantly, her jaw dropping as she stared with shock.


  In the back of the carriage she saw Daniel lying down with Alyssa straddling him, the witch looking back to Triska with a coy smile as she and the boy were both completely naked. He was lying back in a daze, his eyes seeming unfocused with a purplish glow coming from them, as Alyssa held onto his chest, her legs holding onto his waist as she rode on top of him vigorously. Alyssa's purple eyes glowed as she arched back, stifling a moan before smiling smugly at the Triska.


  "Got him," she said with a wink.


  "ALYSSA!" Triska yelled as she shot up, waking from her dream with a jump. She looked around quickly, sitting in the back of the carriage against her duffel bag. At the front seat Alyssa and Daniel were looking back to her as the carriage was traveling under the night sky.


  "What?" Alyssa asked simply.


  "What's wrong, Triska?" Daniel asked. Triska looked between them for a moment then leaned back against her bag with a sigh.


  "Nothing… just a bad dream," she said shaking her head and rubbing her eyes.


  "About me?" Alyssa asked raising an eyebrow. Triska glanced to her with a glare then looked away.


  "Does that surprise you?" she muttered. Alyssa shot her with a dull glare then looked forward again with a huff while Daniel watched his friend with concern. He sighed then looked back ahead as they continued on their trip to Ashwood.


  "I get you this carriage and horse to help with the journey and you still act like I'm a bad girl here," Alyssa complained while shaking her head.


  "Act like it? Excuse me, but who was the one that nearly raped and killed Daniel?" Triska yelled out.


  "I said I was sorry," Alyssa muttered with narrowed eyes.


  "Oh, you're sorry, well I guess that makes everything just fine between us then. As long as you’re sorry then I guess all is forgiven," Triska said flatly. She sat against her bag with her arms crossed, glaring at the witch still. Alyssa rolled her eyes then glanced to Daniel, his gaze looking up at the stars with a blank expression while the carriage bounced a bit on the road. He glanced to her and smiled softly, the witch then smiling softly back. Triska looked between the two carefully then growled loudly.


  "Something happened between you two didn't it?"


  "I don't know what you're talking about," Alyssa said happily as she looked ahead again. Triska grinded her teeth with frustration then looked to Daniel with worry.


  ‘He's not safe with this monster nearby, doesn't see that she's going to turn on us. He's in great danger.’


  Triska looked down with saddened eyes, a few strands of hair dropping in front of her face. Brushing them aside she glanced back up at Daniel while he continued to watch the sky above.


  "So how long until we get to Ashwood now?" he asked curiously.


  "At this rate we'll be there sometime tomorrow. What do you want to do there anyway?" Alyssa asked glancing over to him.


  "Just stock up on supplies we'll need before we head out further,” he explained. “We're going to be searching for other monsters around the region, hopefully ones that will be trustworthy like you.”


  "Aw, Daniel,” Alyssa giggled bashfully. “Well I'll be with you every step of the way to protect you, don't you worry.”


  "That's my job, witch," Triska snapped.


  "Really? Because you couldn't do much against me, and I'm one of the trustworthy ones," Alyssa mocked, looking back to her with a smug grin.


  "You are not trustworthy.”


  "Oh no? But Daniel says I am, and he knows best," Alyssa said sweetly looking to him. He chuckled nervously and smiled slightly then looked back to Triska, who was staring at the witch with more than evident anger. Alyssa looked up with a curious smile as she hummed a few notes, knowing very well the glare she was receiving from the teen in the back.


  "Besides, he needs a girl in his life that can really take care of him,” she continued. “Let's see here, I've given him a ride and proper protection from other monsters out in the world, while all you've done is nearly break his back having him carry your luggage and failed to keep a sweet little witch from getting near him.”


  Triska growled loudly as she reached for her sword's handle.


  "Okay, that's enough you two, really," Daniel pleaded as he waved his hands around. Alyssa hummed a happy tune while glancing back to Triska as the teen kept her hand on the sword.


  "Triska has been a great companion and protector for me, Alyssa,” Daniel reassured. “She's always been there for me in the past, I trust her with my life.”


  Triska smiled softly and looked down with a slight blush, her hand slowly lowering from her sword.


  "Well, now it's my turn to protect you, Daniel,” Alyssa said arrogantly. “I'm far more suited for the job out here in the real world than she is.”


  "What? Like hell you are, witch!" Triska yelled as she reached back and unsheathed her sword. A mere second later she was flying out the back of the carriage as the witch's magic caused the girl’s sword, and the girl holding onto said sword, to fly back at high speed. Daniel sighed and looked down with a hand covering his eyes.


  “Alyssa,” he said flatly. Alyssa looked to him with an adorable smile, snapping the reins to have Lucky to stop once again. Daniel shook his head and looked up with a tired expression.


  ‘This is going to be a long trip.’


  *****


  After Triska had gotten back into the carriage and was somewhat calmed down by Daniel they resumed their trek towards the human city. Alyssa was humming a happy tune and looking up at the stars while Daniel was sitting back in the carriage against his backpack. Triska was leaning back against her duffel bag across from him and was watching her friend with concern.


  "Daniel, you… you don't think I'm useless on this trip do you?" she asked quietly.


  "What? Of course not, why would you think that?" Daniel asked, shaking his head. Triska looked at him for a moment then down.


  "She's right though, I couldn't protect you from her. If she… if she didn't resist her nature you would have been hers without anybody to save you," she said softly. Daniel watched as Triska closed her eyes and shook her head. "I couldn't save you… I couldn't do anything but watch as she kept you away from me without even trying. What kind of guardian am I when I couldn’t even stop the first monster we found from taking you away?”


  "Hey, it's alright, Triska,” he gently reassured her. “You came after me, that's all I could have ever asked. And Alyssa's on our side now, one of the first of many hopefully.”


  "But I want to protect you, that's why I came on this trip,” Triska said while shaking her head. “I want to be the one that keeps you safe, that… you want with you.”


  "But I do want you with me, Triska, that's never changed," Daniel said softly. She looked to him with wonder as he smiled at her. "Don't ever think I wouldn't want you by my side, Triska, you should know better than that. I wouldn't feel safe out here without you with me.”


  Triska smiled softly at him then looked down while gently brushing the hair back around her ear.


  "Thank you, Daniel," she said quietly. Glancing to see Alyssa still looking ahead, the witch humming a happy tune to herself, Triska paused for a moment before looking back to Daniel curiously.


  "Say, Daniel,” she asked carefully. “Nothing… nothing did happen with you and her, right?"


  Daniel glanced to Alyssa, hesitating for a few seconds before smiling and shaking his head.


  "No. She fought her inner nature and won, Triska. She overcame it just like I knew monsters had the power to do. She proved my theory right.”


  Triska nodded then tilted her head a bit, watching him curiously as she still seemed to be thinking something. He looked back to her for a moment then smiled nervously.


  "What?"


  "She didn't… kiss you again, did she?"


  Daniel jumped slightly then quickly shook his head.


  "No, nothing like that happened. I promise.”


  "I saw that she did before… I was worried she put a hex on your when she did, that she got inside your mind with her magic," Triska confessed. Daniel shook his head and smiled at his friend.


  "I feel perfectly fine, Triska, and nothing like that happened. And forget about that first… encounter, she was still being controlled by her nature then, I'm sure she didn't mean it.”


  "But I did mean it," Alyssa said. The two teens looked to see the witch sitting next to Daniel while smiling at him lovingly, then over to see nobody driving the carriage as Lucky was still running along the dirt road. That raised two very important questions right away.


  "What do you mean you did mean it?" Triska yelled out with anger.


  "Who's driving the carriage?" Daniel cried out.


  "Hee hee, just what I said,” Alyssa giggled before hugging Daniel closely. “I did mean it, why wouldn't I want to kiss this cutie?" Triska growled loudly as Alyssa nuzzled against Daniel’s chest while he was still looking to where there was nobody driving now.


  "What do you think you're doing? Get off of him!" Triska yelled as she pulled Daniel to the other side of the carriage, the boy then looking between the two as Alyssa held onto his other arm and giggled playfully.


  "Just enjoying a relaxing ride with Daniel of course," Alyssa said innocently as she pulled him back.


  "Let go of him, Alyssa!" Triska yelled as she pulled Daniel closer to her, the boy then being pulled back by the witch again.


  "Again, why is nobody driving this thing?" Daniel cried out.


  "Oh, don't worry about that. Lucky knows to stay on the path from here. We'll be fine," Alyssa casually said. Daniel nodded slowly then looked to see Alyssa pouncing him into a hug, the two landing back on the floor of the carriage as Triska growled with rage.


  "Now I can enjoy a relaxing sleep back here in the arms of my savior. I feel so safe knowing you'll hold me all night, Daniel," Alyssa timidly said while holding onto him.


  "What? I never agreed to that!" Daniel cried out as he tried to push the witch off of him. Triska yanked Alyssa off of the boy then pushed her towards the front of the carriage.


  "Like bloody hell you'll be sleeping with him, Alyssa! What makes you think you can do that?" she yelled out with anger. Alyssa looked at her amusingly.


  "Well of course I'll be sleeping with him, we're all sleeping back here tonight aren't we?" she asked simply. Daniel and Triska looked at her with confusion then around inside the carriage.


  "What? But… we're not stopping to make camp?" Daniel asked. Alyssa giggled and shook her head.


  "Why would we need to do that when Lucky can get us to the city quicker if he goes all night?” she said happily. “He doesn't tire easily and can make the trip no problem. Besides, there's plenty of room for you and me to sleep here all cozy and comfy like.” After a pause she glanced to Triska then shrugged with a dull smile. “And your loudmouthed friend can sleep here too if she has to.”


  Daniel looked at her with surprise as Triska growled loudly while again reaching for her sword.


  "Loudmouthed? Who you calling loudmouthed, you little bitch?" she yelled as she unsheathed her sword.


  Two seconds later, which was one more compared to last time, the sword wielding girl was flying out the back of the carriage and crashing into the ground as Daniel looked back towards her with a startled jump.


  "Look at that, Daniel! Now we have plenty of room to sleep back here! Yay!" Alyssa cheered as she hugged him tightly.


  "Alyssa, we're not going to be doing that,” he said while trying to pull the witch off of him. “And you need to stop the carriage so Triska can get back on.”


  Alyssa sat back with a pouty smile and crossed her arms.


  "Aw, please, Daniel? I've always slept all alone before, and we're out in the wilderness with bandits and monsters all around in the darkness. Please won't you let me sleep with you?" she asked in a sweet voice. He shook his head with a weak smile.


  "I don't think that would be best. Besides, you have nothing to fear here with your magic, you're my protection, remember?"


  Alyssa sighed with a faint smile and nodded, then clapped her hands to get Lucky to stop. The horse slowly came to a halt as Alyssa smiled at the boy with a coy expression.


  "I suppose you have a point. Still, it would be awfully nice of you to hold me, I am just a little girl after all," she said innocently while holding a finger to her lips, batting her eyelashes as she tilted her head slightly.


  "You just love playing the part, don't you?" Daniel asked tiredly.


  "It's so much fun!" she cheered. Daniel sighed then glanced back to see Triska running towards the carriage with her sword drawn out, screaming something that could only be assumed to be obscenities and threats of death towards the witch.


  ‘Yeah… this is going to be a really long trip.’


  *****


  The sun began to rise over the horizon as another day had started in Eden. The tall grass around the hills swayed slightly as a calm breeze swept around the land. And a white top carriage was riding along a dirt road with a white horse in front just as it had been doing the entire night.


  Inside the carriage Daniel was sleeping against his backpack with his head hung down. He was sound asleep with a witch sitting in front of him, being gently held by one of his arms as she slept peacefully with a small smile on her face. They had a blanket over their laps, with her staff lying on the floor next to the girl along with her hat. Across from them Triska was sleeping against her duffel bag, having a blanket pulled around her as she dreamed about the boy she wanted to confess her feelings to. Slowly she opened her eyes and started to sit up, rocking a bit with the carriage as she awoke from her dream where she once again failed to tell Daniel how she felt. She rubbed her eyes and yawned quietly, then stretched out as she blinked a few times to clear her vision.


  "Not the most comfortable way to travel, but it works," she admitted to herself. Looking over to Daniel she smiled softly, watching him dream as his head rocked slightly while the carriage was in motion. Triska smiled at seeing him then showed discontent at Alyssa, the witch still being gently held while she was asleep.


  ‘That should be me with Daniel… not that little rat. I still can’t believe she sweet-talked her way into sleeping in his lap last night. Daniel may have fallen for her charm but I never will.’


  Triska held back her growl then looked out ahead of the carriage. Lucky was still going strong, just as Alyssa had said he would, and continued along the path at a brisk pace.


  "We should be arriving at Ashwood today at this rate,” Triska guessed. “That horse really does have endurance. Whatever the witches did to turn him into part demon certainly gave him incredible stamina.” She then looked back to Alyssa with a narrowed glance.


  ‘She may have helped us get to the city quickly, but like hell she can keep following us like this.’


  Daniel yawned and slowly opened his eyes, shaking his head slightly before looking around as he woke up. He blinked then looked over to see Triska smiling at him.


  "Hey, good morning," he said, rubbing an eye with his free hand. He then looked to see Alyssa still sleeping in front of him, her hands gently holding onto his arm as she smiled softly in her slumber. Daniel smirked then looked to see Triska watching Alyssa with narrowed eyes. She looked back to him then smiled quickly.


  "Good morning. Did you sleep alright?" she asked quietly, not wanting to wake the witch up just yet as she knew the monster would keep her from speaking freely him. Daniel nodded and looked towards the front of the carriage.


  "Yeah, I slept okay. Wow, Lucky's still going? I just hope he at least stuck to the right path," he said with a nervous laugh. Triska smiled slightly then watched the witch carefully again, knowing she would be waking soon as well. After a moment she looked back to Daniel with a curious smile.


  “Um… Daniel? I… there’s something I… I need to…”


  ‘Okay, calm down, girl. You can do this… just tell him. Tell him how you really feel. Do it before-’


  Alyssa yawned and slowly stretched out her arms, groaning softly as she started to wake from her dream. Triska looked to Alyssa with annoyance as the witch slowly opened her eyes then back to Daniel, who was still watching his friend as he waited for her to continue.


  "Triska? What is it?"


  Alyssa blinked a few times then looked up at Daniel, smiling brightly as she held onto his arm.


  "Good morning, Daniel. Did you sleep well?" she asked sweetly. He nodded at her with a weak smile as she giggled, the witch holding onto his arm and snuggling up closer to him under the blanket while glancing to Triska with a sly smirk.


  "I slept so well with you holding me, thank you so much, Daniel," she gloated, the witch then looking up to Daniel with a cute smile. “See? I told you, you can trust me. I didn’t do anything naughty with you at all last night while you held me close and protected me. Thank you so much for the greatest night’s sleep ever in your arms.”


  Triska held back her anger the best she could while Daniel just rubbed the back of his head with a nervous laugh.


  "Well… glad to help I guess. Um, Alyssa?"


  The witch looked up at him lovingly while Triska narrowed her eyes at seeing something.


  "Yes, Daniel?" Alyssa asked playfully.


  "Could you please… move your…" he said worriedly.


  "Let go of his crotch. Now," Triska ordered through bared teeth. Alyssa looked down and smiled innocently as she slowly pulled her hand back up from beneath the blanket, right over his lap. She giggled then looked up at him with a wink.


  "Just making sure you slept well, Daniel,” she said with a shrug. “And… I'd say you did. Was that because of me? Were you dreaming about me, Daniel? Oh my, what were you dreaming about us doing together?"


  Triska growled then reached back for her sword, with Alyssa moving quickly as she held out her hand, the witch's staff hopping up into her grip and being caught instantly.


  "Wait, hold it!" Daniel called out. Both girls stopped in place then glanced to him while having their weapons in hand. He looked between the two then sighed in growing frustration.


  "Please don't start the day off with another fight,” he said tiredly. “We all just woke up. Don't go through this again, alright? Can we please, please, just have a peaceful morning today?”


  Without pause the carriage suddenly rocked from a large bump, sending the two teens bouncing about while Alyssa flew over and landed against Triska with a surprised gasp. She blinked then glanced back to Daniel with a slight smile as he was lying back against the wall with a small groan.


  "Wow, big bump.”


  "Get off me, Alyssa!" Triska yelled out. Again the carriage bumped again, this time more violently, with the two teens bouncing over against the duffel bag while Alyssa was launched out the back of the cart, screaming the whole way as she dropped into a tumble onto the path behind them.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel cried out. Triska watched with surprise as the witch rolled to a stop on the worn dirt path, holding her staff while coughing weakly.


  “Um… just for the record, I didn’t do that to her, Daniel.”


  "Lucky, stop!" Daniel called out as he darted over and grabbed the reins, snapping them as he looked back out to the witch that was lying on the ground behind them. The horse neighed and started slowing down as the two watched Alyssa slowly getting up.


  "Alyssa! Are you okay?" Daniel called out.


  The witch shook her head slightly and slowly gripped her staff then climbed back to her feet. She had a few cuts and bruises on her legs while her eyes slowly focused again.


  "What the… what did that?" she said softly to herself. Suddenly her foot dropped down through the ground, the girl yelping with surprise as her leg seemed to move freely under the dirt. She watched with wide eyes as the ground around her started to crack with the dirt shifting around a bit. A large crack split open nearby, the crevice crackling as it erratically drew across the path towards the now stationary carriage. Daniel and Triska watched the crack with wide eyes as it ripped through the ground below them.


  "What is going on?" Daniel said worriedly. The ground started to rumble slightly as Lucky let out another neigh. Triska looked at the ground apprehensively then over to Alyssa.


  "Alyssa?" she called over. “Maybe… you should get back inside.”


  Alyssa looked around at the cracking dirt with growing tension then dropped down through the ground with a loud scream. She vanished down into the dirt as the ground around her started to drop down with a loud rumble.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel shouted out.


  The ground below the carriage started to rumble violently as chunks of the path suddenly dropped down below. Daniel and Triska watched with surprise while Lucky cried out in front of the carriage. He started to run forward before the ground below broke apart, the carriage then dropping back halfway into a large hole forming behind them. Daniel fell back and grabbed the edge of the carriage while Triska bounced towards and out of the opening. He grabbed her hand as she swung out in midair, and then looked down with a stunned gasp. Triska saw the path behind them falling apart and dropping down into what appeared to be a tunnel underground while being held up by Daniel. It was a rather large tunnel as the entire carriage, which was currently half leaning over the edge of the broken crevice, could easily fit inside of it with plenty of room for another just like it. Lucky started running and scampering in place as the carriage rocked back and forth while the ground around the path collapsed into the underground tunnel. Daniel looked over and saw Alyssa lying on the floor of the tunnel with rocks and dirt dropping around her, the witch seeming to be unconscious as the rumbling slowly stopped.


  "Alyssa!"


  The carriage started to rock more while Lucky kept trying to pull the ride back up. Two of its wheels hit against the edge of the hole as they tried to roll back onto the ground, not seeming to be able to hop back up over the edge.


  "What in Eden happened?" Triska asked as Daniel pulled her back up to him. He looked around then back to the witch who was lying out cold on the ground down below.


  "I'm not sure, but we have to get Alyssa out of there," he said looking back to Lucky, the horse still trying to pull the carriage out. Lucky let out a neigh before the straps around him started to stretch and rip. The two teens watched with wide eyes as one of the straps ripped apart and snapped off.


  "Oh-" Daniel said quietly.


  "Shit," Triska finished before the remaining straps tore apart. The horse bolted forward while the carriage dropped back into the hole and flipped over, crashing onto the ground upside down inside the large tunnel. Triska and Daniel were thrown around inside along with their belongings before slamming down onto the roof, which was now the floor.


  "AHHHH!" Triska yelled out from next to Daniel. He shook his head from the impact and then looked over towards his friend, his eyes widening as he saw the reason for her scream.


  "Triska!" he cried out as he saw the girl holding her leg, which now had her dagger dug into it from the fall. Near her the girl's sword was struck into the floor, the blade having just missed her head. She screamed in pain as the small blade was pierced into her leg above her knee, her blood dripping down onto the floor. With a sharp breath she grabbed the handle and yanked the blade out, then gripped the bleeding wound as she cringed with bared teeth. Daniel rushed over and looked at her with worry as she tried to fight off the pain.


  "Dammit… by my own blade, you've got to be kidding me," she muttered as she struggled to hold in her screams.


  "Oh man, is it serious?" Daniel asked.


  “It missed the bone, that’s a plus… I think,” Triska said between deep breaths. She scooted over towards her duffel bag and reached in, pulling out a small tin box with a red cross on the top. Rummaging through the bag without looking she pulled out a bottle of liquid, the girl yanking the cork out with her teeth, then poured a bit on the wound. She flinched and held her in her screams with bared teeth as she set the bottle down, then applied ointment to the wound. Daniel quickly pulled out some bandages from his backpack and started rolling them around the girl's leg as she focused on controlling her breathing. He finished tending to her injury then looked towards the tunnel outside the damaged carriage as daylight was shining down from the opening above.


  "I'll be right back, I'm going to go get Alyssa," he said quickly. Triska nodded then scooted over to her bag, leaning against it while holding her leg. She shook her head with frustration then grabbed her sword, then using the blade pushed herself up to her feet. Daniel watched with awe as she fought the pain, breathing heavily for a moment before she sheathed her dagger back at her hip and yanked her sword up into her hand.


  "Triska? Maybe you should take it easy right now," Daniel carefully suggested. Triska shook her head then sheathed her blade behind her with a determined expression.


  "I'll be alright. C'mon, let's go make sure she's still alive.”


  Daniel nodded in agreement, the two then quickly heading out of the carriage. They ran, or at least Daniel ran while Triska limped quickly, over to where Alyssa was lying on the ground. She was unconscious as she lay on the loose dirt and rocks, having some blood on her head as well as her legs. Her staff was still in her hand, although loosely held.


  "Oh no, Alyssa!" Daniel called out as he knelt down beside her and looked her over. Triska looked at the witch with wonder then up towards where the carriage fell from. Daniel shook Alyssa a bit then examined her body worriedly.


  "She's still breathing, that’s a lucky break. She's fortunate one of those rocks didn't smash her head in," he said looking around at all the large chunks of debris from the fallen ceiling.


  "Weird… what's this tunnel doing here anyway?” Triska asked looking around. “I wasn't aware of any mining or excavating projects around the plains.” It was certainly a larger underground passageway, with both ends extending deep into darkness where light from above couldn't shine to.


  "I have no idea, but we need to get her out of here,” Daniel said looking up at the opening. “Lucky will probably be waiting for us up above, provided at least he's not injured too.”


  "I'll grab our things, then we can try to climb out of here or something," Triska said walking slowly back towards the carriage. She glanced to see Daniel lifting the unconscious witch into his arms while holding onto her staff, the boy looking at her with sympathy for her fall. Triska glanced to Alyssa then to Daniel before slowly shaking her head.


  ‘You really are chivalrous, Daniel. She doesn't deserve you.’


  She then walked back towards the damaged carriage while Daniel looked around with curiosity.


  "I wonder how deep these tunnels go," he said looking at the dark passageway that seemed to have a small amount of airflow coming out from it. Triska walked over and crawled into the carriage, hastily packing up her things into the duffel bag and cringing slightly as the bandages around her leg wound were turning red with her blood.


  “Day one, we find a monster that nearly rapes Daniel. Day two, we fall into a goddamned hole in the ground and I take my dagger into my leg. Oh I can’t wait to see what happens on day three,” she muttered to herself. Daniel walked back to the carriage as Triska finished packing up their belongings into their two bags. As she did she glanced over to see Daniel kneeling down and laying the unconscious witch down against the duffel bag while resting her staff down next to her.


  "I'm not sure we can climb up those walls, with her being unconscious like this and with your wounded leg," Daniel commented as he looked at the tunnel walls. They were somewhat rounded, but nothing seen to really grab onto and climb up with.


  "Then we'll have to try out luck inside the tunnel, hopefully it'll lead somewhere towards the surface," Triska reasoned as she crawled back out of the carriage, looking towards the other tunnel entrance nearby. Watching it carefully she started to get a bad feeling.


  ‘Why do I feel like we're being watched?’


  "We can't see in there though, doesn't seem to be any light," Daniel mentioned while examining the dark passageway. He then glanced over and saw Triska watching the nearby tunnel entrance closely.


  "Triska?"


  Triska glanced to him for a moment then looked around at the two dark tunnels.


  "Just… getting a bad feeling down here,” she said shaking her head. “But you're right; we can't see much like this. I didn't pack anything to travel into caves with, I was planning on getting a lantern or something from Ashwood.”


  "Well… what's our plan here then?" Daniel asked. Triska looked up at the opening above then towards the carriage.


  "I do have some rope in my bag. If we can get to the top we can pull Alyssa and the carrying bags up easily with Lucky," she suggested with a smile. Daniel nodded then looked up at the opening as well.


  "Alright, I'll try my luck with climbing out. You shouldn't push that leg too much right now," he commented.


  Triska nodded reluctantly then looked to the carriage with the sleeping witch and bags in it.


  "I guess we don't have any choice. Alright, c'mon, I'll help you get the rope and-" she started before quickly looking back towards the nearby tunnel with a jump.


  "Triska?" Daniel asked as he saw the girl narrow her eyes at the darkness.


  "I thought I heard something," she said cautiously.


  "What? I didn't hear anything," Daniel said looking to the tunnel. They both watched it for a moment before Triska relaxed a bit from her defensive stance.


  "I guess I'm just a bit on edge," she said shaking her head.


  "Probably just shaken up from the fall, don’t worry about it. Let's just get out of here," Daniel reasoned, turning to walk back to the carriage. He then glanced back to the tunnel and jumped a bit with surprise. Triska looked over as well and saw a figure slowly walking towards them from the darkness.


  It looked to be a girl about Daniel's height. She had tall dark boots and wore a navy blue tunic with no belt, the outfit going down to her thighs, along with dark blue gloves on her hands. Her messy dark hair was cut short while her blue eyes were looking up at the bright sky with wonder, her lovely figure noticeable despite the fact that she had dirt smudges on her in most places. Daniel and Triska glanced to each other then looked at the girl curiously.


  "Um… who's she?" Daniel asked slowly.


  The girl then suddenly looked to him from hearing his voice, her eyes locking onto him with wonder. As her head turned down to face them something else about her was seen instantly.


  "She's not human," Triska said in surprise as they saw a pair of bug antennae on the girl's head, the curious monster just staring at Daniel while remaining silent.


  "What… is she?" Triska asked slowly as she glanced to Daniel. He was looking at the girl carefully as she took another step closer to them. As she did another feature was seen as she stepped into the light; she had an insect's abdomen sticking out behind her, the dark brown extension resembling something that Daniel recognized.


  "Ant. She's an ant girl.”


  "Ant girl? I don't remember reading about them in your book," Triska said carefully as she slowly raised her hand back towards her sword. She glanced to her friend then back to the monster as it just stared at Daniel in silence.


  "So… friendly?" Triska asked carefully. The monster stood still while a rustling sound was heard behind her. Daniel and Triska watched with surprise as two more of the monsters slowly walked out of the darkness behind the first.


  Then two more.


  Then three.


  Daniel and Triska backed up worriedly as the eight ant girls stared at Daniel with wonder, all of them dressed in the same dirtied attire. Some had short hair while others were of longer length, their hair and eye colors being the same as well as the fact that they all had lovely physiques and dirt covering them.


  "Daniel? Friendly? Or not?" Triska repeated as she gripped her sword's handle.


  "Don't anger them, Triska. Lower your hand," Daniel said glancing behind him.


  "Are they friendly then?" Triska asked as she slowly did so.


  "I’m not sure, but you'd better not test them now," Daniel said looking behind them. Triska turned her head then jumped with a gasp. A dozen of the ant girls were seen around the carriage, with two of them on top of the damaged cart. A few of them were holding pickaxes while some were holding shovels, and all of them were staring at Daniel with wonder.


  "Because we're in no position to fight back now," Daniel said worriedly as they saw more of the monsters slowly coming out from the tunnels, some of which literally crawling on the rocky walls with their gloved hands and boots. All of them looked nearly the same in appearance. All of them were making a quiet squeaking sound as their antennae twitched around.


  And all of them were watching Daniel with eyes of wonder while their mouths slowly formed into bright smiles.


   


  


  Chapter 6


  Underground Predators


  In the world of Eden, men were always in danger of being taken by the monsters that roamed the lands. Some used trickery and allure, while others used magic and poison to capture their prey. There were those that traveled alone or in small groups, while others used greater numbers to overwhelm and steal away many potential mates at once. Raids on small villages and campsites were known to usually end badly for humans, as a large group of determined and lustful monsters was a formidable force to be reckoned with. In the event that a large group of monsters did set their sights on an unsuspecting group of potential mates or a lone traveler, the odds of running away were very low for most. When confronted with overwhelming numbers of monsters there were only two options for the humans. Try to fight, or be taken away.


  With the latter usually being the end result.


  *****


  Daniel and Triska were looking around with surprise as light shined in from above, the two having just recovered from their carriage crashing through the ground on their trip towards Ashwood. However the travelers were not alone inside the underground tunnel, not by a long shot.


  "Oh my… Daniel…" Triska whispered looking around carefully.


  "Don't draw your sword, you might provoke them," Daniel warned, looking around cautiously as he and Triska went back to back.


  "Are they friendly? You're the monster expert here," Triska asked in a hushed tone.


  "I'm… not sure,” Daniel said shaking his head. “I don't remember reading about their kind too much. Still, I think they're peaceful.”


  Triska kept looking at the surrounding monsters carefully as the ant girls were not only standing all around them but were also hanging from the walls and ceiling of the tunnel.


  "They're smiling, that's a good sign, right?" Daniel asked with a worried smile.


  "They're staring at you, that's a bad sign, Daniel," Triska cautioned. Daniel glanced to her then looked to see an ant girl slowly walking up to them.


  "Um… hello," he said carefully. The monster stared at him with wonder and a bright smile, her eyes darting about as she examined him from head to toe. Daniel looked at her curiously for a moment then slowly took a step closer. She instantly looked to him with a curious expression as her smile vanished, her antennae twitching around as her eyes darted about to examine each part of his face.


  "Do you… speak our language?" Daniel asked slowly. The ant girl only made a quiet squeaking sound as she looked at him curiously. She took a few quick steps closer, then slowly held out her gloved hand towards his face. He watched her peculiarly as Triska tensed up from the approaching monster.


  "Daniel, get away from her,” Triska warned. “We don't know what she'll do.”


  Daniel watched the ant girl as she seemed to freeze in place and watch him carefully. He slowly held up his hand and touched hers, the girl looking at it with wonder then to him. She slowly felt his hand then along his arm, then backed up quickly as she eyed him over with her smile returning.


  "What's… she doing?" Triska asked.


  "I'm not sure. I think she's… examining me?" Daniel said unsurely. Triska looked at the monster carefully then glanced back to see a few others scurrying around their carriage. Two were rummaging through it while another was on top looking at the broken wheels questioningly.


  "Hey!" she called out. The ant girls looked to her with surprise as a few of them were carrying items out from the carriage, which included the Daniel’s backpack and Triska's duffel bag, the latter being carried by two ant girls who were showing signs of struggle with it. Daniel turned back to them before the ant girl in front grabbed his arm and pulled him closer, staring at him with eyes of wonder still.


  "Hey, what are you doing?" he asked in surprise. Triska grabbed his arm and pulled him back, growling towards the monster with a sharp glare.


  "Hey, let him go!" she shouted. The ant girl blinked and looked at her curiously, then glared back at her. She yanked Daniel away with great force, and then threw him back where two others grabbed him. They picked him up by the arms as another grabbed his waist, the girls lifting him up then running back into the tunnel while he thrashed about. Two more carried him from below by the legs as he looked around franticly.


  "Hey, what's going on? Put me down!"


  "What do you think you're doing with him? Daniel!" Triska cried out as she grabbed her sword and unsheathed it. She swung towards the ant girl in front of her, the monster ducking and darting back quickly. The monster glared at her then lunged forward and tackled Triska to the ground while two more raced over. One grabbed the human's sword and pried it away while the other held down Triska’s other hand.


  "Get off of me! Let him go right now! Daniel! Daniel!"


  The ant girl on top of her picked her up with one hand by the neck as the other two scurried away. Triska grabbed the arm and tried to break free, her efforts in vain as the monster kept a firm grip on her throat. Triska choked as she stared at the girl with surprise, realizing an apparent fact about this type of monster.


  ‘Holy shit, they're strong!’


  The ant girl didn’t have any real noticeable muscle compared to Triska, and was nearly the same size and height as she was. However it was more than obvious her muscle strength was far above that of a human’s.


  "Let him go, or I swear I'll hack every one of you into pieces!" Triska coughed, thrashing about in the monster’s grip. She grabbed her dagger and swung with it towards the monster's head, the ant girl catching the wrist with her other hand and holding it there. She applied pressure and caused Triska to drop the blade as she cringed in pain, her hand flinching as the monster disarmed her effortlessly. The ant girl squeaked in discontent then hurled the human over towards the carriage, the teen crashing through the side of it and tumbling into the cart as it partially collapsed down. The ant girl scoffed at her then darted into the darkness after the others.


  "Daniel!" Triska coughed out as she struggled to get up. She looked over to seeing Alyssa next to her, unconscious still from her fall.


  "Hey, wake up! Wake up!" Triska yelled out while shaking the witch. Alyssa groaned as she lay there while Triska looked around franticly.


  "Dammit, Alyssa, wake up!" she yelled before she slapped the witch across the face. Alyssa jumped a bit in surprise then looked at Triska with shock as she held a hand to her cheek.


  "Hey, what was that for?"


  "Never mind that, get up! They took Daniel!" Triska shouted out before scrambling out of the damaged carriage. Alyssa blinked a few times then looked around with surprise.


  "What? Who took him? What the hell happened here?" she asked looking around at the damaged carriage she was in. She quickly followed Triska out into the open tunnel, looking around with wide eyes as they stumbled to their feet.


  "Where's Daniel? Where are we?" she asked looking around franticly.


  "We fell underground into this tunnel. There were all these ant girls here, they-" Triska started before Alyssa gasped.


  "What? Ant girls?" she cried out.


  "Yeah, you know of them?"


  "You let Daniel be taken by those things? Do you have any idea what they're going to do to him?" Alyssa yelled at her before looking around the ground for her staff. She blinked then looked down at her body as she noticed something.


  "Yeah, they're monsters; they're going to rape him. I already figured that out," Triska said looking around with anger.


  "No!" Alyssa yelled out looking around quickly. She dashed back into the damaged carriage while Triska looked towards her with puzzlement.


  "They're not going to rape him?" Triska asked as Alyssa searched inside the carriage franticly. The witch threw the blankets around in a panic as she scrambled in search of something.


  "No… no! It's not here!"


  Triska looked at the carriage with confusion then shook her head.


  "If you're looking for your staff it's in the carriage. Now c'mon, we need to find Daniel fast. I didn't like how they were looking at him, not to mention they stole him along with all our stuff!" Triska yelled out with anger as she looked from one dark tunnel nearby to the other. Alyssa growled loudly then scrambled out of the broken cart.


  "They took it… they took it, not good. Not good!"


  "Took what? Your staff? I already said it's in the carriage.”


  "No, my necklace!" Alyssa exclaimed looking down, seeing that her blue crystal necklace was gone.


  "Yeah, they took all our stuff, even my sword, those lousy thieves," Triska grunted with frustration. Alyssa looked around worriedly and held her hands together in front of her chest, biting her lip nervously as she whimpered something to herself. Triska looked at her confusedly then with growing frustration.


  "Would you forget about your jewelry? We have bigger problems here! Didn't you hear me, they took Daniel!"


  "I heard you! You think I don't know that?" Alyssa yelled back.


  "Then why are we waiting here? Let's go after them!"


  Alyssa looked around the area then down with a nervous whine.


  "But…"


  "But what?” Triska yelled out at her. “I thought you were so insistent on being his guardian. I thought you were going to protect him. Well, he needs saving now, so let's get going!"


  "I… can't," Alyssa said glancing up to her.


  "What? You can't? What do you mean you can't? Why not?" Triska roared. Alyssa flinched then looked down holding her hands together by her chest.


  "That necklace… it's my focuser.”


  Triska blinked then looked at the girl curiously.


  "Wait, what?"


  "That necklace they took, it's my focuser. I… I can't use any magic without it," Alyssa said looking back up to her. Triska looked to Alyssa’s chest where the necklace was missing then merely raised an eyebrow in question.


  "You can't?"


  Alyssa shook her head and looked around fearfully.


  "No, I'm as useless as you are without it.”


  "Hey! I'm not useless!"


  "Oh no?” Alyssa snapped at her with a sharp tone. “Then why isn't Daniel safe? Why didn't you save him? In fact, where's your sword? Oh that’s right, that was taken from you as well, wasn’t it?"


  Triska growled loudly and looked around with bared teeth.


  "Dammit, this isn't happening!" she yelled out, then flinched in pain while holding her wounded leg. Alyssa looked to it as the teen struggled to keep standing.


  "What happened to your leg?" Alyssa asked looking at the wound, the white bandage now having a large red stain on it as some blood dripped down along Triska’s leg.


  "I landed on my dagger on the way down here. But that's nothing to worry about right now, we need to get Daniel back," Triska said with frustration. She breathed slowly to calm herself then glanced to Alyssa.


  "So what's the deal with these ant girls, I thought Daniel said they were friendly.”


  Alyssa ran over to the carriage and grabbed her staff, looking at it with worry before heading back over to Triska.


  "They are, they won't harm a hair on his head. They'll never kill him or attempt to injure him in any way. If anything they'll guard him with their lives.”


  "What?” Triska asked with confusion. She glanced around at the two tunnel entrances then back to Alyssa. “But then what's with the rude welcoming if they're so friendly with humans?"


  "No, they're friendly with men, not women. You're just lucky they didn't kill you when they took Daniel away, they don't like anyone else going near their…" Alyssa said before trailing off. Triska watched her cautiously as the witch showed great concern about something.


  "Their what?" Triska asked carefully. Alyssa paused for a moment then slowly glanced to her.


  "Their potentials."


  *****


  Daniel felt himself being carried from underneath by a few ant girls, his eyes looking around as nothing but darkness was seen in the tunnel. He only heard the squeaking from the girls below him along with their footsteps as he struggled to free himself.


  "What are you doing? Put me down, can't we talk about this? Hey!"


  He felt himself traveling downward slightly as the girls below carried him quickly through the corridors. Glancing around he heard rustling all throughout the corridor, knowing there were ant girls on the walls traveling alongside him.


  "Where are you taking me? What's the big idea here? Put me down!"


  They traveled down the corridor for a long ways, turning around corners and down passageways while Daniel looked around franticly. There was no telling which way he was heading in relation to where his friends were behind him, and no telling how much further down they had gone as he had lost all sense of direction during the ant girls racing through what appeared to be a maze of tunnels. He heard digging and some rocks crashing around every now and then, and more squeaks echoing out as they ran through the darkness.


  ‘How many are down here? And where exactly are we down here anyway?’


  After a few more twists and turns a soft red light started to illuminate the corridors. Daniel saw the outlines of dozens of ant girls all around the tunnel walls as they were traveling with him, all of them looking at him with bright smiles. A few were holding the bags and belongings to the group in a hand each as they used their feet and other hands to travel along the wall quickly, their fingers and boots digging into the dirt and holding strong. The two ant girls carrying Triska's duffel bag however were a ways behind, the two monsters straining to carry something that seemed immensely heavy even to them.


  "What… where are we?" Daniel asked looking around ahead of him, turning his head to see that he was being carried backwards down the corridor as the red glow increased. He looked to see the ant girls holding him below, having excited expressions as they squeaked wildly.


  "Hey, put me down! Please!"


  The ant girls paid him no mind and continued to carry him down the corridor as they passed a few torches lit on the sides of the walls. Daniel looked around and saw other tunnels branching off every now and then. They traveled up a small incline then down another, then around a corner as the group of ants raced him further into the subterranean tunnels. The ants on the walls and ceiling broke off and scattered down other corridors while the ones below him raced along still. Daniel looked around curiously then ahead to see they were heading towards a wooden door. The ant girls raced up to it as one of them quickly opened the door then they scurried him inside. He looked around to seeing a large den with a few torches lit along the sides before he was rushed over to a bed near the wall. The girls quickly set him down on it then started examining and feeling all over his body with their hands.


  "Hey, knock it off. What are you doing? Quit it. Haha! Hey, that tickles, what’s going on?"


  One of them took his dagger while another examined his head closely. Another spent a large amount of time groping him gently while another was examining his arm curiously. The girls then backed away and watched as he sat up on the bed. He looked at the ant girls carefully as they were just staring at him, and then glanced around before jumping in surprise.


  “What… the…” he said softly to himself. Inside the large den were dozens of beds alongside one of the walls, all with other human men sitting on and around them. They looked to be villagers as they only had simple clothing on, ranging from young teenagers to mature adults, with some of them looking at the newcomer with downtrodden expressions. Others were just talking amongst themselves or lying in their beds looking up at the ceiling with tired gazes. Around the area dozens of other ant girls were seen, some hanging from the ceiling while others were standing around next to the walls. There were a few other wooden doors on one side of the large den, the area being shaped like an underground dome with the beds on one side and the doors on the other.


  "What… who are all of you?" Daniel asked looking at the men. They all appeared average in appearances, with some seeming to just look at the boy with tired glances.


  "Looks like they got another one.”


  "A young one too, such a shame.”


  "Eh, this might be the best he'll ever get in life anyway.”


  Daniel looked at the men with surprise then over to see the ant girls that brought him in running back out the door quickly. The others monsters near it closed the door then looked back to the boy with bashful smiles on their faces. Daniel looked around slowly as all that was heard was the quiet squeaking of the ant girls. Daniel stood up slowly and looked around with wonder and growing fear.


  "What… what is this? Where are we?"


  "Haha,” one of the men laughed. “Where are we, such a stupid question. You're underground, kid, you really didn't notice?"


  "Shut up, Rick, he's new here. Give him a break," another snapped with a glare at the other human. He then showed the boy a somewhat sympathetic expression. "You alright, kid? What's your name?"


  Daniel looked at him curiously then around to see all the ant girls in the area staring at the humans constantly. He then turned to the man and walked up to him.


  "Yeah, I'm alright, I think. My name's Daniel. Daniel Sorres, sir.”


  "No need for formalities here, kid,” the man chuckled with a wave of his hand. “We're all living down here for the rest of our lives together anyway. Name’s Richard, nice to meet you.”


  Daniel stared at him with surprise from that then glanced around at the other men.


  "What? For the rest of our lives?" he asked loudly.


  "He really is clueless isn't he?" Rick said again with a roll of his eyes.


  "Dammit, Rick, shut up. He doesn't need that crap right now," Richard snapped back with a stern tone. He then looked to Daniel again and shrugged. "Sorry about him, he's… well he's an asshole.”


  Richard motioned Daniel to sit next to him on the bed, the boy then slowly walking over and sitting down while looking around at the ant girls that were staring at him with lustful eyes.


  "What… what's going on here? Why did they bring me down here? And why are you all here as well?"


  Richard sighed and shook his head.


  "They're monsters, kid. Didn't you ever learn what monsters do to us men in the world?”


  Daniel looked at him with concern then down.


  "Well… yeah. But…"


  "They brought us all down here for the same reason, kid. The same reason why they've kept us here for years.”


  "For years?" Daniel exclaimed with a jump.


  "I've been here for so long,” the man said glancing to him. “I'm not sure how many years it's been since I was last above ground. You see these ant girls find and capture any men they can outside, then they rush us back down here deep inside their nest and keep us here.” Daniel looked around at the men with shock then to the ant girls in the room, all of them squeaking quietly while they watched the humans.


  "Don't worry,” Richard dryly reassured him. “As far as being captured by a monster goes you're lucky it was them. They won't hurt you, and they'll always bring you food and water whenever you need it. You're not going to starve or be killed while down here.”


  "They just keep you all down here to breed more of them with?" Daniel asked nervously.


  "No,” Richard said shaking his head. “We're not the lucky ones to do that, if you can even call it lucky to be chosen for that role.”


  Daniel looked to him curiously as the man glanced around the room at the ant girls before turning to him with an empathetic frown.


  *****


  Walking through the corridor of the dark tunnel Triska was moving along sluggishly, her leg wound slowing her down while she peered into the darkness in front of her. Next to her Alyssa was holding onto Triska with one hand while having her staff in the other. The teen had her dagger in its sheath again and was holding one hand to the side of the corridor, using it as a guide in the darkness while the witch used her staff to feel in front of them cautiously.


  "This is crazy,” Triska muttered with frustration. “We can't even see in front of our own noses. How are we going to find Daniel in time? Or better yet, how are we even going to get him back? I don't have my sword and you're powerless. Who knows how many of those things are around him right now.”


  "Well we can't just wait back there and do nothing,” Alyssa reasoned. “We have to hurry and find him before it’s too late.”


  Triska cringed in pain slightly then looked ahead with concern, fearful of what might happen to Daniel if they didn't find him in time. Alyssa had explained what she knew about the ant girls, the witch having then grabbed the horrified teen's hand and rushed them into the darkness as fast as she could.


  *****


  Daniel was looking around at the ant girls with wide eyes as Richard nodded.


  "You're kidding me," Daniel said shakily.


  "Afraid not, it's how they go about finding potential breeding mates. As for the ones that aren't picked, well, they serve a purpose as well," Richard said, shaking his head as he too looked around at the ant girls.


  He had explained that the ant girls have a queen, similar to how their insect counterparts did, and that only she was able to give birth to more ant girls. The 'worker' ants couldn't get pregnant; it just wasn't possible for them. They had their own role in the selection process for potential mates however. The ant girls would capture as many men as they could find, and bring them all down into their mating den. Then during certain times of the day the ants would go into a mating frenzy, and swarm the humans forcing them into an orgy. They would continuously make love to the men without tiring to find out which among the captured humans would be the most suitable for use with the queen, which would mean finding the most virile men for the queen to use during her mating. Only those that proved to have the most stamina and would likely provide the most children for the queen were selected for her stock. The rest that didn't meet those requirements were kept down in the den to satisfy the urges of the worker ant girls in the nest, forever.


  Daniel looked around at the den as his pale complexion from the frightful tale slowly started to fade then glanced to the man.


  "Sorry to say you're just in time, kid,” Richard said while observing the nearby monsters. “It's been a while since they did anything last. Based on the look in their eyes it's sure to be building inside of them right now.”


  Daniel looked to see the ant girls having soft blushes on their faces while they eyed him with lustful stares. Some were licking their lips slowly while others were fidgeting slightly with the building anticipation.


  "This is crazy,” Daniel nervously said. “Why don't you fight back against them? Why are you all just sitting here letting them do this to you?"


  "Because we can't, kid," Richard said looking down with closed eyes.


  "Why not? We can't just sit here and let them do this to us.”


  "You don't understand. We're not going to be doing anything of the sort.” He then looked to an ant girl off to the side and pointed to her. "You see her?"


  Daniel looked to her as the ant girl stared at him with lustful eyes, it being more than evident what she was thinking about doing to him.


  "She's a monster, just like all of the others around here," Richard said simply. Daniel nodded as he watched the ant girl fidgeting slightly, the monster staring at him with a hungry look in her eye while she wiggled her abdomen behind her. Richard leaned back on his bed and watched the monster with a tired gaze.


