
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1


  Under Attack


  The world of Eden was full of mystery and surprise, with lost tombs and ancient ruins being hidden throughout The Outerlands. Secret caverns in the mountains, forgotten temples hidden in the forests, or even catacombs deep under the desolate wastelands often held strange and powerful relics within them, and also monsters that may have inhabited the lands. Mystical artifacts and weapons of civilizations past, or ancient knowledge and wisdom of a time long ago; you never knew what you might stumble across while venturing through the world. Of course with such powerful artifacts one must always be careful when claiming them.


  You never know who, or what, may come after it.


  *****


  The city of Ashwood was located between the rolling plains to the west and The Outerlands to the east, the large settlement dividing a forest to its northern and southern borders. Surrounded by a fortified stone and brick wall, the people of the human city were protected from the more malicious monsters that roamed The Outerlands as well as from human bandits. Within the city fortifications the streets were lined with homes and shops, along with a school for the children, a blacksmith for armor and weapons, a marketplace for humans and allowed monster traders to do business, a church for praying and worship, a ranch and stables for the horses and travel merchants, a library that housed nearly everything for research and study, and all the typical locales that were common with the larger human settlements.


  And towards the northern side of the city there was another building that stood out against the others, the large circular temple that had finely crafted stone pillars around its base and multiple stories that held trinkets of unique and special interest to mankind.


  "I think you'll be happy with this find, Mr. Claymore,” a man spoke with high interest. “It's certainly the most promising of all the artifacts we've uncovered.”


  Walking along the marble floors were two men dressed in white shirts with red trimmings, black pants and fine dress shoes, both making their way through a spacious corridor together.


  "Are you still hoping to uncover some lost relic or power in that old mine near the northern mountain?” Claymore commented as he glanced to his colleague. “There's a reason it was closed off ages ago, its minerals were exhausted and nothing but rocks and shadows remain down there.”


  "Oh, but we have found something, I'm sure of it this time.”


  "You were sure of it last time,” Claymore said rolling his eyes. “And all you had as your incredible discovery was some old rusty piece of metal that likely came from a miner's pickaxe.”


  "Now hold on there,” his colleague defended. “That 'rusty piece of metal' did not come from any digging tool used by our miners or any others, it was nothing like what our blacksmiths could forge and you know it. But this is different sir, this is… well, special.”


  The two walked up to a large doorway in the temple and entered the chamber. Through the entryway was a spacious grand hall holding various display cases and tables while dozens of other people dressed in the same style of clothing were walking around, the area being illuminated with tall lamps that were set around the hall. Some people were holding old worn scrolls of strange scriptures while others were examining chunks of stone for anything out of the ordinary that was recovered by their explorers. The two men entered the hall and walked across towards a table that had a few people gathered around it, all of them talking amongst each other as a woman sitting at the workbench held something in her hands. She glanced over to the two men as they approached then back to her work, examining something closely while her surrounding colleagues were talking amongst themselves with curious tones.


  "Alright, and just how is… this… special…" Claymore asked, trailing off as he stared with wide eyes at something. His friend nodded as he too eyed the artifact that the woman was holding with wonder.


  "Because, sir… this is something that nobody has ever seen before.”


  Claymore slowly walked up to the table and leaned closer as the woman held the object out for him to see.


  "Where… did you find this?" he asked carefully.


  "Deep within the mine, sir,” his friend answered. “We didn't find anything else around it, but are still searching the surrounding tunnels as we speak. It was buried under the rocks, it was only by a lucky strike from a digger that we uncovered it.”


  Everybody watched as Claymore slowly reached out and took hold of the artifact, holding it up in the light while his eyes examined it with amazement. His friend glanced to him then back to the object.


  "Should I inform the council about this?"


  Staring at the artifact with unblinking eyes Claymore slowly nodded.


  "Yes… yes, tell them at once. This… is indeed a great find," he said with a hushed tone of amazement.