  "However it's not she that's going to be raping you. It's the other way around actually.”


  Daniel looked to him puzzled at that remark.


  "What? What are you talking about?"


  "They don't want to hurt us, kid,” another man said walking over to them. “Or have anything happen to us. If they tried to use force on us we might injure ourselves trying to fight them off. They may not look it, but they’re incredibly strong.”


  "Strong and cunning,” Richard said looking around with a careful eye. “When it's time for them to relieve their urges they'll release a pheromone from their abdomens. It'll fill the den here like a thick perfume.”


  Daniel glanced around the den then to the ant girls again.


  “What happens then?” he asked, almost afraid to know the answer.


  "When it does it'll drive us all into a mating frenzy,” the other man explained. “It won't matter that they're keeping us down here for the rest of our lives, or that they're monsters spawned from darkness. Won't make a difference if you have a wife or a girlfriend or somebody else you were saving yourself for. As soon as you inhale that scent the only thing you're going to be thinking about is fucking that monster's brains out.”


  Daniel jumped in surprise and turned to him with wide eyes.


  "What?"


  "It's true,” Richard explained in defeat. “You'll go into a mating frenzy, and rape her. You'll rush into the group of them and try to do them all, and you won't stop until you pass out from exhaustion.”


  Daniel looked around at all the ant girls and shook his head with a mortified face.


  "No, that's not possible. How… but…"


  "Sorry, but it is,” Richard dryly assured him. “It’s how they find the ones that could serve their queen. If you don't do well enough they'll just keep you down here for the next group of workers to have their way with. And the process will repeat itself. You'll be forced to mate with them again and again each day, only being allowed to stop to eat and sleep when need be.”


  "Again,” Rick laughed from nearby. “It's the best some lowly kid's ever gonna get in life anyway.”


  "Would you shut up, Rick,” Richard snapped back at him. “Damn, all you ever do is run your mouth.”


  "He probably likes being down here with these things,” the second captive said crossing his arms in discontent. “The sick bastard loves the twisted use of his body.”


  "Hey,” Rick quipped with a shrug. “We're stuck here for the rest of our lives, might as well enjoy it. Why not right?”


  "Why not?” Richard harshly mocked. “Some of us prefer not to be used by monsters as their breeding stock. Some of us actually want to be free in life, that's why.”


  Daniel looked around at the ant girls surrounding the room, all of them watching the men closely with lustful eyes. Some of them were breathing heavier while others were shifting around a bit. As the ant girls were apparently getting ready to go wild with the humans Daniel slowly crept back against the wall while gulping silently.


  ‘Oh no… this isn't happening, not like this.’


  *****


  Triska and Alyssa were slowly making their way down the pitch dark corridor, the teen using her hand to feel along the rocky walls while the witch used her staff to try to detect what was in front of them.


  "I can't believe this,” Triska grunted with growing ire. “You spend all that time trying to keep me from Daniel with your damned magic, and then when we actually need it you can't do anything at all. This is bullshit!”


  "Hey!” Alyssa yelled back. “Don't get mad at me, I didn't cause any of this to happen. And look who’s talking, you're a horrible choice for his mate yet you still kept trying to interfere with us.”


  "Interfere with you?” Triska raged while gripping Alyssa’s hand tightly. “You tried to rape him before! You don't deserve him at all!"


  "I said I was sorry didn't I?” Alyssa shouted at her. “Besides, I've been more of a help to him than you have on this trip. I've given him a ride on his journey, and even offered myself to be his bodyguard on his quest. All you've done is nearly break his back having him carry your stuff and yell at any monster that goes near him. He's never going to complete his quest if you keep starting fights with every monster he meets!"


  "Gee, I wonder why. All the monsters he's met so far have tried to RAPE HIM!"


  "I said I was SORRY! I'm not doing anything bad now am I? I'm not taking him away back to my home now am I? I'm trying to be the proof he wants, I'm trying to get him to honestly choose me as his mate!"


  Triska stopped suddenly and looked towards the witch's voice.


  "What? To choose you?" she yelled out.


  "That's right,” Alyssa stated firmly. “I'm not putting a hex on him or forcing him, I'm trying to get him to honestly pick me, to want to be with me. I'm the proper one to be his mate, and I want him to see that.”


  "Like hell you're going to be his mate!” Triska shouted out at her. “The only one here that deserves to be his mate is me!" She growled loudly and shook with anger.


  "Dammit, you're not going to have him, Alyssa! There's no way I'm letting anybody take him away from me!"


  "Well it's too late for that,” Alyssa snapped. “You already let those ant girls take him away! Some help you were, you're not worthy of being his mate at all, you're more useless than I am like this!"


  Triska yanked her hand away from the witch and unsheathed her dagger.


  "You… if we never met you none of this would be happening! Everything was going perfectly until you came along! You're like a curse! This is all your fault!" she yelled before she swung her dagger out towards the witch. Suddenly it connected to something right next to her, the girl then dropping down as whatever she hit fell as well with a thump. Alyssa blinked then looked around in the darkness as she heard silence.


  "What… what did you just do?"


  Triska sat up while holding onto her dagger and looked towards it curiously.


  "Um… did… I just hit you?"


  "No, you never touched me.”


  "Then… what did I just hit?" Triska asked worriedly. She slowly felt along the dagger towards something it had struck. There was a soft clump of hair, and a warm liquid she suspected to be blood. And feeling more to the side she touched what felt like something sticking out of the hair.


  "Oh my… it's…" she said softly, feeling along what seemed to be bug antennae with her hand.


  "What? What is it?" Alyssa asked, peering around towards Triska's voice.


  "It’s an… an ant girl. I just killed an ant girl," Triska said as she felt the head of the monster she struck, the blade of her dagger having pierced right through the eye.


  "What? You… killed one?" Alyssa asked with surprise. She searched around franticly, only seeing darkness around her.


  "Yeah, I did. Holy shit, I got her right in the eye. I… I didn't even know she was there, she didn't even make a sound," Triska said, pulling her dagger out of the fallen monster. She felt the side of creature's head and then down along the body, running across a dirtied tunic that had a few rips in it. However when she got to the waist she felt something different.


  "What… what the hell?"


  "What is it?"


  "I'm… not sure. But… this isn't right. Her legs…"


  Alyssa slowly made her way over and knelt down next to her. She reached her hands down towards the human girl's and touched the waist of the monster. The skin seemed to shift into a bony exoskeleton, and feeling downward more they noticed it had long insect legs.


  "This… isn't an ant girl," Alyssa said cautiously. Triska felt the body of the strange monster and shook her head.


  "You're right. The ant girls had human looking legs. This feels… more like…"


  Alyssa counted six insect legs on the creature’s lower body, then quickly felt upward again and ran her hands along the upper body up to the neck. She examined the feel of the creature, trying to picture its appearance. From the waist up it seemed to be an ant girl, however below the waist it was certainly not like what an ant girl looks like.


  "Six legs… she's an insect type, but… she's not an ant girl," Alyssa said confusedly.


  "Then what the hell did I just kill?"


  "I'm not sure; I can't even see it clearly like this. But whatever it is, it's not one of the monsters that took Daniel," Alyssa said worriedly while trying to lean in closer to the corpse to see anything.


  Suddenly a red glow lit up the corridor and the witch came face to face with the fallen monster. The creature had its remaining eye wide open, the blue iris being small while its mouth was open wide, either in shock or from preparing to bite down on the unsuspecting girls in the darkness. Inside her mouth were dozens of teeth in rows, all of them appearing to be razor sharp. The jaw seemed to be unhinged as its mouth was opened extremely wide, with two large pincers sticking from the sides. Alyssa screamed and backed up as Triska looked over to see two ant girls standing near them, with one of them holding a torch. Both were staring at the fallen monster with surprise, their eyes wide as their mouths were opened slightly and quivering.


  "What-" Triska said before she looked down, her eyes widening at the fallen monster. She saw the six insect like legs and the lower half of the monster that was a bony exoskeleton. It had a large abdomen behind it while the monster wore ragged dark blue clothing similar to the ant girls.


  "What… what the hell is that?" Triska shouted while scrambling back up to her feet.


  "Oh my god… you killed an ant-lioness," Alyssa said in wonder.


  "An ant… lioness?" Triska said looking to the fallen beast. The two ant girls walked up towards it cautiously, with one slowly kicking it to make sure it was dead. They then backed up a bit from it in fear as they stared with fearful eyes at the monster.


  "They're just like their insect counterparts,” Alyssa explained. “They feed off of ant girls by burying inside the dirt and ensnaring them as they walk past. I can't believe it, you managed to run into one while it was above ground and actually kill it… with a dagger… while blind.” She turned to Triska with disbelief as the human just stared at the fallen monster with shock then to her dagger in her hand. She then looked to seeing the ant girls staring at the body of the fallen predator with wonder.


  "Um… yay?" Triska said unsurely.


  The two ant girls looked at the dead corpse then to Triska with caution. One of them took a step closer to her before she screamed with a screeching sound, her foot being dragged downward as the dirt below shifted around. The other ant girl watched with horror as her partner was pulled downward into the ground.


  "What the hell?" Triska yelled with surprise. The struggling ant girl squeaked franticly and thrashed around before its lower body went underground, the monster then shaking around as she coughed out blood while dirt and dust flew up around her.


  "It's another ant-lioness, it's pulling her under!" Alyssa called out. The ant girl thrashed around then went limp as the body was pulled underground, with the other ant girl staring with fear at where her partner was pulled under to her death. She trembled while she held the torch as Triska looked around with shock, getting a good view of what was around the tunnel from the torch’s light.


  "Oh my god…"


  Alyssa slowly looked around the corridor, trembling nervously as she too saw what was all around the ground near them. There were dozens of pincers sticking up from the ground all throughout the tunnel, each one twitching slightly with a quite crackling sound.


  "Are those…" Triska asked slowly.


  "Ant-lionesses. My god, this tunnel is filled with them!" Alyssa said in shock. The remaining ant girl looked around with fright then down to her feet, seeing a pair of pincers a few inches from her foot. Triska looked around then towards the edge of the tunnel.


  "They're not buried close to the edge of the tunnel, that must be how we made it this far. Who knows how many of them we passed while we were close to the wall like that.” She and Alyssa darted over and hugged against the wall, looking around to seeing the pincers sticking up all over in the middle of the tunnel.


  "What do we do now?" Triska asked with fright. Alyssa looked around then to the ant girl who was frozen in fear.


  "Hey," she called out in a hushed tone. The ant girl slowly looked over to them, sheer fright seen in her eyes.


  "Get over here, hurry," Alyssa said motioning over to them.


  "Why are you helping her? She's the enemy here," Triska asked with disbelief.


  "She's also got our light,” Alyssa cautiously mentioned. “If she goes down then we’re blind. We could walk right into another one of those things.”


  Triska blinked then looked to the ant girl holding the torch.


  "Dammit. Fine. Hey, get over here, c'mon," she reluctantly said. The ant girl just stared at them with wide eyes then down at the ground again. The pincers below her twitched a bit as the ant girl watched with fright and trembling slightly.


  "Hey, get over here where it's safe," Alyssa pleaded. The ant girl glanced to them then down to the pincers that belonged to an ant-lioness buried right below her.


  "Don't touch it, just get over here fast. Hey," Triska called out. The ant girl squeaked quietly, her eyes watching the pincers as she was frozen in fear. Triska grunted then slowly stepped out from the edge of the corridor, looking down at another pair of pincers a few inches to her left. She slowly stepped over the area and closer to the ant girl while Alyssa watched them worriedly. The ant girl glanced to Triska as the teen held her hand out, the human having her feet spread apart as she tried to reach for the frightened monster.


  "C'mon, you can make it. Just take my hand.”


  The ant girl trembled and looked back down to the pincers below her, the pair twitching a bit causing her to squeak in fear. She shook her head and looked back to the human with fright.


  "It'll be okay, just take my hand. We'll get out of here," Triska pleaded as she tried to reach for the ant girl.


  "Triska," Alyssa said with wide eyes. Triska blinked then looked down, seeing the dirt under her shifting away to reveal an open mouth, the pincers of the monster extending out to the sides. It had appeared between Triska's legs, the human and ant girl staring at it with fear. Inside the mouth a few scraps of flesh could be seen from the recent kill. The human gulped then looked to the ant girl anxiously, the monster slowly looking back up to her with terror in her eyes.


  "Please, take my hand if you want to live," Triska urged. The ant girl trembled and looked back down to the ant-lioness that had just devoured her comrade. She shakily held out a hand towards the human, the teen watching her with pleading eyes while Alyssa glanced from the underground predator to the two girls with trepidation. The ant girl reached out towards the human, pausing as she then glanced to the dagger on her hip. Triska looked to it then back to the ant girl, shaking her head with a worried smile.


  "I promise I'm not going to kill you, just take my hand, and we'll get out of this deathtrap together.”


  The ant girl looked around at all the ant-lionesses that were buried nearby then to the human. Triska motioned for her to move with her hand while having a pleading expression. Slowly the ant girl reached out and took her hand, the teen nodding then looking down at the predators.


  "Okay. Now, nice and slow," she cautioned as she guided the ant girl off to the side away from the ant-lioness directly below her. The ant girl slowly lifted her leg away from the pincers and stepped off to the side, with Triska slowly moving back as well. Triska then slowly backed up a step and the ant girl followed, both of them moving their feet carefully so not to touch any of the pincers which were sticking out of the ground. Alyssa watched as Triska slowly guided the ant girl back towards the wall, the two then hugging against it quickly. Triska breathed out in relief then looked over to the ant girl, the monster trembling with fear as she pressed against the wall closely. She had her eyes shut tight and was squeaking quietly to herself. Triska watched her tremble then showed a sympathetic frown.


  ‘She's really scared, just like Alyssa was with those wolves.’


  "Hey," she said softly. The ant girl slowly looked to her as Triska held her hand. "You're safe. Now, slowly move down the hallway. We're right behind you.”


  The ant girl nodded slowly then looked down the tunnel. The three girls then started shuffling along the edge of the corridor while watching out for any nearby pincers, all of them moving slowly and carefully along the predator infested tunnel. They moved along the walls of the corridor as they looked around to seeing more pincers on the ground all around them.


  "There's so many," Triska said softly.


  "Just keep moving," Alyssa urged as she hugged the wall while looking around carefully.


  “How are there so many though, how do they breed if they just stay down here preying on the ant girls?”


  “They steal away men that are taken down here by the ant girls. They use them to breed with, and then eat them afterwards,” Alyssa said with a shudder. Triska looked at her with wide eyes then around at the pincer infested tunnel.


  They shuffled slowly down the tunnel and came to a T-intersection, with the three girls then running quickly over into the middle of it as the predator pincer field stopped finally. They looked back to the corridor as they saw all the extended mandibles twitching around as silence filled the area.


  "That was close," Triska sighed with relief. Alyssa nodded as she held her staff tightly.


  They then turned to the ant girl who was holding the torch, her eyes looking back down the corridor with fear. She then slowly looked over to them and tilted her head a bit. The ant girl squeaked quietly then took a step away from them, the monster then squeaking loudly as she was dragged down into the dirt at an angle away from them. Triska and Alyssa watched with surprise an ant-lioness grabbing onto the monster’s leg with her hands, the predator being mostly buried under the dirt while its arms and head were visible. Her eyes were wide as her mouth was opened all the way, revealing all the rows of teeth in her mouth as it howled at the ant girl. The monster pulled her prey downward as the ground below them caved in slightly, with the ant-lioness's head vanishing into the dirt. Triska reached out and grabbed the ant girl's hand, the monster clinging to her for dear life as Alyssa backed up a bit. The witch looked down and quickly grabbed the torch from the ground before it slid down into the ant-lioness's trap, then backed up as Triska struggled to pull the ant girl up.


  "Hang on!" Triska shouted as she held onto the ant girl's hand, the monster squeaking wildly as her foot went under the dirt. Dust and sand kicked up from the small indentation in the ground as the ant-lioness kept pulling on her prey. Suddenly the ground below gave away, with Triska now standing on the edge of a steep incline while the ant girl was hanging down it. They looked to see the ant-lioness's head exposed again before it dug down deeper, the monster holding onto the ant girl's leg with both hands above the dirt.


  "Triska, what are you doing?” Alyssa asked with disbelief. “We have the torch, why are you still trying to save her?"


  Triska looked at the ant girl she was holding, the monster staring at her with fright as she held onto her hand with all her might.


  "Let her go, we need to find Daniel," Alyssa said looking at the ant girl. The monster squeaked as she thrashed around, her foot being below the dirt as the predator kept trying to pull her under with great strength. Triska held onto her as her leg started to ache, the dagger wound becoming stressed from trying to save the helpless monster.


  "No… I can't…"


  "What? Why not?” Alyssa cried out. “Have you forgotten what these things did? They took Daniel from us, they're going to drug him up and use him as breeding stock for the rest of his life!"


  Triska growled as she struggled to pull the ant girl up still, showing a frustrated expression then concern. She saw pure terror in the ant girl’s eyes, the monster holding onto her for dear life as she was being pulled down towards what would be a painful death.


  "Alyssa… help me," Triska said as she struggled with her leg wound.


  "What? Help you save her? Are you crazy? Let her go, we're here to save Daniel, not these damned monsters.”


  "I can't… you were right before, Alyssa.”


  "I was right about what?"


  "What you said before,” Triska reminded her. “That I only try to start fights with any monster we meet. I can't… I can't keep doing that. I need to try to trust them, like Daniel is doing. I need to give them a chance.” She dropped down to a knee as the ant girl's foot slipped further into the dirt.


  "This isn't what I was talking about, Triska,” Alyssa argued. “These things kidnapped Daniel!"


  "So did you!" Triska yelled out. Alyssa showed surprise while Triska looked at the ant girl with determination.      "You kidnapped Daniel, and tried to rape him. You acted just like they did, Alyssa. You were… just following your nature. Just like they are.”


  "So?" Alyssa said shaking her head.


  "Daniel wouldn't want me to kill innocent monsters, monsters who are only being driven by their nature. He would try to help them, to reason with them. He wouldn't give up on trying to make peace with them.” Triska grunted as her wound started to bleed more, the bandage turning a deep red.


  "They're not innocent monsters,” Alyssa scoffed. “They kidnapped Daniel and took all our stuff.”


  "They didn't kill us,” Triska reasoned while glancing to her. “They could have but they didn't. And you said it yourself, they'll guard Daniel, they'll protect him from harm. They're not malicious.”


  "That doesn't make them innocent here. Let her go Triska, she's not a monster that can be trusted.”


  "You wanted me to trust you didn't you?" Triska demanded. Alyssa looked at her with wonder as the teen struggled to keep from falling into the predator’s pit as well. "Why shouldn't I try to trust her… but still trust you? You're both monsters, what's the difference?"


  "She's an ant girl, do you have any idea how many innocent humans she might have drugged and raped in her time?"


  "You hexed a fair share in your time didn't you?” Triska accused sharply. “Don't act like you're an angel here, Alyssa. You're just like her; you were both just following your nature.”


  Alyssa looked at her with wonder then to the ant girl.


  "She's not bad,” Triska assured. “If she was really evil she would have thrown us into those ant-lionesses back there. But look at her. She's scared out of her mind, just like you were with those wolves.”


  The ant-lioness howled from its sandpit below as Triska held onto the ant girl's hand tightly, the girl dropping down lower as the leg of the frightened monster fell further into the dirt.


  "But… but…” Alyssa stammered unsurely. “I'm sure even Daniel wouldn't want to spare this thing's life. They took him away to rape him; they're probably doing that right now!"


  "He saved you,” Triska snapped at her. “After you were right about to do the same to him, he refused to let you die alone in the woods.”


  The ant girl started to cry out of fear as Triska watched her with a frustrated expression, the monster’s foot dropping further into the dirt from the strong predator’s grip.


  "Well I'm not going to let this girl die alone,” Triska declared. “I'll be true to Daniel's beliefs. She may be a monster… but she's not evil!"


  Alyssa looked at her with wonder then around as she noticed something. From the two other tunnels ant girls were watching the scene with surprise, some standing on the ground while others were hanging from the walls and ceilings.


  "Oh god, Triska! We need to get out of here!" Alyssa said looking around quickly. Triska dropped down onto her chest as she held onto the ant girl's hand, the monster’s legs sifting further into the ground below. She squeaked loudly as she held onto Triska's hand tightly.


  "I'm not going to let you die, do you hear me?" Triska said loudly. The ant girls all looked to her with wonder as Alyssa glanced back to the human.


  "We're not… your enemies. We're not… like these things that try to kill you. We can coexist, we can! We don’t have to be at war with each other, do you hear me?”


  ‘Daniel wouldn't give up, I know he wouldn't. He believes these monsters can be good; he's willing to risk his life to prove that point. I need to as well.’


  "C'mon, you're not dying today!" she shouted as she was being dragged towards the dirt pit.


  "Triska, let her go!" Alyssa called out as she ran over and grabbed Triska's other hand, trying to pull the human back. The ant girls all around watched without moving an inch as they too were frozen in fear from the sight of an ant-lioness.


  "No!” Triska shouted back at Alyssa. “I told you I deserve to be Daniel's mate more than you, Alyssa, and here's the proof. I won't let an innocent monster die! Do you hear me? I’m not going to let this girl die no matter what!"


  Suddenly she was yanked forward off the edge of the pit as Alyssa’s grip was broken, the teen and ant girl then being taken down the steep incline and down into the loose dirt.


  "Triska!" Alyssa yelled out as she looked down into the sandpit. The dirt and sand shifted around wildly then slowly calmed down, the witch holding the torch up and searching around franticly to seeing no movement in the pit. She looked around her and saw all the ant girls staring at the pit with fear, none of them braving to come any closer. Alyssa looked back to the pit and slowly shook her head in disbelief.


  "Why… why would you do that, Triska?" she asked quietly. Clenching her staff tightly with her hand she looked down with frustration, silence filling the air as the torch crackled softly. Alyssa slowly glanced around to seeing the other ant girls staring at the sight with worry and fear.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she snarled. “How cowardly are you monsters? Your own sister was on the verge of being eaten alive, and you all did nothing to save her!” The ant girls jumped a bit with saddened eyes as the witch looked around at them with anger.


  “Do you understand me? Do you? That human had more of a heart than you all do! You monsters stole everything from us and she still tried to help you, show some goddamned respect for her!”


  The ant girls slowly glanced to each other then back to the witch while staying where they were, all of them looking at the witch curiously as the little monster hung her head low with a quiet growl.


  “You stupid girl. All for a monster like that.”


  Suddenly Triska shot up from the dirt, coughing as she seemed to climb up through the sandpit. Alyssa jumped then looked down into the pit to seeing Triska was holding the ant girl around the waist with one arm as her other hand held her dagger, which had blood dripping from it. Triska clawed over towards the side of the incline as the ant girl squeaked and moved around weakly.


  "Climb… get going!" Triska ordered as she pulled the ant girl over to the incline. The monster shakily started to climb up, her clothing dirty and torn slightly as she scrambled towards the top. Alyssa watched with awe as Triska lay back against the incline and coughed a bit, gasping for air as she wiped the sand away from her face.


  “You’re still alive?” Alyssa said curiously.


  A moment later the ant-lioness shot up from the dirt in front of the human, having several gashes and cuts on her face as she roared at Triska. Her mouth was opened and her pincers were spread out wide as she lunged forward with her arms clawing towards the girl. Triska held the monster back by the shoulder with one hand and struck the dagger into the monster's neck with the other.


  "Dammit, just die already!" she yelled out, pushing the monster back and jamming her dagger into the head again. Alyssa watched her strike the ant-lioness repeatedly while the rescued ant girl scrambled back to the top of the pit and crawled out, the monster squeaking weakly before looking back to her savior.


  "Triska…" Alyssa said with wonder.


  ‘She’s actually taking on an ant-lioness with nothing but a dagger while inside the predator's sandpit, and winning.’


  "Just DIE!" Triska yelled as she struck her dagger down into the skull of the monster. The ant-lioness screeched and twitched a bit, then fell limp in the dirt. Triska yanked her dagger back out and scrambled towards the edge of the incline, breathing heavily from her ordeal while coughing out sand. Alyssa and the rescued ant girl watched her with wonder as the other ant girls in the tunnel were keeping their distance still. Triska coughed a few times then slowly climbed out of the sandpit, her leg wound bleeding while she had more cuts on her back. She got to the top then dropped down to her hands and knees.


  "Triska… why… why did go in after her?" Alyssa asked softly. Triska breathed heavily for a moment then glanced to her.


  "Because I'm the kind of girl Daniel deserves, the kind that would give monsters like you a chance.”


  Alyssa looked at her with curiosity as Triska coughed a few times, the teen getting all the sand out of her mouth. After a few deep breaths she looked up to the rescued ant girl next to her.


  "You… okay?"


  The ant girl stared at her with wonder while the others slowly walked over towards them. Alyssa looked around worriedly at the approaching monster crowd as Triska slowly stood up again, the teen wavering a bit before dropping back down to her knee cringing in pain. The rescued ant girl knelt down and helped keep her steady as she squeaked a few times. Triska took a few breaths then glanced to her.


  "You… owe me," she said softly. The ant girl squeaked quietly as she held the human up. Alyssa looked at Triska with wonder then around at all the others. They were staring at the human with awe while squeaking quietly, their antennas twitching a bit every now and then. Triska cringed then looked to the rescued ant girl worriedly.


  "Please… where's my friend? Where did you take him?" she shakily asked. The ant girl looked at her curiously then slowly to the others, all of them watching the teen with the same expressions. Triska cringed again and dropped her dagger, the weapon bouncing off to the side as she held her bloodied leg.


  "Your wound… you made it worse," Alyssa said softly.


  Triska caught her breath then looked to her injury with frustration, then over to see her dagger being held out to her by the rescued ant girl. Triska looked at the monster curiously as the ant girl was eyeing the weapon that helped save her life. Slowly Triska took it and put it back into its sheath, keeping her eyes on the ant girl. A few others walked over and helped Triska stand on her good leg, with each girl holding the teen up around the arms. Triska slowly looked around at them cautiously then to the rescued ant girl, the monster watching her still while remaining silent.


  "Please, don't take Daniel from me. Where is he?" Triska asked worriedly. The ant girl looked at her with a careful eye then to the other monsters. She squeaked a few times, which got a round of squeaks from the others. Triska and Alyssa looked around as all the ant girls were talking to each other in their own language. Triska breathed heavily and then started to feel lightheaded, her vision wavering as her head rocked back. All the ant girls looked to her as she struggled to stay standing.


  "Triska?" Alyssa asked.


  "Please… don't… take him… from me," Triska said before she passed out, dropping limp in the ant girls' arms. They squeaked loudly and shook her a few times, getting no reaction other than her head rocking back and forth. The monsters looked to each other as they squeaked some more, then two more rushed over and helped lift the human up into the air. They quickly carried her down the tunnel as the others followed after.


  "Hey! Where are you taking her?" Alyssa called out. She and the rescued ant girl looked to each other then followed after the group while Triska was unconscious and being carried down the tunnel.


  *****


  Daniel was looking around with growing apprehension as he sat back in his bed, watching the dozens of ant girls that surrounded the den as they were staring at the humans with lustful eyes. The other men were either talking to each other or keeping to themselves still, all while Daniel hoped Triska and Alyssa were alright. He then looked to seeing the friendly man next to him sitting upright on his bed with a cautious expression.


  "Looks like it’s time," Richard said slowly. Daniel then looked over to see the ant girls blushing brightly. A few of them were swaying a bit while others were fidgeting more than before. They were becoming restless as their squeaking picked up, and as they did Daniel saw that the other men in the den were taking notice.


  "Time?" Daniel asked. Richard nodded and glanced to him.


  "Don't hate yourself when it's all over, kid, it won't be your fault for how you act," he said gently. Daniel glanced to him with a jump as the man shook his head with a sigh. He then saw a few ant girls breathing heavily as they wiggled their hips, their abdomens swaying behind them as a pinkish hue seemed to waver around in the air. Daniel looked around and saw other ant girls squeaking loudly as they walked closer to the men, with a pink mist seeming to form around them in wisps. He backed up against the wall on his bed as much as he could while watching the ant girls nervously.


  ‘Oh crap… this isn't happening, tell me this isn't happening.’


  He looked over and saw a few ant girls walking over to the men, and then watched as two of them got down on all fours and turned around, wiggling their rears and spreading out more of their pheromones from their abdomens. They only had simple dark underwear on, which were already dripping wet from their increasing libido. Daniel watched as the mist started to build around the den by the monsters and slowly creep towards the men. Some of them backed up worriedly while others just watched it with dull expressions, all of them knowing it was inevitable how they were going to become.


  "Can't… can't we do anything?"


  "There's no way out of here, kid,” Richard gloomily replied. “No way of escaping this. Just try to think happy thoughts, and don't hate yourself for what you might do. We don't hold it against each other here, we're all victims together.”


  Daniel watched as the mist started to grow more and spread around the den. It passed by several of the men, all of them coughing and shaking their heads from it. They then started looking at the ant girls with wonder as the monsters crawled towards them and pulled their tunics off to show their lovely physiques. They didn’t even bother to wear bras under their clothing, and certainly showed no signs of being bashful or embarrassed about showing off their voluptuous figures.


  Two of the men then lunged over and tackled an ant girl each to the ground, suddenly kissing them and groping them wildly. Daniel watched in surprise as they quickly slid down their pants while they held the ant girls down with one hand, the monsters offering absolutely no resistance as they smiled coyly at the humans. The men pulled their panties off then started to thrust their erections into the girls, going into a mating frenzy as the girls hooked their legs around them. They held onto the humans' shoulders as they squeaked with pleasure, both of them being taken as the men were going blind with lust. More of the men started coughing and then wavering while more ant girls walked closer towards them.


  "Oh god… not like this," Daniel said as he watched three more men tackle ant girls down to the ground. One was quickly pushed down and her rear was pulled up, then was entered from behind as the man started going crazy with lust. Her insect abdomen rubbed against his chest, the man holding onto it as he violently started to ride the monster with vigor. She looked back to him with a loving expression, squeaking loudly as she made no effort to stop him. Another girl was pulled on top of the man, the ant girl then riding atop his member with loud squeaks before another man grabbed her head and used her mouth to go down on him, the human shoving his erection into her mouth while holding her head tightly. She held him in her mouth constantly as another man ripped off her tunic and started sucking on her nipples, all of the men using the monster however they could for pleasure as they lost all rational thought. A third ant girl was literally dragged over by her foot to a bed and thrown onto it, then entered from behind and ridden with great force. Her abdomen rubbed against his chest as it stuck out above her shapely rear, the appendage giving off a pinkish hue as the girl squeaked wildly while gripping the bed sheets with a blissful smile.


  "Like I said, kid, it's not your fault. Don't blame yourself," Richard said before he started coughing. He then wavered slightly as two ant girls walked up to him with lustful eyes. Daniel grabbed his pillow and held it against his nose and mouth, taking a deep breath as the mist started to creep around him. Richard paused for a moment then grabbed an ant girl and quickly pushed her over his bed, the girl's hips being grabbed by him as the second ant girl hastily took the human’s pants off. He shoved his hardened member into the monster and started riding her hard and fast as she was bent over the bed while the second one started kissing him passionately to keep his libido going even more. The ant girl on the bed grabbed the sheets and squeaked wildly as she was violently rammed into from behind while the ant girl kissing the man guided one of his hands to her chest to allow him to grope her.


  Daniel watched with fright as the men in the room went crazy with the pheromones in the air. Loud squeaks from the ant girls and shouting from the men echoed out in the room as the humans were driven into an orgy against their will.


  Daniel watched the men around him going crazy with lust then looked to seeing two ant girls walking up to him. One crawled onto the bed towards him with a coy smile while the other walked up next to him and gently held his head against her bosom. He held the pillow over his nose and mouth tightly as he tried to hold his breath, his eyes looking between the two monsters nervously as they stared at him with lustful eyes. As he struggled to hold his breath while one of the ant girls started groping him with hopeful eyes he only thought of only one thing.


  ‘This is NOT how I wanted my first time to be!’


   


  


  Chapter 7


  We Can Help


  In the world of Eden there are many types of monsters, all wishing to breed with human mates whom they roamed the lands searching for. However the monsters were by no means united by this common goal. Just as humans still waged war against each other, the same was with monsters. Be it simple brawls from chance encounters, or tribes of different beasts battling others for land and resources, the monsters of Eden could be just as hostile to each other as man could with their own kind. Although uncommon and rare to rely upon, there was one thing that could be taken from this fact and possibly be the difference between life and death.


  The enemy of thy enemy is thy friend.


  *****


  Deep underground inside an ant girls’ nest a large den was filled with high pitched squeaking sounds and loud yelling from men as a pink mist seemed to fill the air. The rounded den was lit by torches along the walls which revealed dozens of ant girls and humans, who were all engaging in carnal acts of lust. The female monsters were going wild with pleasure as they spread out their pheromones, the pink mist floating through the air and causing the human men to go crazy with desire for the monsters. They all had lost control of their bodies and restraints as they proceeded to violate as many ant girls as they could, all of whom were offering no resistance at all. They allowed the humans to do whatever they wished, with some being bent over the beds while others were pushed against the walls. Some were pinned down on the ground while others rode on top of the men vigorously. Each ant girl had two to three men swarming her, all desiring to use the monster however they could for sheer pleasure. Either by using their mouths, vaginas, or even their assholes if they were able to, the human men used any means available to violate the lustful monsters with all their vigor. The ant girls welcomed as many men that wanted them, using this pheromone-induced orgy to find out if any of the men here were suitable for their queen, and seemed to have a near-insatiable sexual appetite as they never tired nor refused a man from using her however he wished.


  As the squeaks of the ant girls and the shouting of the love-crazed men echoed out, there was one human that wasn't going wild with lust. Daniel was sitting back on his bed with a pillow held over his nose and mouth, watching his fellow captive humans going out of control. The man a few feet from him, who was kind and understanding about the boy's capture a few minutes ago, was also going crazy from the pheromones in the air. He was thrusting in from behind one ant girl that was bent over his bed, the girl squeaking loudly as she gripped the sheets with a flushed face, while another was holding onto him from the side and kissing him passionately. The man had lost touch with all those around him as his mind was swimming with nothing but thoughts of violating as many ant girls as he could.


  Daniel looked at the men with horror as he held a pillow to his mouth and nose, then over to two ant girls that approached him, with one crawling onto the bed towards him with a coy smile while the other walked up next to him. The one next to him squeaked softly and gently held his head against her chest while the other started groping him playfully. Daniel tried to kick the monster back but she forcibly held his legs down and started kissing his crotch with a playful expression. The ant girl next to him nuzzled him close into her tunic as he struggled to hold his breath. He coughed a bit and breathed in slightly, not seeming to lose control but getting a lungful of dirtied air from the pillow which only caused him to cough more. He struggled to hold in his breath as the ant girl down by his pants looked up to him with a curious expression. The one next to him smirked and grabbed the pillow, trying to pull it away as the boy held onto it for dear life. The girl by his legs grabbed his arms and pulled them away as the other girl yanked the pillow away and tossed it to the side. Daniel held his breath as the ant girl on top of him pushed him down and nuzzled against his chest while the other girl kneeled down by the bed and leaned in closer to his face. She nuzzled against his cheek gently as she watched him with a coy expression, waiting for the human to take a breath of the pheromones in the air. The ant girl on top of him looked up to his face with a blush as she held him down, the two waiting for the human to go wild with lust and to take them as well. He nervously looked between the two girls as they smiled coyly at him.


  ‘This isn't good… I can't… hold my breath… much longer.’


  He strained to hold what little air he had left, feeling his lungs starting to burn while the ant girls watched him with amused smiles. Kicking was useless as the one over his body had him pinned down while the other was gently stroking his hair, both monsters knowing it wouldn't be long before he had to inhale. His arms were being held down while he felt his lungs burning, straining not to breathe in with all his might. The ant girls squeaked a bit with amusement as they watched him, both of them having seen humans try this before in the past; it never worked.


  They both leaned in closer to his face, having blushes and soft smiles as they licked their lips in anticipation. Their antennae twitched as they wiggled their rears excitedly, both knowing it wouldn’t be much longer. He looked between them as his world started to get hazy, his body screaming for air as he trembled and felt his strength dropping.


  ‘This is it… this is how my journey ends. I can't believe everybody was right, that I would actually meet my end like this.’


  From the side of the den one of the wooden doors burst open, the pink mist flowing away from it as an ant girl raced in. She had dirtier clothing than the rest, her eyes quickly scanning around with urgency. She spotted Daniel and then raced over to him, running past human males that looked to her with lust as well. However she was apparently in no such mood as she pushed aside any man that tried to grab her, the girl racing towards only Daniel. She ran up to him and then pulled the other two girls off quickly with stern squeaks, the two confused monsters watching as the new ant girl quickly brought Daniel up to his feet. Both of the other ant girls looked at her with surprise and annoyance, then grabbed the surprised human and pulled him back. The new ant girl squeaked something urgently and pointed to the boy, the other two girls then looking at him curiously as he felt his lungs readying to implode on themselves. The two ant girls squeaked something back before the new girl grabbed Daniel again and started running him out of the room. The two other ant girls watched their comrade take the human out of the den with confusion, the girl quickly closing the door behind her as the pink mist billowed around the area. The puzzled workers looked to each other in question before two other men ran over and grabbed them, with one then being shoved down onto the bed while the other was pushed against the wall front first. They both looked to the new men that positioned their rears for them then smiled coyly, no longer caring about the one that got away as the men started to thrust into them like wild animals.


  Outside the den the ant girl watched Daniel gasping for air as she helped him stand. He coughed a few times then looked at her with confusion as she watched him curiously.


  "Thank… thank you. Why… why did you do that?" he asked, coughing again before catching his breath. She leaned in close to his face and eyed him over carefully then pointed up while squeaking a few times. Daniel just looked at her curiously as she tilted her head and waited for his response.


  "Um… what?"


  She grabbed her hair in frustration and looked around quickly, then started waving her hands around wildly. She pantomimed walking in place then staggering down to the ground while showing fright at something below her. Daniel watched as she then showed herself flexing her arm muscles before she started doing a stabbing motion in front of her with vicious squeaks. She then looked to Daniel who was just staring at her with bewilderment.


  "…what?"


  She squeaked in frustration and stomped around, then looked to him with urgency while fidgeting her hands together. She pointed to him repeatedly then down the tunnel while squeaking at him desperately. He blinked and just watched the ant girl as she pantomimed running in place and then dropping down onto her back, feigning unconsciousness. She then looked at him as he just continued to stare at her.


  "You're… trying to tell me something. I just know it.”


  The ant girl squeaked loudly and jumped back to her feet, the girl then running over to him and shaking the confused human by the shoulders. He watched with surprise as she squeaked franticly at him.


  "What are you saying? I don't speak ant," he said shaking his head. She looked at him with frustration then down in thought as her eyes darted around, realizing that there was a slight language barrier between them.


  "Listen,” Daniel quickly pleaded. “I don't know what you're trying to say, but can you help me? Your kind took me down here, my friends are probably looking for me right now. Can you please help me?”


  The ant girl squeaked and looked to him with urgency, nodding quickly to that. He looked at her with surprise then around the darkened tunnels.


  "My friends? Is that what you're trying to tell me? Are they here?"


  The girl nodded again and grabbed his hand, then started running down the tunnel pulling him along. He stumbled a bit in her haste as the girl quickly pulled him down the tunnels while other ant girls around the area watched the two curiously.


  *****


  Alyssa was staring ahead of her with wonder, standing at the entrance of a large den inside the nest. It was a spacious chamber with multiple tunnels connecting into the front area from all sides. On the other side of the den was a dark marble stone floor with dark blue marble walls, the area shifting from an underground cavern to elegant living quarters. There were gray marble pillars to each side with a few torches lit on them, illuminating the area with a soft warm light. And in the middle of the quarters was a large black throne where a figure was seated. It looked to be an ant girl at first glance however there were a few differences. For one, her long black hair was neatly combed behind her back, seeming to be clean with a soft shine to it. Another was instead of a simple tunic she wore a fine silk dress, the gray outfit having dark trimmings on her shoulders and waist. Her feet had dark crystalline shoes that shimmered slightly while she had her legs crossed casually. And finally, her abdomen was far larger, sticking out behind her seat that was a chair without a back. Her insect appendage rested on a large comforter behind the throne that had four elegant marble legs and a black cushion. Before the figure were several ant girls, all dressed in the usual tunics and boots. They however had swords sheathed at their hips and had more focused expressions than their worker sisters, their hair being longer as it went down to their shoulders while they stood in a line before their leader.


  "Wow… the queen," Alyssa said quietly as she stood before the queen ant along with her royal guard. She then looked down towards the middle of the area and saw a small gathering of ant girls. Some were looking at their queen with wonder while a few were treating a human girl who was injured. Triska was lying on the ground, slowly coming to again and murmuring softly in a daze. She flinched then opened her mouth slightly, feeling a strange sensation on her leg. She blinked a few times then slowly sat up, her wounds on her back aching as she moved.


  "Wha- ah! That stings. What… where am I?" she asked looking around. Hearing a squeak she looked down to see an ant girl licking her leg and thigh, her tongue lapping over the wound causing a strange euphoric feeling.


  "Hey! What… what are you doing?" Triska asked with surprise. She quivered then shakily looked behind to see two other ant girls licking the wounds on her back.


  "What are you doing… hey, stop," Triska said weakly as she felt lightheaded, the waves of pleasure rippling through her body and causing her mind to go numb for a moment.


  "Relax, human, they are merely treating your wounds," the queen informed calmly. Triska looked around as her eyes focused in and out then saw the queen and her royal guard before her. She jumped a bit then wavered as she was held up by the two girls behind her, her body going numb slightly as they had her shirt held up and her hair held off to the side while licking her back. With each lick the pain was replaced with pleasure, the three ant girls treating her wounds with their saliva and sending shivers across Triska’s body.


  "Who… are you?" Triska asked wearily as she tried to focus her eyes. The queen smirked slightly as her guards kept a close eye on the human. Alyssa walked over to Triska's side and watched with wonder as she saw the ant girls treating the human's injuries. Triska looked up to her and blinked a few times, slowly making out the witch’s appearance as her vision was hazy.


  "Alyssa? Is that… you? What… what happened?"


  "That is what I would like to know,” the queen mentioned curiously. “I hear from my workers here that you killed one of those accursed ant-lionesses that crept into my nest. I find it rather hard to believe that a simple human did such a thing, but they are being rather insistent by saying it is true.”


  "Ant-lionesses?" Triska asked as she wavered, her mind hazy from the ant girls treating her.


  "Triska? Are you okay?" Alyssa asked curiously.


  "It feels… nice. What… what are they doing?" Triska asked before she shivered slightly.


  "They are cleaning your wounds, human,” the queen casually said. “A small token of appreciation from me. Their saliva is able to help heal and speed up recovery of injuries, as well as relieve the pain you may have been experiencing before.” Triska shuddered a bit as the ant girls licked over her wounds, feeling her pain disappearing while a pleasurable sensation was spreading around the inflicted areas. The bleeding of the wounds had stopped as well, with the cuts and bruises appearing to slowly fade away slightly.


  "Little witch, please step forward," the queen commanded. Alyssa looked to her cautiously then to the guards that parted for her to approach the queen. She slowly walked forward while glancing back to Triska, the teen having a blush on her face as she felt nothing but pleasure rippling through her body. She quivered and giggled softly as the ant girls held her upright.


  “Tickles… ohh…”


  "Since your companion is a bit preoccupied, I'll ask you,” the queen said with a raised eyebrow. “Now, what exactly happened in my nest?"


  Alyssa blinked then looked to the queen with discontent.


  "What happened? You took Daniel from us, that's what happened.”


  "Daniel? What's a Daniel?" the queen asked curiously.


  "Not a what, a who. He's a human who was traveling with us.”


  The queen laughed and shrugged in response.


  "Oh, I see. Sorry, but we don't care to learn the names of our breeding tools, we go through so many after all.”


  "He's not your breeding tool, he's our friend. You took him from us!" Alyssa yelled out. The queen looked at her carefully while the guards narrowed their eyes at the witch.


  "You think that makes a difference to us?” the queen dryly questioned. “Your friend or your enemy, human men are all the same. Now quit wasting more of my time witch, and explain what you and your companion were doing in my nest.”


  "We fell in from above, one of your tunnels collapsed and we-" Alyssa started before the queen scowled at her.


  "So, you're the reason one of our tunnels was breached today," she said bitterly. The guards reached for their swords as Alyssa backed up a bit.


  "Hey, it's not our fault your tunnel collapsed. We never wanted to come down here in the first place.”


  "No? Then why were you found so far deeper in my nest? Did you fall down there too?"


  "No!” Alyssa pleaded. “We came looking for Daniel after you had him taken from us. We just wanted him back.”


  "Well, I'm afraid that just won't be possible, witch,” the queen replied while examining her fingernails. “All men that are taken by us remain with us. One way or another they will serve a purpose for my nest.” After a moment she then looked back to the witch with a raised eyebrow.


  "Now, you and your companion did us a slight service by killing one of those ant-lionesses in my nest, and for that I'll reward you both by sparing your lives for your intrusion here. After your friend is treated with her injuries you will be taken back to the surface, and you are never to return here again, am I understood?"


  "What about Daniel?” Alyssa urgently asked. “You can't keep him here like this.”


  The queen looked to her with a scoff as her guards kept their hands on their swords.


  "Don't mistake my generosity for letting you live as anything more, witch,” she replied in a stern tone. “I'm merely being fair to you two for killing that pest in my domain. However let me make this clear to you in case you haven't learned yet, this Daniel you speak of will remain here as will the rest of his kind. Whether he's worthy of mating with me is irrelevant, he will still provide relief for my many workers.”


  "What? No! You… you can't," Triska said wearily, somewhat hearing the conversation while her mind was swimming. The ant girls continued to lick her wounds, and as they did so the teen's mind was having trouble focusing.


  "Please,” Alyssa begged. “You can't keep him here. He's trying to help monsters everywhere, he's trying to help you as well.”


  The queen laughed a bit as the guards merely smirked at the witch.


  "Help me you say?” the queen asked amusingly. “And just how is a human going to help me otherwise?"


  "He's trying to get monsters and humans to coexist together, to live together peacefully," Alyssa said.


  Silence filled the den as the queen watched the witch with an amused smile. She chuckled at first then started laughing heartily, as did her guards who squeaked with amusement.


  "Hahaha!” she laughed. “Coexist? Oh my, that's rich. You're quite the jester, witch. I should keep you here as my personal clown. Live together peacefully with humans, such nonsense.”


  "It's not nonsense,” Alyssa argued. “I'm proof of that possibility alone. I'm a monster, and I'm not trying to take him away to breed with. I'm trying to help him.”


  "No no, please stop,” the queen said with a few more hearty laughs. “It's simply too much. First the ridiculous story of this human slaying an ant-lioness, then you saying this Daniel thinks monsters and humans can coexist as equals. Oh my, I haven't laughed like this in ages.”


  "But Triska did kill an ant-lioness. She killed two even!" Alyssa shouted out.


  The queen burst out laughing as the guards held their sides while squeaking in amusement. The ant girls around Triska looked at them curiously then to the human, the one they all saw kill at least one of the predators firsthand. Triska however was still rolling her eyes while her head rocked back and forth as she had trouble thinking straight, her hearing not really picking up the conversation regarding her at all.


  "Two you say?” the queen mocked. “Haha! Such a wild imagination, as if a human could kill two of them. One alone was hard enough to believe, but two? My my, witch, you are the fool I need to brighten my days down here, I'm quite thankful I didn't have you executed after all.” She breathed out in content then looked at the witch with a small smile.


  "I'll be the generous one here, and grant your freedom, witch. However that's as far as my kindness goes on the matter,” she said while wiping a tear from her eye. With a snap of her fingers a guard walked up to Alyssa. "My guard will escort you two back to the surface. Go spread your wild tales elsewhere. And don't worry, we'll be sure to keep your Daniel safe and sound down here.”


  Alyssa growled a bit and then looked at the guard's sword on her hip.


  "Hey… hey! That's Triska's sword!" The guard had the human's sword at her hip, with the belt strapped around her waist. She glanced to it then back to the witch with a simple squeak. The queen chuckled and shook her head amusingly.


  "Don't worry, witch, it sounds like your friend can handle herself just fine without it. After all, she killed two ant-lionesses," she laughed. Alyssa looked at her with frustration then to Triska's sword.


  "She helped save one of your workers from that ant-lioness, and this is how you say thanks? By taking Daniel away and stealing our stuff?" she accused with anger. The queen scoffed at her as Triska struggled to think clearly.


  "I'm allowing you both safe passage out of my nest,” the queen firmly stated. “I'm seeing to it that your friend's wounds are taken care of. I've done more than I have to for you, witch, I am under no obligation to show you any charity or kindness after you invaded my domain. So do not speak as if I owe you anything, because I most certainly do not."


  The ant girls around Triska looked at the human with wonder while the guards kept their sights on the two newcomers with a keen eye. The queen then sat back in her seat and glanced around her court casually.


  "Now then, where is this worker of mine that you claim was saved by your friend? I'm very much interested in hearing about how this human saved her.”


  "I… I don't know,” Alyssa said looking around the den. “She was right behind us when we were running after Triska here, then she vanished down a side tunnel.”


  Out of the tunnel across from the queen an ant girl raced in pulling Daniel behind her. He stumbled about after her then stared with wide eyes at seeing all the ant girls and the queen sitting in her elegant court. Alyssa looked back to him and smiled brightly, then ran over to him and quickly hugged him around the waist.


  "Daniel! You're okay!"


  "Alyssa? You're okay, thank god. I was worried about you. Where… where's Triska?" Daniel asked looking around. His eyes stopped at seeing Triska sitting on the ground facing away from him, with two ant girls licking her back and what appeared to be one licking something in front of the girl in her lap.


  "Wow… that… feels so good," Triska said with a shiver. Daniel just watched with wide eyes while Triska rolled her head slightly as the two treating her back stopped licking her, the ant girls lowering her shirt and hair while still holding her upright.


  "Triska?" Daniel asked slowly.


  "I’ve never… felt anything like this," Triska said looking down at something. Daniel saw an ant girl leaning down in front of the teen while squeaking softly, the monster seeming to shift around slightly while her head tilted from side to side slowly.


  "Um… Triska?" Daniel asked nervously. Alyssa glanced to him then to the teen that was feeling waves of pleasure rippling from the ant girl's treatment of her leg wound.


  “Hee hee, wow… their tongues really do… feel great,” Triska murmured as she shivered again, looking down towards the ant girl that was treating her leg. Daniel’s expression turned to a combination of both confusion and worry as he saw Triska rocking her head back while an ant girl appeared to be leaning down into the teen’s lap.


  "What is the meaning of this?” the queen demanded. “Who told you to bring this human here to my chambers?"


  The rescued ant girl ran up to the guards and squeaked franticly at the queen, the elder watching her with a careful eye. Daniel looked to her then to Triska who was gazing up with a glazed look in her eye. She shivered a bit as the ant girl in her lap squeaked a few more times.


  "Wow… your tongue… feels so good. Thank you… for doing this," she mumbled in a daze. Daniel stared at his friend with shock while Alyssa raised an eyebrow to her.


  "What… what's going on here?" Daniel asked shaking his head. Alyssa giggled and hugged him tightly again.


  "Never mind her, Daniel, she's fine. But what about you? I was so worried when they took you away, are you okay? They didn't touch you did they?"


  Daniel looked to her then to the other ant girl that brought him here.


  "No, she… she saved me before the others could do anything to me.”


  The rescued ant girl squeaked franticly at her leader, with the queen watching the worker carefully before glancing to Triska.


  "I see, so this human did indeed kill two ant-lionesses. Very commendable, but that's still no excuse for removing this male from the mating den. I never gave such an order," she said before looking back to the ant girl. The worker squeaked loudly and pointed to Triska before the queen slammed her hand down on her throne. "I don't care if this girl wanted him back; he belongs to the nest now. Take him back immediately!"


  The ant girl backed up and trembled a bit as the guards watched her with narrowed eyes. Daniel looked at the queen then walked up next to the lone ant girl, glancing to Triska who was sitting upright with an ant girl licking her leg. He looked at them puzzled for a moment then shrugged before breathing out in relief that at least it wasn't what it looked like to him earlier.


  "Don't waste your breath trying to beg, human,” the queen scoffed. “My worker here may have been misguided bringing you here like this, but that doesn't mean you're free to go. Guards, take this human back to the den with the others. And as for this one, have her sent back to work repairing that tunnel, I want that area sealed off immediately.”


  The guards unsheathed their swords and held them at their sides as Daniel and the ant girl backed up a bit.


  "Wait, you can't take him away!" Alyssa pleaded, running over to Daniel's side.


  "Daniel!" Triska cried out with a blush, her arms feebly trying to push the ant girl off her. The monster squeaked and kept licking the wound causing the teen to shiver and breathe heavily.


  "Stop… stop it please… that’s enough," she said weakly as she couldn't get the monster to cease with her treatment.


  The ant girl next to Daniel looked to Triska then pointed to her while looking at the queen with pleading eyes, squeaking something once again. The queen glanced to the human as Daniel and Alyssa looked around at the ant girls with the swords worriedly.


  "Please,” Alyssa pleaded. “Daniel's on a noble quest, you can't keep him here like this.”


  "Can't we talk about this? We're not here to cause trouble, really," Daniel said watching the guards who were keeping their swords drawn and ready.


  The queen looked back to the squeaking ant girl then snapped her fingers. The guards backed up slightly and held their swords down as the ant girl licking Triska's wounds stopped and looked back to her queen with wonder. The queen motioned her to move aside, which the monster promptly did so with haste, then watched Triska with a sharp eye. The human took a few deep breaths then stumbled to her feet, her sense of balance slowly coming back as she looked around quickly then over to the queen, pointing to her accusingly.


  "Now hold on a minute, you can't- wow, that feels great now," she said looking down to her leg wound, bending her knee easily now without pain. She hopped on it a bit and stared at it with amazement. "Well I'll be, their saliva really does help heal wounds.” She blinked then looked back to the queen with an accusing stare.


  "But you still can't keep Daniel down here like this!"


  The queen watched as Triska marched up towards before being halted as a guard raised the human's sword towards her. Triska backed up and looked at the guard with surprise then growled at her.


  "And that's my sword, you little thief!" she yelled out. The guard merely squeaked once as the queen eyed the human carefully.


  "So, human,” the queen spoke. “Is what this worker says true? That you killed two of those damned ant-lionesses in my nest… with only a dagger?"


  Triska glanced to her and nodded as Daniel looked at her with wonder, the boy imagining Triska standing up to a shadowy beast with nothing but a dagger before lunging towards it and hacking it down relentlessly with a feral roar.


  "And you saved this worker here?" the queen inquired looking to the rescued ant girl. The monster squeaked quietly as Triska nodded again.


  "Yes, I did," she said softly.


  "Why?"


  Triska looked to Daniel and smiled at him reassuringly.


  "Because I believe in Daniel's cause," she said gently. He smiled at her as Alyssa glanced to the rescued ant girl curiously.


  "His cause?" the queen asked looking to him. All eyes fell on Daniel as he nodded and turned to the queen with hopeful eyes.


  "Yes,” he replied. “We're traveling the lands looking for monsters like you, like Alyssa here, so we can learn to live together peacefully. So that we can coexist and protect each other from the real evil ones out there.”


  The queen just watched him with a raised eyebrow, not showing any further reaction.


  "I saved your worker because… I don't believe she's evil. She didn't deserve to die," Triska said looking to the ant girl. She squeaked a bit at the human and tilted her head curiously.


  "Like I was telling you,” Alyssa said holding onto Daniel’s hand. “Daniel wants humans and monsters to coexist, to live peacefully together. He wants to put an end to the fighting and raping."


  The queen looked at him curiously then glanced around at the travelers.


  "This isn't a joke?” she asked in disbelief. “You're actually serious? To... coexist with humans, that's why you want this boy returned?"


  Daniel, Triska, and Alyssa nodded while the rescued ant girl looked to her queen worriedly. The queen chuckled for a moment then started laughing, shaking her head in amusement as her guards smirked slightly. The three travelers looked to each other worriedly then back to the queen as she slowly stopped laughing.


  "I suppose it would take a human to think of something as outrageous as that,” the queen mused. “No no, I do say you'll serve a much better purpose here in my nest, my dear boy. You'll certainly do more good here for my workers than venturing out into the world with such idiotic beliefs.”


  "His beliefs aren't idiotic!" Alyssa snapped.


  "Please, just listen to me,” Daniel pleaded. “We could help each other survive in this world, we don't have to be enemies.”


  The queen chuckled and tilted her head slightly.


  "Oh, but your kind is helping us survive, human. They're going through the selection process right now to determine who is suitable for me to use as a breeder.”


  The rescued ant girl started squeaking again with the travelers looking over to her curiously. The queen listened to her worker then looked to Triska again.


  "You must be joking," she said raising an eyebrow. The rescued ant girl shook her head franticly then ran over to Triska, the monster holding the teen's arm out and flexing it again. Triska watched her with confusion while Daniel realized it was Triska the monster was trying to talk about earlier. The queen looked at her worker curiously then to Triska again.


  "What are you doing?" Triska asked the ant girl. The monster squeaked at her queen with pleading eyes, saying something in their own language that was lost on the travelers. The queen examined the human girl then glanced to Daniel questioningly. The rescued ant girl ran over to him and pointed to him, shaking her head while squeaking some more. The queen examined him closely then slowly nodded.


  "I suppose that's true,” she agreed. “He doesn't appear to be much of a specimen. I certainly doubt he could serve me and provide decent children. However he could still provide relief to my workers.”


  Daniel looked at her with concern then to the ant girl, wondering just what she was saying about him. The rescued ant girl squeaked franticly and ran back over to Triska, the human looking at her questionably as the monster was speaking in her own language about something. The queen looked at Daniel for a moment then back to Triska.


  "Hmm, interesting," she said putting a finger to her chin. Triska looked at the queen then to the ant girl with bewilderment while Daniel and Alyssa merely glanced to each other, all of them wondering what the ant girl was saying about them. The queen nodded a few times then looked at Triska with a careful eye.


  "Guard," she called out. The guards all looked to her as they didn't know which one she was talking to. "Return this human’s sword.”


  The guard in front of Triska looked to the blade then to the human, then slowly sheathed it, unfastened the belt, and held it over to her with a simple squeak. Triska slowly took it and looked to the queen cautiously.


  "My worker here has raised a good point,” the queen said casually. “Your male friend here doesn't appear to be much of a proper specimen, and wouldn't be considered a loss for us to be set free.” Daniel smiled weakly at that, sensing he should feel some insult from that statement, while Alyssa merely raised an eyebrow, knowing that was an insult. Triska glanced to Daniel then looked to the queen curiously.


  "Does that mean you'll let him go?"


  The queen glanced to the boy then back to her.


  "On one condition.”


  The travelers watched her curiously as the queen smirked with an amused murmur.


  "You killed two ant-lionesses with a mere dagger. How many can you kill with your sword?"


  Triska jumped a bit and glanced to her blade as Daniel and Alyssa looked to her with wonder. The rescued ant girl squeaked in agreement and nodded eagerly.


  "What?" Triska said in surprise.


  "It's simple, human,” the queen explained with intrigue. “I want you to clear out those pests from my beautiful nest. This worker claims that you can do just that, so I would like to see you try. You kill them all off, and I'll let your Daniel go free with you.”


  Daniel and Alyssa looked to her with surprise then to Triska, the teen staring at her sword with concern from hearing that offer.


  "You want her to kill them all by herself?” Alyssa asked. “There's dozens of those things though, she’s just one human with a lousy sword.”


  “Shut up, Alyssa,” Triska snapped while still staring at her blade. She tilted the sword, reflecting some light from the torches in doing so, then glanced to the guards nearby, all of them watching her carefully.


  "Well, what do you say?” the queen asked. “It will save me the risk of sending any of my own after them, and is indeed a fair trade. I would never release a man from my nest under any circumstances, however seeing as how I could risk losing this one, I'll give you the chance to earn him back.”


  Triska looked at her blade for a moment longer then down in thought.


  "Wait, you mean…"


  Slowly she smiled knowingly and glanced to the queen.


  "You need my help.”


  The queen looked at her with a bit of surprise then scoffed at that remark.


  "Don't be ridiculous, human,” she bitterly replied. “I'm merely offering you a fair chance to get your friend back. I don't need anything from you.”


  Triska smirked and fastened her sword back around her shoulder, flicking her hair out from behind the sheath before turning to the queen with an arrogant smile.


  "You know, I noticed something about your workers,” she mentioned with a raised eyebrow. “They may be tough against helpless travelers, but they sure seemed scared to death of those ant-lionesses.”


  Daniel and Alyssa looked at her curiously then to the queen who was watching the teen with discontent from those words. Triska nodded and glanced to the guard in front of her.


  "Tell me, just curious here, how come they're not dealing with these ant-lionesses in your nest? Seems like something that should be a priority for you.”


  "They are my personal guard,” the queen retorted with a bite. “They remain here with me at all times. Our workers are busy digging and maintaining the nest, I simply haven't sent them after the ant-lioness infestation yet.”


  "And just how long were you going to wait to do that?” Triska casually asked. “Seems like a lot of those things are making their homes in your nest, doesn't that concern you? Or… are you afraid of them?"


  The queen jumped a bit from that then growled at the girl with annoyance.


  "Are you trying to insult us, human? How dare you speak about us like we are cowards to those… those…"


  "What are you doing, Triska?” Alyssa demanded through bared teeth. “For god's sake just take the offer, we need to save Daniel here.”


  Triska held a hand up to silence her and looked at the queen with a curious eye.


  "There were dozens of other ant girls in that tunnel with us,” she recounted. “Not one of them tried to help this worker of yours. And when I was trying to help her I saw nothing but fear in her eyes. She was petrified, she couldn't have even fought back.”


  "What is your point, human?" the queen demanded.


  "That Daniel was correct.”


  "What?" the queen shouted out.


  "What?" Daniel and Alyssa asked puzzled.


  The rescued ant girl squeaked curiously.


  "We could help each other survive in this world,” Triska explained. “We could learn to coexist peacefully.”


  "Coexist with our breeding tools? Blasphemy," the queen snapped.


  "You need us,” Triska stated accusingly. “Admit it, those ant-lionesses are spreading into your nest, and I bet it's not just your nest that's dealing with them. Your kind needs help keeping them back.”


  "We do not,” the queen hissed with narrowed eyes at the girl. “We only need your men to breed with, do you hear me? Nothing more.”


  Triska looked at the queen carefully for a moment then down.


  "How many have you killed?"


  The queen looked at her cautiously as the human glanced up to her.


  "How many have your workers killed, if any?"


  The queen growled with frustration and looked down. Daniel and Alyssa looked to her then around at the other ant girls, all of them showing signs of concern. Triska glanced around at the monsters then back to the queen with concern.


  "Have you even killed one?"


  The queen snarled at her as the guards tensed up. Triska nodded slowly and then looked over to the rescued ant girl.


  "I feel sorry for her," she said softly. The queen looked at her carefully while Triska shook her head. "She's an innocent girl, following her misguided leader. It won't be long before she dies because of it.” The ant girl squeaked quietly and looked at her curiously.


  "Misguided? How dare you!" the queen yelled out. The guards held their swords at the ready and glared at the human girl. Triska nodded then turned back to the queen with a dull expression.


  "You need help to handle these ant-lionesses, and you're too proud to admit it," she said firmly.


  "Triska, what is wrong with you?” Alyssa yelled out. “We're trying to free Daniel here, focus!"


  "How dare you insult us like this, human!” the queen raged. “I'm offering you a chance to save your damned friend, and you accuse us of being cowards?"


  Triska just kept watching the queen without fear from her words. She then smirked and tilted her head slightly.


  "Tell me, have you ever seen one of these ant-lionesses personally?" she asked. The queen watched her cautiously as Triska walked up to one of the guards. "They look just like your workers, except for their legs, and their mouths, mouths that are filled with rows and rows of sharp teeth. Of course, I doubt any of your guards have seen them; after all, these things bury themselves down in the dirt, with only their pincers being seen from below. That's how they hunt you see, lying in wait, until one of you steps too close.”


  The guard watched her nervously and backed up with fearful eyes. Triska nodded slowly as she kept walking towards her, the ant girl watching her with fright while slowly lowering her sword.


  “Then when you step too close… it snaps at your foot, catching you and dragging you down into the dirt. I know this because I’ve seen it. I saw an ant girl pulled down without warning, screaming in pain, crying out in agony before vanishing down below, being eaten alive by the underground predator. She never saw it coming either, the poor thing.”


  The ant girl before her squeaked fearfully, trembling as her mouth quivered. Triska examined her carefully then slowly shook her head.


  "I can see it your guard's eye, the fear,” she said aloud. “The same fear this worker showed when she saw one of those things devour her friend right before her eyes. The same fear that worker showed when she was looking around at dozens of these predators surrounding her.” She then stopped and glanced to the queen. "The same fear I can see in your eyes, your majesty.”


  Daniel and Alyssa watched as the queen was trembling in fear, having scooted back in her seat with a terrified expression, and then looked around to see all of the ant girls showing fright in their eyes while shaking as well.


  "How… how dare you speak to us like that,” the queen said shakily, trying to mask her fear with a stern expression. Triska smiled gently and looked back to the shaken up guard.


  "We can help you, you don’t need to be afraid anymore," she assured gently. The guard looked at her nervously then to the queen. Triska looked to the royal monster and nodded.


  "We can, we can coexist in peace.”


  The queen glared at her with frustration then glanced to Daniel with a scoff. Triska started to walk off then stopped, pausing for a moment before glancing back to the queen.


  "I'll deal with your little infestation problem, on two conditions," she said holding up two fingers.


  "What? Two?" the queen yelled out.


  "Triska, what is the matter with you?” Alyssa cried out. “We need to save Daniel, why are you talking back to the queen like this?"


  "Two conditions," Triska stated firmly. The queen growled at her with frustration as the human smirked at her.


  "One, Daniel goes free with us," Triska said assertively.


  "And the other?" the queen demanded with annoyance. Triska smiled softly and looked over to Daniel.


  "Listen to him.”


  The ant girls looked to Daniel as he pointed to himself curiously.


  "What? Me?"


  Triska nodded and smiled at him.


  "Listen to what he has to say, why he's out here. His ideas aren't crazy, his beliefs aren't idiotic. He's right, we can live together in peace without having to fight or rape one another.”


  "Blasphemy,” the queen derided. “I'll allow you the chance to free your friend here, but we cannot coexist with our breeding tools. That is an unrealistic dream, we cannot go against our very own nature.”


  "Really? Because that little witch over there is," Triska said looking to Alyssa. "She's fighting her own nature, her own monster urges, just to be near Daniel. To help him with his journey, to prove him right. If she can do it, so can all of you.”


  All eyes turned to Alyssa as she watched Triska with wonder then looked around at the ant girls then to the queen.


  "She is?" the queen asked raising an eyebrow. Alyssa nodded and held onto Daniel's hand tightly.


  "For Daniel, I'll do anything,” she said proudly. “It's hard, I know, but it can be done. We can fight our inner nature, and keep in control of ourselves.” Daniel smiled softly down at her as she looked up to him. "We can coexist peacefully, just like he said.”


  Daniel smiled at his friend and nodded, then looked to the queen with hopeful eyes once more.


  "Please, you're not evil monsters,” he pleaded. “You don't have to be enemies of mankind. There must be a way we can coexist together, I'm sure we can find a solution for both of us if we at least try. We don’t have to be a war with one another, we can help each other grow and survive in this world, together.”


  The queen watched him with a narrowed stare while the travelers waited for her response, the long silence making everyone feel more uncomfortable with each passing second. After a while the queen glanced to the rescued ant girl and pointed toward the tunnels.


  "You,” she commanded sternly. “Take the female human to the ant-lionesses. And don't come back until she kills them all, do you understand?"


  The ant girl trembled a bit and nodded quickly, then turned to Triska with a few small squeaks. The teen smiled confidently at her and nodded as she gestured towards the tunnels with one hand.


  "Show me where that place was again, I'll take care of those pests for you.”


  The ant girl smiled hopefully at her then started running towards one of the tunnels. Triska followed after then looked back to Daniel and winked at him.


  "I'll be right back, you do what you do best, Daniel. Make us some allies in this world," she said, and then ran after the ant girl. Daniel watched them run off together down the tunnel then looked back to the queen. She stifled back a sigh and motioned him to proceed with a wave of her hand.


  "Well, go ahead, human. Speak," she said in a bored tone. Daniel nodded and smiled at the queen.


  "Before we get started, what's your name?"


  "My name?" she asked flatly.


  "Yes, what's your name, besides your majesty of course. You know, just so we can talk like civilized beings of Eden.”


  The queen smirked and nodded slightly.


  "Very well, you may address me as Queen Victoria then.”


  "Well then, Queen Victoria, thank you for allowing me to speak to you," Daniel said with a formal bow. The queen chuckled amusingly and nodded as the guards put away their swords. Alyssa glanced around at them then looked to the queen with a careful eye as the monster watched Daniel with a slight smile on her face.


  "Alright then, Daniel, you have my full attention. Please, enlighten me on your… beliefs.”


  *****


  Triska was running down a darkened tunnel while the ant girl was running in front of her with a torch held in hand. The two headed down the tunnels then stopped at an intersection, with the ant girl nervously pointing over down another corridor. Triska looked to seeing a few pincers sticking up near the intersection, the teen narrowing her eyes and unsheathing her sword. The rescued ant girl watched with wonder as the sword made a metallic ring as it was swiped down to the teen's side.


  "You know,” Triska said softly. “I used to think all monsters in this world were evil. I hated every kind of monster out there, I was raised to believe they were all… well, just monsters. I trained to become a fighter for my village, to protect my kind and our men from the Darker Ones. To protect Daniel.”


  The ant girl squeaked softly as Triska looked down to her sword and tilted it, the blade shimmering slightly in the glow from the torch.


  "He was the only one in my village that believed that your kind weren't just monsters, that you were more than just lustful creatures. That some of you could be trusted," she said before gripping the handle securely. She breathed out and glanced back to the ant girl. "And he was right, somehow he knew all along.”


  The ant girl tilted her head slightly in wonder as Triska smiled gently at her.


  "You're the kind of monster in this world that we can trust, that Daniel knew existed,” she kindly praised. “You're not evil, just under the influence of your nature. The way you stood up to your queen to save him, you're proof that your kind can be trusted, that we can coexist.”


  The ant girl just watched her curiously as her antennae twitched slightly. Triska looked down then over to the pincers sticking out of the ground, then walked over to a set nearby and spun her blade around, holding the sword inversely as she raised the blade up.


  "However…" The ant girl watched her with wonder as the human narrowed her eyes. "These monsters… are evil!"


  With that she thrust her blade down between the pincers. A crunch and a shaky roar were heard as the sword shook around, the teen holding it tightly as she pushed the blade down deeper. She twisted the handle which caused another crunching sound, and then the sword remained still. Triska pulled the blade out to reveal blood soaking the steel, with the ant girl staring at it with wide eyes then down to where a small pool of blood was seeping up through the dirt. Triska whipped the blade to the side, getting some of the blood off of her sword, and then peered down the corridor. More pincers were twitching slightly revealing the predators lying in wait. She walked over to another pair of protrusions then glanced back to the ant girl. She winked at her then with a mighty thrust drove her blade down into the mouth of the underground monster, the sword trembling around while the ant-lioness screamed hoarsely from the strike before falling quiet.


  "To coexist we have to help each other," Triska stated as she yanked her sword back up. She looked down the tunnel as a few other ant-lionesses crawled to the surface and roared at her, their mouths opened all the way with their pincers spreading out. The ant girl trembled with fright as Triska readied her blade.


  "We have to protect each other, to help each other with our enemies," she continued before she gripped her blade tightly and dashed towards an ant-lioness. With a powerful swing she hacked off the monster’s head, then spun around and struck her blade into the ground between two pincers. A loud screech was heard under the ground as Triska took out her dagger and jammed it behind her into the skull of another ant-lioness, the monster halting right before she was about to grab hold of the human.


  "And if killing these bitches is the first step needed for peace between our races, then so be it. I'll show you why I'm the best fighter in my village!" she yelled before yanking out the dagger from the forehead of the monster, the ant-lioness dropping to the ground with a thump with its expression of shock frozen on its face. Triska grabbed her sword from the ground and yanked it up, causing blood and a few broken teeth from the dead ant-lioness below to fly up with it, then swung her blade around and sliced off the hand of another ant-lioness that swiped at her. She swung the sword back around and sliced the monster’s skull into two halves as the ant girl behind her watched with awe.


  A few ant-lionesses skittered towards Triska on the ground while another ran up along the wall nearby. Triska growled then lunged forward and impaled her sword through another monster's mouth and out the back of the head, then twisted the blade with crunch before she jammed her dagger into the skull of another ant-lioness. Triska yanked the dagger out of the monster with a yell then swiped out her sword from her fallen foe, the two monsters dropping down dead before her with a splatter of blood coating the wall of the tunnel nearby. Triska growled then jammed her sword into another ant-lioness’s mouth. She yelled and swiped out sideways, causing blood and broken teeth to fly off to the side, then drove her sword down into the mouth of another underground predator.


  “You like that? Does that taste good?” She yanked her sword up and spun around, swinging up and across the face of an ant-lioness that was crawling on the ceiling. The human dodged back as the monster dropped down in front of her dead and readied her sword in one hand and her dagger in the other, narrowing her eyes as more of the predators surfaced and skittered towards her.


  "You damn things can pick on helpless ant girls, but you're nothing for a real fighter. Take away your element of surprise and you've got nothing.”


  The ant girl behind her watched nervously and backed up a bit, watching all the predators that had killed so many of her kind before with fear.


  An ant-lioness swiped at Triska while another quickly buried down at an angle, causing the ground to cave in. Triska slid down as the dirt was dug out from under her before jamming her dagger into the head of the monster in front of her, then swung down with her sword and hacked off the hand of the underground one as it reached up for her. She geared back and struck her blade into the ground, causing a crunching sound and a high pitched screech from the predator that took the blade through its chest. Triska pushed the dead one back with her hand and yanked out her dagger, then darted back out of the dirt pit as another monster lunged at her. Triska swung her sword and sliced across the face of the monster, then followed through with her dagger to the skull. The blade struck into the bone with a crunch as Triska looked around at the other ant-lionesses, her eyes glaring with hatred as she bared her teeth slightly. Another ant-lioness raced towards her while one skittered up along the wall. Triska yanked out her dagger and swung her sword towards the one on the ground, the monster dodging back and swiping at her furiously with its hands. The ant girl watched with wide eyes as the human swung around at the two monsters, both of them dodging back and clawing at her while screeching loudly.


  "C'mon! Is that all you got?" Triska taunted as she swung her blade around and sliced across the torso of the ant-lioness on the ground. The monster screeched in pain then darted back, then dug down into the dirt rapidly as dust and rocks flew up around her. The ground below shifted about and caved in, with Triska stumbling back as the other ant-lioness raced down at her from the wall. Triska swung her sword towards it before the monster grabbed her wrist and held it back. The human yelled and swung her dagger towards the monster, the blade digging into its torso while it screeched loudly. It snarled as its pincers snapped at Triska, the ant-lioness pushing the human over into the wall and trying to bite her with vicious snarls.


  "Goddamn, you are one ugly bitch," Triska growled as the ant-lioness snapped at her, the monster's eyes being wide while its jaw was unhinged, revealing all the razor sharp teeth inside of her mouth. It held Triska's hand with her sword against the wall as her other hand was grabbing the girl's hair, trying to pull the human closer to her open mouth while Triska jammed her dagger deeper into its belly. It was causing blood to pour out from the wound but wasn't killing the monster fast enough. Nearby the other ant-lioness clawed back to the surface as it screeched loudly.


  The ant girl watched as Triska was pinned against the wall and trembled with fear. The other ant-lioness rushed towards Triska, the teen kicking back the first monster and causing it to stumble away with the dagger stuck in the torso still. Triska swung her blade around and sliced a gash through the second ant-lioness’s face, the monster howling as it dropped down thrashing around. The human then struck the blade into the skull with a crunch, the body of the monster twitching before falling limp. Before Triska could yank her sword back up the other ant-lioness rushed over and pushed her back into the wall, the monster pinning the human's hands to the wall as its pincers snapped at her.


  “You just can’t take a hint, can you?” Triska grunted as she tried to avoid the monster’s attempts to bite her face off. She pushed back slightly and held her knee up to the monster's chest, the teen keeping the ant-lioness from getting too close to eat her face. The ant girl watched with fearful eyes as the human was pinned to the wall then saw another ant-lioness emerging further down the tunnel. The monster screeched then started skittering towards Triska, the human glancing to it with frustration before looking back to the ant-lioness that was still snapping at her. The ant girl shook her head fearfully then glanced to the side, seeing something by the corner of the tunnel that caught her eye.


  Triska growled and attempted to push the ant-lioness off of her before the other got too close, trying to kick off with her knee as the monster kept pushing back while snapping towards her face. Triska watched the ant-lioness with frustration, glanced over to the other ant-lioness rushing up towards them, then back to seeing the monster still snapping at her… then watched as a pickaxe struck through the monster's skull with a crunch.


  Triska went wide eyed as the tip of the digging tool stopped just short of impaling her head, then looked over to seeing the ant girl holding the handle of the digging tool with one hand and staring at the ant-lioness she just killed with frustration and fear. The girl yanked the pickaxe out of the ant-lioness, the predator then dropping down with a thump as its face was frozen in shock. Triska looked at the corpse with surprise then to the ant girl. The monster was trembling with tears forming in her eyes before she looked at the teen worriedly.


  "Wow… thank you," Triska said softly. The ant girl squeaked softly then looked down at the monster she just killed. Triska just looked at her then over to the other ant-lioness, the predator also staring at the ant girl with surprise. The ant-lioness then charged towards them while screeching loudly, the two girls turning to it quickly. Triska darted forward and grabbed her sword while the ant girl gripped the handle of her pickaxe tightly, her expression of fright still as she tried to be brave. The ant-lioness rushed towards Triska before the human whipped her sword out from the skull of her previous kill and swiped towards the monster, the ant-lioness darting back before Triska lunged forward with another swipe. She sliced through the chest of the monster, causing it to screech loudly and stagger back. Triska darted to the side and swiped off two of the monster's legs, the ant-lioness howling as it dropped to the ground and thrashed around. The human looked down at it with narrowed eyes then struck her blade into another nearby ant-lioness that was buried next to her foot, right between the two pincers while the ant girl walked up towards the wounded monster. Triska glanced to the ant-lioness nearby and twisted her blade, causing a crunching sound from below.


  "These ant girls are your prey no longer.”


  The ant girl squeaked loudly and swung her pickaxe down, spiking through the skull of the predator with a crunch. She stared at the monster she just killed with wide eyes, her breathing short and her squeaking quiet. Triska yanked her sword up from the ground, causing a shot of blood and a broken pincer to pop up with it, and watched as the ant girl slowly looked to her pickaxe. She glanced to Triska, the human winking at her with a smile.


  "To coexist we have to help each other.” The ant girl looked at her with wonder then down at the ant-lioness that had a pickaxe struck through her skull. Triska smiled at the ant girl then grabbed her dagger out from the downed ant-lioness’s torso, wiping the blood off on the monster's tunic before sheathing it again at her hip. She stood up and held her sword at her side as the ant girl slowly let go of the pickaxe and backed up, staring at the weapon she had used to kill the monster with.


  "I take it you're the first one to ever fight back like that," Triska guessed with a raised eyebrow. The ant girl looked at her with wonder as the human smiled at her. "I knew we could trust you. Thank you, for helping me.”


  The ant girl squeaked as her antenna twitched slightly. Triska then looked down the tunnel and saw other pincers in the ground still.


  "C'mon, I have a few more to take care of," she said glancing back to her new friend. The ant girl looked down the tunnel then at the monster she killed. Slowly she reached out and grabbed the handle again, pausing as she stared at it with wonder. Triska smiled a bit and rested her hand on the girl's shoulder, the monster then looking to her curiously.


  "You don't have to, I'm the one your queen wants doing this, remember?"


  The ant girl looked at her for a moment then down to the pickaxe. She gripped it and slowly pulled it up, the tool dripping blood from the predator's skull. Holding it in front of her she examined it with a blank expression, remaining quiet as she seemed deep in thought for a while before glancing to Triska. The human smiled then looked down the tunnel at the other underground predators.


  "You sure?" she asked glancing to her friend. The ant girl looked at her for a moment then to a pair of nearby pincers. She squeaked as she showed discontent, then slowly walked up towards the hidden ant-lioness below. The ant girl gripped the pickaxe in her hand tightly as she held the torch in the other, gearing back her weapon as she glared at the monster that had been preying on her kind for so long. Triska smirked then glanced to the ant-lioness’s pincers.


  "Yeah, they are your prey no longer," she said simply, right before the ant girl swung her pickaxe down into the monster she hated more than anything in the world.


   


  


  Chapter 8


  A New Companion


  In the world of Eden, mankind had to deal with not only monsters attacking and taking away their men, but also with their own kind waging wars with each other. Even though all of mankind had the same enemy of the monster races, it didn't change that certain territories of humans still fought and killed each other just as always. Either for land, for riches, or for anything they wished to take by force, mankind still had to deal with their own conflicts as well as the monster ones. It wasn't as though every human was at war with another however, as alliances and truces were formed just as new enemies were easily made. Mankind had learned to somewhat coexist with each other peacefully, as long as one condition was met.


  To become allies, both sides must benefit from the union.


  *****


  Deep underground the sounds of monstrous howls and screeches echoed throughout a few darkened tunnels. A red glow could be seen coming from a corridor branching out from the ant girls’ nest, a glow coming from a single torch lighting the way for two fighters.


  "Eat this!" Triska yelled as she struck her sword into an ant-lioness that was running at her, the blade piercing into its open mouth and carving out the back through its skull. As the monster fell to the ground with a hoarse cry an ant girl nearby swung her pickaxe down into the ground, striking between two protruding pincers and right into another underground predator. The pickaxe shook around in the ant girl's grip as the ant-lioness down below howled and screeched before falling silent. The ant girl slowly lifted the weapon back up, dripping fresh blood from the kill, and stared at the blood forming on the ground with wonder.


  She blinked then slowly looked over to Triska, the teen spinning her blade around then striking downward into the ground with a yell. Her sword pierced into the ant-lioness hiding below, the monster screeching as Triska pushed her blade down with a crunch. She yanked her sword back, causing blood and broken pincers to fly up, then spun around and sliced another ant-lioness across the chest as the monster charged her above the ground. The ant-lioness stumbled back before Triska followed around with her attack and swung down on the head with her sword, splitting through the skull with a crunch down to the neck. The monster dropped to the ground as the ant girl squeaked softly in wonder, watching the human girl slay monster after monster with her blade. Triska wiped her forehead then glanced back to her.


  "Hey, you doing alright?"


  The ant girl's antennae twitched a bit and she tilted her head slightly, that being the only response she gave. Triska smiled and glanced back to seeing another ant-lioness emerging from the ground while screeching at her.


  "If you're getting tired you can stop, I can handle the rest of these things," Triska said before charging the monster. She swung her blade and sliced off a hand as the monster clawed at her, then swung back around and sliced off the two front legs. The monster howled and stumbled onto the ground before Triska struck down and pierced her blade through the skull and into the dirt with a crunch. The monster twitched a bit then laid still as Triska glanced down the tunnel. There were still more pincers sticking up from the ground, and more ant-lionesses emerging from the cries of their comrades.


  "I won't stop,” Triska vowed as she gripped her sword with both hands. “No matter what I won't stop. I won't stop until you're all dead, I won't let Daniel's chance at forming new allies for us slip away.”


  Beside her the ant girl slowly walked up and faced the ant-lionesses that started skittering towards them. Triska glanced to her friend who had a forced look of determination on her face.


  "You don't have to fight them you know, you've already done your part. Leave this to me.”


  The ant girl glanced to her then ahead as two ant-lionesses rushed towards them, the monsters skittering across the ground as they had their mouths opened wide. The ant girl gripped her pickaxe tightly and squeaked, watching as the monsters that killed her kind ran towards her with loud screeches and wide eyes. The ant girl shut her eyes and shook her head, squeaking repeatedly as the Triska looked at her worriedly.


  "Hey, don't worry about this, I can handle it. Just get back," she said before the two ant-lionesses skittered up to them. Triska yelled and struck her blade into the mouth of one of the beasts as the other reached out for the ant girl.


  "Get back!" Triska shouted as she yanked out her blade from the monster that dropped down dead, then geared back to swing her sword at the other ant-lioness. Before she could move the ant girl squeaked loudly and darted forward, tackling her foe down to the ground. She started whacking the pickaxe into the skull of the ant-lioness repeatedly, squeaking loudly as tears were starting to form in her eyes. Triska watched with surprise as the ant girl struck the skull again and again, smashing the head of the monster into bloody pieces as she seemed to be lost in her moment of adrenaline. With each squeak she struck harder into the bloodied corpse, her strength more than evident as her digging tool decimated the monster relentlessly with powerful strikes.


  "Holy… shit," Triska breathed out as the ant girl shakily got up to her feet. She dropped the torch in her hand, the light falling onto the corpse of the monster below and igniting it as the ant girl gripped her pickaxe with both hands. She had tears in her eyes as she kept squeaking with discontent, glaring at more ant-lionesses that were crawling out of the ground.


  "How many of these things are there anyway?" Triska grunted looking down the tunnel. The corridor lit up brightly as the corpse of the antlion started to burn, the human watching the ant girl next to her shakily walking towards the roaring ant-lionesses with frustration and teary eyes. Her teeth were bared, tears were dropping from her cheeks, and her hands were trembling while holding her bloodied digging tool.


  "What… what are you doing? Get back here with me," Triska called out as she started to run up to her. Before she could get close the ant girl squeaked loudly and rushed towards the ant-lionesses, gearing her pickaxe back as she ran towards the predators. Triska ran after and watched with surprise as the ant girl swung down and spiked an ant-lioness into the ground, the digging tool going right through the skull with a loud whack. The pickaxe struck into the dirt with a mighty strike before the ant girl yanked it back up and struck out to the side, spiking her weapon into the shoulder of another ant-lioness and pinning it to the wall. Triska ran over and swung down on another ant-lioness’s head, slicing it into two, and then looked over to see the ant girl repeatedly yanking her pickaxe out of the monster she was squeaking loudly at before striking into the skull of the creature again. She went wild with rage for the monsters, her strikes becoming furious and swifter as she squeaked louder and louder with each swing.


  "Wow, somebody's angry," Triska noticed as the ant girl continued to strike at the predator. Even the other ant-lionesses were staring with surprise as the monster they all used to hunt down was mercilessly destroying one of their own with a pickaxe. The ant girl swung down again and again, the weapon smashing in and carving up the body as the head was now completely destroyed. The body slumped down against the wall as the ant girl continued to vent her rage on it, hacking the corpse into bloody pieces as she squeaked loudly with each strike. Triska watched with awe as the ant girl reduced the body of the ant-lioness into a pile of blood and bone.


  “Damn…”


  After a while of hacking the corpse to shreds the ant girl backed up slightly, squeaking softly while breathing heavily. She clutched the pickaxe in her hands tightly as she had her eyes narrowed, glaring at the remains of the predator she despised so much.


  "Um… I think you got her," Triska said simply. She then glanced to the other ant-lionesses, all of them staring at the ant girl with their wide eyes and open mouths.


  However none of them were charging forward. None of them were making a sound. They were just staring in silence at the ant girl that decimated one of their own.


  Triska turned to face them with her sword drawn, glaring at the monsters as the body of the dead ant-lioness behind burned brightly. The other ant-lionesses looked to her as she glared at them, the fires behind her flaring up as she held her sword at the ready.


  "You picked the wrong nest to infest. Now you're going to pay with your blood.”


  The monsters stared at her as she prepared to run forward, all of them remaining perfectly still. The crackling from the flames behind was all that was heard as the corridor glowed brightly with the fire. The ant girl looked down with her hair covering the view of her eyes, baring her teeth slightly as she gripped her pickaxe tightly.


  "You're all going to hell for attacking them like this," Triska growled as she tensed up, eyeing the monsters carefully as she gripped her sword. One of the ant-lionesses slowly took a step back, right before a pickaxe flew through the air and spiked into its head. The monster wavered then dropped down with a thump as the other ant-lionesses looked to her with surprise. Triska blinked then slowly glanced over to see the ant girl glaring at the monsters with teary eyes, with one arm still outstretched from her throw. She squeaked in a low tone as she glared at the monsters, her eyes filled with rage rather than fear. Triska smirked then looked back to the monsters.


  "Like I said…" she said before she ran at them. She jumped into a downward strike towards an ant-lioness’s head, the monster looking at her with surprise as the human yelled out.


  "You're all going to hell!"


  *****


  Inside the queen's chambers the leader herself was seated at her throne, watching a human boy with a slightly curious expression. Daniel was looking down in thought, having one arm crossed before him while his other hand was resting against his chin. A few ant girls with swords sheathed at their hips were standing before the queen, yet parted slightly so the queen and human could talk about his belief that they could all coexist peacefully together. Alyssa was standing next to Daniel, looking at him worriedly as he was thinking about a question that the queen had asked him, a question he didn't have an answer for.


  "Well?" Victoria asked expectantly. Daniel looked to her again then shook his head.


  "I'm not sure, I haven't really thought about that part in full detail yet," he admitted before looking down again.


  "You come here wishing for us to make peace with your kind, to coexist peacefully,” Victoria clarified. “Then answer the question, Daniel. How are we to continue breeding should we accept this alliance, and then the humans decline us men to breed with? I need to mate with human males regularly in order to provide eggs for my nest, the same as any queen would have to for her nest. So the question remains, what will your people do about this?"


  Daniel continued to look down in thought as he pondered that.


  "Well,” he speculated while scratching his head. “Perhaps if they are given the option to do so on their own accord, rather than being taken by force, it would be more acceptable.”


  "Let me ask you this, Daniel,” Victoria asked with a raised eyebrow. “What exactly did you intend to propose to our race with this deal of coexistence? Or any monster race for that matter? Your little witch friend, the one that wishes to control her nature to stay with you on your journey, will need men to mate with along with her entire race. Have you even contemplated in the slightest how to arrange it so that their race, our race, or any monster race that decides to ally with you will be allowed to continue to breed?"


  Alyssa looked at Daniel with growing concern as he brainstormed on how to make that a reality.


  "Well… I haven't quite… figured that out yet," he said softly. Alyssa looked at him worriedly then to the queen.


  "But Daniel did say he would consider me as a mate,” she mentioned. “Willingly even. If he could do that, maybe other humans could too.”


  "Is this true human?” Victoria asked curiously. “Have you honestly considered mating with this witch on your own accord?"


  Daniel looked Alyssa standing next to him as he asked himself that same question. She watched him with hopeful eyes, waiting for his answer as he remained silent while just staring at her.


  "Daniel…" she said softly. He looked at her for a moment then nodded with a gentle smile.


  "Yeah, I have.”


  Alyssa smiled brightly and quickly walked up closer to him.


  "Really? You mean that? You'll… really mate with me still?"


  "What?" Triska's voice yelled out from nearby. Everybody looked to seeing the human and rescued ant girl walking into the chambers, with Triska staring at Daniel with shock and an open mouth. She had her sword sheathed behind her while the ant girl was holding her bloodied pickaxe still.


  "Triska, you're back," Daniel said with a smile.


  "I take it you were successful in ridding my nest of those accursed ant-lionesses then?" Victoria asked curiously.


  "Never mind all that right now, what the hell do you mean you'll mate with her?" Triska yelled out while pointing to the witch. Alyssa smiled happily and hugged Daniel tightly around the waist.


  "It's all in the interest of coexistence of course, that and we're so perfect for each other after all," she said sweetly. Daniel jumped a bit at that and looked between the two girls nervously. Triska growled and then ran over and yanked the witch off of the boy, the monster being tossed back as Triska glared at her.


  "We've already been through this, Alyssa! You are not going to be mating with him! Not now or ever!"


  "Hey, he said he would do so on his own free will, you can't get mad at me because I'm the girl he wants. He's made his choice, deal with it!"


  "Wait, I never said that exactly," Daniel said weakly.


  "He didn't choose you! And like hell he's going to mate with you!" Triska yelled out loudly.


  "But, Triska,” Daniel reasoned carefully. “I never said that was my final decision, only that I would consider it, just like I did before.”


  "But, Daniel, you can't mate with her, you just can't," she begged with pleading eyes.


  "And just why can't he mate with this witch?" Victoria demanded. Everybody looked to her as she crossed her arms with an accusing stare at Triska. "Are you saying that he can't merely because she's a monster? Is that why he can't choose her as a mate?"


  "What? No, that's… I mean sort of… but…" Triska stammered as she looked back to the witch then to the queen again. Alyssa growled and glanced to the queen.


  "Shut up, Triska,” she sternly hushed out. “We're trying to show them that men can willingly choose us monsters as mates, you're not helping Daniel’s cause here.”


  “Wait, what?” Triska asked confusedly.


  "This is why coexistence will not work, Daniel,” Victoria argued while shaking her head. “In order for us, or any monster race, to ally with you we will still need men to breed with. That can never be avoided; it's the only way we can survive. Should we ally with your kind that would mean your men would have to willingly choose to mate with us, something that obviously would be too much to ask of. The men alone would likely not agree to such a condition, and it's more than apparent your women would never allow it.”


  Triska jumped a bit then looked to Daniel with regret, the boy lowering his head as he closed his eyes.


  "Wait, that… that's not true," Triska insisted looking back to the queen.


  "Way to go, Triska,” Alyssa grumbled while face palming. “Why can't you ever stop talking? Just once, shut the hell up!"


  "But wait, that's not it at all. I didn't mean it like that," Triska pleaded.


  "Then what is the problem with Daniel choosing a witch for a mate?” Victoria demanded. “Or any monster? Are you saying that you would be okay with him choosing a monster as his wife?"


  Triska looked to Daniel then back to the queen as she tried to speak clearly in his defense, something that she failed horribly at.


  "Well… I'm… it's just… he's… but… wait… no, I mean… this isn’t… he’s not… we’re not… I’m trying to say…"


  “Oh my god, just stop talking!” Alyssa yelled out at her, getting Triska to slap a hand over her mouth with a quiet whine. Alyssa shook her head then looked to Daniel with hopeful eyes. "He's perfectly fine choosing a monster like me as a mate, isn't that right, Daniel?"