  In his hand was a unique object, something of the likes that he had never seen before. It looked to be a fraction of a sphere, an eighth of one to be exact, which was made of a strange metal that appeared dull and dark. The rounded side of it had strange etchings and lines carved across while the flat edges had a few angular lines etched into them as well. It weighed almost nothing at all as the man tilted it in the light, the tip being pointed and giving off a faint blue glow. He ran his other hand along it slowly, admiring the object which was nearly the size of his hand. As he examined it closely the etchings seemed to glow with a soft blue light, the man watching as the light traveled around through the etchings briefly before going dark again. The artifact gave off a slight pulse, the human feeling the resonating wave through his hands as he stared at it with wonder.


  "It's magical of some kind, it has to be," another researcher claimed, looking closely at the artifact.


  "You think it was made by the monsters?" a woman asked curiously.


  "I doubt it was made by a human, the pickaxe that struck it got chipped digging it out. But that thing… not a scratch on it," another man said shaking his head.


  "What do you think it is?" the woman sitting at the table asked curiously. The researcher holding the artifact shook his head slowly as he examined the strange relic closely.


  "Whatever it is… it is truly a great treasure," he said softly with an intrigued tone.


  *****


  Walking down a street in the city Triska was carrying her duffel bag over her shoulder with one hand, holding a bag of gold given to her by Alyssa in the other that also held the reins to Lucky, and was looking down in thought as she led the horse towards the stables near the eastern wall.


  "I come to Ashwood hoping for some alone time with Daniel since Squeak and Alyssa can't go near him, and what do I end up doing? I go shopping with Squeak while Daniel heads off to the library alone.” With a sigh she then looked ahead while Lucky trotted along behind her.      "It's not like I didn't want to be with Daniel, it's just… I couldn't leave Squeak alone in the city. She was scared, and wouldn't have been safe with all those people around her.”


  She blinked then looked up with a thoughtful expression.


  "Wow, I chose to be with a monster girl over Daniel in the city, what's up with me?" She smirked slightly and shook her head while she and Lucky made their way through the streets, no longer receiving any glares or cautious glances from the people around her now that she wasn't being accompanied by a monster. "I chose to help a monster girl who was alone. Just like Daniel would have done if he were in my shoes.”


  After a pause she laughed to herself and glanced back to Lucky.


  "Guess that proves my point huh?” she asked playfully. “I'm dedicated to Daniel's cause just as he is, I really am the right choice as his girl, aren't I?"


  Lucky snorted as he shook his head slightly. Triska looked at him curiously then showed a dull smile.


  "You think Alyssa is the better choice for him, don't you?" she asked flatly. Lucky nodded with a small whinny, walking along behind Triska as she just looked back ahead with a grumble.


  "You really are loyal to your witch, aren't you?”


  After a while they came across the stables in the city. They were wooden barns built against the surrounding wall, the buildings being painted a soft white with red shingles. Outside were large pens with wooden fences, with a few horses trotting around while stablemen were walking about dressed in dirtied clothing and leather boots. To the side were several carriages set near the wall, with some ranging from small two-seater carts while others were larger enclosed caravans. There were a few stagecoaches off to the side which were being painted while a few muscular men were putting a new axel and wheel on another that was on its side.


  "Alright, Lucky, let's get you a new set of wheels," Triska said walking up towards a few men who were near the side of the stable. She led the horse up to them as one smiled politely at her.


  "Good day, miss. That's a fine horse you have there.”


  "Thanks, but he's not mine,” Triska said with a shrug. “Just getting him a new carriage for the owner.”


  "Well we have them in all shapes and sizes, what are you looking for?" the man asked glancing to the rows of parked rides. Triska looked them over with a curious eye.


  "Well, we have four in our party, and are going to be out in The Outerlands for a while. Something with a bit of room would be nice.”