  He looked between the two girls nervously as the queen watched him carefully for his answer.


  "Well… I mean, I did say I would consider it.”


  "Consider it?" Victoria asked with a scoff.


  "Well yes,” Daniel agreed. “The truth is, human or monster… I would be fair in picking a mate in life to either of them. I know that some humans can act like real monsters, and some monsters can have a heart like peaceful humans. I told Alyssa that I would consider being her mate, just as I would consider being any kindhearted girl's mate in life.”


  Victoria looked at him curiously while Alyssa smiled happily at that. Triska however showed frustration and looked down, wishing to speak her feelings on the matter yet not able to bring herself to do so in fear she would only make things worse.


  "Interesting,” Victoria said distantly. “So you would really choose to mate with our kind… provided they show 'heart', is that what you’re saying?”


  Daniel looked down for a moment as he thought about that then nodded.


  “Yes, I would,” he answered. "Just because your kind are monsters, it doesn't mean that we cannot coexist together, or feel deeper emotions for each other.”


  The queen watched him carefully then leaned back with an intrigued smirk.


  "So you're saying that if one of my workers showed you 'heart', and could control herself properly in your presence, then you would consider her to be a future mate in life just as you would with a human female?"


  Triska and Alyssa looked to Daniel with curious eyes as he jumped a bit from hearing that.


  "Well… I suppose if you put it like that…" he said glancing back to the group of ant girl workers behind him. The rescued ant girl was among them as they were all watching while remaining silent. Alyssa and Triska glanced to each other worriedly then back to Daniel as he shrugged slightly.


  "I guess…” he slowly reasoned. “I suppose if… we felt something more for each other, that would be a possibility. To tell the truth though I haven't really thought about them like that.”


  The queen nodded with a curious expression then held a finger to her chin.


  "I must say, human, you are indeed a unique thinker. And what does your own kind think on this matter? Do they share your beliefs?"


  Daniel looked down with concern and shook his head.


  "I'm afraid they are difficult to reason with,” he confessed with regret. “I've tried to tell them that your kind could be trusted, but they don't see that. They only see the monsters that have been kidnapping and raping our kind for so long.”


  Alyssa looked at him worriedly then down while Triska showed concern for Daniel’s case. The queen nodded with a blank expression then tilted her head slightly in wonder.


  "Then what are you doing out here if your kind has already spoken against such an idea?"


  "I'm out here to prove my beliefs to the world,” he declared with determination. “To find those that are willing to join us as allies, and to show my race that you're not just lustful monsters. I'm out here to find those like you that would be willing to give peace a chance, as proof of my beliefs.”


  Victoria looked at him with a slight amount of surprise.


  "You mean you chose to go out into the world alone in hopes that we would accept your ideas, with no support from your own kind?"


  "Hey, I'm here with him,” Triska spoke up. “I believe in Daniel, that's why I'm on this trip with him.”


  Daniel glanced to her with a smile then looked back to the queen.


  "Somebody from my kind has to try to talk to your race and to others as well,” he reasoned. “The mere fact that we're even having this conversation is proof that my theories are correct.”


  The queen looked at him with wonder for a moment then smiled amusedly.


  "Well, Daniel, I'm impressed. Perhaps you would be a suitable mate for me after all, somebody who could provide strong-willed children for my nest.” The travelers looked at her with surprise as she laughed a bit, the monster then looking to Triska. "However, it seems my worker has brought you back in one piece, which I believe means you were successful in getting rid of those pests, correct?"


  "Yeah,” Triska said with a bold smile. “We took out all of them in that tunnel. Your nest is safe from them for now.”


  The group looked back to the rescued ant girl, the monster nodding with a squeak as her comrades stared at her with wonder. Triska smiled proudly at her then turned to the queen while pointing to the ant girl.


  "Your worker even killed a few of them. She was scared of them, but she fought well and showed the ant-lionesses that your kind isn't so weak-willed to not fight back.”


  Victoria looked at her with surprise then over to the worker, with all the other ant girls staring at her with wide eyes. The ant girl squeaked proudly and held up her pickaxe, still dripping with the blood from her fallen enemies. The girl pantomimed swinging the axe around and squeaking bravely while the other ant girls stared at her speechless, listening to their comrade's tale of how she killed the underground predators.


  "Really?” Victoria asked in disbelief. “My own worker killed those things?"


  Triska nodded and looked back to the ant girl as the monster was holding her weapon up proudly, all while the crowd around her was squeaking wildly with amazement.


  "Yeah, it was great to have another fighter down there with me. She really helped out.”


  Alyssa and Daniel looked at the ant girl with wonder then back to Triska.


  "You two… really killed them all?" Alyssa asked while pointing to her. Triska nodded and smiled arrogantly at the witch.


  "You seem surprised. Did you really think I was a weak human or something?"


  "Well yeah, I always have.”


  Triska twitched at that then glared at the witch with anger.


  "Hey! I told you I was Daniel's protection out here in the world didn't I?"


  "Yeah, and that didn't do jack against me.”


  Triska growled then reached for her sword as all the ant girls and queen were watching the two girls curiously.


  "You know, for a witch who doesn't have her focuser you sure talk big," Triska threatened as she gripped her sword's handle. Alyssa jumped a bit then nervously backed up while Daniel looked to her curiously.


  "What? You don't have your focuser?"


  She looked to him and shook her head.


  "Well… no.”


  "That's right,” Triska sternly said. “And without it she's powerless. So stop talking like I'm the useless one here, Alyssa. I'm the one that helped keep this nest in one piece, I'm the one that did so in order to free Daniel, and I'm the one that did so because I'm going to protect him from the real Darker Ones out there.”


  Alyssa glanced to her with frustration while holding back her words then looked down while clenching her fists at her sides.


  "What happened to it? Did you lose it?" Daniel asked. Alyssa shook her head then looked to the queen with annoyance.


  "No, those ant girls took it when we fell into their tunnel, along with all our stuff," she said accusingly. Victoria merely raised an eyebrow at the witch, not saying a word about the matter. Daniel looked to the queen then around at the other ant girls.


  "They did?" He looked back to the queen as she didn't seem to react at all. "You stole from us?"


  She merely shrugged in response and glanced away from them.


  "Well, we do scavenge what we can from above,” she admitted. “It’s part of our way of life after all. Any tools or weapons we can find help strengthen our nest while any gold or riches add to our wealth for trade with other races.”


  "Please, could you return our things to us?" Daniel politely requested. The queen looked back to him with a raised eyebrow. He glanced to Alyssa with concern then back to the queen. "Please, all our belongings were in those bags, her focuser as well. She's powerless without it. Please, could you return them to us?"


  Triska glanced to the queen expectantly while Alyssa nodded eagerly. Victoria sighed and then looked up tiredly.


  "I've already agreed to listen to you, Daniel, as well as let you go free. Yet you still ask for more.”


  "He's asking you to return what you stole from us!" Alyssa shouted out.


  "You can keep her focuser if you want, I just want our bags back," Triska mentioned.


  "Hey!"


  "What? I'm Daniel's protection out there remember? Not you.”


  "Hey now, don't start that again you two, please. Not now," Daniel pleaded.


  The queen looked at the travelers then rolled her eyes, then snapped her fingers and glanced to a nearby guard.


  "You, go fetch their belongings and have them brought here immediately," she ordered. The guard squeaked then quickly ran off down a tunnel. Victoria looked back to Daniel and smirked slightly. "You did say please after all, so I suppose I can return the kindness.”


  Daniel smiled gratefully and bowed at the queen.


  "Thank you, Queen Victoria, I knew you were a trustworthy ruler," he said politely. She smiled proudly and nodded.


  "Well, you did help us with dealing with those ant-lionesses, so I suppose I can't be too cruel to you.” After a pause she then looked at Daniel with a serious expression. "However, even after listening to your ideas, Daniel, I'm not sure peace between our races can exist.”


  The travelers watched her worriedly as she shook her head.


  "I applaud your courage, boy, I do. And for what it's worth, I wish you luck on your journey. However, we have no guarantee that mankind is ready to coexist with us, and we cannot risk losing our means to breed on such a gamble.” Daniel looked at her with concern as he opened his mouth to speak before she raised a hand to silence him.


  "The men we have here in our nest will remain here, as will any others we find nearby. It is our nature after all, and we cannot just abandon our way of life on a mere hope you have. Especially with mankind having already rejected the idea of living with us," Victoria finished while shaking her head, her voice having a slight amount of disappointment in it. Triska and Alyssa glanced to each other then to Daniel as they feared talks with the ant girls were at an end now.


  "But… is there really no way for us to get along?" Daniel desperately asked. Victoria looked at him curiously as she held a finger to her chin.


  "You really are something, boy,” she mused. “Such determination and spirit, it appears I have lost a potential breeding mate after all. Still, I'm afraid that as long as mankind treats us as nothing more than monsters, peace is simply out of the question.”


  "But, your majesty,” Daniel pleaded. “We're trying to find the proof that mankind needs to see reason, to see that you can be our allies. That's why we're traveling the lands looking for monsters like you.”


  "Proof you say?" she asked raising an eyebrow. Alyssa nodded and stepped forward.


  "Yes. I'm proof that coexistence can be done. I’m not doing anything bad to Daniel at all, I’m not raping him or hexing him or anything. I’m helping him with his quest, as a fellow being of Eden.”


  Triska nodded and glanced to the ant girls nearby.


  "Your kind is adept at tunneling and digging,” she pointed out. “I'm sure mankind could use your help with their mining for minerals and resources. And we can help keep those ant-lionesses from infesting your nests, along with the other monsters that your kind has difficulty keeping away. Our soldiers are more combat experienced and capable than yours, we could help protect you.”


  Victoria looked at the two with skepticism then to Daniel as he stepped forward.


  "We can make this work,” he promised. “I just need to show my people the proof they need. If I can get more races of monsters like Alyssa's to stand with us, then maybe that would be enough to get my people to see that we can live together.”


  Alyssa glanced to him at that remark then looked down and away, biting her lip slightly as his words raised a red flag in her mind about something.


  “I know breeding would be an important factor in our alliance,” Daniel agreed. “But I'm sure that we can work something out if we try together.”


  Victoria eyed him curiously for a moment then looked down in thought. The travelers watched her as she pondered his words carefully, the queen then slowly looking back to him.


  "I'm sorry,” she replied shaking her head. “But until we can be guaranteed our own survival we cannot risk losing what we have.” Her words caused despair to overcome the travelers as they slowly lowered their heads.


  "However…" Victoria continued, with the travelers then looking back to her curiously. "I can give you something to aid you in your quest.”


  "You can? What?" Alyssa asked.


  "Take one of my workers with you, as your 'proof'," Victoria said while eyeing the ant girls nearby. The group jumped a bit then looked back to the workers, all of them watching the travelers with wonder and small smiles.


  "What? Take one with us?" Triska asked in surprise.


  "Yes,” the queen said while leaning back in her chair. “Take one to aid you in your journey, as a token of my willingness to listen to mankind when they are ready to talk about coexistence.”


  Daniel looked back to her while trying to think of what to say before the queen showed a small smirk at him.


  "You don't mind do you, Daniel?” she asked. “By all means, I ask of you to pick any one that catches your eye. I will give them the order to assist you on your journey however you see fit. And, while you're choosing, try to pick one that could possibly be your mate if at all possible.”


  Triska and Alyssa suddenly looked back to her with wide eyes as Daniel jumped a good foot in the air with surprise.


  "What?" he said loudly.


  "His mate?" Alyssa and Triska cried out.


  "Of course,” Victoria calmly replied. “After all, should he choose to mate with one of my workers of his own free will, it will help relations with our races. I'm sure all the ant girl nests would be moved if a human chose to be with our kind, and it would likely help your own race see reason as well.”


  Alyssa and Triska stared at her with wide eyes then to each other as they gulped silently. Daniel stuttered something before the queen held up her hand to silence his nonsensical babble.


  "I am not requiring you to choose one as a mate, Daniel,” she explained. “Only that you at least take one with you as the proof that you need. Of course, should you choose to mate with her that would be even more proof that our kind can coexist.”


  Daniel looked at her with a stunned expression then over to the ant girls. They were all watching him bashfully as they fidgeted a bit, none of them seeming opposed to becoming his traveling companion.


  "Wait, is this necessary?" Triska asked worriedly. Victoria glanced to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "Is there a problem with him choosing one of my workers as a mate?" she demanded. Triska looked from the ant girls to Daniel then to the queen before back to the ant girls.


  "Well… um…"


  "Um…" Alyssa said as the two looked at all the ant girls, both hating the idea of even more competition forming for the boy's heart. All the ant girls had shapely figures and lovely faces, and were watching Daniel with bashful smiles, something that he was wishing he didn't notice.


  “But… hold on,” Triska said with a nervous smile. “I thought that ant girls can’t get pregnant, so how could any of them be an actual mate for Daniel if they can’t provide him children?”


  Alyssa closed her eyes and slowly shook her head.


  “They can’t get pregnant… unless they’re separated from their nest.”


  Triska glanced to her awkwardly as did Daniel.


  “What do you mean unless they are separated from their nest?” Triska carefully repeated. The queen watched the witch with a raised eyebrow as Alyssa breathed out and looked over to the ant girls with concern.


  “If they are separated from their nest for a prolonged period of time their bodies become fertile, allowing them to become a new queen for a new nest. It’s so that if they are stranded from their home, or the only survivor of their nest from an attack, they can make a new nest and keep their race from dying out. If one of those ant girls follows us away from the nest and distances herself from her queen, her body will believe her queen is dead, then she’ll be capable of becoming… pregnant.”


  Triska and Daniel looked back to the ant girls as they were still watching Daniel closely while the queen nodded slightly in agreement to what the witch had said.


  “That is correct, witch,” Victoria said. “Whoever Daniel picks could become an actual wife for him. So I ask again, is there a problem with that?”


  Triska opened her mouth to speak then paused, knowing that any excuse she could come up with would only hurt Daniel’s cause. Alyssa gulped and then slowly glanced to Triska.


  "No, there's no problem with that, right, Triska?" Alyssa asked through a forced smile. Triska glanced to her then to the ant girls.


  ‘You've got to be kidding me, now we have to take one of them along with us too?’


  "Well…"


  "I thought you wanted proof for his beliefs,” Victoria scoffed. “To show your kind that we can coexist. Well, I'm literally handing over just that, something that I would never do for any other race. I'm letting you take along one of my workers for your quest, show some gratitude, girl.”


  Triska looked at the ant girls worriedly then to Daniel, the boy eyeing over the selection of monsters he had to choose from.


  "I guess… when you put it like that, we could use more proof for the world to see," he said scratching his head. Triska opened her mouth to speak but stopped, unsure of what she could say in protest without causing problems with the queen and hurting Daniel's cause.


  "And it's not like you're being forced to marry any of them," Alyssa quickly pointed out nervously. Triska slowly nodded while biting her tongue, not liking all the attention Daniel was getting from the group of candidates. Daniel looked around slowly at the selection and stepped closer towards them.


  "Well… let's see then.” He looked from one ant girl to the next, all of them appearing the same and smiling at him bashfully. Some had longer hair, others were a little shorter, but they all seemed to be nearly identical. As he got to the last one who was holding a pickaxe he stopped.


  "You managed to fight those ant-lionesses with Triska, didn't you?" he asked curiously. The ant girl squeaked and held her pickaxe proudly, with her comrades glancing to her for a moment then back to Daniel as he smiled at the monster. "That was incredible of you to do that. I’m glad you overcame your fear of them and were able to help keep your nest safe. You should remain here, your nest could use more brave fighters like you.”


  The ant girl looked at him curiously as her antennae twitched a bit and squeaked something. She looked to the pickaxe in her hand then to Triska, the teen smiling at her and nodding in agreement.


  "He's right, they're going to need you here after all. You should stay here and help defend your nest, I know you can do it.”


  The ant girl squeaked softly and looked back to Daniel with a small smile before turning her eyes down to the pickaxe she was holding. He smiled kindly at her then looked at the other candidates.


  "Well,” he said with a small shrug. “I guess any one of them would be proof, so…" He held out his hand and pointed across the line of girls, each one watching him with an eager smile. He stopped at the last one in the line, since he couldn’t really tell any differences between any of them to begin with, with the girl smiling brightly in anticipation.


  "Wait!" Alyssa called out. Daniel looked to her as the witch was eyeing the rescued ant girl carefully. "Actually, I think the one that fought those ant-lionesses would be a better pick, Daniel.”


  Triska and Daniel looked at her with puzzlement while the queen raised an eyebrow in question.


  "What? But why?" Daniel asked looking back to the rescued ant girl, with the one he was still pointing to shooting Alyssa a death glare with bared teeth. Alyssa smiled weakly and rubbed the back of her head.


  "Well… I mean it is dangerous out there with the Darker Ones, so the one you pick should be able to defend herself if need be. She's the only one here that can do that, so logically she's the only one that would be safe above ground with us.”


  "But her nest could use fighters like her,” Triska said while eyeing the rescued ant girl. “She should stay where she's needed, she could really help her nest with her bravery.” The ant girl Daniel was still pointing at nodded eagerly to that.


  Alyssa calmly walked over to Triska then quickly yanked her down by the arm to speak in private with her.


  "Yes,” she whispered sternly. “But the one that you were with fought alongside you, which means maybe she'll listen to you when you tell her to back the hell off from Daniel.”


  Triska blinked then looked back to the ant girl in question, the monster just watching them curiously.


  "You saved her life, she owes you,” Alyssa reasoned. “Use that to keep her away from Daniel, she won’t be a problem for us once you set her straight on the matter."


  Triska glanced from the ant girl Daniel was pointing to, which was frantically pointing to herself as well, then to the rescued ant girl just watched Triska in silence. After a while Triska nodded and smiled a bit.


  "On second thought, Alyssa's right,” she agreed. “It's dangerous up there with where we'll be going, an ant girl that knows how to fight and defend herself would come in handy if we run into trouble.”


  Daniel looked at the rescued ant girl then back to his friends as the one he was pointing at growled quietly with anger at Triska.


  "Um, what were you two whispering about?"


  "Yes, do share," Victoria said crossing her arms before her. Alyssa laughed nervously and shook her head.


  "It was nothing,” she reasoned with a casual shrug. “I was just… reminding Triska that she saved that ant girl's life. Maybe that ant girl can help… return the favor someday.”


  Triska nodded with a nervous smile and shrugged as well while Daniel looked at them curiously then back to the rescued ant girl.


  "But… doesn't her nest need her more than we do?" he asked while lowering his arm, the candidate he had been pointing at nodding quickly while glancing over to the rescued ant girl then to Daniel again with worried eyes.


  "It’s quite alright, Daniel,” Victoria assured while raising a hand. “If having a worker that can help you survive along with proving your beliefs would be needed, then we can let that one go with you. I believe we'll manage without her. Even though she may have braved the tunnels with your friend I don't think the rest of my workers are in similar spirits to fight.” All of the other ant girls and guards glanced to the queen with nervous expressions from that remark. Victoria sighed then looked back to Daniel.


  "Don't worry about us. We will handle ourselves just fine in her absence. When an ant-lioness infestation occurs we normally seal off the tunnel and branch out further away from the area. We may lose living space for a time, but we'll survive just like we always have before," she proclaimed, waving her hand to dismiss the traveler’s concern, then looked at Daniel with a small smirk. "However, should you manage to persuade your kind into coexisting with us, I would imagine we would have all the help we would need with them, am I correct?"


  "Of course,” Daniel assured with a small bow to her. “We'll help you. I promise.”


  "Well, I just might hold you to that promise then," the queen said with a nod. She then looked to the rescued ant girl with a calm expression. "You, follow this boy and do as he says. Help him achieve his goal in this world with gathering the proof that he needs.”


  The rescued ant girl stared at her with wonder as the other ant girls looked at the chosen one with surprise. The ant girl squeaked softly then looked to Daniel while holding a hand to her cheek. He smiled gently and nodded at her as Triska and Alyssa glanced to each other with forced smiles.


  "If that's okay with you, we would appreciate your help with this," he said kindly. The ant girl looked at him with wonder as her antennae twitched a bit then over to the queen while pointing to herself.


  "You have your order,” Victoria said while leaning back in her throne. “You are representing our race now in the interest of peace, do not let us down.”


  The ant girl squeaked softly then slowly walked up to Daniel. He smiled gently at the girl then looked down in thought as something crossed his mind. After a pause he looked back to the queen.


  "Your majesty, if I may make one small request of you," he humbly asked. "Not too far from here is the village of Edgewood, my hometown."


  Triska jumped a bit then looked to the queen.


  "That's right, our home is near here," she realized with concern.


  "I see,” Victoria said before glancing to her fingernails. “We don't go out of our way to raid towns or villages, Daniel, that would be far too dangerous for our workers. We won't be invading your home. However, should your kind wander out into our territory they are fair game, as they always have been. Rest assured though, as with any men that we catch, they will not be harmed if brought here.”


  "I see, I understand," Daniel said looking back to the ant girl in front of him. She squeaked softly and tilted her head curiously.


  “That should be fine for now,” Triska hoped while looking up at the ceiling. “Our people never stray too far from their precious walls, they shouldn’t head this far out to begin with.”


  From the side tunnel a few ant girls walked in along with Victoria’s guard. One of them approached Daniel and held out his backpack to him with a firm squeak. Another walked up to Alyssa and held out her necklace, the witch smiling at it with relief. And three ant girls shakily walked into the den carrying Triska's duffel bag, all of them squeaking with frustration as they slowly approached the group. Everybody watched as they walked up to Triska and dropped the bag down before her, which kicked up a small dust cloud with a heavy thud. Even the queen looked at it with curiosity before back to the human girl. The three ant girls that carried it breathed heavily then looked at Triska with bewilderment as the teen lifted it up and slung it over her shoulder with one hand.


  "Oh c'mon, it's not that heavy," she said shaking her head. She blinked then looked back to seeing Daniel and Alyssa just staring at her.


  "I don’t get it,” Alyssa said. “How is it you can carry that damned thing and three ant girls can't without nearly breaking their backs?"


  Triska looked at her with a dull expression then back to the three ant girls that were staring at her with disbelief. They all squeaked softly then looked to their queen with wonder. Victoria examined Triska carefully then glanced to Daniel.


  "She is human, isn't she?"


  Daniel smiled weakly and chuckled as Triska looked back to her bag, confused as to how everybody around her had trouble carrying the thing when she honestly didn't think she packed that much into it.


  "What's the big deal? It's not that heavy. See?" Triska said dropping the bag down. It slammed into the dirt and kicked up another cloud of dust as everybody stared at it. The ground below it cracked slightly before silence filled the area. The three ant girls before her stared at the sight with wide eyes then looked to the human girl with bafflement. Triska glanced to the bag and smiled nervously.


  "Well… it really isn't that heavy," she said weakly. Daniel smiled a bit at his friend then looked to Alyssa as she put her necklace back on, the blue crystal glowing softly for a moment as the witch tenderly held the trinket in her hands.


  "So, that's your focuser is it?"


  "My mother gave it to me,” Alyssa said softly. “A crystal from Witch Mountain. It’s what grants me control of the magical ether, that and it reminds me of her wherever I go."


  Daniel nodded and smiled gently at the witch as she held the crystal close to her dearly.


  "Well it looks great on you,” he said kindly. “I'm glad you got it back, Alyssa."


  She smiled happily and hugged him from around the waist with a giddy laugh.


  "Oh, Daniel,” she sweetly said. “You don't need to flatter me so much. Besides, I'm much happier that I got you back, I was so worried when you were taken from me.”


  "Hey!” Triska yelled out as she ran over and yanked the witch off of him. “What do you think you're doing? I'm the one that risked life and limb saving him, if anybody gets to hug him it’s me!"


  She looked back then jumped in surprise as the ant girl was now hugging Daniel and nuzzling against his cheek, squeaking happily while he was staring ahead with a nervous smile.


  "Wha… what is she doing?" Triska asked as she and Alyssa watched with surprise.


  "She’s merely being polite,” Victoria casually said. “It sounds like she's thanking Daniel for picking her among all the other workers for this honor, and promising to not let him down with his quest.”


  The ant girl squeaked some more while happily nuzzling her cheek against Daniel’s while holding onto him tightly, causing the queen to smile amusedly at the two.


  "And that she'll do anything that he asks of her, anything so that he approves of her in his eyes."


  Triska and Alyssa jumped slightly and stared at the ant girl with wide eyes while the monster continued rubbing against Daniel’s cheek and squeaking joyously. Daniel however was showing a troubled expression while looking straight ahead over her shoulder.


  "What? What does she mean by that?"


  The ant girl squeaked loudly then pulled him into a kiss, the boy staring with surprise as she held him close and closed her eyes. Triska and Alyssa watched with shock as their jaws dropped while the queen chuckled a bit at the sight.


  "I believe she means just what she said, Daniel," she reasoned. The ant girl let the kiss break and looked at him with adoring eyes, squeaking softly at him as her antennae twitched. Daniel blinked a few times and shivered as a strange euphoric sensation rippled through his mouth. Slowly his eyes started to focus again, with him shaking his head to clear his vision to seeing the ant girl smiling lovingly at him.


  "Uh… okay then…" he wearily said.


  "Daniel, are you okay?" Triska quickly asked as she rushed over and pulled the ant girl away, the monster looking at her curiously while Alyssa ran over to him as well. He blinked a few times and looked at the ant girl with wonder.


  "Um… yeah," he said softly as he tried to focus his thoughts again. Alyssa watched as Daniel seemed slightly out of his senses then jumped with the realization.


  "Wait… her saliva.”


  Triska looked to the ant girl then back to Daniel, and then gasped as she remembered how the ant girls treated her wounds and what effect it had on her while they were doing so.


  ‘Their saliva heals wounds and relieves pain… and also creates a pleasurable sensation. I never felt anything like it before. Which means…’


  She stared at Daniel with horror as she imagined what would happen if the ant girl had continued to make out with him, or tried to use her mouth on other parts of his body.


  ‘Dear god, if she goes down on him then I really will lose him forever!’


  Daniel shook his head to clear his mind then looked back at the ant girl as she smiled at him gently, squeaking something in her language with adoring eyes. He blinked then turned to see Alyssa and Triska staring at the ant girl with growing ire. They glanced to him then to each other, both fearing how easy it might be for the new monster to take Daniel away from them.


  "Are you two okay?" Daniel asked. They looked back to him with concern as he rubbed the back of his head nervously.


  "She kissed you," Triska pointed out.


  "Hey, I didn't ask for that, it's not like I wanted… I mean never tried…" he said unsurely.


  "And you liked it, didn't you?" Triska accused with frustration.


  "What? No! Well… yeah, but not like that. It felt… I mean it's not like…" he stammered nervously. Triska looked at him with concern then down as she bit her lip.


  "Give me a kiss too, Daniel,” Alyssa pleaded as she hopped around in front of him. “It's only fair since she got one. Please? Please please please?”


  "What? No way!” Triska yelled out as she pulled Daniel over to her by the arm. “You've already stolen one from him before, you’re not getting another!"


  Alyssa huffed with discontent and aimed her staff at her, the relic glowing orange as the teen was tossed back into a tumble from the witch's magic. Triska growled as she reached for her sword while the rescued ant girl watched them curiously.


  "Hey, don't start another fight you two, please," Daniel pleaded as he looked from the witch to his friend.


  "So,” Victoria spoke with a flat tone. “These are the companions that you've chosen to bring with you on your quest to seek allies? To extend the offer of peaceful coexistence between man and monster?"


  The group looked to her as she raised her eyebrow at them in question. Daniel smiled weakly and nodded.


  "Well… they are my friends,” he admitted. “I honestly wouldn't be here if it wasn't for them helping me. Triska here has been protecting me since I was young, she's always been by my side, and even helped show you that we do want to coexist together. And Alyssa's been helping us travel through the lands, and is even the first monster I've met that has agreed to be my 'proof' for my beliefs.”


  Triska and Alyssa smiled softly at Daniel while lowering their stances. They then glanced to each other with annoyance before looking away from one another. Daniel chuckled amusedly at seeing them coming to odds then turned to the queen with a formal bow.


  "And thank you,” he said gratefully. “For allowing us a chance to establish relations with your race. We'll watch out for your worker while she's with us, and we'll come back when mankind is ready to talk about true peace between us.”


  Victoria smiled slightly and nodded, her eyes briefly going over Daniel’s choice of traveling companions before resting on him again.


  "I wish you luck, Daniel. I'm not sure if you'll truly succeed with this quest of yours, however I admire your courage. I have to admit, it does make you very desirable," she said with a wink. He chuckled nervously as Alyssa and Triska glanced to each other with concern from hearing that familiar line. The queen calmly smiled at them then looked to the other ant girls standing in the room.


  "Escort them to the surface and send them on their way,” she commanded. “Then seal off that collapsed tunnel up above, do not let any others fall into our domain.”


  The ant girls nodded with a squeak then looked to the travelers while waving them towards a tunnel. Daniel swung his backpack around on his shoulder as Triska lifted up her duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder, much to the awe of the ant girls. Alyssa walked up to Daniel and smiled up at him while the rescued ant girl squeaked happily at him. He looked around at his companions and then to the other ant girls.


  "Alright, let's go.”


  Victoria watched as the ant girls walked out of the den with the travelers then chuckled to herself.


  "The only human to ever think of such a wild idea as coexistence, the only one with the courage to venture out into the world against his own kind's beliefs, and his life is in those girls' hands," she thought aloud to herself. After a pause she shrugged and looked back ahead with a casual gaze.


  "Oh well. Hopefully my little worker will keep a close eye on him, I'd hate to see such a promising mate go to waste," she mused with a smirk.


  *****


  Outside above the underground nest near a small hill in the rolling plains the group crawled out from a hole in the ground one by one. Daniel made his way out first then stood up and walked onto the grass as he looked around, seeing the sky slowly turning to dusk above him. Next Triska crawled out, pulling her duffel bag out of the opening then walking over next to her friend. Alyssa hopped out next, holding her staff in hand while skipping playfully over to them. They looked back towards the opening where the rescued ant girl climbed out of as well. She had her pickaxe slung behind her back with a leather strap, her eyes looking up at the sky with wonder as she got to her feet. Behind her from the opening another ant girl popped her head out and squeaked at her comrade. The rescued ant girl blinked then looked back to her with a nod while squeaking to her.


  "What do you think they're saying?" Daniel asked.


  "I have no idea,” Triska said with a shrug. “They speak their own language. Um, random question, but how are we going to travel with her if we can't even talk to her?"


  "I'd say we have bigger things to worry about other than talking with her," Alyssa muttered, her eyes watching the ant girl closely. The monster waved to her comrade, the escort then ducking back down into the tunnel, and then walked over to the group while looking around at the countryside with a curious eye. They watched their new companion curiously as she kept looking up at the sky while having her mouth opened slightly in wonder.


  "I wonder if they've been out above the surface much before," Triska said looking up.


  "Doesn't look like she has,” Daniel reasoned. The ant girl looked around at the drastic change in scenery then back to him while remaining silent. "Well, it's good to have you with us… um… wait, what's your name?"


  The girl squeaked softly as her antennae twitched a bit, tilting her head with curiosity as the group glanced to each other.


  "Oh great,” Triska said shaking her head. “We never learned what her name is, now what do we do? She can't talk to us and we can't talk to her.”


  "Can you understand us?" Alyssa asked the ant girl curiously, getting a simple nod out of the silent monster.


  "So she understands our language, but can only speak in her own," Daniel said scratching his head.


  "Their language just sounds like a bunch of squeaks though,” Triska pointed out. “I have no clue how we can communicate with her like that.”


  The ant girl looked around at them curiously as they all felt uneasy about the language barrier between them and their new companion.


  "What's your name?" Daniel repeated. The ant girl just squeaked in response.


  “Your name. What’s your name?” Triska stressed out. Again the ant girl merely squeaked at her.


  "This is going to be a long trip," Alyssa said tiredly.


  "Well,” Daniel pondered. “She's going to be coming with us now as more proof, so we can't just send her back. At least she can understand what we say. Still, we need to think of a name for her.”


  "She just squeaks everything, how about Squeak?" Triska suggested with a shrug. Alyssa and Daniel looked to her then to the ant girl.


  "Well, I guess that could work," Daniel said with a nod.


  "What do you think? Can we call you Squeak?" Alyssa asked the ant girl. The monster just looked at her curiously then to Daniel. He smiled a bit and nodded.


  "Would that be alright? If we call you Squeak?"


  The ant girl smiled and nodded with a squeak.


  "I guess she's okay with that," Alyssa said with a small smile.


  "I wonder if their queen even gave them names, she just kept calling her 'worker'," Triska commented as she eyed the new monster.


  "Well while she's traveling with us, she's Squeak," Daniel proclaimed. The ant girl nodded and squeaked again while smiling at him. He chuckled amusedly at her happy demeanor then looked around the area.


  "Now that that's settled,” he said before looking up at the darkening sky. “We'd better get going again. Nightfall is coming soon, so much for getting to Ashwood today.”


  "We have to be close though,” Triska reasoned. “We'll get there tomorrow. Hey, what about Lucky? What happened to him?"


  "I thought he ran off after the tunnel collapsed. I would imagine he's okay," Daniel said searching around landscape curiously.


  "He's likely around here somewhere,” Alyssa assumed with a shrug. “He's always nearby. I'm sure he'll show up eventually.”


  "Yeah, but now we have no carriage for him to carry us in,” Daniel remembered with a sigh. “And with another traveler joining us we could have really used it.”


  Triska glanced to her duffel bag over her shoulder then merely shrugged without worry.


  "We should be fine traveling like this until Ashwood. I've got supplies here to make camp with for the night anyway.”


  "I suppose we have no choice,” Daniel admitted. “Let's get going and setup camp when it gets dark, we can still make some progress for the day."


  The three girls followed him onto the path, with Squeak smiling softly at Daniel the entire time while Alyssa and Triska were glancing to her with growing concern.


  After a while of walking along the road Squeak stopped and looked behind them, her antennae twitching slightly as the group glanced back to seeing her standing still now.


  "Squeak? What is it?" Daniel asked. The group looked to see a white horse trotting up over a nearby grassy hill. It then headed down towards them with a neigh as Alyssa smiled brightly at it.


  "Lucky!"


  "Now that's a loyal horse," Daniel said with an impressed nod. Triska smiled and nodded in agreement, then glanced over to see Squeak staring at the horse with wide eyes.


  "Squeak? What's wrong?"


  The group looked to her as the ant girl grabbed her pickaxe and brought it out at the ready, showing fear in her eyes as she trembled a bit.


  "Hey, it's alright,” Daniel reassured while walking up to her. “That's just Lucky. He's our horse, he’s not a threat."


  The ant girl watched the horse trot up to them then darted in front of Daniel, squeaking as she held a hand back to shield him while she held the digging tool forward with her other.


  "Hey, he's not an enemy, don't attack him!" Triska called out shaking her head.


  "He's just my horse! Put your weapon down!" Alyssa shouted at the ant girl.


  Lucky walked up towards Alyssa and neighed before Squeak swung at him with her pickaxe, the horse bucking back and crying out as the ant girl swiped around while squeaking loudly.


  "Don't, Squeak! He's not going to hurt us, he's just our horse!" Daniel pleaded as he grabbed the ant girl's arm and tried to pull her back. He was however unsuccessful as the girl was stronger than she appeared, and didn't budge at all from his attempts to stop her.


  Lucky neighed loudly then snarled as his eyes glowed red. The group watched as his white hair shifted to black while his tail ignited and burned brightly. Skeletal wings extended out from his back, arching out as smoke came from his mouth. Squeak stared with absolute horror at the demonic horse as it snarled at her and kicked around. The group looked at the transformed Lucky then to Squeak, the ant girl frozen in place as she stared with unblinking eyes at the horse.


  "Lucky! Calm down, she's not going to hurt you! It's okay!" Alyssa pleaded as she watched her horse cry out in fear. Daniel and Triska watched the horse buck around then looked back to Squeak. The ant girl didn't move an inch as the horse cried out with smoke coming from its mouth, snarling at her with its glowing red eyes.


  "Calm down, Lucky!” Alyssa called out as she hopped about in front of the horse. “She's not going to hurt you! She's friendly! Really! She's-" she said before looking back to the ant girl. Daniel waved his hand in front of Squeak’s eyes and got no reaction. Triska snapped her fingers in front of her, also getting no reaction.


  "She's gone," Triska said shaking her head. The group blinked and looked down to see a small amount of liquid running down the ant girl's leg to the ground.


  "Did she just pee herself?" Alyssa asked raising an eyebrow. Squeak wavered then collapsed down to the side, still remaining frozen as she kept her stance. The group just looked down at the ant girl as she was as solid as a statue.


  "She's petrified with fear. Literally," Daniel said shaking his head.


  "Wow, Lucky scared her into a comatose state," Triska said nudging Squeak with her foot, the ant girl remaining solid and ridged as she kept staring into space. Daniel sighed and looked to Lucky, the horse neighing loudly while Alyssa was gently brushing its nose before she glanced over to Squeak. The ant girl remained frozen in place as her eyes refused to blink or move at all, with Triska just nudging her again and again with her boot. Alyssa eyed the frightened monster for a moment then glanced to Daniel.


  "Well… good thing you picked the brave ant girl out of the bunch.”


  "What do you mean?" Daniel asked looking down to the girl that was frozen in fear from seeing the most horrific and frightening thing in her entire life. Alyssa looked to her and raised an eyebrow.


  "If you had picked one that was more cowardly than her, we might have witnessed your 'proof' soiling herself."


  *****


  Under the night sky that had a few stars among it a small campfire could be seen in the rolling plains. Next to a tree Lucky was lying down on the ground, the horse back in his normal form while Alyssa was gently brushing his nose and smiling softly at him. She looked over towards the fire and saw Triska laying out a blanket for herself. She set her sword down next to her duffel bag then looked over towards the tree at something. Under it a blanket was laid out, and on it Daniel was laying against his backpack while Squeak was curled up into a ball next to him, her eyes glancing to the horse nearby with fear as she trembled. Her pickaxe was resting against the tree, the weapon having been pried from her grip after the group carried the petrified ant girl over to a nearby tree to make camp. She had eventually snapped out of her shocked state, and then promptly curled into a defensive ball to hide as soon as she saw the horse again. Daniel was looking at the new girl with sympathy then glanced to his friends, both of them watching the ant girl shake while not being sure what to say. Daniel looked down to Squeak again and gently rested his hand to her shoulder, the girl quickly looking to him while remaining curled up.


  "It's okay, Squeak,” he reassured her. “He's not going to hurt you. He's our horse, he's going to be helping us travel across Eden."


  Squeak looked at him curiously as her antennae twitched a bit while she remained curled up in her ball. Daniel smiled and nodded as he looked over to the horse nearby.


  "He's really friendly, I promise. Just don't scare him like that again, okay?"


  Squeak slowly nodded and sat up next to him, then looked over towards the horse while seeming on edge still. Alyssa brushed Lucky’s nose again then smiled at Squeak.


  "He's all show and no bite, don't worry. He won't hurt you," she promised. Squeak just looked at the horse carefully for a moment then glanced to Daniel. After a pause she slowly laid next to him and rested her head on his chest, the boy watching with a slight jump as the two other girls growled in annoyance.


  "Hey,” Triska snapped at the girl. “What do you think you're doing? You're sleeping over there, not with Daniel.” She pointed to another blanket that was laid out next to hers, however Squeak merely cuddled up closer to Daniel without paying her any mind.


  "Get off of him!" Alyssa yelled out as she grabbed her staff while Triska grabbed her sword.


  "Whoa, calm down,” Daniel urged while holding his hands up, the two girls halting and watching him carefully. “She's not hurting anyone, she's just scared still." Looking down to the ant girl he saw her nervously glancing to Lucky before closing her eyes again. She was breathing softly as she squeaked quietly, nuzzling next to Daniel as she trembled slightly. Triska and Alyssa paused for a moment then slowly lowered their weapons.


  "Be that as it may, she can't sleep with you," Triska said shaking her head. Daniel looked down to the ant girl's hands that were holding onto his shirt and then to her. He gently grabbed her hands and tried to remove them, the girl then quickly looking up at him with worried eyes and holding on more tightly. She squeaked and shook her head, then nuzzled closer to him while laying her head on his chest. Alyssa and Triska growled with bared teeth as Daniel sighed quietly.


  "It's okay, Squeak, he's not going to hurt you," he said gently. Squeak slowly looked up to him as he smiled at her. "It's fine. Why don't you go lay down on your blanket and rest? We'll have a busy day tomorrow going to Ashwood then off into the wilderness again looking for monsters like you. Get some rest, and don’t worry. You’re safe here with us, I promise.”


  Squeak looked at him curiously then smiled with a simple squeak, then leaned up and kissed his cheek gently. It caused a euphoric sensation to wash across his cheek for a moment, the boy blinking a few times as his mind drifted off track briefly. Triska and Alyssa growled quietly as the ant girl stood up then slowly walked over to her mat, all while Daniel watched her with a curious eye. The other two girls watched her carefully then glanced back to him, the boy merely shrugging at them with a weak smile. Squeak laid down on her sleeping mat then curled into a ball again, slowly closing her eyes as she seemed to be fall asleep and squeak quietly with each breath.


  "There, you see?” Daniel said while getting his monster book out. “She just needed to be calmed down. This is a lot for her to take in all at once. Just take it easy on her.”


  "That still doesn't mean she can just kiss you like that," Triska muttered with discontent while sitting down. Daniel smiled weakly at that and shook his head as he opened his book. Alyssa nodded then glanced to Daniel.


  "What are you doing, Daniel?"


  "Just writing in what I learned about the ant girls and their queen,” he said as he started writing a new monster entry in the book. “I need to keep track of what monsters can be our allies and document as much as I can about them."


  Alyssa hopped over and nuzzled under his arm as she looked at the book with a bright smile, while Daniel looked at her with a bit of surprise and Triska growled loudly at her.


  "Wow, you're so smart, Daniel," Alyssa said happily.


  "Alyssa, get away from him. Now!" Triska yelled out. Alyssa looked to her and held a finger up to her mouth.


  "Shh, Squeak's sleeping," she said quietly. Triska yelled and ran over to the witch, yanking her away as Daniel watched them tiredly.


  "Don't give me that crap, you little witch,” Triska yelled out. “She's asleep on her blanket, and you're staying on yours!"


  Alyssa held her hand up towards her then flicked a finger casually, causing Triska to fly back into a tumble from a magical force. The witch calmly straightened out her shirt then skipped playfully back to Daniel, sitting down next to him with an adorable smile while he merely sighed and stared ahead at the campfire.


  "Sorry about that, Daniel, please continue," she said happily while nuzzling against his arm.


  "Alyssa! Leave him alone!" Triska yelled as she ran over and grabbed the witch's necklace, yanking it away as Alyssa gasped with surprise. Alyssa screamed and lunged towards Triska, tackling her to the ground as they started shouting at each other. As they rolled around on the ground fighting over the witch's focuser Daniel watched the fire burning with a deadpan gaze.


  ‘Looks like I'm not going to be writing anything tonight.’


  As the witch and human yelled at each other and Daniel kept telling them to please calm down, Squeak was looking at the travelers with a curious eye while peeking out from her ball. She watched Alyssa bite at the human girl's hands while Triska was trying to yank the witch off of her by the hair, all while Daniel kept pleading for them to please stop their constant fighting. As Squeak watched the commotion she smiled softly, looking back to Daniel as he sat back down with exasperation and his hands held to his head. She remembered her queen's words while down below in the nest, the words that echoed in her mind.


  "You, follow this boy and do as he says. Help him achieve his goal in this world with gathering the proof that he needs."


  The ant girl squeaked softly as she watched him sit back with a sigh while his two companions rolled around yelling at each other. She also remembered something else her queen had said to Daniel regarding him choosing her as his proof.


  "I am not requiring you to choose one as a mate, Daniel, only that you at least take one with you as your proof that you need. Of course, should you choose to mate with her that would be even more proof that our kind can coexist."


  Squeak slowly closed her eyes as she remembered her queen’s words, determined to be all the proof she could be for Daniel.


   


  


  Chapter 9


  Rivalry


  Rivalry between women in the world of Eden was very common, as they had to compete with not only each other but monsters for the men they wanted. The women would use any means they could to win the hearts of those they desired, lest another take him away. The same was with monsters as well, as each one wanted a mate to breed with and weren't usually willing to share with others. In a way the human women and monsters weren't so different in that regard, as once they found the ideal mate for them they would typically fight with their all to get him. And when it became a case of more than two potential callers all vying for one male's heart, whether they were human or not, there was only one rule they would follow.


  It was every woman for herself.


  *****


  Triska was standing by a cliffside overlooking a blue sea, her hair gently flowing in the wind behind her as she smiled contently at the sight. She sighed happily then looked behind her, seeing Daniel walking up to then holding her from behind around her waist. Laying her head back against his shoulder she held his arms gently, relishing the feeling of him holding her close like this. He nuzzled close to her cheek while holding her close, the girl smiling softly as she traced her fingers along his arm and hand. The grass beneath their feet gently swayed in the breeze as they looked out at the blue sea together, both of them savoring the tender moment with one another.


  "This is perfect,” Triska said. “Just you and me together like this. It's like a dream come true.”


  "Why didn't you ever tell me how you felt before, Triska?” Daniel asked. “You know I wouldn't have turned you away.”


  "I couldn't help it,” Triska said while looking down with a blush. “I was scared, scared of what you might have said.”


  "You? Triska Raylight? Scared of something? Say it isn't so.” His voice was playful and in jest, electing a small giggle out of Triska as she nodded slowly in agreement.


  "Compared to fighting monsters in the world… telling you the truth was the hardest thing I've ever had to do. I don't know… it's just…" she trailed off quietly. After a pause she slowly looked back to him with a worried smile. "What if you didn't… feel the same way?"


  He smiled gently and turned her to face him, the girl looking at him with loving eyes.


  "Triska, shame on you,” he said touching his nose to hers briefly. “How could you even for a moment think I wouldn't have felt the same way?" His arms held her around the waist securely as she gazed into his eyes, her heart beating faster as she gently rested her hands against his chest.


  "Can you blame me for being scared?” she questioned. “Saying those three words to you… took all my courage to do, it was so difficult with fearing how you might have responded."


  Daniel gently brushed the hair around her ear and held the back of her head, the girl smiling softly at him as he held her close.


  "But you said them, nothing can scare you, Triska.”


  "To think…” she said softly as she leaned closer to him. “It seemed nearly impossible for me before, but now… it just seems so natural.”


  "Then say it again, Triska," he said as he leaned closer as well. She closed her eyes and moved towards his lips with hers, feeling her heart beating even faster as she felt everything was perfect.


  "Daniel, I lo-"


  "Triska!" Alyssa cried out, with Triska then jumping up with a scream as she was woken from her dream. Triska frantically looked around in a daze before she froze in place, then looked over to see Alyssa sitting next to her as they were both under the tree from last night.


  "Wha… Alyssa?” Triska yelled out with anger. “What the hell? Why did you have to wake me up like that? I was so close! I was so close to saying it and you had to open your big mouth! Why?”


  Alyssa looked at her bewilderedly for a moment then shook her head.


  "I don't know what the hell you're talking about, but get up quickly! Something's wrong with Daniel!"


  Triska stared at her with discontent as she slowly came to then jumped up with surprise and quickly looked around the area.


  "What? Daniel? What's wrong with him?” She saw Squeak sitting next to him nearby with a fearful expression on her face while he was lying on his blanket. Triska scrambled over to them as Alyssa followed and looked down at him with a panic.


  "Daniel? Daniel! What's wrong, are you okay?" Triska asked worriedly. She looked over him franticly then showed a confused expression. He was lying on his blanket with a relaxed pose while he was still dressed in his clothing from the other day, snoring and having some drool coming from the side of his mouth. His arms and legs were lying causally on the blanket while his head was resting on his pillow. Triska looked at him puzzled then over to Alyssa, the witch gripping her hat with fear.


  "What's wrong with him, Triska?” she desperately asked. “He's making those horrible sounds with his mouth.” Triska looked at the witch with a baffled expression then over to Squeak, the ant girl also showing fear and confusion as to Daniel's snoring. She had her hands shakily above his shoulder, seeming to be unsure if she should move him or leave him be.


  "Um… what are you talking about? He's just snoring," Triska pointed out. Alyssa and Squeak looked to her curiously then down to Daniel as he continued to sleep rather loudly.


  "What? Snoring?" Alyssa asked confusedly. Triska looked at her with a perplexed expression then sat back on the ground.


  "Yeah, he's just asleep and snoring.”


  “He sounds like he’s dying though,” Alyssa said nervously.


  “What is wrong with you?”


  “That can’t be normal, something’s seriously wrong with him.”


  “Nothing’s wrong with him!” Triska shouted out, with both girls looking to her curiously. “He’s just snoring, that’s it! It’s something people do when they’re asleep sometimes, how could you two not know what that is?"


  "But…” Alyssa said worriedly. “He wasn't making those sounds when we were asleep in the carriage before, or after I first met him.”


  "Yeah, lucky you,” Triska quipped with a smirk at Daniel. “He's normally a loud sleeper, as you can tell. Ever since I met him he’s always done that in his sleep, just a little quirk he has.”


  Alyssa and Squeak looked closely at Daniel, by leaning in closer to his face of course, while he snored loudly and carefully examined him. Triska watched with an annoyed stare as the monster girls eyed him over curiously while extremely close to his face.


  "So… he's okay then?" Alyssa asked looking to Triska.


  "Of course he is, how could you not know what snoring is?"


  Alyssa sat back and looked down at Daniel curiously.


  "I don't know,” she said scratching her head. “I've never really stayed with the men before after I charmed them to see how they sleep. I never heard a human making those sounds before.”


  “Don’t witches snore at all?” Triska asked. “Humans can’t be the only ones in Eden that do that.”


  “I don’t live near other witches, nor have I slept with them in the same room. How should I know?”


  “You’re 72 years old, how can-”


  “72 years young,” Alyssa firmly corrected.


  “Right, sorry,” Triska scoffed. “You’re 72 years young, how could you never have heard anyone snoring in all those years?”


  “I just told you, I never slept with anyone over night to hear them doing that.”


  Squeak looked at Daniel curiously then to Triska, squeaking something as her antennae twitched a bit. Triska looked at her puzzled and raised an eyebrow.


  "Um… what?"


  Squeak pointed to Daniel then squeaked again with a curious expression. Triska glanced to Alyssa as the witch merely shrugged.


  "I… don't know what you're trying to say.”


  Squeak looked at her worriedly then over to Alyssa, waving her arms around wildly as she squeaked something at the girls. Alyssa just watched her with a raised eyebrow and then shook her head.


  "We can't understand you, Squeak.”


  The ant girl looked between them then down to Daniel with worry. Triska watched the ant girl showing fear in her eyes and then smiled calmly at her.


  "Hey, it's okay. I already told you he's just snoring, he always does that when he's asleep.”


  "Always?" Alyssa asked with wide eyes as she looked to her. Triska smiled arrogantly and nodded.


  "Yeah,” she said with a sharp glance at the witch. “Every night since he was young. It's just something he does. I personally don't mind however, but does that bother you, Alyssa?"


  Alyssa looked at her with concern then down to Daniel, who continued to snore loudly while blissfully asleep. Triska crossed her arms and smiled smugly while Squeak eyed the human boy curiously.


  "Just imagine,” Triska mused. “If you were his mate you'd have to listen to that every night.”


  "Every night?" Alyssa asked softly as she watched him sleep loudly on the ground. Squeak looked at him curiously as her antennae twitched again while Triska nodded.


  "That's right, every night,” Triska said then pointed accusingly to Alyssa. “And you actually thought you could be his mate, how delusional. You wouldn't be able to tolerate his sleeping habits, I can tell by your reaction.”


  "Hey,” Alyssa snapped at her with a glare. “For Daniel I'd go through anything, even if he does sleep like this every night. I am the best one to be his mate and the one that's going to be his guardian out here.” Squeak glanced to her then back to Daniel again as the two other girls locked into a harsh glare with each other.


  "Oh really?” Triska quipped. “Who was the one that saved his life down below with nothing but a dagger? Who was the one that got him to be freed while you were powerless and worthless without your focuser? I did all that for him, and on top of that I'm perfectly willing to sleep next to him every night even if he snores like this. If anybody is suited to being his mate, it's me.”


  Alyssa growled as she held out her hand, her staff flying over from beside the tree where Lucky was standing and into her grip. She pointed the relic towards Triska as the teen glanced back towards her sword next to her duffel bag.


  "You're the one that's powerless,” Alyssa scorned. “You don't even have your dumb sword with you right now. Not that it would help you at all even if you did, as my magic is what's going to protect him out here in the world.”


  She and Triska slowly stood up and stared each other down with the witch holding her staff towards the teen. Squeak glanced to them then to Daniel curiously as he continued to sleep loudly despite all the girls talking around him.


  "Without that necklace you're worthless,” Triska retorted. “At least without my sword I can still fight.”


  "Try your luck then," Alyssa dared with narrowed eyes, her staff glowing orange slightly.


  They stared each other down while a calm breeze rolled by, both keeping their eyes keenly on each other. After a pause they both heard a sudden squeak and then looked down. With a gasp each they stared with wide eyes at Squeak who was kissing Daniel while gently holding onto his head. He woke up suddenly with a jump then saw the ant girl kissing him, her eyes closed and her antennae twitching a bit. He grabbed her shoulders and started to push her off, then stopped as he started to get a glazed look in his eye. A powerful euphoric sensation rippled through his mouth and head as the girl's tongue gently moved around his.


  "Wha… WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?" Triska yelled out with shock. Alyssa stared at Squeak with wide eyes then quickly waved her staff, causing the ant girl to be tossed off Daniel and tumble away. Triska quickly knelt down next to Daniel and watched as he groaned weakly in a daze.


  "Daniel? Daniel, are you okay?" she asked shaking him. He murmured something as he seemed to be out of his senses while his eyes weren't focusing on anything clearly.


  "Her saliva,” Alyssa said worriedly. “Oh god, she must have overwhelmed him with that kiss.”


  Triska jumped at that and looked at Daniel's mouth with wide eyes.


  'Squeak's saliva… oh no, that kiss must have been the best he's ever had! Mine's going to seem horrible in comparison now!'


  "No… NO!” Triska cried out. “Dammit, now he's going to have that kiss to compare mine with!"


  "Oh no,” Alyssa gasped with a hand held to her lips. “You're right. If her saliva causes a euphoric sensation… then that means…" she said before looking at Daniel with horror. She could only imagine how much pleasure rippled through his mouth, or if he was even able to experience it all without his mind going numb first. The two girls looked at Daniel with horror then over to Squeak, the ant girl getting back up with a confused expression. She was rubbing her head as she tried to comprehend how she was thrown off of Daniel so suddenly, and then looked over to see Triska and Alyssa glaring at her with rage.


  "That means… she's ruined my chance of a perfect kiss with him!" Triska yelled out. Alyssa growled and aimed her staff at the ant girl, the monster looking at them puzzled while Daniel was murmuring something in a daze still.


  "How could you do that to him?” Alyssa demanded. “Using your saliva to entice him away from me like that, that's cheating!" She waved her staff to the side, causing Squeak to fly off to the side as well. The ant girl skidded on the ground with her boots and rebalanced herself, then turned to the witch with caution.


  "First I have to deal with a little witch trying to take him from me, and now you!" Triska yelled out with frustration. Squeak looked at them puzzled then glanced to Daniel. She slowly looked back to Alyssa then to Triska and raised an eyebrow in question while squeaking once.


  "Squeak,” Triska hissed with narrowed eyes at her. “I'm telling you once and for all, you can NOT kiss him like that again, ever!"


  Squeak looked at her curiously then to Daniel, the boy murmuring something as he slowly started to sit up. He blinked a few times while shaking his head, his mind still reeling from waking up to one hell of a kiss by Squeak. The ant girl squeaked softly and glanced back to Triska her antennae twitching again. Daniel paused for a moment then slowly looked up to Triska and Alyssa.


  "What… what just happened?" he wearily asked.


  "Oh, Daniel, are you okay?" Alyssa asked worriedly as she hugged him tightly. He looked at her with a bit of surprise while Triska growled loudly at her. She ran over and yanked the witch off, tossing her over onto a blanket with a snarl.


  "Get off him, Alyssa!" She then dropped down to her knees and hugged Daniel tightly. "Are you okay, Daniel? I'm so sorry I didn't stop her in time.”


  Daniel looked at Alyssa with confusion then to Triska.


  "What? Stop what in time?"


  Triska leaned back and looked at him curiously.


  "You don't… remember?"


  Alyssa looked over to him with wonder as Squeak glanced between the two girls carefully. Daniel looked up thoughtfully as his mind slowly came back to its senses.


  "I think… wait, did Squeak… kiss me?" he asked looking to the ant girl. She nodded eagerly and ran over to him, tackling him into a hug while squeaking affectionately. He watched her with surprise as she was nuzzling against his cheek with a warm smile, squeaking again and again as she wiggled her abdomen behind her. Triska and Alyssa growled with fury as they stood back up, both glaring at the ant girl as she mauled Daniel with affection.


  "Squeak!" Triska yelled out.


  "Get off him now!" Alyssa yelled out as she aimed her staff at the ant girl. Squeak was then thrown up into the air by a magical force, while still holding onto Daniel tightly around his waist. She looked around with wide eyes as did he while they were suspended in midair.


  "What's going on here?" he cried out.


  "Squeak! Let him go now!" Triska yelled out. Squeak looked to her with surprise and then showed a stubborn expression as she held her arms around Daniel tightly. He squirmed about as he looked around to seeing him and the ant girl floating in the air near the tree.


  "Alyssa, put us down!" he shouted out. Alyssa growled and starting shaking her staff up and down, causing Squeak and Daniel to fly up and then down in the air repeatedly. They flew straight down, then right back up as the witch's magical force around them tried to yank Daniel free.


  "Let him go right now!" Alyssa yelled out with anger. Squeak shook her head as she squeaked loudly, hanging onto Daniel while he was screaming.


  'Give me a break, I just woke up here!'


  "Let go of him!" Triska yelled out. Squeak shook her head again and held on tightly, all while Daniel was shouting from being thrown up and down in the air by the witch's magic.


  "Alyssa, put us both down right now!"


  Alyssa grumbled then lowered the two down while Triska ran over and grabbed her sword. She unsheathed it then ran back over to see Squeak and Daniel standing on the ground, with the ant girl holding onto him securely while staring down the two girls with discontent. Daniel was breathing heavily as he tried to calm down from being woken up in a very bizarre and hectic sort of way.


  "Squeak, for the last time, let him go NOW!" Triska yelled as she gripped her sword tightly. Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the ant girl as her staff glowed orange. Daniel shook his head a bit then looked around at everybody.


  "Okay… okay! What the hell is going on here? Everybody hold it!” The girls all stopped and looked to him as he glanced from one to the other.


  "I wake up to Squeak kissing me and then I'm being thrown around in the air without warning, why?" he cried out. He blinked then looked to Squeak as she was still holding onto him. "Squeak? What are you doing? You can let me go now.” He tried to free himself from her embrace but her arms held him tightly as she shook her head, the girl staring down the other two armed girls who were glaring at her with anger.


  "Let him go right now so I can hack you into pieces!" Triska yelled out.


  "Nobody kisses Daniel but me!" Alyssa shouted out while hopping up and down.


  "What? Like hell you're going to kiss him, Alyssa!"


  "Of course I am, I'm going to be his mate after all!"


  "You are NOT going to be his mate! No freaking chance in hell!"


  Daniel watched them with a tired expression while Squeak looked at the girls with a dull glare, the ant girl still holding onto the boy securely.


  "Yes I am!” Alyssa argued. “We're perfect for each other, and I'm going to help him on his quest! I'm his proof remember?"


  "I'm the one helping him on his quest,” Triska snapped back. “And all you're proof of is that witches really are sneaky and underhanded!"


  Daniel sighed and shook his head then noticed Squeak wasn't holding him anymore. He looked around curiously for the ant girl while Triska and Alyssa aimed their weapons at each other.


  "He wouldn't last out here with only your dumb sword protecting him!” Alyssa scorned. “He needs a monster to help with this journey, and that's me!"


  "That’s the last thing he needs,” Triska said while tensing up. “It's because of my sword that he's alive and standing above the ground right now, Alyssa, and the only one he needs on this journey is me!"


  Daniel looked around puzzled then over to the tree where Squeak was grabbing her pickaxe, having a focused expression on her face as she turned back to the other two girls.


  "Big deal,” Alyssa scoffed. “You killed a few ant-lionesses. That doesn't mean your sword can do anything against the Darker Ones, or even me for that matter!"


  "My sword will protect him from all those that get in his way, I won't let you or any other monster take him away!"


  Alyssa growled then looked to see a gloved hand grabbing her necklace, watching with surprise as Squeak yanked the trinket off of her and held it in her free hand. The ant girl squeaked with discontent then swung her pickaxe towards the witch with the flat edge, knocking her back into a tumble with a whack while Daniel and Triska watched with surprise.


  "Squeak? What are you doing, stop! Don't hurt them!" Daniel pleaded.


  Squeak gripped the pickaxe firmly in her hand while holding the witch's focuser with her other, turning her sights over to Triska with a narrowed glare. She held out her pickaxe towards the human and squeaked firmly, the teen looking at her with surprise then caution as she gripped her sword tightly.


  "What the hell are you doing? Give that back to me!" Alyssa yelled out as she stumbled to her feet. Triska glanced to the disarmed witch then to the ant girl with narrowed eyes.


  "So, you want to fight do you?"


  "What? Fight?" Daniel said with a jump. Alyssa watched the ant girl carefully as the monster had her eyes narrowed at Triska as well.


  "You think you can take him away from me that easily?" Triska threatened with a glare. Squeak nodded then dashed towards her, swinging her pickaxe down towards her in a flash. Triska darted back then swung her blade around, the ant girl lifting up her digging tool and deflecting the sword with the steel part of her tool. She may have only been using one hand with her digging tool but had more than enough strength to block the human's attack with it. Gripping her pickaxe tightly she swung again at Triska, just missing the teen who rolled off to the side. Triska jumped back up to her feet as Squeak swung down again at her, the teen darting to the side before the ant girl moved forward and kicked her in the gut. Triska rolled off to the side with a loud gasp into the grass while Daniel watched with surprise.


  "Squeak, stop! Don't hurt her, she's my friend!"


  “Damn… just how strong is she anyway?” Triska grunted, slowly getting up as she held a hand to her side.


  ‘That hit really hurt. She hardly has any muscle that we can see yet she’s as strong as an ogre.’


  Triska coughed a few times before Squeak ran towards her with another swing. Alyssa watched with frustration as Squeak held her focuser, the ant girl pushing the human back with fierce swings of her digging tool. It made a whistling sound with each swing as it arched in front of the human who darted away from it quickly. Triska swung her blade out and it clashed against the pickaxe, the two deflecting from each other before the girls swung at each other again. Triska's blade swung by the ant girl who scooted back, the monster then dashing forward and swiping up with her digging tool. It struck and knocked Triska's sword up out of her grip, the teen stumbling back before Squeak tackled her to the ground. The sword flew up in the air then struck down into the ground blade first as Triska stared with wide eyes at Squeak, being held down by the neck with the gloved hand that had the witch's focuser in it.


  “Triska!” Daniel called out, watching the fight drawing to a close with shock. Squeak geared back with her pickaxe for a finishing blow, with Triska’s legs kicking around as the monster was straddling her and keeping her down with great force. The ant girl squeaked with narrowed eyes as Triska grunted with frustration while trying to budge the ant girl’s hand.


  "Squeak, STOP!" Daniel yelled out. The ant girl blinked then looked over to see him glaring at her. "Don't you DARE hurt her!"


  Squeak looked at him curiously before he marched up to her and grabbed hold of the pickaxe. She looked to it then to the Daniel as he shook his head.


  "What do you think you're doing? Get off of her right now!"


  She squeaked softly then slowly stood up, with Triska quickly scurrying back and stumbling to her feet. Daniel took the focuser crystal from the ant girl's hand then tossed it over to Alyssa, the witch catching it and quickly slipping it back on while she watched Squeak with a close eye.


  "Triska is my friend,” Daniel scolded the ant girl. “Don't you ever try to her hurt her like that again, do you hear me?"


  She stepped back with a worried expression and nodded slowly, squeaking a few times as she slumped down with remorseful eyes. Daniel breathed out then looked around at all the girls and shook his head.


  "We're all supposed to be on this journey together, remember? We're on the same side here.”


  "But, Daniel, she kissed you," Triska whined while pointing to Squeak. Daniel looked to the ant girl curiously as she watched him with remorse.


  "Squeak, why… why did you do that?"


  She squeaked as she waved her arms around, the travelers merely watching with confused expressions. Squeak then ran up to Daniel with pleading eyes and squeaked some more while the group glanced to each other then back to her. Daniel just stared at her for a moment then scratched his head.


  "I have no idea what you're trying to say, Squeak.”


  Squeak looked down with frustration as she pulled on her hair while squeaking. Her eyes darted around slightly in thought then she pointed to Daniel's mouth with concern while making a few small squeaks. He glanced down then back to her with puzzlement, still not following whatever it was she was trying to say. Squeak dropped onto her back and lay on the ground, pretending to be asleep while squeaking loudly with an open mouth. She jumped back up and pointed to Daniel's mouth again then just waited for his response.


  "What are you trying to say?" Daniel asked confusedly. Squeak face palmed then opened his mouth with her hand, pointing at his throat with quick squeaks. Daniel looked at her with bewilderment then glanced to the other two girls with a small shrug. Triska blinked then looked at the ant girl with a dull expression.


  "Wait… hold up,” she said flatly. “You mean to say you thought Daniel was in pain because of his snoring?"


  Squeak nodded quickly at her as Daniel looked around at the girls with puzzlement.


  "Huh? Because of my snoring?" he asked while his mouth was being held open still. He stepped back and looked at the ant girl curiously.


  "Oh,” Alyssa said softly. “She must have been worried about you like I was. We thought something was wrong with you this morning, Daniel.”


  "Wrong with me?” Daniel asked. “Why? My snoring isn't that bad, is it?"


  Triska looked at the ant girl with a bewildered expression then shook her head.


  "Whoa whoa, hold on,” she said in disbelief. “You mean… you only kissed him… because you thought his mouth was in pain?"


  Squeak looked at her curiously and nodded with a simple squeak. Triska stared at her with a bit of wonder then glanced to Daniel.


  'She was trying to use her saliva to heal what she thought was an injury of some sort. She wasn’t trying to make an advance on him at all.’


  Daniel smiled weakly and shook his head at the ant girl.


  "I'm fine, Squeak, really. But thank you for your concern.”


  Squeak smiled at him and squeaked with a single nod. Daniel then looked over to the two other girls with an expecting glance.


  "Now, can we please stop all this fighting already?” he asked shaking his head. “I've already told you two enough times that we're in this journey together, don't drag her into your fights as well.”


  "I'm sorry, Daniel,” Triska said lowering her head in shame just as Alyssa did. “It's just… when she kissed you…"


  "She was only trying to help me thinking I was hurt, even though I don't think my snoring sounds that bad. She wasn't doing anything wrong, at least not on purpose.”


  Triska and Alyssa glanced to each other then to Squeak, the ant girl watching them curiously as her antenna twitched a bit.


  "I'm sorry too, Daniel," Alyssa said softly. She looked back to Lucky then smiled at Daniel while taking a step back.


  "I'll go get Lucky ready to head out with us. He'll at least be able to carry our belongings to Ashwood," she offered with a nod. She blinked then glanced to Triska's duffel bag. "Not so sure about her stuff though.”


  Triska twitched at that then glared at the witch, then looked to Daniel worriedly.


  "Daniel… I didn't mean to… I was only worried that…" she said softly, hesitating to speak. He smiled at her and motioned towards the horse.


  "Forget about it,” he said kindly. “C'mon, let's get our stuff packed up and get a move on. I want to be able to reach Ashwood today if at all possible.”


  Triska smiled and nodded then looked to Squeak with a curious eye as the ant girl was just watching Daniel still while remaining silent. Daniel walked over with Alyssa towards the horse as Triska smiled softly at the ant girl.


  "I'm sorry, Squeak," Triska said gently. Squeak looked at her as the teen pulled her sword out from the ground and sheathed it behind her. Triska looked back to see Daniel folding away the sleeping blankets while Alyssa was cooing Lucky gently by the tree.


  "It's just… Daniel means the world to me,” she explained with a small shrug.


  Squeak looked at her curiously then to Daniel, watching him as he gathered the blankets near their bags while Alyssa was feeding Lucky some tall grass.


  "I’m sorry,” Triska said again. “When you kissed him like that I thought you were trying to steal him away from me. I didn't know you were only trying to heal what you thought was hurting him. I shouldn't have attacked you like that, you didn't do anything wrong.” Looking back over to Squeak she saw the ant girl watching her peculiarly again. "I've been dealing with Alyssa trying to take him away from me all this time, for a minute there I was worried you wanted to be his mate too.”


  Squeak stared at her puzzled for a moment then nodded as she pointed to Daniel. Triska glanced over to him then back at the ant girl with a small smile.


  "Yeah, I thought you wanted to be his mate.”


  Squeak looked at Daniel then back to Triska, nodding again with a simple squeak. Triska watched her for a moment then showed some concern.


  "You… you don't want to be his mate… right?" she asked carefully. Squeak smiled confidently and nodded, squeaking once. Triska stared at her for a moment then slowly glanced to Daniel.


  "But… wait, you do?" she asked worriedly looking back to the ant girl. Squeak again nodded while having a confident smile. Triska stared at her for a moment longer then slowly shook her head.


  "Hold on, why do you…" she said unsurely, then blinked before smiling nervously. "Oh wait, is this because of your queen's order? To follow Daniel with his quest?"


  Squeak looked at her curiously as Triska laughed weakly and shook her head.


  "No no, you've got it all wrong. You just have to follow Daniel and be his proof that your race can coexist with our kind, that's all.” The ant girl nodded and squeaked once with a smile. "Yeah, but that doesn't mean that you're going to be Daniel's mate, he didn't choose you for that purpose.”


  Squeak looked at her with a bit of confusion then glanced over to Daniel. After a moment she turned back to Triska and pointed to Daniel with a firm expression. Triska shook her head and smiled weakly.


  "No, you don't understand,” she tried to reason with. “The order from your queen was only to join him in his quest, not to become his mate. There’s a difference.”


  Squeak pointed to Daniel again with a firm expression, squeaking sternly as she narrowed her eyes at the human girl. Triska watched the monster cautiously as Squeak started squeaking at her, saying something in her own language with her expression and tone conveying that she was arguing with Triska.


  ‘Something tells me she doesn’t understand…’


  After her speech Squeak then walked past the girl with a firm expression while Triska just stared ahead in disbelief. She looked back to seeing Squeak heading towards the others while Daniel was helping Alyssa secure their bags to Lucky, with Triska's duffel bag being lifted up by Alyssa's magic. The witch moved the carrying bag over as it was held steady by Daniel and watched with a troubled glance by Lucky. Alyssa slowly lowered her staff as Squeak walked up towards the group, the ant girl then helping them steady the duffel bag as Alyssa gently lowered it onto Lucky. The horse neighed loudly before Alyssa quickly lifted it back off of him, the horse bucking around as the group looked from the bag to the witch. She shook her head and dropped the large bag off to the side, which kicked up dirt and dust as the group watched with wide eyes.


  "It's a bit heavy for him, huh?" Daniel said looking to Lucky.


  "What the hell did she pack into that anyway?" Alyssa asked with puzzlement as she stared at the duffel bag. As the three travelers watched the ground below the duffel bag crack slightly Triska stared at Squeak slowly shook her head.


  'You've got to be kidding me, now she wants him too?'


  After a moment she walked over to the group while watching Squeak carefully.


  "I mean seriously, Triska,” Alyssa said while scratching her head. “What all did you shove into that thing… and how?"


  "Just the essentials for our journey, and it's not that heavy," Triska said with a simple shrug.


  "Not that heavy?” Alyssa repeated. “Lucky won't carry it on his back and three ant girls couldn't even carry it properly. I don't understand how you can lift that thing at all, I mean it looks like the ground beneath it is about to give away.”


  Triska grabbed the bag and slung it over her shoulder with one hand, looking at it curiously as she couldn't fathom how everybody thought it was so heavy. Daniel and Alyssa watched her with wonder while Squeak eyed her curiously, equally amazed that the human could somehow carry that thing. Daniel then chuckled and smiled at his friend with a shrug.


  "She's always been the one to do the impossible.”


  Triska glanced to him and blushed a bit from the comment while Alyssa slowly looked to him with a raised eyebrow.


  "She… is human, right?"


  He nodded with a smile while Triska merely gave the witch a dull stare then looked over to the dirt road nearby.


  "Well, let's get going everybody,” he announced. “If we keep moving we should hopefully reach Ashwood today and have time to resupply before heading out past the city.”


  The girls nodded in agreement then followed him along with Lucky as they started their journey towards the human city. As they traveled along the dirt road Triska watched Squeak with a careful eye, worried about yet another monster after Daniel.


  *****


  Heading along the dirt road Daniel was looking ahead with a calm expression. As he walked along the trail Squeak was following close behind him, her eyes fixated on him constantly while she had her pickaxe slung behind her back. Trotting along behind them was Lucky, the horse having Daniel's bag secured to his back while Alyssa rode atop him. She had offered, rather persistently, for Daniel to join her on the horse, but after repeated declines from him, and glares with bared teeth from Triska, she had reluctantly opted to ride on her horse alone. However she wasn't riding in silence as Triska was walking next to her, keeping a close eye on Squeak while speaking quietly to the witch.


  "What?" Alyssa asked with a quiet, surprised voice.


  "Just what I said, she wants to be his mate too.”


  "You mean… she really does want him?"


  "Looks like it,” Triska said while eying Squeak closely. “She may not be obligated by her queen, but she sure does seem to want to be his anyway. I'm not sure what exactly she tried saying to me earlier, but based on the look in her eye I'd say it's a safe bet she was saying that Daniel was going to be hers.”


  "Then that kiss she gave him back in the nest… it was a real one,” Alyssa said looking down with dismay. “She really did mean it when she said she'd do… anything for him.”


  "Afraid so,” Triska said shaking her head. “I tried telling her that her queen's order was only to help Daniel, but she didn't listen. She really does want to be with him.”


  "Well tell her to back off, she owes you for saving her life, remember?" Alyssa said glancing to the teen. Triska nodded then walked ahead with a quick trot, grabbing Squeak's hand and pulling her back as the ant girl looked to her curiously.


  "Hey, we need to talk," Triska said quietly as she glanced from Daniel back to the ant girl. "Listen, you need to understand something right now, Squeak. You're only on this trip with us to be Daniel's proof, not his mate. If anybody is going to be his mate it's going to be me.”


  "What? No, I'm going to be his mate," Alyssa growled at her.


  Squeak looked between them then showed a bit of annoyance, squeaking firmly while pulling her hand away. Triska looked to her with frustration then glanced to Daniel who was still walking ahead without seeming to hear them.


  "I mean it, back off from him. You owe me, Squeak," she reminded firmly. The ant girl looked at her curiously as Triska had a stern expression. "I saved your life back there from those ant-lionesses, the least you could do as a show of gratitude is not to come between me and Daniel.”


  Squeak turned around to walk backwards while facing her, raising an eyebrow in question while Triska and Alyssa watched her carefully. After a pause the ant girl squeaked a few times while pointing to Triska, the teen watching her cautiously as Squeak pantomimed swinging her hands like claws at her while snapping with her teeth. The ant girl started to move closer to Triska then jerked about, feigning staggering down onto the ground then standing upright while bringing out her pickaxe to hold proudly before her. Triska looked at her for a moment then glanced to Alyssa.


  "What?"


  Squeak pointed to her pickaxe then to Triska, the teen looking at her puzzled. Triska blinked then slowly looked down with worry.


  "Oh… right.”


  "What is she saying?" Alyssa asked curiously. Triska glanced to her then back down.


  "She… sort of saved me from an ant-lioness as well," she admitted reluctantly. Alyssa looked at the girl with a jump then to Squeak, the ant girl slinging her pickaxe back behind her while smiling arrogantly.


  "She did?" Alyssa asked worriedly. Squeak nodded with an accusing smile while Triska bit her lip with a worried frown.


  "Yeah… one of them had me pinned against the wall… and she killed it with her pickaxe. She saved my life.”


  Squeak nodded with a smirk then turned to walk back ahead towards Daniel with a calm stride.


  "So what you're saying is… she doesn't owe you jack," Alyssa said flatly while glancing to Triska.


  "Nope.”


  "Why didn't you tell me earlier?” Alyssa snapped at her with frustration. “That was supposed to be our way of keeping her away from Daniel, now we've got nothing against her.”


  "I'm sorry.” Triska replied defensively. “I didn't think about that. Besides, picking her was your idea, this is all your fault.” She suddenly tripped as a vine snagged her foot from the ground, falling face first onto the dirt with a thud. Alyssa glanced to her with a scoff then looked ahead with a glare, her eyes glowing softly for a moment.


  'He's mine, Squeak, like hell you're going to take him from me.'


  Triska stumbled back to her feet and growled loudly at Alyssa as the witch glanced down in thought.


  "What was that for?" Triska grunted through bared teeth. Alyssa looked back to Squeak then smiled slyly, with Triska watching her cautiously. Alyssa giggled then waved to Daniel and Squeak.


  "Hey, Squeak," she called out, getting everybody's attention. The ant girl looked at her with a curious glance while Daniel looked back to her.


  "Alyssa? What is it?"


  "I just thought that maybe Squeak would like to ride on Lucky for a bit," Alyssa said looking at the ant girl with a curious smile. Squeak looked at her then to the horse with a careful eye as Daniel tilted his head in question.


  "Ride on Lucky?"


  "Yeah,” Alyssa giggled. “Seeing as how Lucky is going to be with us on your journey, I thought it would be a good idea for her to get used to him being around. You know, so she won't be afraid of him.”


  Squeak and Daniel stopped and looked at the horse curiously while Triska was rubbing her nose with annoyance. Alyssa hopped off of Lucky then walked up to Squeak then took hold of her hand.


  "After all, he's going to be with us all the time, we don't want you to fear him.”


  Squeak shook her head worriedly and backed up a step while pulling her hand back.


  "What's wrong?” Alyssa asked glancing to the horse. “Don't worry, he's very gentle and tame… unless you're rude to him. So just be polite and nice.”


  Triska looked from Lucky to Alyssa with a puzzled expression while Squeak shook her head more and slowly backed up behind Daniel.


  "I don't think she wants to ride on him,” Daniel commented as he saw the fear in the ant girl’s eyes. “That might not be such a good idea.”


  "It'll be fine,” Alyssa giggled as she rushed over and took hold of Squeak’s hand again. “Don’t worry, Squeak, he's more scared of you than you are of him. C'mon, don't be afraid. C'mon, c'mon, c'mon!”


  Squeak looked at her worriedly then back to the horse that, as she clearly remembered, was scary beyond all comprehension before. Triska looked at Squeak curiously then smiled slyly.


  'I see where you're going with this, Alyssa. Not bad for an underhanded witch.'


  Squeak glanced to Alyssa nervously then looked to Daniel, the boy scratching his head while he watched Lucky standing there looking around at the nearby grass.


  "Well… he is calm now, and he is a friendly horse. It's up to you, Squeak.”


  "Relax, you'll be fine,” Alyssa assured. “Besides, you're going to be helping protect Daniel out here from the Darker Ones, right? Surely you're brave enough to at least ride on a horse then.”


  Squeak glanced to Lucky for a moment then to Daniel while biting her lip. After a pause she forced a brave expression then walked towards the horse as Alyssa and Triska glanced to each other with winks. Squeak looked at the animal nervously as she walked up to it, slowly eyeing it from head to tail carefully. After a moment’s hesitation she climbed up onto its back and looked around curiously, then over to Daniel as he smiled amusedly at her.


  "Um… you're facing the wrong way," he said pointing to her. She looked down to see that she was riding on the horse backwards. She tilted her head then swung her other leg around so she was riding sideways.


  “Close, but not quite,” Alyssa giggled. Squeak looked around at the animal curiously, then shifted around and faced forward. She examined herself atop the animal then looked to the others questioningly.


  "Much better," Triska said with a slight smile.


  "There, see? That's not so bad is it?" Alyssa playfully asked. Squeak glanced to her then looked back to Lucky, the horse standing still casually as the ant girl sat atop him. Daniel nodded and smiled at her as he walked up and gently brushed the horse.


  "Not often you see an ant girl riding a horse," he chuckled. Squeak smiled a little and looked at the horse timidly as it remained calm and docile.


  "Just pet him gently, he's really friendly," Alyssa said with a hop. Squeak slowly reached out and brushed her hand along the horse, the animal grunting softly as Daniel watched with an amused smile.


  "Looks like he doesn't mind carrying you at all. Just enjoy the ride, Squeak, you're safe with him," he said calmly before walking on ahead again. Squeak smiled and nodded with a squeak as she looked around at the horse with bright eyes. The group then started down the path again with the ant girl riding on Lucky while Daniel walked ahead of them. Triska and Alyssa were walking next to Lucky while glancing to him with slight smirks, watching Squeak as she looked around at the horse with a curious smile.


  "Enjoying yourself, Squeak?" Alyssa asked. The ant girl nodded with a squeak as she smiled at the horse. "That's good. He's a very good horse isn't he?"


  Squeak nodded again as she gently rode on the animal, petting him again before squeaking with amusement.


  "He's really something else,” Alyssa said proudly. “He's even extremely loyal to me you know. I never have to worry about him running too far off, he always stays close to me and protects me.”


  Squeak looked at her curiously as Alyssa nodded with a giggle.


  "Yep yep, he's a terrific horse really. If anything or anyone ever bothers me, he turns into his other self to get rid of them," she said with a sly smile. Squeak looked at her carefully then slowly down to the horse. "Like, say for instance, if there are wolves around. Or bandits. Or girls that are trying to take my Daniel away from me.”


  The ant girl looked at her with growing concern as the witch drummed her fingers on her staff and watched her with a sharp eye.


  "Lucky doesn't like any of those things. Not at all, not at all," Alyssa said sternly in a hushed tone. Squeak slowly looked back down to the horse as she squeaked softly. "This is your only warning, Squeak, Daniel's mine. Got that? You stay away from him, and you and Lucky won't have a problem.”


  Squeak looked down at the horse for a moment then shook her head with a firm expression as Triska glanced to her with a raised eyebrow. Alyssa looked at the ant girl with a quiet sigh then back ahead.


  "Fine, suit yourself," she said with a shrug. She cleared her throat then winked at Triska, then looked back to her horse with a fearful expression.


  "Lucky! Bandits!"


  The group looked to the horse as it neighed loudly and bucked around, crying out as its eyes turned blood red. The horse bucked forward and threw Squeak off of him, the girl flying into the air and crashing down next to Daniel with a squeak. Lucky's hair shifted from white to black as skeletal wings emerged from his back, the tail igniting while smoke came from his mouth and nose. His eyes glowed a deep red as the demonic horse cried out while it searched for any sign of bandits. Although it didn't see any around the area it snarled and bucked around as its wings arched behind it in an effort to scare them away. Daniel and Triska watched the demonic horse kicking about then saw Squeak staring with wide eyes at the creature while lying on the ground.


  "What's going on? What bandits?" Daniel asked looking around quickly.


  "I thought I saw some, they were right over there!" Alyssa said pointing towards a nearby hill. Daniel looked around the area carefully as Triska smiled smugly at seeing Squeak cowering in fear of the horse. Alyssa glanced to the ant girl then smirked.


  "He saw something that he didn't like, that's for sure," she accused firmly as Lucky bucked around and neighed loudly with smoke coming from his mouth.


  "I don't see anyone out there, Alyssa. Get him to stop, he's scaring Squeak to death!" Daniel pleaded as looked down to seeing Squeak lying on the ground. He kneeled down and shook her by the shoulders, the ant girl remaining unresponsive as she stared at the demonic horse with unblinking eyes. Triska snickered quietly and winked at Alyssa who held in her giggle with a hand over her mouth.


  "I'm sorry, Squeak,” Alyssa apologized. “Something must have spooked him, he's a very sensitive horse after all.”


  She hopped over to Lucky and started cooing him gently while Triska walked over to Daniel and Squeak.


  "Sorry about that, Squeak, false alarm. You okay?" Triska asked gently. She blinked then looked at the ant girl curiously along with Daniel, both of them seeing her just staring at Lucky with wide eyes still. Daniel waved his hand in front of her eyes and got no reaction then sighed.


  "She's gone again," he said tiredly. Triska smirked then looked back to Alyssa as the witch was calming her horse down, the animal slowly shifting back into its normal form as Alyssa looked over to Squeak while feigning concern.


  "Oh dear, is she okay?"


  "Lucky scared her into a comatose state again, the poor thing," Triska replied shaking her head. Daniel stood up and looked around the area carefully as nothing was moving or making a sound.


  "I don't see any bandits nearby, are you sure you saw some around here?" he asked looking back to Alyssa.


  "I thought I did,” Alyssa innocently said with a shrug. “I'm sorry, Daniel. I must have been seeing things.”


  Daniel nodded then looked down to Squeak with concern, the ant girl frozen in fear still as Lucky had scared her senseless. Alyssa glanced to the girl with a raised eyebrow then smiled weakly.


  "Well… at least she didn't-"


  "Yeah she did," Triska said flatly as a small puddle of urine formed below the ant girl.


  *****


  Lucky was standing off to the side of the dirt road back in his normal form after Alyssa had calmed him down once again. The witch and Triska were watching Squeak who was curled into a small ball on the ground while Daniel was sitting next to her. The ant girl was trembling with fear still while Daniel gently brushed his hand through her hair, her quiet squeaks being heard as she kept her eyes shut tight.


  "It's okay, Squeak, it's okay. He wasn't going to hurt you," Daniel said softly as he stroked the girl's hair. She trembled still while hiding in her ball, having her legs held up to her chest with her antennae sticking out slightly. Daniel sighed then looked over to the others.


  "Are you sure you saw bandits in the area? I didn't see anyone at all.”


  "I thought I did,” Alyssa giggled. “I'm sorry, Daniel, I panicked.”


  Daniel looked at her curiously then raised an eyebrow in question.


  "You panicked from seeing bandits? You slaughtered them easily enough last time, since when are you afraid of human bandits?"


  Alyssa paused for a moment then laughed weakly while rubbing the back of her neck.


  "Well… um…"


  Daniel looked at the two girls carefully then showed a dull expression.


  "You two did that on purpose to scare Squeak, didn't you?" he asked flatly. He looked down to see Squeak nodding while still remaining curled up.


  "What? No, we didn't," Alyssa said worriedly.


  "Yeah… that was all Alyssa's idea, not mine," Triska said raising her hands up defensively.


  "Hey!"


  "Hey nothing, I'm not taking any blame for this one, you were the one that wanted to scare our new friend.”


  "Enough!" Daniel called out. The girls looked to him while Squeak peeked up at him. He shook his head then looked down to the frightened ant girl. "Do you know what this is about, Squeak?"


  Squeak slowly sat up and nodded then looked to the two other girls with discontent. She started squeaking while pointing to them, waving her arms around with indecipherable hand signals while the travelers watched her curiously. Daniel just stared at the girl as she finished her speech then looked down with a sigh.


  "I have no idea what she just said, but somehow I feel like I can take a good guess.”


  "She's lying Daniel, don't believe a word she's saying!" Alyssa said urgently.


  "How can you know that when none of us even have a clue as to what she just said?" Daniel asked looking at the witch with a puzzled expression. Alyssa opened her mouth to speak then glanced to Squeak, the ant girl glaring at her with her hands set at her hips. Daniel glanced to her then to the witch with a blank expression.


  "She seems to be blaming you for something, Alyssa, care to tell the truth?”


  "Um… well…"


  "I want the truth, don’t lie to me. Why did you have Lucky scare her to death again?" Daniel demanded. Triska and Alyssa glanced to each other then back to him with concern.


  "She… she said that she wants to be your mate," Alyssa said softly. Daniel looked at her curiously then over to Squeak, the ant girl eyeing him with a timid expression.


  "Squeak, is that true?" She nodded while watching him with hopeful eyes. "But why? Why me?"


  She turned to face him while sitting on her knees then started pantomiming something while squeaking in a firm tone. She motioned waving her finger around in a bossy manner and then nodded with an eager smile with her hands held together. The group glanced to each other then back to the ant girl, all of them watching her repeat the same motions. Then she started pointing around like she was counting something then pointed to herself and hopping a bit with joy. The group just looked at her curiously as she smiled expectedly at Daniel, waiting for him to say something.


  "So… anybody know what she's saying?" Alyssa asked slowly. Squeak rolled her eyes then repeated the same motions, the group watching her closely as they tried to figure out what she was attempting to tell to them.


  "Maybe,” Triska guessed. “I think the first part is her acting out her queen's order to her.” Squeak pointed to her and nodded with a squeak.


  "Her queen's order?" Daniel asked.


  "Yeah, what Queen Victoria commanded of her,” Triska reasoned. “Her queen ordered her to follow you and do as you say, to be your proof for your belief. But the second part… I'm not sure what she's saying then.”


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked with frustration then waved her arms around again as the travelers watched her curiously. She pantomimed pointing around as if she was counting something then to herself, hopping up and down then with a joyous smile. Daniel looked at her curiously then to the other girls.


  "Um… I got nothing still," Triska commented while shaking her head. Squeak pulled on her hair with a loud squeak then repeated the same motions again, the group watching her closely.


  "I think… she's saying that she's happy Daniel picked her out of all the other ant girls," Alyssa said with wonder. Squeak nodded eagerly while scooting closer to Daniel. Triska looked at her with wonder then to Daniel.


  'That's why she wants to be his mate. From her eyes… he picked her out of every worker in her nest. He could have picked any worker he wanted, and he chose her. No wonder she was so willing to fight us for him, she must feel like the most wanted ant girl ever.'


  Daniel smiled curiously at Squeak as she bashfully watched him.


  "I see. Well I'm glad you're joining us on this journey, Squeak, but me choosing you doesn't mean I did so because I wanted to mate with you.” Squeak looked at him with heartbroken eyes and squeaked softly, then looked down and away as she trembled a bit. "Hey, I didn't mean it like that. I'm not saying that I never would, or that I don't like you… it's just…" All the girls looked at him carefully as he trailed off while thinking about something. Squeak moved forward and hugged him, squeaking softly as she held onto him. He looked ahead at the two other girls watching him worriedly, and then glanced to the ant girl that was nuzzling against his cheek.


  "I'll tell you what I told Alyssa,” he said gently while leaning back from the embrace. “That I would consider any kindhearted girl to be my mate in life. Human or monster, I wouldn't judge by what they were, only by how they were.”


  Squeak looked at him with hopeful eyes and squeaked softly, her antennae twitching slightly. He slowly stood up and helped the ant girl up to her feet, then looked around at the others. All three girls were watching him with unease, seeming to be waiting for him to say something more.


  "This needs to stop, you hear me?” Daniel asked with exasperation. “We're supposed to be trying to get monsters and humans to coexist, how can we do that if you all keep fighting with each other?"


  The girls glanced to one another then lowered their heads in shame as Daniel tried to think of how to quell the fighting between them.


  "We haven't even gotten to Ashwood yet, and it's been nothing but constant fighting and bickering amongst you all. This is crazy; we're supposed to be setting an example by coexisting with each other, that's why we're out here in the first place. How can we convince other monsters to coexist with mankind if we can't even do that with ourselves?"


  "But, Daniel… we… I…" Triska said while glancing to the other girls. Daniel shook his head and held a hand up to silence her.


  "Triska, you wanted to come with me to help our kind see that monsters could be trusted, didn't you? Then please, you have to get along with the ones that we meet who do want to coexist. Alyssa and Squeak are the first ones that we've come across that agreed to try, you have to try as well.” She opened her mouth to speak, then looked down with remorse and nodded. Daniel glanced to Alyssa who showed a nervous expression.


  "Alyssa, you were the first monster that agreed to be my proof for my beliefs, that we could coexist peacefully. Well, Triska is human. You haven't exactly been coexisting with her peacefully this whole time. If our two races are to become allies, that would mean witches would have to be trusted by both our men and women.” Alyssa glanced to Triska then lowered her head with closed eyes. Daniel breathed out then looked over to Squeak.


  "Squeak, please understand that when I chose you to come with us, it was only because your queen offered that I take one of her workers with us as proof from your race. That and the fact that you knew how to defend yourself was why we asked you to come along with us. I'm not saying I don't like you or that I didn't want you to come with us, it's just that… I haven't really thought of any girl to be my… mate yet.” Squeak nodded and showed a timid expression while holding her hands together in front of her. Daniel looked around at all the girls with a bit of concern as they were all remaining silent.


  "I'm going to Ashwood to prepare for my journey. I'm not giving up; I'll never give up with this cause. I need to try, no matter what. I just know monsters and humans can coexist, that we can live together peacefully and help each other survive in this world.” The girls all looked to each other then to him as he turned to gaze out at the horizon before them.


  "If you want to join me still, then you'd better be ready to stand by my beliefs that we can coexist in peace. Because if you can't coexist with each other, this trip is doomed already.”


  After a moment of silence Squeak slung her pickaxe behind her then looked to Daniel with a hopeful smile, squeaking once and nodding in agreement. He smiled slightly at her gesture then glanced to the others while Alyssa walked up to him.


  "I'll be your proof and guardian, Daniel, I mean it. You can trust me and my kind, I'll show you that.”


  "Does that mean you'll keep Lucky under control?" Daniel asked raising an eyebrow. Alyssa smiled a bit and nodded, then glanced to Squeak.


  "Yeah… sorry about that, Squeak.”


  The ant girl looked at her for a moment with a dull glance then slowly nodded. Alyssa smiled then looked back to Daniel.


  "I can get a little overprotective of Daniel… but I'll try to work on that," she said with a slight giggle. Daniel smiled at that then looked to Triska, the others also doing so as she was watching Daniel with a longing gaze.


  "Triska?" Daniel asked.


  "Daniel,” she said softly while walking up towards him. “I… you know I'd never leave your side. I'll help you on your journey, just like I wanted to from the start. I won't leave you to face this by yourself.”


  After a pause she then glanced over to the two other girls.


  “We’ll be good, we won’t tarnish your beliefs in the eyes of those we come across, right girls?”


  Alyssa and Squeak glanced to each other then back to Triska while nodding slowly.


  “Yeah, right,” Alyssa said softly. Squeak merely squeaked once while glancing down in thought.


  “Alright then,” Daniel said as he looked around at them. “Let this be the last time you girls fight like this. Now let’s get going, we’ve wasted enough time as it is.”


  The girls nodded and followed him along the path together, with Alyssa riding on Lucky again while Triska and Squeak walked together next to the horse. As they made their way across the rolling fields the girls glanced to each other with narrowed eyes, all of them remaining silent during their long walk.


  "So…" Triska said quietly so Daniel wouldn't hear.


  "How are we going to settle this?” Alyssa asked quietly. “If we start another fight we're finished with him, he wants us all to get along."


  Squeak glanced to each of the girls then ahead with a quiet squeak while she scratched her head in puzzlement. Triska nodded and then sighed quietly.


  "There's only one way we're going to settle this, girls," she said softly. Squeak and Alyssa looked to her as she smiled at Daniel walking ahead of them.


  "We do what he wants,” she reasoned. “We help him with his quest, and wait for him to choose the one he wants as his mate.”


  “We’re already doing that, yet we still got a lecture earlier from fighting,” Alyssa pointed out.


  “Then we’re going to have to set some rules to this,” Triska reasoned. “No fighting in front of him or other people, no charming or hexing him with magic, and you’d better damned well keep your lips off of him unless he’s chosen you or else I’m going to hack them off in your sleep.”


  “Fine,” Alyssa retorted. “You’ll see, he’s going to pick me, I have no doubt about that.”


  Squeak rolled her eyes then pointed to herself with a smug grin as she squeaked something. Triska glanced to the girls then ahead at Daniel with a confident grin of her own.


  “Alright then, girls, it’s settled. And may the best mate win.”


   


  


  Chapter 10


  What Love Is


  In the world of Eden, monsters were driven by their inner nature to breed and create more of their kind with human mates, using many different methods by any means they could. The way they went about their breeding differed greatly from one race to another, with some being primal and savage with their prey while others were more gentle and caring. Some would use the humans to breed with then kill them should they lose interest, while others would use them to satisfy their urges then let them go peacefully afterwards. There were even some monsters that wished to marry the men they found, either by force or by his choice, and become a loving wife to him. It may have been hard for some people to believe, but it was just as true as it was with humans.


  Even monsters could feel love for their mates.


  *****


  "Daniel?" Triska asked.


  Daniel blinked and then looked over to her, the two sitting on a grassy hill with their monster companions as they had stopped to eat a small lunch together. Lucky was grazing nearby on a patch of tall grass while Squeak and Alyssa were sitting on the blanket with the two humans, both girls looking at Daniel as he had been rather quiet while just looking down with a distant gaze.


  "You okay?" Triska asked again.


  "Yeah, sorry, just daydreaming," he said before taking another bite of his sandwich while the girls watched him curiously.


  "You've been just staring at your sandwich without saying a word, what's on your mind?" Alyssa asked before she took another bite of her sandwich as well. Daniel smiled and just shrugged.


  "A lot of things really. Nothing to worry about though.”


  Triska watched him with concern as the wind gently blew by then looked down in silence. Squeak glanced around the surrounding landscape then squeaked something at Daniel. He just looked at her as the ant girl was trying to say something, squeaking at him again with a curious expression.


  "Um… what?"


  Squeak looked around at the others then pointed towards the dirt road while squeaking some more.


  "We really need to figure out how to communicate with her," Alyssa commented while shaking her head. Squeak pointed to Daniel then down to the road again while squeaking more sternly. He looked over towards where she was pointing then back to her while scratching his head in puzzlement.


  "You want me to go over there?"


  She shook her head and waved her arms around while the three travelers watched her, the ant girl squeaking again and again.


  "She's trying to tell us something," Triska said with a simple nod.


  "Never would have guessed,” Alyssa commented dryly. “Anyway, I'm okay with her coming with us since she's more proof for Daniel's cause and all, but how are we supposed to talk to her when all she can do is squeak?"


  Squeak face palmed and shook her head then looked around carefully. After a moment she pointed down to the road again repeatedly.


  "Um…" Triska said unsurely.


  "We just stopped to eat. Do you want to go already?" Alyssa asked.


  Daniel examined Squeak's motions as she pointed around to them all then down to the road again, showing a curious expression while squeaking a few times.


  "I think… she's asking how long before we all get to Ashwood," he guessed with a shrug. Squeak nodded eagerly and pointed to him with a smile.


  "Huh, didn't get that from her, but alright then," Triska remarked.


  "I think we're almost there, we should be arriving before it starts to get dark," Alyssa said looking down the road that stretched out across the rolling plains. Daniel nodded and looked up at the sky, chuckling bit with self-amusement.


  "What's so funny?" Triska asked.


  "It's just kind of funny to think about," he with a simple smile at her. Triska looked at him puzzled as he gestured over to Alyssa and Squeak with his hand. "I set out to find monsters that could coexist with us, and I find two before I even made it to Ashwood.”


  Alyssa and Squeak smiled at that while Triska nodded in agreement.


  "Yeah, I guess your quest is off to a good start after all," she said looking to the two monster girls.


  "I guess it is," he agreed, looking down at his sandwich with a calm smile. Alyssa and Squeak looked at him with hopeful eyes then glanced over to Triska, the teen glancing to them as well. All of them then slowly took another bite out of their meals while watching each other with more cautious expressions.


  The group finished eating their meals in peace, with Daniel thinking about something that was at the forefront of his mind while the three girls were looking down in thought about how to appeal to him better. Before he could stand or say anything Triska spoke up with a playful glance at him.


  "Um, say, Daniel? Before we get to the city, could we make a slight detour?"


  "Detour? Where to?"


  Triska pulled out a map from her duffel bag and showed it to him with a bright smile.


  "Well, it's just there's a small lake nearby. I thought we could get washed up before going into the city. After all we've been through I don't want to walk into the place smelling like mud," she said with a laugh. Daniel looked at the map curiously while Alyssa and Squeak glanced to each other then to their own apparel.


  "Hmm, well it is close to us. I guess we'll have time for that," Daniel agreed. Triska nodded as she rolled up the map and glanced to the other girls.


  "Besides,” she snickered. “I'm sure Squeak would like to clean her clothing too, since they're dirty and… damp.”


  Squeak blinked then slowly glanced down to herself, blushing before looking away embarrassed squeak as she realized she was wearing her dirtied clothing that she had peed in twice now. Alyssa looked to her own outfit and shrugged, brushing some of the dirt that was still on her skirt.


  "I wouldn't mind getting cleaned up either,” she agreed with a nod. “That sounds like a good idea to me," she said with a nod.


  "Alright then, let's get going," Daniel said as he stood up. The group packed the blanket back onto Lucky along with Daniel's bag then set off down a side road together. Daniel walked ahead as he gazed up at the blue sky with a calm smile, Alyssa rode on Lucky looking around at the landscape, Squeak walked next to her watching Daniel with a soft smile as her antennae twitched a bit, and Triska hiked next to them with a hopeful smile on her face.


  'Time to show Daniel what I have that these other girls don't.'


  *****


  Daniel gazed ahead at the blue lake that they had come across, the small body of water surrounded by rolling hills and tall grass. A few birds flew by overhead as he walked up to the edge of the lake, seeing that there was a river leading into the body of water on the opposite side through a wooded area.


  "Nice place, we should have had our lunch here," Daniel pondered with a slight laugh. Alyssa walked up next to him and looked around as Lucky strolled over and started to drink from the lake.


  "Nobody else is anywhere around here, it's nice to have it all to ourselves," she commented with a smile.


  Squeak walked past them towards the lake and looked at the water then struck her pickaxe down onto the dirt with a whack then started to pull down her underwear. Daniel and Alyssa looked over to her and jumped in surprise before Alyssa screamed and ran over to her, grabbing her hands and stopping her before they dropped past her thighs.


  "What are you doing?" she cried out. Squeak looked at her curiously then to the water, squeaking softly before looking back to the witch. Alyssa pulled the girl's underwear back up and quickly glanced back to Daniel.


  "You can't strip right in front of Daniel," she scolded sternly as he was watching the two nervously. Squeak looked over to him then blushed as he was staring at them. He jumped slightly then quickly turned around.


  "Sorry! I'm not looking, sorry," he said quickly, before going wide eyed as Alyssa and Squeak stared at something with surprise as well. Walking up to them was Triska, the girl dropping her duffel bag to the ground as she gazed around at the lake. However she wasn't wearing her usual attire, having now changed into a light blue bikini. Her worn and dirty clothing was clumped together along with her boots under her arm, while her dagger and sheathed sword were strapped to her duffel bag. She smiled contently then looked to the others as she flicked her hair behind over her shoulder.


  "Isn't this nice, being able to go for a swim like this?" she asked walking up to Daniel. He stammered something while Alyssa's eye twitched slightly with discontent.


  "Triska? What… I thought you were…" Daniel stuttered as he saw the girl's figure in her swimsuit, something that had never really been as prominent to him before as it was now. She nodded as he continued to stammer incomprehensibly.


  "Washing my clothes?” she mused. “Of course, but I thought since we're here we could go for a dip as well. You know, to relax.”


  He glanced from her clothes, then to her bikini, then to her as she smiled innocently at him.


  "Um… I didn't really… think about that," he said with a weak smile. She giggled and walked closer to him.


  "C'mon, it'll feel great to go for a swim.”


  "What the hell are you doing?" Alyssa yelled out. The humans looked over to see Alyssa growling at Triska while Squeak had her eyes narrowed at the bikini clad teen.


  "What?” Triska asked innocently. “I'm just going to wash my clothes and cool off at the same time, nothing wrong with that.”


  "You're half naked in front of Daniel!" Alyssa shouted out. Daniel gulped and glanced again to Triska's body, the girl catching the eye movement and smiling smugly.


  "I'm just going for a swim, if he chooses to look at or join me that's up to him," she said before walking past him and over to the water, swaying her hips a bit with a calm stride. Alyssa growled at seeing the human exposing her figure while Squeak glanced to Daniel worriedly, the boy staring at Triska with wonder and a small blush. Triska walked into the water and over towards a few large stones near the shore, the water going up to her knees as she straightened out her lower piece with a peek back to Daniel. She then started washing her clothing with the water, dipping them down and scrubbing out the dirt and blood the best she could, and laying them out on the rocks. As she did Daniel and the other girls saw her leaning over more than needed, bending over and arching back slightly as she showed off her figure while rinsing her clothes in the clear water. She glanced to Daniel and winked, then went back to her washing while humming a gentle tune. Alyssa growled and ran over to her, hopping on the stones to get closer to the bikini clad girl.


  "What are you trying to pull here? You're just trying to seduce Daniel!"


  "I have no idea what you're talking about,” Triska replied with a coy smile at her. “We all came here to get cleaned up, right? There’s nothing wrong with me doing just that and enjoying the water is there?"


  "Is that why you're wearing a skimpy bikini?" Alyssa growled through bared teeth as she looked at the human's figure.


  "Just my swimwear for this journey,” Triska giggled. “You never know when it might be fun to just play around in the water. What's wrong, didn't pack any yourself?"


  Alyssa glared at her then glanced to the side as a squeak was heard. Triska looked over to seeing Squeak watching her with annoyance and her hands at her hips. The ant girl smirked and glanced to Daniel as he looked over to her, watching with wide eyes and a bright blush as Squeak pulled off and dropped her tunic down to the ground next to her, the girl then bending over and pulling her boots off. She squeaked softly before pulling down her underwear and slipping them off as well.


  "Squeak!" Alyssa cried out as she and Triska watched with surprise. The ant girl slowly pulled off her gloves then picked up her clothing as she glanced to Daniel with a soft smile. He stared with wide eyes as everybody saw the ant girl's naked body, the monster glancing down to herself then back to Daniel timidly. Alyssa stared with shock and shakily pointed to her as Triska shook her head fearfully, both of them seeing that the ant girl had a perfect statuesque figure under her tunic.


  "Oh my… god," Alyssa breathed out in horror.


  "Her body…" Triska said in disbelief. Triska may have had a lovely physique of her own, but the ant girl seemed to have a more well-toned body by far. There wasn't any hint of fat or marks anywhere on her skin, the girl's figure seeming to be sculpted perfectly from head to toe. Although it wasn’t as evident when she wore her tunic, especially when she had dirt covering her from being underground, she certainly had a more developed body. Even with her insect abdomen sticking out above her rear Daniel couldn't help but stare with wonder.


  “Look at the size of those…” Alyssa breathed out, her hands slowly holding her own chest with disappointment.


  “How am I supposed to compete with that?” Triska asked shakily, her eyes slowly going up and down along the ant girl’s figure.


  Squeak winked at Daniel then slowly walked into the water, glancing to the other girls with an arrogant smirk before heading over to another patch of rocks near the shore. She started to wash her clothes as well, pulling the same routine that Triska did by bending over and arching back as she leaned closer to the water. Daniel stared with wide eyes as that gave him a perfect view of her private parts in the sunlight while she bathed her clothing in the water. He blinked then slowly glanced between the two attractive girls nervously as this wasn't what he had in mind for a simple break by the water.


  "What the hell are you doing?" Triska yelled out at the ant girl. Squeak looked over to her and smiled smugly as she shrugged carelessly. Triska and Alyssa stared at the ant girl with shock then looked over to Daniel, the boy jumping slightly as he realized he was staring before he turned around quickly.


  "I… I should leave you girls to this… um… sorry…"


  "No, wait, don't go, Daniel!" Alyssa cried out as she hopped over on the stones and ran towards him.


  "Squeak!” Triska yelled out as she marched over to the ant girl. “Cover up this instant! You can't swim naked in front of Daniel!"


  Squeak stood up and turned to her with an arrogant smile then glanced down to the girl's bikini and back to her with a raised eyebrow. Triska looked to her outfit then back to the ant girl with anger.


  "I'm not naked like you are! There's a difference!"


  "Daniel, are you alright?" Alyssa asked as she tugged at his arm, the boy holding his other hand over his eyes.


  "This isn't how I imagined our detour going," he said tiredly.


  "Dammit, Squeak!” Triska shouted. “Put your clothes back on right now!" Squeak shook her head and pointed to the teen's bikini while squeaking in discontent. "I'm at least wearing something! You're just flaunting yourself in front of him naked!"


  Squeak shrugged and stood proudly with her hands at her hips, smiling arrogantly as Triska growled with rage. The teen yelled out then tackled her down into the water, the two splashing and kicking around as Alyssa looked over to them with annoyance. Daniel sighed and shook his head then looked up with exasperation.


  "Hey!" The splashing stopped and all fell quiet around the area. "I thought we were done with the fighting.”


  "I'm not doing anything wrong, Daniel,” Triska pleaded. “She's stripping down naked in front of you!"


  "Look who’s talking!” Alyssa shouted at her. “You're wearing your bikini in front of him to seduce him, that's the only reason you wanted to come out here in the first place!"


  "There's nothing wrong with me enjoying being in the water, that's not bothering Daniel like Squeak is strutting around and showing her body off to him!" The sound of Squeak squeaking at her was heard followed by Triska growling with anger. “I don’t know what you’re squeaking but there is no excuse for what you’re doing!”


  The splashing and yelling resumed as Daniel looked down with a hand covering his eyes, hearing the two girls shouting and squeaking loudly at each other.


  "Alyssa, could you please separate them for me?" he asked tiredly. The witch smiled and held out her staff towards the girls.


  "Sure thing, Daniel, anything for you," she said sweetly as her staff glowed orange. The two fighting girls were lifted up into the air out of the water, looking around with surprise before they were dropped down with a large splash. They surfaced coughing out water then looked over to Alyssa before the witch waved her staff over, the two girls then flying forward out of the water and crashing into the sand on the edge of the lake before tumbling over onto the grass.


  "If you two are about done, Daniel would like you to please knock it off," Alyssa said flatly. Triska and Squeak looked at her with anger then to Daniel with worry as he was shaking his head.


  "Daniel?" Triska asked softly. Squeak merely squeaked quietly as Alyssa glanced to Daniel.


  "Triska, is this the only reason you wanted to come to the lake?" he asked tiredly.


  "No, Daniel. I mean I was looking forward to cooling off in the water, plus I thought you'd enjoy it as well.”


  "You just wanted to show off for him like Squeak did," Alyssa accused.


  "Hey, I didn't strip down naked in front of him," Triska said glaring over to Squeak.


  "You wanted her to wash her clothes, right?" Daniel asked. The girls looked to him as he shrugged. "She only has that set of clothing, what did you expect her to do when she's washing it?”


  Triska and Alyssa looked back to Squeak as she glanced away and merely shrugged in response.


  "But…" Triska said nervously.


  "I'm going to take my book and go sit over by that tree, facing away from the lake. You girls can get cleaned up and 'cool off' together," Daniel said before walking over towards Lucky.


  "Wait, Daniel, I wanted us to swim together. Please?" Triska said getting back to her feet. Daniel paused while still looking ahead.


  "That would mean that I would have to be here when Squeak is naked. And correct me if I'm wrong, but does Alyssa have any spare clothes?"


  The girls looked to the witch as she blushed with a small smile.


  "Well… no.”


  Triska looked between the two then to Daniel with worry.


  "I thought so,” Daniel said with a nod. “That would mean that I would have to see both of them naked, and that's obviously going to cause a stir with all of you. So to keep it so there's no fighting, I'll wait until you're all done then I'll wash up afterwards.”


  Triska held out her hand towards him and opened her mouth to protest as he walked away but stopped as she couldn't think of anything to say. Daniel took his book out from his bag then headed over towards a tree, walking around it then sitting against it facing away from the lake. As Daniel opened it and flipped through the pages the girls turned to each other with resentment.


  "Didn't plan on that, did you, Triska?" Alyssa asked flatly.


  "I didn't expect you two to get naked in front of him," Triska muttered.


  "We don't have any other clothes with us, what did you think we were going to do? Jump in with them on?" Alyssa asked shaking her head. Triska growled in frustration then looked towards the tree with worry while Alyssa walked over toward the lake while taking off her shirt and hat. "C'mon, Squeak. Let's get our clothes washed the best we can so Daniel can have his turn.”


  Squeak looked at Triska with annoyance for a moment then followed after with Triska still watching Daniel with saddened eyes. Alyssa set her hat and staff down next to Triska's bag then looked over to the teen while she took off her skirt.


  "Let's go, Triska, you wanted to enjoy the water didn't you?" she asked sharply. Triska growled quietly then walked over towards her clothes near the rocks, muttering something to herself as Squeak resumed washing her clothing in the water. Alyssa watched the two girls then glanced to Daniel before taking took off her boots and socks and walking into the water as well. She stopped and glanced to Squeak, the ant girl washing her clothing with a dull expression. Alyssa eyed the body of the monster then looked over to Triska, the human washing her clothing and setting them on the rocks to dry off. Alyssa muttered quietly to herself before walking over to some other stones on the shore.


  ‘At least I helped keep the peace for him, as long as I stay loyal to him and his wishes I'll get him yet.’


  *****


  After their clothing had been rinsed and laid out to dry the three girls were sitting on a few large flat rocks near the water. Triska and Squeak had their legs dangling below the surface as the water gently lapped against their skin while Alyssa had her legs held up by her chest with her arms wrapped around them. They all just stared at the lake in silence, none of them making eye contact with each other. After a while Alyssa slowly glanced over to Squeak, the ant girl watching the ripples in the water with a distant gaze as she sat on the rock quietly. With her hair washed up and her skin cleaned off she had even more beauty to her than before, with Alyssa fearing that she would easily steal Daniel's attention away now. Alyssa then glanced over to Triska, the bikini clad teen just looking around at the water with a bored expression. Her figure was more noticeable now, and with her hair and skin having been cleaned she too was a serious threat to the witch's efforts to sway Daniel over to her. The witch bared her teeth slightly with frustration then looked down at herself and her flat chest.


  ‘She just had to suggest getting us all cleaned up…’


  "Just out of curiosity, Alyssa,” Triska asked while looking ahead still. “Why didn't you just go back to your home and change into new clothes?" Squeak looked to her curiously as Alyssa merely glanced to Triska.


  "For one I'm not up for leaving you two alone with Daniel under any circumstances, and secondly I'm not up for leaving you alone with Daniel under any circumstances.”


  Squeak looked at her puzzled then to Triska, the teen rolling her eyes while keeping her gaze on the lake in front of her.


  "I didn't do anything wrong here, at least I'm clothed in front of him.”


  "Yeah right,” Alyssa scoffed. “You wanted to show off in front of Daniel from the start, don't pretend you're innocent here.”


  "Don't be so jealous that he would at least have something to look at with me," Triska said with a smirk while glancing to the witch. Alyssa growled and glared at her as Squeak rolled her eyes, the ant girl squeaking something with a shake of her head. They looked to her then to her figure as the ant girl leaned back and proudly showed off her breasts by perking her chest up a bit and wiggling it slightly.


  "And at least I had enough dignity not to strip down in front of him!" Triska yelled out. Alyssa growled with frustration then sighed as she looked back down. After a moment she stood up and waved her hand out. Her clothes flew off from a nearby rock over to her, the witch then hopping off the rock and onto the grass. She walked over towards her boots and started to dress as the other two girls watched her with raised eyebrows. Alyssa got dressed again and straightened out her outfit then glanced to the other girls as her staff flew over into her grip.


  "I'm going to go see how Daniel's doing. Let us know when you're both dressed again so he can use the lake to clean up," she said before starting to walk away.


  "Hold it!” Triska snapped. “You're not going to see Daniel alone, I'm going with you.” She quickly scrambled off the rock before Alyssa swung her staff behind her, causing Triska to fly back into the water with a splash from the magical force.


  "I thought you wanted to enjoy the water a bit more, Triska. You were so insistent on coming here after all," Alyssa reasoned glancing looking back to Triska with a smirk. Triska coughed out water and stood up in the lake as Squeak smiled at her amusingly.


  "I wanted to enjoy the water with Daniel, but you two ruined that for me!"


  "So you admit you were trying to seduce him!" Alyssa declared, turning around and aiming her staff towards the teen.


  "I was not; I was only trying to have a relaxing swim with him! Squeak's the one that was trying to seduce him!"


  "Don't give me that crap, I saw the way you were looking at him, the way you were flaunting yourself in front of him! The only reason you wanted to come here was for him to see you in your swimsuit!"


  Triska growled with anger then marched out of the water towards the witch.


  "I offered to come here to have us wash our clothes, remember?"


  "If you really put any thought into that you would have realized that would involve us being naked in front of Daniel! But no, all you thought about was showing Daniel your damn swimsuit!"


  "It's not my fault you didn't bring any other clothes with you! And so what if I wanted to go for a swim with him as well, there's nothing wrong with us enjoying the water is there? Besides, you can't get mad at me if he likes my body more than yours; it's not my fault you'll never grow more!"


  "Oh please, if anything the only girl he was staring at was Squeak!" Alyssa yelled before looking off to the side. She blinked then looked around as the ant girl was nowhere to be seen. Triska looked around then over towards the tree where she saw Squeak dressed in her tunic and gloves, the ant girl finishing with putting on her boot as she hopped closer to Daniel. She had her pickaxe slung around her back as she straightened out her outfit while walking over to Daniel as he was sitting down against the tree. He glanced up to her as he saw her approach out of the corner of his eye, the girl squeaking with a small wave as she walked up to him.


  "Hey!" Triska and Alyssa yelled out.


  Over by the tree Daniel turned his eyes down at his book as Squeak sat next to him, the girl lying on her legs while she looked at the book curiously. She glanced to Daniel and pointed to the book with a few small squeaks.


  "I was just reading up on the types of monsters I know of so far,” he explained. “I want to be ready for whatever we find next. Did you enjoy the lake?"


  She nodded and smiled timidly at him then looked back down to the book, leaning closer to him as he watched her with a slightly nervous expression. He saw her scooting closer inch by inch until her head was resting on his shoulder.


  "Um… Squeak?" Squeak turned her head to him, with their faces nearly an inch away from each other now. She squeaked softly as her antennae twitched a bit while he showed a nervous smile.


  "Did you… want something?"


  Squeak smiled and tilted her head as she gazed into his eyes. Suddenly she was yanked back and dragged away from him by the back of her tunic, the ant girl watching with surprise as Triska set her down away from Daniel.


  "That's close enough, Squeak," she stated firmly. Squeak blinked then smiled curiously with small squeak. Daniel looked over to them before Alyssa hopped over in front of his view.


  "Hey, Daniel, what are you doing?" she asked sweetly.


  "Oh, Alyssa. I was just… reading up on the types of monsters in my book. Is everything okay?" he asked trying to look past the witch as Triska and Squeak seemed to be wrestling around on the ground together. Alyssa scurried over to block his view and shook her head.


  "Not at all, Daniel,” she assured with a wave of the hand. “Um, we're all done with the water now if you want to get cleaned up.”


  Daniel looked at the witch curiously then tried to see past her as Triska and Squeak were heard rustling around. Alyssa waved her staff behind her, causing Triska and Squeak to roll off to the side out of view. Daniel looked around to seeing them gone then to the witch with a slight smile.


  "Um, thank you, that sounds great.” Again he started to hear squeaking and bickering nearby. He blinked then tried to look past the witch again while she kept hopping in front of his view. "Is everything alright with Triska and Squeak?"


  "They're fine, Daniel, they're just… cooling off," she said glancing to her side. Nearby she saw Triska and Squeak rolling around on the ground in a struggle. She waved her staff slightly, causing the two wrestling girls to tumble off into the grass away from each other. Alyssa looked back to Daniel and eyed him over.


  "So do you need any help washing your clothes? Or washing your body? I can help with those hard to reach places, if you want.”


  He chuckled and shook his head with a weak smile on his face.


  "No, I think I'll manage just fine, thank you.”


  Alyssa nodded with a pouty smile then glanced to the side to seeing Triska and Squeak scrambling to their feet while glaring at each other.


  "Okay, Daniel, whatever you say," she said as she waved her staff again, causing the two fighting girls to fly at each other and clonk each other in the head. They dropped down onto the grass dazed as the witch smiled hopefully at Daniel.


  "Just let me know if you need anything then, I'm here to help you after all.”


  *****


  A few minutes later Daniel was standing in the shallow area of the lake wearing his white underpants while his other clothes were lying on a few rocks nearby. He was rinsing his shirts with the water while his boots were on the shore next to his dagger.


  As he was busy with his laundry from behind the tree he was at before two girls were peeking out around the trunk with wide eyes on either side. Triska and Squeak were each staring at Daniel while they blushed slightly, seeing the boy almost completely naked which caused them to fidget. Sitting down against the tree between them looking at Daniel's book of monsters was Alyssa, reading it with a calm expression while her staff was lying down next to her.


  "Would you two give it a rest? You're not going anywhere near him when he's like this," Alyssa said glancing to either side of her to seeing the human and ant girl keeping close to the tree. "He kindly asked us all to wait here together, remember?"


  "I'm his guardian on this trip, I need to be able to keep a close eye on him," Triska reasoned firmly.


  "Just how close do you need to be for that?"


  "Closer than this, I can barely see anything from here," Triska whined.


  "You can see him just fine. And don't worry, Triska, I'm his guardian on this journey, I can watch over him just fine from here," Alyssa said glancing to the human.


  "Like hell you are, Alyssa," Triska growled at the witch.


  "Not to mention that as his proper choice for a mate I stopped you from trying to kill one of his examples of proof.”


  "You are not his proper choice in a mate, Alyssa, and I only did what I did because his proof was trying to KISS HIM!" Triska yelled out at Squeak. The ant girl glanced to her with a smug grin and twitched one of her eyebrows before staring at Daniel again.


  "And you tried to seduce him with your skimpy bathing suit. You're no better than she is," Alyssa pointed out shaking her head.


  "Like you're one to talk, Alyssa,” Triska accused. “You tried to rape him senseless when you first met him.” Squeak jumped a bit then looked down to the witch with surprise.


  "I already said I was sorry for that,” Alyssa muttered. “Not to mention that I've been helping him on his journey all this time afterwards.”


  Squeak looked at the girl carefully then to Triska, the teen looking back over to Daniel as he was washing his pants in the water.


  "All you've been doing is getting my way, Alyssa.”


  "With what?” Alyssa scoffed. “Trying to trick Daniel into picking a worthless girl like you for his mate?"


  "Hey, I'm the one that saved his life from being used as breeding stock for those ant girls when you were powerless.”


  "You only did so with Squeak's help,” Alyssa stated flatly. “She saved Daniel from being raped, and she helped you kill those ant-lionesses.”


  Squeak smiled arrogantly at that and glanced to Triska.


  "I saved her life too,” Triska argued. “I helped her when that ant-lioness tried to pull her under, all while you wanted me to let her go.”


  Squeak looked to Alyssa with surprise as the witch merely shrugged.


  "My priority has been and always will be Daniel,” Alyssa reasoned. “Besides those ant girls were the ones that took him in the first place, how was I to know she would be any different?"


  Squeak narrowed her eyes at Alyssa with resentment as the witch looked back to Triska.


  "Besides, I was the one that told you to help her in the tunnel when she had the light, you wanted to let her get eaten then.”


  Squeak then turned to Triska with wide eyes as the teen glanced to her nervously.


  "Hey, I didn't know she wasn't like the others, her kind kidnapped Daniel, remember?” Squeak looked between the two with discontent as Triska glanced back to Alyssa with a scowl. "And you only wanted me to help her so we wouldn't lose the light in the tunnel. You didn't care about her then.”


  Squeak looked to Alyssa with a small glare and squeak as the witch rolled her eyes.


  "Again,” Alyssa reminded. “My priority was with Daniel's kidnapping, not some ant girl whose kind stole him in the first place.”


  "Not to mention you wanted Daniel to pick her instead of the other ant girls hoping that she would back off if I said so because I saved her life,” Triska mentioned while waving to Squeak. “Well I see that worked out well, since so far he's seen her naked and gotten a kiss from her!"


  Squeak looked at Alyssa with a raised eyebrow then smirked with amusement from that.


  "He saw her naked because you wanted him to ogle you instead!" Alyssa yelled out at the human. Squeak glanced to Triska and nodded in agreement as Triska growled with frustration.


  "I just wanted to spend some time with him, just like I've always wanted to ever since I came with him on this journey!" Alyssa and Squeak looked to her as she shook with anger, the girl then turning back towards Daniel. "It was supposed to be just me and him on this trip, just us! But no, you two had to tag along and ruin everything for me!"


  "Hey, we're proof of Daniel's beliefs, we're exactly what he wanted to find," Alyssa said with annoyance. Squeak nodded with a quiet squeak.


  "I didn't think he would be bringing his proof with us the whole way! We didn't even plan on finding any monsters out in the world until after Ashwood! I hardly got ANY alone time with him at all on this journey all because of you two!" Triska cried out with frustration. Alyssa and Squeak looked to each other then back to Triska as the girl pounded her fist onto the tree with a yell.


  "Hold on,” Alyssa defended. “He didn't come out here to be alone with you; he came out here to find monsters like us that could coexist with mankind. We didn't do anything wrong by helping him with his cause.” She closed the book and set it down then stood up as Squeak watched Triska curiously.


  "You keep saying that he's yours and that we're taking him from you, but he's not your mate, Triska. What right do you have to be with him when we can't be when we're the ones he's really out here for? Why the hell are you even following him still? Your sword is useless against pretty much every single monster out there, all you do is yell and get in our way, and you have the nerve to assume that Daniel's yours when he never picked you to begin with!"


  Triska growled heavily and looked to the witch with a cold glare. Alyssa watched the human cautiously then backed up as Triska moved closer to her, growling with rage as she had fire in her eyes. Even Squeak backed up slightly, both girls seeing the human showing more anger than before.


  “Triska?” Alyssa asked carefully. Triska growled furiously, her frustration boiling to the surface. Squeak watched her carefully as Alyssa kept on guard.


  "Why?" Triska repeated with a bite. Alyssa looked at her carefully as her staff slowly floated over into her hand.


  "Why?" Triska demanded through bared her teeth. Squeak glanced over to Daniel who was still over by the lake then back to the furious girl again.


  "WHY?" Triska yelled out with rage. Alyssa tensed up as the human growled loudly at her. Triska trembled with frustration as she felt something working its way up her throat. She shook her head furiously then roared at the witch.


  "BECAUSE I LOVE HIM!"


  Alyssa and Squeak stared at the girl with surprise as she was breathing heavily, fuming with anger as she shook a bit. She yelled out with frustration and stomped her foot down, kicking up a small dust cloud from the impact. Triska breathed heavily then looked over towards the lake where Daniel was washing his hair with the lake water, the boy not having heard his friend's roar echoing out around the land.


  "I love him, more than I could love anything in this world. He's everything to me, he's everything!" she yelled out looking back to the witch. Alyssa glanced over to Daniel then back to Triska as she kept her staff held at the ready. "You think you care for him the most? You think you have any right to his heart? You think that there's anybody out there besides me that deserves him more? Think again!" She shook with frustration and anger then looked back to Daniel.


  "The only reason I came on this journey was to stay near him, to keep him safe. I couldn't let him go out into the world alone, I couldn't lose him," she said with a few tears forming. "And I'll be damned if I'll let anybody else take it from me. I've been with him the longest, I've been by his side while we grew up together, I’ve been the one who's earned the right to be his mate in life.”


  "He's not your mate, Triska,” Alyssa argued. “No matter how much you claim you love him. He saved my life even after I was so foolish with my desires, even after how I acted with him. He saved my life and allowed me to travel with him as his proof. If you think you're the only one that loves Daniel then think again! I wouldn't be here now if it wasn't for him, I wouldn't be in control of my nature now if it wasn't for his words. So what if you grew up together, that doesn't make him yours. If anybody loves him the most here it's me!"


  The two girls glared at each other before looking over to Squeak, the ant girl waving her hands around and squeaking at them with a stern expression. Alyssa and Triska glanced to each other then back to Squeak as she was giving a long speech about something in her own language. After a few minutes of constant squeaking she nodded with a firm expression while the two other girls just stared at her in silence. Alyssa blinked then looked back to Triska with a glare.


  "And I have no idea what in the world she just said, but I bet she feels the same way I do! You're not the only one that cares about Daniel, so don't act like you deserve him just because you think you love him!"


  "I know I love him! I've known it since we were just kids!"


  "And just how could you have known then? If he doesn't feel the same way about you up to now then how do you have any idea that you're supposed to be his mate?"


  Triska growled then looked over towards where Daniel was slowly putting his pants back on, the boy having not heard their conversation as he was tilting his head to get the water out of his ears.


  "Because I've always believed him," she said softly. Squeak and Alyssa looked to each other then back to the teen.


  "What's that supposed to mean?" Alyssa asked shaking her head. Triska looked at Daniel with a gentle gaze and then down.


  "Nobody else ever believed him, for as long as I knew him he was always an outcast and ridiculed for his beliefs that monsters could be good.” Alyssa and Squeak looked over to Daniel curiously as Triska shook her head. "Nobody else, not even my mother, would ever listen to him. But… I did. I knew… somehow I knew he was right.”


  "He's always believed that we could coexist? Why?" Alyssa asked curiously. She and Squeak looked to Triska as she was watching the clouds drift by overhead.


  "When Daniel was young, his family was attacked while on a trip out in the forest. Their carriage was overrun by… monsters," she said with remorse. Alyssa and Squeak showed concern with that, both knowing how this story was going to start. "He was so young, barely able to run away during the attack. His mother and sister were killed… and his father was taken away.”


  Alyssa and Squeak looked to Daniel with worry as he was putting on his shirts and brushing his hair with one hand.


  "His family was killed by monsters?” Alyssa asked. “Then… why did he think we could coexist, how come he doesn't hate our kind?"


  Triska looked down to the monster book and picked it up, flipping to a page then showing the other girls.


  "He was saved by one.”


  Alyssa and Squeak walked over and looked at the entry before the witch read it out loud.


  "Monster Class: Kitsune. One of the legendary Darker Ones of Eden. Found in forests and mountain areas. Extremely rare and powerful monsters, these ascended fox demons have near god-like levels of magical energy. Although nearly impossible to kill or run from, they are known to generally be peaceful and calm in the wild despite being among the Darker Ones. However, when angered or provoked there is likely no way to defend against them as their fire magic is second to none.” After reading the entry the two girls jumped in surprise as Alyssa shakily pointing to the listing.


  "Daniel… was saved by… a kitsune?"


  Triska nodded and looked over towards the boy by the lake.


  "He says he remembers seeing the fox demon showing up and saving him from the other monsters. How it had nine tails that glowed like the sun, how she was like an angel from heaven to him, how her fire scorched the forest around them, annihilating the pursuing monsters while never touching him at all.” Squeak and Alyssa looked at each other with wide eyes then over to Daniel.


  “Daniel was saved by a Darker One?” Alyssa asked with disbelief.


  "That’s right,” Triska explained. “That kitsune saved him, but she didn't steal him away to be her breeding tool, or leave him for dead. She took Daniel to our village, and left him at the front gate for our guards to find. I was just a little girl when I saw him being treated in our village center, and I was one of the first to hear his tale about the fox demon that saved his life.” She sighed and shook her head before looking down with a quiet whimper.


  "Nobody believed him,” she continued with remorse. “They assumed his family was killed by thieves and that he had injured his head in escaping. But he kept insisting that he was saved by a monster. He refused to believe otherwise, even after the years went by and the village started to call him crazy.”


  "I don't believe it… a kitsune saved him?” Alyssa asked in wonder.


  "Believe it, Alyssa, because I do,” Triska assured. “He was so sure about what happened, so sure that monsters weren't all evil. Even though he watched firsthand his own family being killed and taken away by a pack of lustful creatures, he still holds firm in his belief that some monsters can be good, like the kitsune that saved his life.” She closed the book with one hand with a snap and looked at the other two girls with a stern expression.


  "I spent my childhood training to become a fighter in my village, to protect those from monsters like the ones that killed Daniel's family. But mostly, I trained to become a fighter so I could protect him, so that I could keep him safe from anything that tried to take him away again. Everybody, everybody in our village thought he was crazy and still do, even though I'm out here helping him they all think he's as good as dead and that he's out of his mind. But he's not, I trust my life in that belief, he's the bravest guy I know.” Alyssa and Squeak looked back to the bikini clad teen as she pointed to them accusingly.


  "I've been in love with him all my life, I know for a fact it's love! I would gladly die for him; I'd do anything I could to stay by his side. So don't you dare think that I'm going to let you or any other monster take his heart away, not after I've spent my whole life chasing after him.”


  Alyssa and Squeak glanced to each other then back to the teen before Alyssa shook her head.


  "You think you're the only one that loves him? Get over yourself.”


  "You only recently met him, you have no idea what love is, Alyssa," Triska accused sternly.


  "No? Think again,” Alyssa argued. “I've been alive far longer than you have, human, I've come across many men during my travels, seen a lot of potential mates out there. But none of them compare to Daniel. He wasn't just the only one that ever tried to save my life, but he actually cared for who I was, even though I'm a monster he still cared about me just the same.” She looked down and closed her eyes with remorse.


  "I've hexed a fair share of them as well, I'll admit it. I followed my nature and bewitched countless men or allowed myself to be taken by those that wanted a young girl.” Holding a hand over her heart she shook her head slowly. "I just did as my body commanded, all because I’m been driven by my desire to breed.”


  Squeak looked at the witch with remorse then down while squeaking softly. She looked away and held her arms around herself as Alyssa turned to Triska with a sharp eye.


  "And yet not once did any of those men ever appeal to me personally, not once did I ever care for them before or afterward. I never even bothered to remember their names. But with Daniel… I've never felt this way before, never for any human that I've ever came across.” Triska watched her carefully as the witch aimed her staff at her.


  "I've done what was once considered impossible before, I've gone against my desire to breed with him, and all for him. I'm standing here as his proof, Triska, I'm standing here as his guardian. But mostly I'm standing here because I love him too!" She growled and shook her head as Triska and Squeak watched her carefully. "You think just because I'm a monster I can't know what love is? I'll tell you what love is, love is wanting to be with one and only one mate for as long as you shall live. Do you know what that means? That means that when he grows old and dies, and I'm still alive and around, I'll never want to mate with anybody ever again!"


  Triska watched her with wonder as the witch looked down while clutching her staff, the blades of grass below her swaying outwards as a small torrent of wind rolled through them away from the witch.


  "He's the only one I want to mate with now,” Alyssa declared. “Even though I'm supposed to breed with as many humans as I can… even though I'm supposed to have as many children as possible… I only want Daniel! I will only have a daughter if it's his, do you hear me? I will never mate with another human for as long as I shall live unless it's with Daniel. There will never be anybody else that I will feel this way for, ever!"


  Triska watched as Alyssa had sheer determination in her eyes with her deceleration. Slowly the magical force exuding from the witch faded, yet the little monster’s eyes gave off one last brief glow from her power before subsiding as well.


  They both then looked over to Squeak as the ant girl was pointing to Daniel then to herself while squeaking something urgently, waving her arms around as she shook her head before pointing to her own heart while continuing with her speech. Alyssa and Triska watched the ant girl squeak something at them while Daniel walked over to Lucky who was by the lake drinking some of the water, the boy gently brushing the horse as he gazed around at the landscape. After Squeak finished her long speech consisting of many squeaks and lots of hand motions Triska stared at her with wonder.


  "You… too?"


  Squeak nodded with a firm expression as Alyssa glanced between her and the human. Triska looked between the two monster girls with disbelief as it dawned on her.


  "We… we all love him… don't we?"


  Alyssa and Squeak looked to each other then back to Triska as they slowly nodded.


  "Yeah… we do," Alyssa agreed looking down. Squeak looked down and away, her antennae twitching slightly as Triska stared at the two girls that were Daniel's proof in his quest, the two girls that would be helping him stay alive and safe from the Darker Ones out in the world, the two girls that also loved Daniel just as she did.


  ‘This isn’t them following their nature. They’re not mindlessly going after Daniel just because he’s a male. They… they genuinely love him, just like I do.’


  "Hey," Daniel called out from nearby. The girls looked over to seeing him walking up to them with Lucky following after, the boy holding Triska's folded clothing in his hands as he watched the girls curiously.


  "Sorry I took so long. I'm all set when you are. Oh, and, Triska? You left these over on the rocks, they're all dry now.” He handed the clothing out to her, of which she took after a moment’s pause.


  "Thank you, Daniel," she said as she looked down to the clothes in her hands. He smiled at her then looked around at seeing the girls having gentle expressions.


  "Is everything okay? You girls weren't fighting again were you?"


  They glanced to each other then to him with soft smiles while shaking their heads.


  "No,” Triska answered. “We were… just talking, Daniel. Hold on a minute, I'll get changed then we can head out.”


  Triska walked around the tree and out of view then started getting changed out of her swimsuit. As she did Daniel looked to Alyssa and Squeak curiously.


  "Talking? About what?”


  Triska froze in place with concern she waited to hear what the others, or rather what Alyssa, would say. The witch glanced to Squeak then smiled a bit.


  "Just… common interests.”


  Squeak nodded then reached down and picked up the boy's book, handing it over to him with a soft squeak. He smiled and took it then put it into his bag on Lucky while the two monster girls watched him with caring eyes.


  "That's good,” he said with an amused smile at the girls. “I was worried I heard shouting earlier. May have just been water in my ears, right?"


  "Must have been,” Alyssa agreed as Squeak merely shrugged. Triska smiled softly as she finished getting changed, the girl then walking out from around the tree dressed again in her usual outfit.


  "Yeah, we were just talking and waiting for you, Daniel," she said glancing to the other girls.


  "Sorry I took so long, my clothes were dirtier than I thought," Daniel apologized with a shrug. He glanced to Triska’s bikini in her hands then over to the lake. "I'm sorry we all weren't able to go swimming with you, Triska. Maybe we could next time when we all have swimwear?"


  "Sure, Daniel. That sounds great," she said before walking over to her bag and putting her swimwear into it, then slipping her sheathed sword around her back and flicking her hair out from behind her. She lifted her duffel bag with one hand and slung it behind her back, then looked to Daniel with a calm smile.


  "Well, shall we go? Ashwood can't be too far off, and we've got a long journey ahead of us afterwards.”


  Daniel nodded and started walking back towards the trail as the other two girls followed, with Alyssa hopping up onto Lucky's back while Squeak walked behind Daniel. Triska kept pace alongside the ant girl as the group headed down the dirt road towards the nearby human city before glancing to the other girls.


  "I'm sorry, Squeak," she said softly so Daniel couldn't hear. Alyssa and Squeak looked over to her curiously as the teen glanced to the ant girl with remorse. "About hesitating to save you when we first met. You saved Daniel's life before your kind could use him, you weren't just another monster. For that I'm thankful.”


  Squeak smiled and nodded as Alyssa looked at them curiously. Triska then glanced to Alyssa and raised an eyebrow with a dull expression.


  "I'm still mad at you for personally trying to rape Daniel when we first met," she stated simply. Alyssa scowled at her before Triska smirked and shrugged slightly. "You can make it up to me by helping me keep him alive during all this.”


  Alyssa and Squeak looked to each other then to Triska curiously.


  "Wait… are you saying… you're okay with us coming with you now?" Alyssa asked quietly.


  "You two are his proof,” Triska reasoned. “He's going to want to keep you around on his journey. I'm stuck with you two now, whether I like it or not. We're going to be traveling together, we might as well get used to it. Like Daniel said, we need to coexist with each other, that's his dream remember?"


  Alyssa and Squeak glanced to each other then back to her as Triska smiled arrogantly towards Daniel.


  "However,” Triska continued. “Don't think this means I'm going to give him up to you two so easily. I still know I love him the most.”


  Squeak and Alyssa glanced to her with stern expressions and shook their heads.


  "I'm going to be his mate, Triska,” Alyssa argued. “There's no chance it's going to happen any other way.”


  Squeak merely squeaked something as she looked back ahead to Daniel before she set her hands at her hips. She and Alyssa then looked back over to Triska as she giggled in amusement.


  "What's so funny back there?" Daniel asked looking back to them.


  "Just talking about our common interests again," Triska answered.


  "Really? And what might those be?" Daniel asked with a curious smile as he looked ahead again. Triska glanced to the two monster girls next to her and smirked.


  "Just things that human girls and monsters have in common. As it turns out, we're not that different after all.”


  "I had a feeling you would eventually find common ground with one another," Daniel mused. Triska nodded slowly as all the girls turned their eyes back towards him.


  "Yeah, we sure did.”


   


  


  Chapter 11


  Welcome to Ashwood


  Throughout the world of Eden monsters roamed the lands, with the majority of these dangerous creatures being found out in the wilderness, or ‘The Outerlands’. These areas are where most monsters try to steal away men they encounter, usually by force or use of magic. Some monsters may even try to venture into human towns and villages in order to steal men right from their homes, especially if they had overwhelming numbers on their side. An attack on a human city would be less likely though as such areas were much more heavily defended and capable of repelling lesser classes of monsters. For the travelers of the world, the surrounding walls of a human city meant refuge and peace from those outside.


  However that didn’t always mean there wouldn’t be any monsters inside.


  *****


  High in the sky a few clouds were gently moving along as a calm breeze drifted through the rolling plains. The sun was shining down on a hill which Daniel and his group of travelers were slowly making their way over towards the nearby human city, with the witch riding her horse while the others walked alongside. As they approached the top of the hill they looked ahead at the horizon with wonder as their goal slowly came into view.


  At the edge of the rolling plains a great forest was seen to the south with the woods stretching across the land towards the mountains to the north. And built into the expansive forest was a human city, with high stone walls surrounding it. There was a large opened gate facing the rolling plains showing a small glimpse of the protected city within. The sturdy architecture of the city was evident with the buildings being comprised of brick and wood, with cobblestone streets branching out between residences and shops that were built next to each other. There were a few chimneys with white smoke coming out from some of the buildings, the small pillars of haze gently climbing up into the sky before dissipating, while towering structures and towers were seen rising up behind the surrounding walls.


  "Wow, that's a big city," Triska said with awe.


  "I know, I've never actually seen it before," Daniel said looking at the city that was easily five to six times the size of his hometown.


  "First time out here?" Alyssa asked curiously as she gently pet Lucky, her staff laying casually across her lap in her other hand.


  "Yeah,” Triska admitted. “We've only had a few traders that came to our village, but we've had everything that we ever needed so we never really went further out into the region ourselves.”


  "It looks like the city is dividing the forest," Daniel noticed, looking to the northern and southern forests on the sides of the city.


  "That’s correct,” Alyssa agreed. “Ashwood connects the empty plains on this side with The Outerlands on the other. It's placed between the forests as sort of a gateway between the two locations.”


  "So on the other side of the city…" Daniel said as he looked at the large settlement with wonder, not really being able to see how large it was in its entirety.


  "Is The Outerlands,” Alyssa confirmed. “Ashwood and your small village are the only real human settlements in this area, the closest human city after here being Cyllidon, and that's quite a ways away. There are small camps and towns out there probably, but nothing really big out in The Outerlands. There used to be another large settlement out there, but as I recall it was wiped out a while ago.”


  "Rehnder," Triska said looking to Daniel. He nodded and looked down with remorse.


  "Rehnder?" Alyssa asked.


  "We heard from traders in our village about Rehnder,” Triska spoke with regret. “They were located far away from Ashwood. The city was overrun with monsters and wiped out.”


  "The whole city was destroyed,” Daniel said. “We don't know what kinds of monsters were responsible for it, but we heard that it was raided and burned to the ground in one night. All the men were taken away while the women… well, they weren't.”


  Squeak looked at Daniel worriedly then to Alyssa, the witch nodding slowly as she lowered her head with closed eyes..


  "I see. I'm sorry, Daniel,” she spoke softly. “If it makes you feel any better I don't think my kind had a hand in it. Witches don't raid human cities like that."


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked something at him as well while showing signs of distress. Daniel gave the two monsters girls a gentle smile and shook his head slightly.


  "It's alright,” he gently assured. “I don't blame either of you for what happened to them. Besides, you're my proof that peaceful coexistence can exist with certain monsters, it's that sort of union that might prevent another incident like what happened to that city.”


  "It's places like Rehnder that remind people of the dark side to monsters,” Triska cautioned. “You two may be special cases, but until we can get more proof for the world to see, mankind will always view monsters as a plague.” She sighed then glanced to the two monster girls.


  "You two need to be on your best behavior in there, we can't let anybody see you for being evil monsters.” After a pause she blinked then looked at the two girls with surprise. "Wait, hold on a second. What are we going to do about them going into the city with us?"


  "What about us?" Alyssa asked.


  "Ashwood is a human city," Triska pointed out expectantly. Daniel looked to Alyssa and Squeak then jumped a bit as he realized what she was getting at.


  "Oh… yeah. I didn't even think about that.”


  Alyssa and Squeak looked to each other then to the humans curiously.


  "What are you two talking about?" Alyssa asked.


  "We're talking about us going into a human city with two monsters. They're not going to let you in with us," Triska said shaking her head.


  "Sure they will," Alyssa reasoned.


  "What?” Triska asked with disbelief. “But you're both monsters, they're going to try to kill you if you go inside.”


  Alyssa giggled and shook her head.


  "I'm not sure what kind of village you came from, but not all human settlements outlaw monsters.”


  "What?" Daniel and Triska exclaimed with surprise. Alyssa looked at them curiously then tilted her head slightly in question.


  "You're surprised?"


  "Well… yeah?" Daniel said unsurely.


  "Of course we are,” Triska replied. “What do you mean not all human settlements outlaw monsters? I thought mankind hated… your kind.”


  Alyssa nodded and glanced away while running her hands up and down her staff.


  "Well, I'm not saying they're going to welcome us with open arms. Far from it actually. Still, there are some human areas where certain monsters are permitted for various reasons.” She then looked to Daniel with a curious smile. "Let me guess, your home had a zero monster tolerance.”


  Daniel and Triska just nodded with stunned expressions still.


  "You mean there are humans out there that… are already coexisting peacefully with monsters?" Daniel asked curiously.


  "Not exactly, Daniel,” Alyssa replied as her smile faded. “We're allowed into human areas, but not as welcome guests or residents. Some of us are allowed in to sell and trade with our own merchandise, and others are hired for various tasks by your people. Of course there are some types of monsters that are strictly banned from human areas for obvious reasons, and some of us even require an armed escort to make sure we behave.”


  "I never knew that, I always thought all humans hated monsters," Daniel said curiously.


  "Yeah, our village council raised all of us with that belief," Triska mentioned.


  "We're still not exactly loved, Daniel,” Alyssa said with a shrug. “And those that are permitted into human areas aren't considered trusted by your kind either. Still, some monsters have things or services that humans are willing to pay for, and we don't mind getting some gold for our hard work.”


  Daniel and Triska looked at her curiously then to Squeak. The ant girl merely shrugged and looked to Alyssa while her antenna twitched slightly. Alyssa giggled and shook her head as she saw their confused expressions.


  "I doubt she would have known. Ant girls always stay near their nest, so they don't travel too far away from their own land. She's probably the first ant girl to accompany anybody like this, let alone venture into a human city.”


  "Have you been in human cities before?" Daniel asked.


  "Yep yep,” Alyssa said happily. “In fact I was in Ashwood before I met you. I was on my way to see if I could sell my potions at your village, and to see… if…" Slowly she trailed off and looked down while her happy smile shifted to a remorseful frown. Daniel looked at her with a sympathetic smile and nodded knowingly.


  "To see if there were any men you could charm into having sex with you," he finished. Alyssa cringed at that then nodded slowly. Triska looked at her for a moment with a blank expression then glanced away and shook her head.


  "Well, that wouldn't have worked out well for you, Alyssa,” she simply stated. “Our village would have tried to kill you long before letting you in.”


  Alyssa nodded then looked to Daniel worriedly.


  "I'm not like that anymore though, honest. Please don't think that way about me.”


  "It's okay, Alyssa,” Daniel reassured with a kind smile. “You were just following your nature then. I guess it was good fortune that we found you when we did.”


  Alyssa nodded and looked down with a small smile as Triska glanced to her with a raised eyebrow. Daniel looked down the path towards Ashwood then back to Alyssa with a curious expression.


  "So since you were just allowed in there, does that mean you and Squeak will be okay going in with us?"


  "Don't worry, Daniel,” Alyssa said with a small wave of the hand. “We'll be fine. I've been in human cities before. I know how the law is with us monsters.”


  "The law?" Triska asked. Alyssa glanced to her and held up one finger.


  "All monsters types that are permitted into these cities are allowed one chance to stay. That means if any witches ever tried to use their magic or steal men within the city limits then they just got all witches on the banned list, and we wouldn't be allowed into that city ever again. Since we can get some pretty good gold for our wares in the human city, no witch wants to blow that for all our kind, not to mention that if a witch did screw that up for all of us she would likely be hunted down for it.”


  "Wow, strict policy," Daniel said scratching his head.


  "It is, but it's effective,” Alyssa reasoned with a shrug. “The types of monsters that trade with you humans want to keep doing so, and won't risk losing their permission to do so. Selling our merchandise in the cities is a lot more profitable than selling them out in the wilderness, and a lot of monsters make very good money doing so. Ashwood still allows witches in to sell their magic, so they'll let me in even though I don't have anything to sell.”


  "How come monsters want gold anyway?” Triska asked. “What are they going to do with it?"


  "Same reason as you humans; for wealth of course,” Alyssa giggled. “What's so odd about us wanting gold just like you?"


  "But, gold?” Triska asked confusedly. “Where are you going to spend it? Or on what? I don't know, I just never thought about monsters wanting gold, I thought they only wanted our men.”


  Alyssa giggled and glanced to Daniel.


  "Well, I think almost any monster would choose a man over gold, I know I would. Still, monsters use gold for the same purposes you humans do, to buy and trade with other monster races. We may be monsters, but we're not that different than humans in some ways," she said with a wink. He smiled and nodded in agreement.


  "It seems we're not," he agreed. Alyssa looked down with a timid smile as Triska looked at her curiously, the teen then shrugging in response.


  "Well, I guess that makes sense. Squeak's queen did mention that her race traded with other monster races.” She blinked then glanced over to the ant girl who was looking at her peculiarly. "Speaking of her, do they allow ant girls into cities too?"


  "I don't know,” Alyssa said with a shrug. “Again, she's probably the first ant girl ever to go near a human city. I'm not sure what they'll say about her, but odds are she would be allowed in with me. She looks rather harmless," she reasoned, eyeing the ant girl carefully. Squeak looked at Alyssa curiously as the witch showed a cautious expression at her.


  "Still, you need to be on your best behavior in there, Squeak,” Alyssa warned. “You may be allowed in as a traveler, but you need to be very careful about what you do and say… well, not so much what you say.”


  Squeak merely made a soft squeaking sound as her antennae twitched a bit. She then looked to Daniel as he nodded with a small smile.


  "Just stay close to me, okay?"


  Squeak nodded with a smile and a soft squeak then quickly walked over and held onto his arm with a timid smile. Daniel smiled weakly at the gesture while Triska and Alyssa stared at the ant girl with dull expressions.


  "Squeak, not that close to him," Triska said with a hint of anger. Squeak glanced to her then down to see Daniel's arm being held close to her, so much that her breasts were enveloping his arm. She again smiled timidly at Daniel who was trying not to look at what his arm was being held in. Squeak made a soft squeaking sound before she was yanked away by a magical force, skidding back on her boots as her arms were held to either side of her. She looked around puzzled before the group turned to Alyssa as she was holding her staff towards the ant girl.


  "And especially don't hold onto Daniel in there, Squeak, or else," Alyssa ordered while shaking her head. Squeak gave Alyssa a small glare before showing a cautious expression at seeing the witch looking at her worriedly now. "I'm not just saying that, Squeak. All monsters in these cities are never to touch a human male like that, ever.”


  "Never?" Daniel asked.


  "Never,” Alyssa warned. “If any monster attempts to seduce or even hold onto a man it's considered an attempt to steal him away. If Squeak holds onto you like that in the city they'll try to kill her on the spot.”


  Squeak blinked then jumped and squeaked with fear as everyone looked to her.


  "They'll try to kill her, for just holding onto Daniel's arm?" Triska asked glancing back to the witch.


  "There's no tolerance for such behavior in these cities,” Alyssa stated while looking towards Ashwood. “Monsters are only allowed in to sell their wares, and that's it. We can't get involved in a fight, we can't use our magic, we can't make any suspicious movements or else we'll be killed. We're only allowed entry during the day to sell our stuff and then we have to leave before nightfall. Those are the rules, and there are no exceptions.”


  "Wow, very strict policy," Daniel said. Triska looked at Alyssa carefully then over towards the city in the distance.


  "So wait a minute, you mean to tell me that once inside the city neither you nor Squeak can touch Daniel at all?"


  "Yeah," Alyssa said with a frown.


  "And you can't use your magic at all, and Squeak can't get involved in any fights?”


  "That's right.”


  Triska looked at the two monster girls carefully then towards the city with a slight smile.


  "Really," she said quietly to herself.


  Daniel gazed around at the large city then looked back over to Alyssa, seeing her having a saddened expression now. She glanced to him then looked back down worriedly.


  "I'll be good though, Daniel, I swear. I won't blow this for you. I've been in human cities before, I know how to behave.”


  "It's alright, Alyssa,” Daniel reassured. “I trust you outside of those city walls, so of course I would trust you inside them as well. I know you'll be on your best behavior.”


  Alyssa looked to him with a small smile as he turned to Squeak, the ant girl having a concerned frown while she was looking ahead at Ashwood. She glanced over to Daniel and made a soft squeaking sound as she pointed to the human city.


  "It'll be alright, Squeak,” he gently said. “Just don't do anything to draw more attention to yourself and stay close to Alyssa and Triska. You'll be fine.”


  Squeak nodded slowly then looked back ahead at the city while squeaking quietly to herself.


  "Alright then,” Triska said stepping forward. “Let's get going. We've got some shopping to do before we head out into The Outerlands.”


  The group nodded and continued their trek towards the city together. As they started making their way down the hill along the dirt road she glanced to Daniel with an eager smile.


  'This is my chance. Alyssa can't use her magic to interfere with me and neither she nor Squeak can touch Daniel inside those city walls. All I need to do is wait for my moment to get him alone and then he's all mine.'


  *****


  The travelers headed towards the city of Ashwood, watching with wonder while they approached the large stone walls as they saw just how big the place really was. The walls stretched out for quite a ways towards both forests on opposite sides of the city, with the main gate ahead open for travelers to enter freely. The dirt road from the plains shifted into a smooth cobblestone street that headed into the city and branched out between districts. People were seen walking around inside the city while a few female guards were scattered amongst the populace, with the citizens dressed in casual and simple clothing. The guards of Ashwood however all wore steel armor plating on their chests and arms as well as their leggings, along with steel and leather boots with white undershirts and pants under their armor. Their swords were sheathed at their hips as they patrolled the inside of the city, with the women either having their hair held back in long ponytails or in short cut hairstyles.


  "So any advice for newcomers here?" Daniel asked Alyssa as the group neared the entrance into the city.


  "The people should be friendly with you, though I doubt Squeak and I are going to make any friends here. Just don't make any suspicious movements in front of them," Alyssa said before glancing up towards the top of the wall. The group looked up to see a few armed guards walking along the top of the barrier, the women having crossbows armed as they kept a lookout around the area. A few of them pointed down to Daniel and his companions as they saw them approaching the city as Triska glanced back to Alyssa who was riding atop Lucky still.


  "Keep Lucky calm then, we don't want to make a scene.”


  "I know what I'm doing, Triska,” Alyssa dryly said. “I was here before I met you, remember? I'll keep a close watch over Lucky just like last time.”


  The teen nodded with a slight smile then looked back ahead with a twitch of her eyebrow.


  'Good, you watch over the horse, and I'll watch over Daniel.'


  The group of travelers walked through the open gate and into the city, all of them looking around curiously at the human settlement. The houses that were built next to each other lined the street while men and women were walking around casually. Of course people were beginning to stop and stare at the travelers, or at least two of them.


  "What is that thing?" a woman asked worriedly as she saw Squeak's abdomen and antennae.


  "Those things are monsters," a man grunted as he saw Alyssa riding on Lucky, the young girl dressed in clothing that could easily be assumed to be a witch’s apparel.


  "Oh god, there's more of them," another man muttered as he watched the monster girls in the group with a glare. A woman held back her children as they all watched the travelers worriedly while nearby guards were keeping a close eye on them.


  "Everybody's staring at us," Daniel said glancing around carefully.


  "No, they're staring at us, Daniel," Alyssa corrected quietly. She then glanced to Squeak with a firm expression. "Remember, Squeak, do not touch Daniel in here under any circumstances. Got it?"


  Squeak glanced to her and nodded then looked around with growing concern as nearly every human nearby was staring at her with harsh glares.


  From the crowd of spectators two guards walked out and in front of the travelers, both of the female guards holding out a hand and watching the two monsters in the group cautiously.


  "Hold it," one of them ordered. Daniel glanced to Triska then back to the women as they were keeping one hand on their swords.


  "Um, is there a problem?"


  "Are these… monsters with you?" one asked glancing to Triska carefully.


  "Yeah, it's okay, they're not here to cause any trouble," Triska assured holding up a hand defensively.


  "We're just passing through to purchase supplies, we'll be leaving shortly," Daniel said with a slight smile.


  "What… is that one?" one of the guards asked pointing to Squeak. Daniel glanced back to her then to the guard with a small smile.


  "She's an ant girl, her name is Squeak. She's friendly, I assure you.”


  The two guards glanced to each other then at Alyssa carefully. The witch smiled and held up her hands defensively.


  "Yeah, I'm a witch, no hiding that. I was actually just here a few days ago selling my potions.”


  "Really, and where is your merchandise then? Are you here to sell more?" a guard asked raising an eyebrow in question.


  "No,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “Like he mentioned we're only here to purchase supplies before leaving. I’m not selling anything today.”


  The two guards looked at the monsters carefully then over to Daniel.


  "Why are you traveling with this witch and… bug?" one asked inquisitively. Squeak raised an eyebrow to that as Daniel smiled weakly at that comment.


  "Well, I have my reasons. And she's not a bug, she's an ant girl.”


  "An ant's a bug, what's the difference?" the other guard flatly asked looking over to Squeak. The ant girl looked at the guard worriedly then to the side to see people pointing at her and whispering amongst themselves. Men were looking at the monster girls cautiously while the women were giving the girls small glares. A few children around the area were pointing at the strange monsters while their parents were holding them back behind them. Triska looked around at the crowd of spectators then over to the guards, both also watching the monsters in the group closely.


  "Well for one, she saved my life. A bug couldn't do that," Triska declared with a wave to the ant girl. The guards looked at her cautiously as Squeak showed her a curious expression.


  "She saved your life?" one of the guards asked.


  "Yeah, she did,” Triska said with a smile at Squeak. “I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for her. She’s not a monster you need to be afraid of.”


  Squeak smiled softly Triska as the guards looked back over to her carefully. They then glanced to the witch in the group, the little monster smiling nervously and nodding a bit.


  "It's true,” Alyssa agreed. “She and I have helped these two with their travels. We've done nothing wrong.”


  "Well, you did try to rape Daniel to death when we first met you," Triska commented before looking away carelessly. Alyssa jumped in surprise as the guards narrowed their eyes at her, clutching their swords tightly and preparing to draw them.


  "And you do keep throwing me around with your magic whenever I merely try to talk to him, I got hurt pretty badly last time," Triska continued, looking up thoughtfully. Daniel looked at Triska with surprise then to Alyssa as the witch was stuttering something nervously.


  "And you even tried to kill me with my own sword as well," Triska said looking down with a hand held to her chin.


  "Triska, shut up!" Alyssa yelled out at her as the guards unsheathed their swords.


  "Wait, stop! It's not what it sounds like, really!" Daniel pleaded as he waved his hands around nervously.


  "It sounds to me like she's just like every other witch out there, dangerous and untrustworthy," one of the guards accused firmly. Daniel looked at the guards worriedly as Alyssa glanced around to seeing a few other armed guards nearby, all of them watching the scene closely. A few of them unsheathed their swords while atop the stone wall a few were taking aim with their arrows. Alyssa showed a nervous expression, looking around at all the guardians fearfully.


  “This isn’t funny, Triska,” Alyssa hushed out through bared teeth. “I can stop a few bandits with pitchforks, but I can’t stop all of this.”


  Triska glanced to Alyssa and smirked slightly, watching the witch tremble with a frightened expression, then looked back over to the guards with a calm smile.


  "Actually, she's the most trustworthy witch you'll ever find," she reasoned. Everybody stopped and looked at her as she nodded.


  "W-What?" Alyssa asked carefully.


  "How is this witch trustworthy at all?” one of the guards questioned. “You said it yourself that she tried to rape your friend and kill you.”


  Daniel and Squeak glanced to Triska worriedly as the teen then smiled calmly at the witch.


  "Because if she were truly evil she would have killed me and have taken Daniel away already. But she didn't, she chose not to take him by force, and she chose not to kill me. She did so because she wants to help us with our journey. She's remained in control of herself despite her inner nature.” Alyssa stared at Triska with wonder as the guards watched her carefully. Triska looked back to the guards with a confident smile then waved towards Squeak.


  "The same goes for her. She saved my life from another monster, and even helped keep Daniel here safe when others were going to take him away as well.”


  Squeak looked at Triska with wonder then over to the guards, both eyeing the two monsters carefully as they kept their swords held out. Alyssa glanced around worriedly as Daniel was watching Triska with a curious eye, surprised to hear her speak so highly in both of the monster girls’ defense. After a long uneasy silence the guards slowly sheathed their swords, and in doing so the surrounding ones did the same.


  "You're really going to trust such things with your lives?" one asked cautiously.


  "They're not things,” Triska snapped at her. “Their names are Alyssa and Squeak. And yes, we do trust them with our lives.”


  Daniel looked at her with a curious expression then smiled in relief as Alyssa and Squeak just stared at the girl with wonder. The guards merely raised an eyebrow at her before looking back to Alyssa and Squeak. After a moment they glanced to each other and merely shrugged.


  "Your choice," one of them said. Daniel smiled at his companions while Alyssa and Squeak were staring at Triska with wonder still then turned to the guards.


  "May we please go then?” he politely requested. “We have a bit of shopping to do in your city before we depart.”


  The guards watched the two monster girls carefully then nodded slowly before turning back to him.


  "Very well. Witches are allowed in the city during the day, and I suppose we can let your… ant girl in as well," one of them reluctantly said. "Welcome to Ashwood, you and your human friend are welcome here of course. However your two monster… companions should know that this place is a monster-neutral zone. That means no magic of any kind, and no fighting. And above all, they are never to touch a single man or boy in this city, is that clear?" The group nodded as the surrounding people continued talking in hushed whispers about the newcomers and their two monster companions.


  "Alright. You're free to go. Keep those two in line while you're here, we'll be watching," the other guard said as they stepped aside for the group. The travelers moved along past them into the city while the guards watched the two monsters in the group carefully. The people around the area watched as the travelers made their way into the city, with the ant girl and witch looking around curiously as all eyes were on them still. The two girls then looked over to Triska as the teen was walking with them having a calm smile on her face.


  "Triska… thank you," Alyssa said softly. Squeak nodded with a squeak while Daniel looked over to his friend with a curious smile. She smirked and shrugged with a smug expression.


  "It was no problem, just standing up for Daniel's proof.”


  Daniel chuckled as Alyssa looked at the girl with a raised eyebrow.


  "But did you have to mention how I was with Daniel like that? They were getting ready to kill me, you didn't need to point out those things.”


  Triska held in her laughter and glanced to the witch.


  "I thought it was worth it, especially seeing as how you did nearly rape Daniel and tried to kill me before. You had that coming for a long time now. Seeing you cowering in fear like that was suitable payback for all the times you threw me out of Lucky's carriage and all the times you threw me around with your magic.”


  Alyssa blinked then growled loudly at the girl.


  "Hey!"


  Triska laughed then looked ahead with a proud grin.


  "Nothing wrong with evening the score, Alyssa,” she reasoned. “You had that coming for how you treated me before.”


  Alyssa growled at the girl as she clutched her staff then looked away with a scoff. Daniel smiled weakly and looked down as Squeak glanced to Alyssa with a raised eyebrow.


  "Well anyway,” Daniel spoke up to relive the tension in the group. “Now that we're here we should get the essentials for our trip. We won't be coming across another human city for quite a while.”


  The group looked around at the city and the passing citizens in the street. People were walking by while a few horse drawn carriages were seen crossing in intersection up ahead. Of course nearly everyone they passed stopped and watched the two monster girls cautiously while the group made their way through the streets.


  "What do we need to get first?" Alyssa asked curiously.


  "I hate to point out the obvious,” Triska reluctantly said. “But if we're all going to be traveling together then we'll need a new carriage for Lucky.”


  "That would be nice,” Daniel said before looking down with regret. “But I really doubt we have enough money to afford something like that. I only brought enough just for some basic equipment and food, certainly not enough to buy anything like a new carriage.”


  Triska nodded and looked down with regret as well.


  "I doubt we do as well,” she admitted. “Even if we have sunny weather all the time we still need to stock up on proper gear and food reserves. We can't count on finding everything we need out in the wilderness, and there's no telling how long before we find another town. Something to carry all that stuff in would be a big help.”


  Alyssa glanced to her then to Daniel curiously.


  "I have money. I could get another carriage for us," she offered. The group stopped and looked back to her as she smiled happily.


  "What? You do?" Daniel asked with surprise.


  "Yep yep,” she giggled with a nod. “I got a good amount of gold for my potions last time I was here. I can take care of our traveling arrangements no problem.”


  "Really?” Triska asked. “But… where is it? You didn't bring any bags or anything with you while you were traveling with us.”


  Alyssa giggled and smirked at her.


  "Why would I carry all that gold around with me while out in the wilderness? It's back at my home, I store all my money there after my visits to human cities," she explained with a shrug, then looked to Daniel and winked at him. "I can get you another carriage no problem, anything to help with your journey, Daniel.”


  Daniel looked at her with wonder then showed an amazed smile at the witch.


  "Thank you, Alyssa, but are you sure that's alright with you? You don't need to spend so much on our account.”


  "I want to, silly,” Alyssa giggled. “It's not like I had anything else I wanted to buy with it right now anyway.”


  "I don’t know what to say,” Daniel said gratefully. “You really are something, Alyssa, I'm glad we have you with us on this trip. Thank you, really.”


  Alyssa smiled bashfully and looked down while Triska and Squeak glanced to each other with uneasy frowns from Daniel’s praise towards the witch.


  "Daniel, please,” Alyssa said softly. “You're making me blush. I only wish to help you is all, it really isn’t anything compared to what I would do for you.”


  Triska gave the witch a dull glare then glanced away with a scoff while Squeak looked down and away with a huff. Alyssa smirked at the two girls as she twitched an eyebrow with an arrogant demeanor.


  "After all, somebody has to take care of you, and I'm just the girl to do it.”


  Squeak gave her a dull glare while Daniel smiled weakly and rubbed the back of his neck. Triska however glanced down in thought for a moment before turning to the witch with a sly smile.


  "Well then, we'll leave the carriage to you,” she agreed before showing some concern. “But, oh wait. How are you going to go home to get your money? You can't use your magic here in the city limits.”


  Alyssa let out a dry laugh and shook her head.


  "I'll just run back outside the city walls and pop back home, I'll be back in no time.”


  "That's right, I guess you could," Triska said with a shrug. Alyssa smiled smugly at her then looked to Daniel with a wink.


  "I'll be back soon, Daniel. I'll run home and grab the money then meet up with you again.”


  "Um, where should we meet you though? This place is huge," Daniel asked looking around the area. Alyssa pointed her staff her staff down the street.


  "Down that way is a courtyard with a fountain in the center, you can’t miss it. I'll meet you there with Lucky when I get back.”


  "Okay, sounds like a plan to me," Triska agreed with a smirk. Daniel nodded and then smiled at the witch as he walked over and took his backpack from Lucky, slinging the carrying bag around his shoulder.


  "Thank you, Alyssa,” he gratefully said. “It really will be a big help to have something to ride in on this journey.”


  "Like I said, Daniel, I'll do anything for you," Alyssa purred with a wink at him. She then turned Lucky around and rode off down the street towards the main gate with a quick trot. Squeak narrowed her eyes at the witch then looked to Daniel worriedly as he watched the witch ride away.


  "She really came through for us, talk about a lucky break," he said with a small laugh.


  Triska nodded then smiled slightly.


  'Take your time, Alyssa. There's no rush.'


  "Yeah, I suppose she did. Well then, let's get our supplies while we wait for her to come back.” She then glanced to Squeak and smiled curiously as she saw the ant girl looking around at the city streets and surroundings as she made soft squeaking sounds. "So, Squeak, what do you think of a human city?"


  Squeak looked to her and pointed around while squeaking something in response. Triska merely blinked then smiled weakly.


  "I'll take that as it’s interesting," she said with a small laugh. Daniel chuckled and nodded then looked around to seeing people pointing and whispering about them still, to which his smile then slowly faded away.


  "If only they could see that not all monsters are evil.”


  The two girls glanced to him then looked around at the people staring at them still as they stood in the street.


  "Well, they're at least letting some monsters in to trade with, that's progress right?" Triska asked carefully.


  Suddenly a stone hit Squeak's head, the ant girl flinching as she let out a loud squeak. The group looked over to seeing a small boy running back behind his mother with a stubborn expression while the people around were laughing.


  "Great shot, kid," a man laughed as the crowd smiled bitterly towards the ant girl. Squeak looked around worriedly then to Daniel as he showed an annoyed expression.


  "What was that for? She hasn't done anything wrong.”


  "She's a dirty stinkin' monster!" the boy yelled out from behind his mother, the woman nodding as she held her son back. Daniel looked around at the crowd then to Squeak, the ant girl showing a frightened expression as everybody around was glaring and yelling at her. The nearby guards of Ashwood merely watched the commotion, none of them making any effort to calm the crowd in the least.


  "What the hell, I thought Ashwood was a monster-neutral zone?" Triska called out with irritation. The people around merely scoffed at her as they continued talking harshly about the ant girl. A nearby guard shook her head as she crossed her arms before her.


  "Just because we're willing to pay some gold for their wares doesn't mean they're welcome here,” the woman clarified. “The only reason we allow them in is because some of their weapons and medicine are useful to us, if it wasn't for that we would never let any of those things step foot in here.”


  Daniel looked around at all the people glaring at Squeak then showed some resentment for them.


  "Alyssa was right, this is far from peaceful coexistence. Even the ones they do let into their towns they treat so harshly.”


  Squeak looked around nervously at all the people while Triska glanced to her with a sympathetic eye.


  "What are you doing with that thing, kid?” a man called out. “It's going to try to take you away the first chance it gets!”


  Triska growled with frustration then glared at the man.


  "Her name is Squeak, she's not a thing!"


  "She's a monster, you idiot,” another man called out. “She'll just try to steal away any man she can!”


  Triska looked around at the crowd with discontent then scoffed as she shook her head.


  "Let's just go, Daniel,” she asserted. “There's no reasoning with these people, not now anyway.”


  Daniel nodded then saw Squeak looking down with closed eyes as she trembled a bit.


  "It'll be okay, Squeak,” he gently assured. “Let's go get our stuff before Alyssa comes back, then we can leave this place together."


  Squeak looked at him with a timid expression and nodded before stepping closer towards his side. Triska quickly grabbed her hand and stopped her while she shook her head.


  "Don't get too close, Squeak,” she reminded. “You can't touch Daniel here or else we'll really have a problem.”


  Squeak glanced to her then to the nearby guards of Ashwood, the women narrowing their eyes as they watched her closely. Squeak slowly stepped back and looked down with a saddened frown, squeaking softly as Daniel and Triska watched her sympathetically.


  "I feel bad for her,” Daniel said sadly. “Her first time in a city in a brand new world, and she's treated like a… like…”


  "Like a monster," Triska finished, watching as Squeak glanced around at the surrounding humans timidly. Daniel sighed and nodded then showed a small smile towards the ant girl.


  "Don't let them get to you, Squeak, they just don't understand yet. They don't see that you're not an enemy.”


  Squeak looked to him and nodded slowly as she squeaked softly. Triska glanced to Daniel then back to Squeak, hesitating for a moment before she then walked over and gently took hold of the ant girl's hand.


  "C'mon, let's go," she offered with a kind smile. Squeak looked at her hand then to Triska with wonder, the teen smiling at her before looking over to the nearby guards. "There's no rule for a girl to not touch them, right?"


  The guards glanced to each other then looked back to her while shaking their heads. Triska scowled at them then looked then to Squeak with a sympathetic smile.


  “You’re safe, don’t worry,” she assured. Slowly Squeak smiled at her and nodded before they started walking together with Daniel following after. The crowd watched them head off into the city then slowly started to disperse while talking amongst themselves.


  "Stupid kids,” a woman scoffed. “Hanging around a monster like that. That foolish boy has no idea what that thing wants to do to him does he?"


  "Stupid is right,” a man agreed. “There are much better things in this world to have as a pet than a monster. I feel a bit of pity for that lad.”


  A few guards watched the travelers head off then glanced to each other before walking off as well, everyone returning to their normal routines once again.


  As the people left the scene a single figure remained watching the group of newcomers walking away. She stood taller than Daniel and had a blue silk cloak on with a purple gemstone in the middle over her chest as a button. Her hood was pulled up as she watched the travelers walk away; her eyes being light green with small blue specks in them. She smiled curiously as she made an intrigued murmur before turning to walk away, her hips swaying slightly as she walked in her dark blue high heels.


  *****


  Alyssa rode out of the gateway of Ashwood and off towards the nearby rolling hills, putting distance between herself and the city so not to arouse suspicion with her magic. She rode the white horse up over and down a knoll then came to a quick halt, hopping off of the steed before glancing back to seeing the city no longer in sight behind the hill.


  "Daniel will be so happy with me for this, I just know he'll want me as his mate now," she said happily to herself, waving her staff in front of her. "Providing another carriage for him and being the best protector he has, he'll see that I'm the perfect girl for him. Triska and Squeak don't have anything on me, nope nope!”


  Twisted vines started to creep up and swarm around on the ground right beside the little witch. The green vines then parted revealing the entrance down into the witch's home, the girl playfully skipping down the steps into the dwelling. Alyssa hopped down into her living room and looked around, remembering when she first had Daniel here, and how she tried to take him by force after throwing Triska out of the home. She sighed softly as she imagined the scene of how Daniel had brought her back into the home after wolves attacked them, and how he nearly died from his injuries on her floor.


  "I'll be your proof, Daniel. For everything that you've done for me… I'll be anything you want," she said softly as she looked down with remorse. After a while of silence she clutched her staff tightly then glanced to the side towards a door.


  "I won't let you down," she declared confidently before she ran over and went into the adjacent room. All around the living room it was quiet and peaceful while the forest outside seemed to be alive and thriving in the sunlight. A few minutes went by before Alyssa walked back out as she held a small leather bag with a large amount of gold coins in it, the carrying pouch tied shut with a purple ribbon. She held it up curiously and shook it a bit, listening to the rustling of the coins within before she simply shrugged.


  "I think this should be enough. Feels about right.”


  Alyssa hopped up the stairs and back onto the field next to Lucky, swinging her staff behind to close up the gateway to her home. She walked over to her horse and climbed onto his back, holding her staff in one hand along with the bag of gold and Lucky's reins in the other.


  "Let's go get you a new carriage, Lucky, won't that be fun?" she asked sweetly.


  "You…" a young girl's voice said with a low growl. Alyssa blinked then looked over to the side, staring with surprise as Lucky backed up with a grunt.


  Standing near the horse and witch was another girl who was the same height as Alyssa. She had black dress shoes on with short purple socks, wore a long skirt that went down to her knees which was checkered black and white with rips and holes in it, and a black short sleeved shirt that had a row of purple and red gemstones lined down the middle, all of them shimmering a bit in the sunlight. On her right hand she wore a black long-sleeved fingerless glove while on her left she had a black ring which had a red gem in the shape of a pyramid on it. She had dark blue eyes that were set in a glare, her lips curled slightly with a scowl while her black hair was set in two long pigtails held in place by white ribbons. In her gloved hand she held a staff, the dark blue wooden relic having a unique skull adorning the top. It was a human skull; however it was comprised of two right halves of a human’s skull, with one upside down on the left creating a strange yin-yang like appearance.


  "Tora," Alyssa said under her breath, instantly recognizing the witch that didn’t appear happy in the slightest. With a nervous smile she held onto the reins for Lucky tightly.


  "W-What are you doing here?" she asked cautiously.


  The other witch glared at her with a low growl as she seemed to be furious, her breathing sharp and her fist clenched.


  "It is you. I thought I recognized that horse of yours.”


  "Oh, did you now?" Alyssa asked glancing away.


  "Yes. I saw you taking off from Ashwood, and I thought to myself, 'Gee, that looks a lot like that snake of a witch Alyssa and her filthy horse', and sure enough it was," Tora said with malice while her eyes gave off a bluish glow briefly.


  "Hey, Lucky's not filthy!" Alyssa shouted out at the witch. She blinked, glanced down for a moment, and then looked back to Tora with a glare. "And I'm not a snake!"


  "No… you're worse,” Tora hissed through bared teeth. “Snakes can at least be cooked, eaten, kept as pets. But you… you're not worth your weight in them.”


  Alyssa looked at her with a raised eyebrow and a puzzled expression.


  "Um, what is worth its weight in snakes, because that's not a good analogy if you ask me.”


  Tora thrashed around with a loud growl then pointed her staff at Alyssa.


  "That's not the point here!"


  "Good, because that was just plain bad in my opinion," Alyssa said shaking her head. She was then thrown from Lucky by a magical force, screaming as she shot down onto the ground. The bag of gold hit the ground and opened up, spilling coins onto the grass as Alyssa coughed out weakly. Tora glared at the witch as she held her staff out while Lucky neighed loudly and backed up.


  "How dare you mock me, how dare you speak to another witch with that stupid smile of yours… how dare you!"


  Alyssa used her staff and pushed herself up, seeing the gold spilled out on the grass with worried eyes. She growled then looked back to Tora as the other witch waved her staff towards her, the object glowing with a dark green hue. Alyssa swung her staff out as well, the object glowing orange as a wave of distorted air crackled and spread out in a spiral between them. The grass below fluttered wildly while Lucky whinnied from the strange wave of energy that pulsated around the area.


  "Alyssa. Alyssa. Alyssa,” Tora hissed with anger. “That name in the witch's world is nothing but a curse now!”


  Alyssa glanced to the gold on the ground then to the other witch.


  "Oh c'mon, isn't that a bit much?"


  "A bit much? You wretched little pest, how dare you act like you've done nothing wrong!" Tora yelled as she held her staff towards Alyssa with a glare. Alyssa held her staff out as well, another wave of distortion then erupting out between them, the ground below being carved across in a straight gash as the opposing magical forces clashed. Alyssa bared her teeth and glanced back to the gold, then over to Tora as the witch was growling loudly at her.


  'You've got to be kidding me. Now? I have to deal with this now of all times?'


  "Tora, calm down. I didn't come out here to fight you.”


  "Oh, neither did I, Alyssa,” Tora snapped. “I came out here for another cause, something of greater importance than you'll ever dream. But I couldn't pass up the opportunity to see the infamous Alyssa, the witch who got us banned from Cyllidon!" With a scream she thrust her staff at Alyssa again, with Alyssa mirroring the maneuver before the ground around them cracked apart as a wave of energy rippled out from where the two powers collided. Alyssa skidded back on her boots slightly before regaining herself, watching the other witch with frustration as a few gold coins slid away on the grass.


  "It was because of you that we're no longer allowed in that city!” Tora yelled out. “It was because of you that we lost our right to sell our magic there, you goddamned fool! That city was a focal point for magic casters of the human race, our spells and potions were the hottest items there! And now we're never allowed back in there, all because of you!"


  "It's not my fault we're banned!" Alyssa pleaded loudly.


  "You killed two humans! How is that not your fault?"


  "I didn't mean to kill them; I just wanted them to go away. They were heckling me in the market, they were even doing that to you, don't you remember?"


  "I remember, Alyssa,” Tora scowled at her. “They were just stupid humans, nothing more! That's no excuse for killing them in the city. You do what every other witch does when somebody pisses us off inside the city walls; deal with it, then kill them when they go outside!"


  "I didn't want to kill them at all, honest,” Alyssa worriedly said. “I just wanted to teach them a lesson. I merely hexed them and told them to go cool their heads in the river.”


  "Yes, and they did, they jumped right in from your order,” Tora said dryly. “And guess what happened to them. They drowned! They couldn't swim, Alyssa. You killed them with that damned spell!"


  "How was I supposed to know they couldn't swim?” Alyssa pleaded while shaking her head. “Besides, nobody else jumped in after them, I don't think anybody else even liked them. They're just trying to use that incident as an excuse to ban us.”


  "They didn't try, they did!” Tora yelled out. “Everybody saw them walking away in a daze from the market after pestering us; they knew you did something to them!" She screamed in frustration then glared at Alyssa as her eyes glowed with a bluish hue. The ground below them started to dry up and decay while the dirt slowly shifted around.


  "Because of you we lost a good source of gold for us, because of you we lost a city of which we have so few of that we're allowed into, because of you I lost my best sales grounds!” Alyssa glanced down as black vines with thorns started to sift through the dirt while Tora fumed with anger at her. "Do you know how hard it is to find humans that can use my line of magic? It's nearly impossible, Cyllidon was the only real spot such humans existed in this region. Thanks to you I was robbed of my gold, I had nothing!"


  Tora struck her staff into the ground, a pulse of dark light rippling away from the impact as the ground cracked apart slightly. Alyssa held her staff before her as she held her other hand back, focusing her magic to pull the coins back into the bag then slowly lift it into her hand.


  "Tora, stop this,” Alyssa cautioned. “I don't have time to deal with you right now.”


  Tora glared at her as the ground around them started to shift and slink around in a circle. Alyssa glanced around before a black vine snapped around her leg, the girl screaming as the thorns in the vine pierced her stocking. She struck her staff down onto the vine and crushed it, the end loosening and dropping down before two more snapped up and grabbed her by the arms.


  "Tora!" Alyssa yelled as she was pulled down to her knees, the vines holding onto her arms as she struggled to stand up. She held onto her staff and bag of gold as she looked to Tora with a strained expression. The ground around the girls cracked and rumbled before it started to bulge up nearby. Alyssa glanced over to see a large snake's head emerging from the ground, the summoned monster having black scales while there were red ones streaked across its face. The serpent hissed loudly as it rose up from the ground, the monster then looking towards Alyssa with crimson eyes as Tora glared at her still. Where the snake's body seemed to come up from the ground it appeared to be attached as the dirt melded into it like part of its skin.


  "I'm going to enjoy watching this,” Tora said with a bitter smile. “Every second of it despite how quickly it will be over.”


  The summoned snake unhinged its jaw, the inside of its mouth being filled with twisted fangs that dripped a green liquid, as it let out a ghostly roar and shifted to the side slightly while keeping its sights on Alyssa. She focused her magic as she tensed up, the ground around her cracking more as a distorted wave of energy ripped around her wildly. In a flash the vines were ripped apart and she swung her staff outward, casting out a cloud of dust and dirt in front of her. Tora shielded her eyes as she swung her staff forward, causing the dust and debris to fly around violently in a miniature tornado.


  "Kill her!"


  The large summoned serpent roared then dashed towards Alyssa, its body seeming to grow and extend outward while its base remained fixated on the ground. Alyssa screamed as she jumped to the side in a roll, just avoiding being swallowed whole by the monster. She was then thrown back into a tumble from a magical force, rolling back before the snake turned to face her. It roared and circled around her, its body surrounding the witch before it poised itself above her with its open mouth. Alyssa gasped and held up her staff as the monster shot down towards her with another ghostly roar. The head flew down between its coiled body before dust and rocks flew up around it with a loud rumble. Lucky neighed loudly as he scampered back a bit, crying out as the snake had struck down towards Alyssa.


  "Good riddance, you lowly rat," Tora said with malice.


  A shot of golden light pierced through the snake's body going straight up into the air, followed by dozens more. Tora watched with surprise as golden streaks of light shot upwards through the snake's head and neck out into the air, tearing apart the body violently. The monster howled and flailed back before collapsing down on the ground, its head and body torn apart and letting off a black smoke from all the holes and tears. Tora stared with shock at the fallen monster then looked to see Alyssa standing up, glaring at her as she held her staff up still. In her other hand was the leather bag, which was now empty.


  "What the hell?" Tora said with a stunned expression. She looked up and saw golden twinkles in the air, all of which were falling back down around the area. Alyssa waved her staff around in a circle, using her magic and funneling all the golden coins that she had fired up through the snake at high speed around and back into the bag in a spiraling decent. Tora watched with wide eyes as all the gold coins flew back down into the bag before Alyssa closed it up with the ribbon and held it securely. She glanced to the body of the snake that was decaying and crumbling apart with black smoke coming from its torn body and smirked.


  "Looks like your snake wasn't worth this much in gold, let alone its own weight," Alyssa quipped looking back to the other witch. Tora growled loudly as her eyes glowed with a bluish hue, her hands clutching her staff tightly.


  “You think this is over? You think you’ve won?” she growled with hatred. The ground around her started to shift about as dark twisted vines slinked through the dirt. Alyssa narrowed her eyes as she held onto her staff, glancing to Lucky nearby then back to other witch as her staff glowed with an orange hue. Tora growled loudly as her staff glowed a dark green hue, the two witches glaring at each other as Lucky neighed loudly. The two girls waved their staffs towards each other with a fierce swing, the collisions of their magical forces sending out a distorting wave of energy as the ground below it cracked apart. Alyssa swung her staff around causing the dirt and dust to swirl into a small spiral in front of her, her glowing purple eyes fading from view as the dust flew around wildly.


  “You can’t hide from me!” Tora yelled as she sent out a few thorny vines towards the wall of dirt and smoke, the vines whipping through and snapping at nothing but air as the dust billowed away.


  “What?” Tora said with surprise, looking around quickly. In a flash the bag of gold flew by from her right and struck her in the face, the girl flying off to the side as the bag flew around in an arc back into Alyssa’s hand. She ran over and hopped onto Lucky as Tora scrambled back to her feet.


  “Let’s go, Lucky!” Alyssa yelled as she took off with her horse, riding up the hill back towards Ashwood. Tora growled loudly and aimed her staff towards the witch as Alyssa swung back with hers, the two powers once again colliding and erupting into a shockwave in the air. Alyssa rode over the knoll and took off towards Ashwood while Tora held her staff out to the side, the relic lying still in midair as she hopped up then rode on it sideways. She then took off after Alyssa at high speed while holding onto the staff with one hand.


  Riding across the plains Alyssa looked back to seeing Tora flying towards her on her staff.


  “Oh c’mon, riding on your staff? Quit being so stereotypical!” she yelled back before looking ahead with frustration. Lucky galloped along a hillside as Tora flew nearby, the witch soaring over the ground as she kept her glare fixated on Alyssa.


  “You can’t escape from me!” she yelled out as she waved her hand out towards the horse-riding witch. Alyssa watched with surprise as black thorny vines ripped up from the ground in front of her, the witch yanking on the reins and pulling Lucky off to the side as the magical weeds snapped at them. She ran up alongside a hill as Tora flew along in parallel with her.


  “You won’t stop me, Tora! I’m out here for a greater purpose too, one that you couldn’t even begin to dream of!” Alyssa yelled before she waved her staff towards Tora, the other witch holding out her hand causing a shockwave of distorted air and a crackle to arc around her. She wavered slightly on her staff then regained herself and kept pace with the horse next to her.


  “Silence, you rat!” Tora yelled back as she waved her hand towards the witch fiercely. Alyssa held out her staff towards the other witch, causing another shockwave of magical force to erupt between them. The ground ripped apart and grass flew around wildly between them as the witches raced towards Ashwood along the hills. Alyssa looked ahead to seeing the gateway into the city in the distance, holding tightly onto the reins of her horse along with the bag of gold with one hand.


  ‘Just get inside the city, she can’t attack you then. You can’t fail, Daniel needs you! Just get inside those walls!’


  Tora flew over next to Alyssa and grabbed onto her staff, the two witches then struggling as they pulled back and forth on it while Alyssa rode atop Lucky.


  “You won’t get away with what you’ve done!” Tora shouted. “Quit running and take your punishment, you bitch!” She yanked and pulled on the staff, trying to throw the witch off of Lucky. Alyssa held onto the reins as she tried to pull back, almost falling off balance as they neared the city limits. Alyssa glanced to Tora then back ahead with narrowed eyes as she growled loudly.


  “If anybody’s going to give me a spanking, it’s going to be Daniel!” she yelled before she yanked down on her staff hard, sending Tora down at an angle towards the moving ground. The other witch’s staff struck into the dirt and came to a swift halt, throwing Tora forward into a wild tumble as Alyssa rode off ahead. Tora tumbled down onto the ground with a yell as her staff bounced on the ground behind her, the girl landing down on the dirt face first. She slowly looked up with a furious growl while Alyssa rode off towards Ashwood.


  “You… won’t get away from me!”


  Alyssa slowed down as she approached Ashwood, looking back carefully as she saw she had lost the other witch. She calmly rode the horse through the gate and into the city, nodding with a slight smile at the guards as they watched the familiar witch riding back in again. The horse and witch trotted off down the streets as people stopped and watched her cautiously as they usually did with monsters they saw in their city.


  After a while Tora walked into the city, the witch’s clothing dirtied slightly while she was fuming with anger. She glanced to the guards nearby as they were watching her carefully, holding up her hands defensively as she nodded slowly. She walked into the city as the guards watched her cautiously before resuming their patrols.


  “Where did you go? You can’t escape me, Alyssa,” Tora said with a sharp tone as she clutched her staff tightly.


  “I take it you had some trouble?” a woman’s voice said from nearby. Tora stopped instantly and looked over to see a figure standing near the corner of the street. A woman dressed in a blue fine silk cloak walked over to her, her hips swaying slightly as she chuckled amusingly at the witch. Tora looked down with frustration and nodded.


  “She got away, she ran back into the city to hide. But she won’t escape me, I’ll crush the life out of her with my bare hands, I’ll feed her rotting corpse to the rats, I’ll-”


  “You’ll take a bath first I hope, you look and smell awful,” the woman interrupted with a laugh. Tora flinched at that then looked down with a low growl. The woman chuckled a bit then looked around, her hood shadowing most of her face.


  “Relax, my dear little witch, you’ll have your chance for your revenge in due time. For now however your chance has passed, calm your mind and regain your composure.”


  Tora looked at her with urgency and shook her head.


  “But, mistress, I can handle her. I can still kill her before the day ends,” she pleaded with desperation. The woman shook her head and looked down to her, her lips curling into a small smirk as she held up a finger and waved it slightly.


  “Not here, not now,” she calmly said. “We have more important things to be doing right now, remember? You had your chance but now we have other matters to attend to.”


  Tora growled with frustration and looked down as she stomped her foot.


  “Dammit,” she hissed. The woman chuckled and looked down at the witch, tilting her head slightly.


  “Now now,” she mused playfully. “It’s not very becoming of a lady to let her anger get the best of her.”


  Tora clutched her staff tightly for a moment then slowly relaxed, breathing out then glancing up to the woman with a solemn expression.


  “Yes, mistress.”


  The woman nodded then looked off down the street with a calm gaze.


  “Good, keep a level head, my dear, and your wish for revenge will come all the more swiftly,” she assured before starting to walk away. Tora nodded slowly then followed after, looking down with a dull glare. She glanced back behind her as the two walked further into the city, narrowing her eyes slightly before looking back ahead with a focused expression.


  ‘Alyssa, you can’t hide from me forever. We will meet again soon, mark my words.’


   


  


  Chapter 12


  Monsters in the City


  Throughout the world of Eden, larger cities and kingdoms were beacons of human civilization, with their fortified walls and stores of weaponry to protect against the monsters that roamed the lands around them. However, some locations allowed certain types of monsters in to trade with and use for various services, with these locations being known as ‘monster-neutral’ zones. Those that were allowed into these areas were watched closely and given no tolerance for suspicious behavior, and were widely despised and treated harshly by the human citizens they met. Still, with unique magical and finely crafted merchandise from these otherworldly traders, cities such as Ashwood became even wealthier and more secure in the world by allowing them in. Of course, with monsters being allowed into these areas the guards were always around, keeping a watchful eye over their people.


  After all, you never know who, or what, might come through the gate.


  *****


  Walking down the streets of Ashwood three travelers were receiving harsh stares and cold glares from the humans they passed, all of which weren't going unnoticed. Daniel slowly glanced around, seeing all the citizens of the city talking amongst themselves as they pointed to the travelers that had a monster in their group. Squeak nervously peeked around as everyone was giving her glares and scowls, the ant girl feeling frightened as she was inside a human city that obviously didn't want her there. Triska glanced to her with a sympathetic expression before looking around at the people with annoyance.


  "For a city that allows monsters into their land, these people sure aren't very hospitable," she said flatly.


  "No,” Daniel agreed shaking his head. “It appears they only allow monsters to come inside to purchase their wares if they're valuable enough, and that's it. These people have no intentions on forming peace with any that come here.”


  They looked over to Squeak as she walked alongside Triska, the ant girl squeaking quietly while she kept her eyes down at the ground now. She looked over to Daniel with a worried expression as she squeaked a few times, the boy smiling gently back and shaking his head.


  "Don't pay them any mind, Squeak,” he reassured. “They just don't understand yet. It'll be okay, I promise.”


  Squeak nodded then looked down with closed eyes as she kept pace with them. Triska glanced to her and saw the girl’s downtrodden expression then sighed quietly as she looked back to Daniel.


  'I should be happy she can't go near Daniel at all while we're in here, I've wanted her and Alyssa to back the hell off from him from the start. But… not like this. I feel so bad for her.'


  She looked over to Squeak with concern then gently held the ant girl's hand, the monster glancing to her with timid eyes.


  "Daniel's right, Squeak,” she gently said. “Don't listen to what these people are saying. They'll see that you and your kind aren't our enemies, they and all the others of mankind.”


  Squeak nodded once with a soft squeak then looked down with a troubled expression again. Triska showed concern for her friend then looked down as well while the three travelers made their way into an intersection in the city.


  "Well,” Daniel spoke up. “We might as well get our supplies and then go meet Alyssa. We're not making many new friends here today.”


  Triska nodded then looked to Squeak as she was keeping her eyes down at the ground still.


  'Looks like I'm not going to get any alone time with Daniel after all, we can't leave her alone here like this.'


  Triska smiled slightly then nudged Squeak to get her attention.


  "Hey, how about we go get our equipment ready? I could use a hand with the shopping.” Squeak looked at her curiously and tilted her head slightly then squeaked a few times while Triska glanced around at the stores nearby. "You might as well stick with me today, not like you can follow closely to Daniel anyway. Besides, I'd rather not trouble him with the heavy lifting.”


  "Gee, thanks," Daniel said dryly with a small smile. Triska giggled and nodded then looked over to Squeak.


  "Well, we do have a strong ant girl on our team. How about it, think you can help out with our shopping?"


  Squeak smiled and nodded eagerly with a few quick squeaks as she wiggled her abdomen.


  "I think she's up for it," Daniel chuckled. He looked over down another street then to the girls as he pointed towards something. "I'll meet up with you two in a bit, going to check out their library while we're here.”


  Triska looked at him with a raised eyebrow then smiled amusedly.


  "Always with your nose in the books, huh?" she asked playfully. Daniel shrugged then looked off down the street where he saw a sign with a book decal on it near a large building. The library in Ashwood was two stories tall with rounded stone pillars in front of it, the building having a few people walking in through the fine crafted wooden doors.


  "Never hurts to be too prepared,” he reasoned. “I'm going to see if they have any records of monster types here that I can copy down into my book, just to make sure we're ready for whatever we might find out in the wild.”


  "You're the monster expert, whatever you say, Daniel," Triska said in agreement. Daniel chuckled then looked over to the two girls.


  "I'll meet you where Alyssa said she'd be waiting at. Are you two going to be okay on your own?"


  Triska nodded and glanced around at the people passing by in the streets, observing that all of them were watching the ant girl with cautious and harsh looks.


  "I'll keep an eye on Squeak, we'll be alright. Still, I think we should leave as soon as we're able, this place isn't exactly welcoming of monsters or those that hang around them.”


  Daniel nodded then looked over to Squeak as the ant girl was watching him curiously.


  "Just stay close to Triska, you'll be alright. I'll see you soon, okay?"


  Squeak nodded and smiled as her antennae twitched a bit. Daniel then waved to them before walking off down the street with his bag slung behind him, his eyes glancing around curiously at the sight of the large city as he made his way towards the library. Triska watched him walk off then sighed.


  "Alright then, let's get going, Squeak," she said as she looked over towards the nearby shops along the street. She blinked then noticed the ant girl eyeing another street curiously.


  "Squeak?" She looked down the street as well, seeing people walking around casually and talking amongst themselves, but nothing out of the ordinary.


  "What is it?" Triska asked looking back to Squeak. The ant girl glanced to her then looked back down the street while she squeaked and pointed ahead. Triska looked at her puzzled then glanced down the street again, still not seeing anything special. She shook her head then took the ant girl's hand and started leading her down another road towards the nearby stores.


  "C'mon, we need to get our supplies and meet up with Daniel and Alyssa. We'll people watch later, okay?"


  Squeak glanced to her then back down the other road, squeaking with a curious expression before she was led down the street by Triska.


  Further down the other road a figure watched the human and ant girl disappear around the corner, a black cloak and hood concealing the face and body that turned to walk away down a nearby alleyway. As it did a green reptilian tail was briefly seen behind it below the cloak before vanishing into the shadows.


  *****


  "Wow…" Daniel said in awe, looking around with wonder as he had just walked into the library of the city. His old village had books of course, but nowhere near this many. The inside of the building was setup with both floors having shelves and shelves lined with books of various sizes and types, with the upper floor circling around the lower one above with an opening in the middle. The atrium style library had glass windows up above letting sunlight down into the building while a few windows were seen around the walls as well. There were warm lit lanterns hanging from hooks on some bookshelves and around the ceiling of the first floor while people were walking around, talking quietly on the green carpeted floors or searching for books of interest to them. Throughout both levels of the building there were dozens of tables and chairs setup with some people reading at them quietly.


  "I… don't even know where to start," Daniel said with wonder.


  "Can I help you?" a female voice said from beside him. He looked over to seeing a girl standing next to him. She was a bit shorter than he was, dressed with brown leather boots, a long light blue dress that went down below her knees, a white blouse with a light blue tie down the middle, and white gloves that went up to her elbows. She had dark brunette hair that went down past her shoulders covering her ears and wore rounded glasses over her brown eyes.


  "Welcome to the Ashwood library, how may I help you?" she asked while she was carrying a few books in her arms close to her chest.


  "Oh, hello. Yeah, I'm new here and… I was wondering if you had any books on…" Daniel said before trailing off while looking around again at the large collection of books in the building, then back to seeing the girl watching him with a curious smile.


  "We have nearly every kind of book out there at this library, what are you searching for?" she asked with a cheery tone.


  "Well,” he said glancing around. “I was looking to see if you had any books on the types of monsters in the world, anything that would have descriptions of them and where they might be found.”


  She looked at him curiously then up in thought.


  "Hmm, books on monsters…" she asked herself. After a pause she looked over towards the shelves near the right side of the building. "I think we have those over here. Follow me, sir.”


  She quickly trotted off with Daniel following after. The girl walked over towards a shelf and started examining a few of the labels, then looked up with a keen eye. She hopped up and snatched a large book out of the higher shelf and then opened and held it before her with one hand while she held the other books she was carrying with the other.


  "Here we go, a record book of the monsters of Eden," she informed, handing the book over to Daniel. He took it and flipped through the pages with a curious smile.


  "Thank you, this is exactly what I was looking for," he said with a nod. The girl smiled at him as she held her books to her chest again.


  "I'm happy to help, sir, is there anything else I can do for you?"


  "No, thank you,” Daniel replied kindly. “This is what I came here for. There are so many listings in here. It kind of makes my monster guidebook seem obsolete.”


  The girl looked at him puzzled as she tilted her head slightly in question.


  "Your monster guidebook?"


  Daniel nodded then walked over to a nearby table, the girl following him and watching him with a curious eye still. Daniel set his bag down on the table and brought out his monster book then sat down and opened it up while having the other book opened next to it.


  "Yeah, I put together what I could from my village, but this book here seems much more detailed than the ones we had back home," he explained, checking through the new book and comparing it to his.


  "If I may ask, why is it that you made that book?"


  "Well, I want to be prepared for when I meet them out in the world, this guidebook will-" he started before the girl jumped a bit and dropped the books she was carrying.


  "Meet them? You're… planning on meeting them out there?" she asked with surprise. He nodded then looked to her with a weak smile.


  "Yeah… it's a long story," he said with a shrug. She stared at him with wonder then down at his book.


  "Why are you intending to look for them, don't you know what monsters will do to a male like you?" she asked worriedly. He nodded then looked down at his book with a solemn expression.


  "Yeah, I know very well how their nature is and what they want. To find and use men to breed with, to merely survive the only way they can by using us humans as their breeding tools.”


  "Yes, exactly,” the girl said walking up to him. “If you know this then why are you intending to go out into the world looking for them? This book here was put together to warn you where these monsters are and how to avoid them, not to go seeking them out.”


  "I know it seems crazy, but I have my reasons," he replied with a shrug.


  "What reason would you have for wanting to find them? Are you some sort of monster hunter?"


  "No no, nothing like that,” Daniel chuckled. “It's… well, you wouldn't understand.”


  The girl examined him with puzzlement then set her hands at her hips with an annoyed huff.


  "What do you mean I wouldn't understand? I'm not stupid you know, I can handle information of any caliber. I can read and understand any book here in this library, so don't think whatever you're doing is beyond my comprehension," she stated assertively before she adjusted her glasses. Daniel glanced to her then looked back to his book with a small smirk.


  "I see, I didn't mean to insult you in any way,” he assured. “What I meant was you may understand what I say, but you'd still think it's crazy regardless.”


  She looked at him curiously for a moment then sat down next to him.


  "Okay, now you've got my curiosity piqued. If you're not a monster hunter then why are you looking for them? Are you a researcher or something?"


  Daniel glanced up in thought then shook his head.


  "Not quite. More like… an ambassador," he mused with a small smile.


  "Ambassador?"


  "Yes,” he said to her. “You see, I'm not looking to start a fight with any of them that I meet. I'm looking to see if… if they would be willing to give peace a chance between us.”


  The girl stared at him for a while in silence then raised an eyebrow.


  "To give… peace a chance?" she asked slowly. He nodded then looked back down to his book with a sigh.


  "I told you you'd think I was crazy.”


  After a pause he glanced back over to see the girl looking at him curiously still.


  "Well?" she asked.


  "Well what?"


  "How do you intend to do that?" she asked tilting her head. He smiled slightly then looked back down to his book as he turned the page.


  "The only way I know how. I'm going to travel the lands looking for them, and try talking to them.”


  After another pause he glanced back over to see the girl still looking at him curiously. She just sat there, not laughing or making any kind of odd facial expressions at his plan. Her eyes glanced down to his book then back to him before she showed a small smile.


  "You're just going to travel The Outerlands looking for these monsters, and hope that when you meet them they'll just talk to you rather than rape you to death?" she questioned, her words although sounding curious having no hint of ridicule or judgment in them. Daniel nodded and smiled with a slight amount of self-amusement.


  "Yeah, that's my brilliant plan," he answered. She looked at him curiously then shook her head while her smile remained.


  "Well, you're certainly the first patron I've ever heard of that thought of such an idea before, but that seems like you're throwing your life away in doing so. What if you come across a monster that doesn't want to talk and instead wants you just for your seed?"


  Daniel nodded slowly then looked up as he leaned back in his chair.


  "Yeah, that is something to be worried about I suppose.”


  "Well yes, it is. Yet you don't seem worried at all," she commented as she observed him. He chuckled and shook his head in response.


  "No, I guess I'm not. After all I've had good luck so far… sort of.”


  "What do you mean by that?"


  Daniel glanced to her and then turned a few pages in his book, showing her the listing for a monster class. She looked to it curiously as she adjusted her glasses.


  "I've already met two monsters before coming here," he explained as she read the listing regarding the 'Witch' monster class. She looked to him with wide eyes and a small jump.


  "Wait, you have?" she asked as she tried to keep her voice down. He nodded then turned the page and showed her his entry regarding the 'Ant Girl' monster class.


  "Yeah, sort of ran into them on my way here. At first they were going to do what monsters do, try to take me away by force and have their way with me. The witch was about to charm me and keep me in her home and the ant girls were going to keep me with the other men they've collected in their nest. But…" he said before trailing off. The girl watched him with wonder as she waited for him to continue, her eyes showing she was genuinely interested in his story. After a moment he nodded slowly as he seemed to be thinking to himself.


  "But they proved my theory right.”


  "Your theory?" the girl asked curiously.


  "That they can fight their inner nature,” he explained. “That they can remain in control of themselves. That we can coexist together peacefully in this world.”


  She looked at him with wonder then down to his book, remaining silent as the hushed voices of other people were faintly heard around them.


  "Coexist peacefully? You think humans and monsters can… coexist peacefully?" she asked quietly.


  "I know we can,” Daniel said while reading his book. “That witch and ant girl I met, they fought their nature for me; they stopped themselves and their own kind from using me as a breeding tool. They're fighting their nature right now while they travel with me on my journey. They’re not mindless and lustful monsters of Eden, they’re good souls.”


  "What? You're traveling with… two monsters? Really?" she asked looking to him with surprise.


  "That's right, they offered to come along with me as both proof to my belief and to help me in case I run into any trouble out there.”


  Daniel read another monster entry in the library’s book then looked over to see the girl staring at him with wonder still.


  "You're serious, you think humans and monsters can live together?" she asked quietly. He nodded then looked down with a solemn expression.


  "I know, you think it's outrageous, that I'm crazy. I don't expect you to understand," he said softly. Glancing over to the side he saw the girl still sitting there, not moving or laughing at him at all.


  "How come?” she inquired. “How come you want humans and monsters to coexist? I've never heard of anyone preaching such… unique beliefs.”


  "Well, for one not all monsters are evil at heart,” he reasoned. “Sure, there are some out there that are truly malicious, the real Darker Ones of the world. But not all of them have to be our enemies. Some have weapons and magic beyond what we can make, and others have medicine that's more effective than our own. We can help each other, become allies in the world against the real monsters out there, the ones that would kill both man and monster alike.”


  The girl watched him closely, just staring at him, not moving or saying a word. After a while she looked down, the light against her glasses causing a soft glare that hid her eyes.


  "You really believe that?” she asked quietly. “You really believe that humans and monsters can live together in peace? That they don’t have to fight one another anymore?"


  "I know we can,” Daniel assured her. “I was saved by one when I was a little boy; I remember it clear as day. A monster saved my life, how could something that would save a young boy be evil? And the witch and ant girl I've come across, they've agreed to give peace a chance, to hopefully sway their own kind into talking peacefully with humans. They're not evil, not at all.”


  The girl looked back up to him with worried eyes, her hands fidgeting a bit in her lap. He looked at her with remorse then back down to his book.


  "I know what you're thinking, what everybody would think if they heard this. That it's crazy, that I'm crazy. Well I don't think it's crazy, not at all. I've already found two monsters that are willing to give peace a chance, two monsters that fought their inner nature to help me. There must be more out there, I just know it.”


  She looked at him for a moment then down to the book from the library with a gentle gaze.


  "You're not crazy," she said quietly. Daniel looked over to her curiously as she turned a few pages in the book. "But you are wrong regarding the monsters you found.”


  Daniel sighed and looked back down at the table.


  "I know you think they're going to take me away, that they can't be trusted, that they're just lustful monsters like all the others out there. But I trust them with my life, I know they believe in us coexisting as much as I do.”


  The girl glanced to him as she turned to another page, and then gently pushed the book over in front of him.


  "That's not what I meant," she said looking to him. He glanced to her then down to the book, reading the entry that was in front of him.


  Monster Class: Nixie. Found in rivers and large bodies of water. These water spirits are generally peaceful and reclusive in nature, however can become hostile if threatened or provoked. They are capable of breathing underwater and using unique magical spells, including the ability to charm men they come into contact with. Although rare to find, they are considered dangerous and to be avoided at all costs, especially if they are in the water.


  Daniel examined the entry then glanced over to the girl who was watching him with gentle eyes. They sat there in silence for a moment before she smiled softly at him.


  "I mean you've found three that wish to coexist.”


  Daniel stared at her with a curious expression that slowly turned to surprise as he realized what she was getting at.


  "Wait, you… you're a-" he started before she quickly held a hand over his mouth and shook her head worriedly.


  "Please be quiet, don't let anyone hear you," the girl pleaded quietly. She looked around quickly as the boy stared at her with wide eyes. Slowly she removed her hand as she looked back to him with a timid expression.


  "You're… a monster too?" he asked quietly. She glanced around to make sure nobody was nearby, then slowly lifted her hands up and brought her hair back around her ears. Daniel saw that underneath her brunette locks she had teal colored hair that went down to her shoulders, being concealed completely by her wig. And behind that were her ears, which were light green reptilian fins, the ridges being pointed as they stuck out a bit from her head. She looked at him with worried eyes and nodded slowly before dropping her hair back down, covering the sight of her unique features.


  "Please don't tell anyone, they would never let me stay here if they knew," she said quietly. Daniel looked around then back to the girl with wonder.


  "You're a monster? What are you doing here though?" he asked quietly. She looked down with worried eyes as her hands fidgeted in her lap.


  "I'm afraid that I'm a rather poor specimen of my race. All the rest of my kind stay near the water, waiting for men to wander by, and living quietly while hidden from the world. But… I…" She breathed out then looked around at the library they were in. "But I love being here, I adore it so much.”


  "Here? In a library?" Daniel asked. She smiled and shook her head amusingly before looking back to him.


  "No, I love being around humans. Not just men, but woman and children too. I love the cities you build, the art you create, the music you play, and I absolutely love the books you make. Such vivid and creative stories, so full of life and wonder, it’s amazing," she praised gently. Daniel stared at her with wonder, surprised to hear a monster talk about mankind in such a way. She sighed and looked down with a remorseful expression, her eyes seeming to be fighting back tears.


  "You think you're crazy for wanting us to coexist? I don't think so, not at all. I wish I could stay here and not have to hide what I am, to be free to see the world of man without being feared or hated. I'm not a bad monster, really. I've never even charmed a single human in all my life. I’m still a virgin.” Daniel looked at her with wonder then to the book showing the monster entry about her race as she showed a saddened smile. "You're not crazy to want us to coexist. I want that as well.”


  Daniel looked at her with amazement, stunned to hear that a monster had the same dreams that he did.


  "You do?"


  "I do, I don't want to leave your world, it's so beautiful here," she said appreciatively.


  "Specca," a voice came from nearby. The girl jumped with a squeak then looked behind to seeing an older gentleman standing there, the human dressed in finer clothing with a monocle over his left eye. "What are you doing, you're not here to talk to our patrons. Get back to work.”


  Specca nodded quickly as she hopped to her feet.


  "Yes, Mr. Ritmore,” she nervously said. “Right away. Sorry, Mr. Ritmore.”


  The man nodded then looked to Daniel with a small smile.


  "I apologize if this one was bothering you, she normally keeps to herself while working," he said kindly before glancing to the girl. Daniel glanced to him then back to Specca who was looking down with worried eyes, her hands fidgeting together as she kept them in front of her.


  "No, not at all,” Daniel reassured. “In fact she was assisting me with something very important, she's being very helpful.”


  Specca glanced to him with a curious eye as the older man nodded.


  "I see. Very well then, however you need to get back to work, young lady. And pick up those books on the floor," he said glancing to the books that she had dropped earlier. Specca nodded then quickly scrambled to pick them up with haste.


  "Yes, right away," she said quickly. The man glanced back to Daniel then walked off as Specca finished picking up the books. She watched him walk away then looked back over to Daniel as he was smiling gently at her.


  "Your secret is safe with me, Specca, don't worry. I won't tell a soul what you are. I only hope one day you won't have to keep it a secret from the world.”


  She looked at him with wonder then showed a small smile.


  "Thank you. Um, what's… what's your name?" she asked timidly.


  "Daniel. Daniel Sorres.”


  She nodded slowly then looked down as she held the books close to her chest.


  "Daniel. Well, thank you, Daniel, and… I wish you luck on your journey. If you ever need anything while in Ashwood, feel free to come to me. I may be a monster, but… I don't bite," she said with a small giggle. He chuckled and nodded as she waved to him before she turned to walk away, her eyes glancing back to him briefly before looking ahead again.


  "Hopefully one day, Specca. One day," Daniel said looking back down to the book on his table. Specca walked around a bookshelf and started to put her books away, peeking through the shelves to seeing Daniel writing down new entries in his monster book. She watched him curiously for a moment then smiled softly.


  “Daniel…”


  *****


  Triska and Squeak walked out of a small shop together, with the human looking down into her duffel bag as she was sifting a hand around inside of it while Squeak was staring at it with wide eyes.


  "Okay, so let's see here,” Triska said curiously. “We've gotten a lantern for seeing in the night, a fresh supply of bandages and ointment for emergencies, rope and picks for climbing rockier terrain, new pairs of clothing for you and I; I'm sure Alyssa will be fine since she can go to her home whenever she wants. New supplies of fresh meat, vegetables, fruits, bread, and a few containers of clean water. I still have my fishing and trapping equipment, that should last us for a while longer. New blankets and pillows, and…" she continued on while rummaging around inside the bag. Squeak merely squeaked once quietly as she stared at the bag that she had watched Triska not only shove item after item into, but was being carried by the human with one hand. Triska looked around inside the bag then over to Squeak with a thoughtful expression.


  "We still need to stop by the blacksmith here, I want to make sure my sword is in tip top condition after all," she noted, slinging the bag over her shoulder with one hand. Squeak just stared with an open mouth as she watched the human girl carrying all that gear like it was nothing. Triska smirked as she looked back at her sword behind her then glanced down the street.


  "C'mon, maybe he can look at your pickaxe for you too. Need to make sure our gear is in the best condition it can be before we head out," she said before walking off. Squeak watched her go then looked down as she held out her hands about two feet apart. She squeaked quietly then lowered them and held them one foot apart, her antennae twitching a bit before she scratched her head with a bewildered expression. She then followed after her friend while trying to figure out how that duffel bag was holding everything and not exploding violently.


  The two girls walked down the street towards a building that had a sign over it with a hammer and anvil, the girls seeing the two story shop that had a thick chimney at the top with black smoke billowing up from it. They walked into the blacksmith's shop, the door making a ringing sound as it shook a bell attached to it, and looked around inside. They saw racks with swords, shields, plated armor, and other items of steel and iron set off to the left side, all of which were finely crafted and well-polished. Towards the back was an open doorway leading into another room and a front counter where a few dull swords were seen lying around. To the right were a few shelves lined with rusty old pieces of armor and broken weapons. Daylight came through the front windows and illuminated the interior while a lantern was hanging on the wall behind the counter with a small flame in it.


  "Hello?" Triska called out as the two girls walked in while looking around. Squeak glanced over and saw a few pickaxes and shovels in the corner, the girl then walking over to them and examining the brand new digging tools with interest. From the backroom a man walked out holding a large hammer over his shoulder, the muscular human having a grizzly beard and no hair on his head while he wore a blacksmith smock and dirty linen clothing underneath it.


  "Good day, how can I-" he started before he saw Squeak, the ant girl glancing over to him as her antenna twitched a bit. He looked at her for a moment then glanced to Triska, the teen pulling out her sword and examining it curiously.


  "We came by to have our stuff looked over, mine could probably use a good sharpening as well as hers.”


  "Is that… thing with you?" the blacksmith asked pointing his hammer toward the ant girl. Squeak looked at the man worriedly as Triska nodded, glancing to her friend carefully.


  "Yeah, she's friendly I assure you," she said with a slight smile. The blacksmith looked at the ant girl with a dull expression then shrugged before he walked over to the counter.


  "Whatever, as long as you have money to pay it’s none of my concern you're arming that monster with a sharpened weapon," he stated flatly as he set his hammer down behind the counter. Triska rolled her eyes and walked over to him as the man pushed aside the other swords that were lying there.


  "Anyway, how much and how long to get this sharpened?" she asked placing her sword on the table. Squeak looked to her curiously then over to the digging tools in the corner, reaching out and picking up a large pickaxe. It was clearly made for stronger humans as it was much larger than a normal one. However she had little trouble holding it which the blacksmith instantly noticed. He jumped a bit and stared at her with wide eyes as she lifted the large digging tool up with one hand and tilted it around, the girl examining it curiously while her antennae twitched slightly.


  "Wow, she's… strong," the man commented slowly. Triska looked at her friend with wonder as the ant girl glanced back to her own pickaxe that was slung behind her back then to the larger variant of it that she was holding.


  "Yeah, good thing she's on our side," Triska said with a small laugh. She slipped her duffel bag off of her shoulder and dropped it next to her, the bag slamming into the stone floor and kicking up a dust cloud causing the blacksmith to look to it with surprise. Squeak glanced back and saw a small crack forming on the ground below the bag then over to Triska with disbelief. The blacksmith blinked then glanced to Triska as she was just looking at her sword with an inquisitive expression still, not noticing how the ant girl and man were staring at her. She tilted her head then looked at the man curiously.


  "So back to our weapons, how much do you think-" she started, then pausing as she saw the blacksmith just staring at her with a stunned expression. "Something wrong?"


  "Are… you a monster too?" he asked carefully. Triska blinked then looked at him puzzled.


  "What? What are you talking about, I'm human just like you," she said shaking her head. The man glanced to the bag that had created a large crack under it in the stone floor then back to the girl that seemed to be at least half his physical build if not less.


  "Um… never mind," he said unsurely as he rubbed his head with a raised eyebrow. Triska just looked at him for a moment then back down to her sword.


  "Look, how much and how long to get this fixed up? We're kind of in a hurry here," she asked again. The man nodded and picked up the sword, his eyes examining the blade carefully as he tilted it slightly in the light.


  "Not bad, this is a good quality piece you have here. Still seems in decent condition, shouldn't take too long just to get it sharpened.”


  "Yeah, I got it from my mother back in my hometown. One of the best ones she had crafted," Triska boasted, admiring her sword with a calm smile. The man nodded then glanced to Squeak as the ant girl set back down the large pickaxe then reached over and lifted up an even larger claymore sword with one hand. She squeaked curiously as she tilted it around, her hand and wrist somehow managing to support the weapon that was obviously made to be used by two hands of a human who had considerable muscle.


  "My… god. What is she anyway?" the blacksmith asked with wonder. Triska looked back to Squeak and jumped a bit, also surprised at seeing just how strong her friend was.


  "She's… an ant girl," she said softly as she watched Squeak look at the sword in her hand with a curious expression. The ant girl smirked slightly for a moment then set the blade down. She then turned back over toward the shovels with an eager smile as she eyed them over with interest.


  "An ant girl, haven't heard of one of them before," the blacksmith said with a curious eye. Squeak picked up a shovel and looked it over, the girl then spinning it around with a sharp turn at her side and examining the other side with a raised eyebrow. She blinked then looked over to see Triska and the blacksmith just staring at her. The ant girl squeaked once as she tilted her head while looking between the two. Triska smiled and then looked back to the blacksmith who was still staring with wonder at the extremely strong monster.


  "So, think you could give her pickaxe a look over as well?"


  The man slowly nodded as Squeak set down the shovel and walked over to him. She brought out her pickaxe and handed it to him with a small smile, watching as the human slowly took the digging tool from her. Her hand brushed against his in doing so, causing her to jump back with a loud squeak as she clutched her hand.


  "Squeak? What's wrong?" Triska asked as her friend held her hand nervously. The blacksmith glanced to his hand then smirked slightly.


  "Relax, monster, I'm not going to be calling the guards for that," he said setting the digging tool down on the counter. Squeak looked at him worriedly then to Triska as she was watching her friend with concern. The man chuckled in amusement then brought out a pad of paper and started writing on it.


  "Like I said, if you've got the money for the repairs then I won't judge.”


  "Thank you,” Triska said gratefully. “Most people here aren't too… welcoming of her even though this place is a monster-neutral city.”


  "Well, that's understandable seeing as what monsters do in this world,” the man said glancing to Squeak. “Still, like you said this is a monster-neutral city, so even though we may not welcome them here as our friends, we welcome the chance to do business with them.” He glanced to the two items on his counter then wrote some more on the pad.


  "If I see your friend outside of the city walls of course I'd try to crack her head open, she is a monster after all," he pointed out with a shrug. Triska and Squeak looked at him worriedly before the man glanced to Squeak with a smirk. "However, in here she's a customer, and will be treated as such. It's not good business to crack the heads of our paying customers open.” He tore the paper off and handed it to Triska, the girl nodding slowly and taking it while glancing to Squeak.


  "I see," she said softly, unable to really argue with his reasoning.


  "That's the time and price for both of your items to be done,” the man said casually. “I'll do you a favor and not charge more for her equipment. Most sellers in these neutral zones double or triple the prices for them to get as much gold as they can.”


  Triska looked at him with wonder then to Squeak, the ant girl squeaking once while tilting her head curiously.


  "Really? Then… how come you're not?" Triska asked looking back to him. He shrugged and picked up the pickaxe with a careful eye.


  "Well,” he said nonchalantly. “This doesn't need much work either, it's in very good condition, and… let's just say I have a bit of respect for those of great strength in this world. It's not often I get to see a young girl lifting such large weapons like they were nothing.” He glanced to Squeak with a smirk, the ant girl then smiling weakly and shrugging as Triska held in her giggle. Triska looked at the paper then brought out some of her gold from her duffel bag.


  "Thank you, really. Here's the money for our stuff, we'll be back to pick them up later on," she said putting the gold on the counter, then lifted her duffel bag up with one hand and slung it behind her. The blacksmith just watched her with a curious eye then looked back to the pickaxe again.


  "Yep, not often indeed," he repeated, taking the sword and pickaxe with him into the backroom. Triska smiled at Squeak and led her out of the shop, both girls walking down the street outside while the blacksmith started sharpening the sword on a spinning wheel of stone. The blade sparked as he carefully pressed it at the right angles to sharpen it properly, eyeing it closely before glancing towards the front door.


  “Two girls of that strength… I feel sorry for any boy that gets caught between them,” he commented before resuming his work on the blade.


  Outside in the streets Triska and Squeak walked off towards the large courtyard with the fountain that would be their meeting place for Daniel and Alyssa. As they did people around in the streets were watching the ant girl with dull glares and watchful eyes, the two girls glancing around and feeling uncomfortable every step further they made into the city. Squeak made a soft squeaking sound and looked down worriedly as Triska looked over to her and gently took hold of her hand.


  “Don’t let them get to you, Squeak. You’re going to show them that monsters can be trusted. They’ll see reason some day.”


  Squeak nodded slowly while keeping her eyes on the ground, her antennae twitching a bit as she walked alongside her friend. Triska showed a sympathetic smile and gently squeezed her hand.


  “Just be the best proof you can be for Daniel’s cause, show the world that you’re not some lustful monster.”


  Squeak glanced to her then looked ahead, breathing out softly and nodding in agreement. The two walked out into the large courtyard and towards the fountain in the middle, the centerpiece having water flowing down multiple stone levels that were set in a spiral around a middle column. The clear water splashed down gently in the pool of the fountain with some people walking around casually in the rounded courtyard. Triska and Squeak looked around curiously at the surrounding city as they walked over and sat down on the stone brick edge of the pool, with the ant girl looking at the water curiously as her antennae twitched slightly. Triska set her duffel bag down next to her and looked around to seeing people glancing to the ant girl with cautious expressions still while they walked by.


  “I guess I can’t blame them for hating monsters,” she admitted with a sigh. She looked over to see Squeak watching the water as she sat on the stone edge of the pool, her abdomen sticking out over the edge. “Still, you’re one of the good ones. I know it just as Daniel does.”


  Squeak glanced to her then smiled, the two then looking over to seeing Alyssa riding Lucky into the courtyard with a quickened trot. The witch searched around quickly before spotting the two girls then promptly rode over to them.


  “Hey, where’s our carriage?” Triska asked looking at the horse that wasn’t pulling anything behind him.


  “Where’s Daniel?” Alyssa asked looking around quickly.


  “He’s at the library researching about the monsters around here. Where’s our carriage, I thought you were going to go get one,” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow. Alyssa shook her head then looked back to the teen.


  “You know, I’m spending my own money to buy something that you’re going to be riding in for the duration of this trip. The least you could do is show a bit of gratitude,” she scoffed. Triska gave her a harsh stare then rolled her eyes.


  “Fine, where is this carriage that you were so graciously offering for Daniel’s trip?” she asked with a slightly uplifting tone.


  “I haven’t got it yet, stupid. I just got back.”


  “I can see that,” Triska snapped with a twitch of her eyebrow. “I was asking why you haven’t gotten it yet. You said you were going to meet us here with it, remember?”


  Alyssa looked around carefully then back to Triska.


  “I ran into a little… problem outside,” she said cautiously. Triska and Squeak looked at her curiously as the witch showed a worried expression.


  “Problem? What kind of problem?” Triska asked carefully.


  “There’s another witch here, one that… doesn’t quite like me so much.”


  “Really? Can’t understand why not,” Triska said flatly. Alyssa growled loudly at her then breathed out as she closed her eyes. After pausing for a moment to calm down she looked back to Triska with a sharp eye.


  “She and I have a bit of a rough history, alright? The point is she’s here, and I’d rather we weren’t.”


  Triska looked at her cautiously then around the courtyard as Squeak did the same.


  “Is she dangerous?” Triska asked.


  “She tried to kill me; I think that means she’s dangerous. She can’t use any magic while here in the city, but I don’t want her seeing or following us when we leave, so we need to get going as soon as we can,” Alyssa said looking back to the human. She blinked then pointed to her. “Hey, where’s your sword? I thought you always kept that worthless thing with you everywhere you went.”


  “It’s not worthless, you little-” Triska growled before trembling a bit as she tried to calm herself. “Anyway, it’s getting checked over by the blacksmith here in the city. Squeak left her pickaxe with him as well. We’ll be picking them up later on when they’re done.”


  “We can’t wait long,” Alyssa said looking to her horse. “I’m going to go get us a carriage for Lucky, I trust you got all the other things we came for at least?”


  Triska nodded then looked down thoughtfully at her duffel bag, nudging it with her foot slightly.


  “Yeah, we got what we needed, at least what we could afford. As soon as Daniel gets back and our weapons are done we’ll be good to go.”


  Alyssa looked down at the duffel bag then shook her head slowly.


  “How the hell are you packing everything into that bag anyway?” she asked in disbelief. Squeak glanced to the duffel bag then to Triska with a raised eyebrow as she had been wondering that as well. Triska looked at the bag and scratched her head in puzzlement.


  “What do you mean? I just packed what we purchased into it, wasn’t so hard.” She blinked then looked to Alyssa. “Speaking of purchases, maybe I should go buy the carriage for us.”


  “I can handle getting it, I don’t need your help,” Alyssa scoffed.


  “That’s not what I meant,” Triska defended. “The blacksmith here said that sellers normally charge double or even triple the normal costs of merchandise for monsters. If I go buy it we can get it for a better deal, if you go they might charge more than you have.”


  Alyssa looked at her for a moment then towards the city with a heavy growl.


  “They do? Those goddamned lousy humans, you mean they’ve been ripping me off all this time?”


  “Daniel’s one of those ‘goddamned lousy humans’, in case you forgot,” Triska said flatly. Alyssa jumped a bit then looked at her with a concerned glance.


  “I know that, I didn’t mean… I only meant… oh never mind. Fine, I’ll wait here for Daniel with Squeak then, but you’d better hurry,” she said before she hopped off of the horse. Tossing Triska the bag of gold she watched the teen with a small scowl. “You’d better not screw this up.”


  Triska glared at her as she lifted up her duffel bag with one hand then walked over to Lucky.


  “Just keep an eye on Squeak, I can handle getting a simple carriage for Lucky,” she said grabbing the reins to the horse. She paused then glanced to Alyssa. “Of course, it might help to know where I can get one. Where are the stables in this city?”


  “They’re over towards the eastern wall, just head that way,” Alyssa said pointing off to the side of the city. “And make sure nothing spooks Lucky, you won’t be able to calm him down fast enough like I can.”


  Triska nodded then smiled calmly at the horse.


  “I’ll keep an eye on him. C’mon, boy, let’s go for a little walk,” she said as she gently pulled on the reins. The horse followed after her as she walked down the street from the courtyard, with the witch and ant girl watching them go as they sat down on the edge of the pool.


  “She’d better not screw this up,” Alyssa muttered. She looked up thoughtfully then shrugged a bit. “Though I guess with her yelling all the time maybe she can haggle with the merchants easily enough.”


  She sighed then looked over to Squeak as the ant girl was looking down at the water in the pool with a gentle gaze, the ant girl’s antennae twitch slightly as she seemed depressed about something.


  “Squeak? Are you okay?” Alyssa asked. Before the ant girl could answer somebody walked up next to Alyssa, nearly bumping her into the water.


  “Hey, watch it,” Alyssa snapped as she turned around to seeing someone learning over the water.


  She stood taller than Triska and had a larger body build and a leathery pink texture to her skin. The girl wore dull leather sandals on her feet along with scratched brown plate leggings that only covered the front of her legs up to her knees. A dark brown cloth was worn as a miniskirt, the fabric tied around her waist with a dull rope, while a short coiled pig tail stuck out behind her. She had a single piece of hip armor on her left side, the metal appearing dull and scratched, along with a ragged brown shirt with no shoulders or straps, which barely held her large bust. There were metal plates of armor on her arms that were tied with small leather straps, the plates appearing old and scratched up. She had a brown leather collar around her neck with a few chain links attached to the front of it which dangled down over her cleavage. Her short dark brown hair wasn’t combed as it flowed freely down to her cheeks and rested above her hazel eyes. She was obviously a monster, as she had large pink pig ears that were flopped down on the sides of her head. People around the area stopped and stared at the sight as she was leaning over and using one hand to scoop up water from the pool to drink, gulping it down with a few small oinks. At her side resting on the ground was a stone hammer with a wooden handle, the weapon looking to weigh a great deal as the end was about the size of the girl’s upper body. After a few mouthfuls of water she stood back upright and glanced to Alyssa while she wiped her mouth.


  “What… are you doing?” Alyssa asked cautiously.


  “Getting a drink, I was thirsty. What’s it to you?” the monster retorted in a snippy tone. Alyssa glanced to the pool next to her then back up to the monster.


  “That water… isn’t for drinking though,” she said shaking her head.


  “Why not? Water’s water,” the monster said carelessly, lifting up her large hammer with one hand and holding it over her shoulder. Alyssa glanced to it then back to the girl as Squeak watched her curiously.


  “Yeah, but that’s not… never mind,” Alyssa said glancing back to the pool. The monster looked at her with a raised eyebrow then over to Squeak, the ant girl just staring at her curiously still.


  “What are you looking at, bug?” she asked with annoyance. Squeak showed annoyance at that as did Alyssa.


  “She’s not a bug, she’s an ant girl, and her name is Squeak,” Alyssa said firmly. The other girl laughed a bit and looked at Squeak with an amused smirk.


  “Squeak? Haha, what kind of dumb name is that?” she jested with an oink at the end. Alyssa glared at the monster with discontent while Squeak merely squeaked once with growing ire.


  “Nobody asked you,” Alyssa replied with a tone of anger. The monster laughed then turned to walk away without a care.


  “Squeak, what a stupid name,” she mused with another small oink at the end. Walking down the street with a calm stride the people around the area quickly parted for her as she headed off into the city. Alyssa watched her go then looked to Squeak, the ant girl having a dull glare aimed at the rude monster still while she squeaked a few times.


  “If we weren’t in a human city she would be sorry for speaking to you like that,” Alyssa said looking back down at the ground while holding her staff in one hand. Squeak glanced to her and smiled slightly from the comment then looked around at the city with a worried eye as people started to walk away again.


  The pink skinned monster walked away from the courtyard then turned to head down an alleyway between two large buildings. She glanced behind her then walked down the darkened corridor while she had her giant hammer over her shoulder. After a few more steps she quickly turned around as she gripped her hammer tightly, spotting a figure in a black cloak and hood walking towards her.


  “You were supposed to wait here, remember?” the figure demanded with annoyance.


  “I was thirsty, I just stepped out for a moment,” the monster snapped with a stubborn expression while the figure removed her cloak and hood.


  She stood about as tall as the other monster, however was obviously not human as she had green reptilian feet with white talons, her skin being green scales that went up to her knees. Her upper legs appeared human while she wore dark green metal leggings that went up to her knees. She had green underwear on along with black hip armor plates that had white talons on the ends, a green skin tight shirt on that had no sleeves with the girl’s bust being easily noticeable, and a dark green choker around her neck that had small white studs on it. Green sleeves were worn on her lower arms that went to her wrists, revealing her green reptilian hands as she tossed her cloak over onto a broken wooden rack next to a wall. A long green scaled reptilian tail swayed behind her while she glared at her comrade with her dark green eyes, the girl having long brown hair that was tied back in a ponytail. Her ears were pointed and reptilian, the ridges extending back out slightly.


  “Master gave you an order, you were to remain here until he returned,” she scolded sternly while she walked over to the broken rack and reached behind it, pulling out a large broadsword with one hand. It had a brown handle with a green hilt, the large weapon being held easily with one hand.


  “It was just for a second, it’s hot out here,” the other girl whined.


  “And you went out there without concealing yourself, you could have been seen,” the reptile girl hissed while shaking her head.


  “She wasn’t around here, I checked first before I took a drink,” the other argued with an oink. The reptile girl showed discontent then looked over behind her comrade with a quick glance. She jumped a bit as the other girl looked back behind her to seeing somebody walking up to them.


  “Next time I tell you to stay put, Rulo, I expect you to do so,” a male’s voice said calmly as a figure approached them, a human that looked to be slightly older than Daniel. He had cold blue eyes and short messy dark hair, dressed with black boots that had brown straps at the top, dark pants, and a black shirt with a leather strap at an angle across his chest holding a gray metal armor piece on his right shoulder. Strapped around his waist was a dark brown belt with a sword held at his left hip in a black sheath, the straight edged blade having a black handle with a finely polished white hilt and bottom while the sheath had a wave design etched into it. He wore a black leather glove on his right hand that was down at his side while his other hand rested on his sword at his hip.


  “Yes, sorry, master,” Rulo whimpered as her ears drooped down a bit more. The human rolled his eyes as the girl showed a worried expression then looked back behind him with a dull glance.


  “I keep telling you two not to call me that,” he said flatly.


  “Sorry, master,” Rulo said again while looking down with remorse, this time being whacked in the back of the head by the reptile girl.


  “Thank you, Sasha,” the boy said looking back over to them. The reptile girl smiled slightly and nodded then showed a focused expression again.


  “She’s here, master, her and that witch,” she reported in a professional tone. “I don’t think they saw me though, I held my distance and kept my form concealed.”


  Rulo whacked her in the back of the head with a stubborn expression.


  “He said don’t call him that, remember? Don’t you reptile girls listen?” she scoffed with an oink. Sasha growled at her with narrowed eyes.


  “You’re one to talk, orc,” she hissed back. They glared at each other before the boy cleared his throat, both then looking to him as he was watching them still.


  “Ladies, could you please remain focused here?” The girls nodded and watched him worriedly as he glanced back behind him down the alley. “If she’s here then there’s no doubt she’s after it as well. We need to grab it before she does.”


  Rulo and Sasha glanced to each other briefly then back to him as they stood ready.


  “What’s our next move then, master?” Sasha asked cautiously. Rulo whacked her in the back of the head, the reptile girl flinching then looking at the human again with worried eyes.


  “I mean, Daemon.”


  The human gripped his sword’s handle then looked back over to the two monster girls.


  “We take what’s mine, one way or another.”
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