  "I see,” the man said walking her over to them. “Well if you're thinking of traveling out in The Outerlands I wouldn't recommend traveling light, it's a long trip to any other city from here. Provided you have the necessities, I would say one of our caravans would be a better fit, especially if you want to have four people traveling comfortably.”


  Triska eyed the recommended rides over as the men gestured to them. They were larger carriages, larger than Alyssa's even, and would reasonably fit the four travelers and their belongings inside. They all had slightly rounded roofs, with the tops being painted brown and the body having a soft white coating with no windows on the sides. The front had a seat for two passengers and it had four wooden wheels, all of them thicker than Alyssa's carriages had and larger as well. Triska hopped up onto the front and peeked inside. The cabin had enough space for the travelers to move around, at least while ducking down slightly, with the back being closed off with a small square window in the middle.


  "Now that's a decent ride, plenty of room and it sure looks sturdy," Triska said looking over a caravan curiously. She hopped off then looked towards the man that was nodding in agreement. "So, how much?"


  "Well, these here are a great choice for going out into the world, but they don't come cheap," he said with a smirk. Triska nodded then shook her bag of gold with a curious expression.


  "Hmm… I think I have enough," she said looking back to him with a smirk of her own. He chuckled and walked over to the caravan.


  "I don't mind selling one to a young lady willing to pay,” he reasoned. “But these rides here may be a tad too large for your horse alone. You might want to get another steed to pull them for you. If you want I can show you our horses here.”


  "Trust me, Lucky here will be fine. He's got a lot of stamina," Triska assured confidently. The man looked at her curiously then to the horse. It looked to be an average horse, however seemed unlikely that it could pull the large caravan all on its own, especially with four well-supplied travelers aboard.


  "Lucky, huh?” the man chuckled. “Well alright then, if you think he can do it on his own. This ride here is priced at 200 gold coins, a very good deal considering they’re all brand new.”


  “Deal,” Triska agreed.


  The man motioned his friends to head over and ready the caravan, with two stablemen promptly running over and giving it a quick check before it was sold. The man smirked and looked back to Triska, the girl nodding and opening the bag of gold to count the money. She dropped her duffel bag to the ground as she gathered some coins in her hand, the large bag slamming into the dirt and kicking up a dust cloud. The men all stopped and stared with wide eyes as she casually counted to herself while plucking out some gold coins from the smaller bag that wasn't lying on the ground with a large crack under it.


  "What… the…" the man questioned with surprise as the teen kept casually counting quietly to herself while she sifted her hand through the bag of gold. The ground under the duffel bag cracked some more while the men around the area stared at the sight with wide eyes. After a while Triska dumped the coins in her hand back into the pouch then handed it over to the stableman.


  "Here's 180, I have the rest in my duffel bag.” She blinked then saw the strange expression on his face as he just stared at her.      "What's wrong?"


  After a long pause of silence he narrowed his eyes at her.


  "What are you trying to pull, just what kind of monster are you?"


  "What? Monster?” Triska asked confusedly. “I'm not a monster, I'm human just like you.”


  The man reached down and grabbed the strap to the duffel bag, then strained and grunted as he struggled to lift it up. The other men around the area watched closely while Triska watched the guy with a raised eyebrow.


  "What the… how the hell is this thing so heavy?" he asked in disbelief. Triska glanced to the bag then to him as he let it go and shook his head with discontent.


  "There's no way you're human, no human girl could carry that thing with one hand," he accused sharply, pointing to her with a glare. She looked at him with puzzlement then down to her bag.


  "What are you talking about? It's just my duffel bag, it's not that heavy.”


  The ground under the duffel bag cracked apart some more then gave away slightly as it dropped down into a small rut. The man stared at it with wide eyes then back to Triska with a glare.


  "Like hell it's not heavy,” he snapped. “Now beat it, we don't sell these to monsters like you. Go to the marketplace if you want to buy something.”


  Triska looked at him with a bit of surprise then glared at him.


  "Hey, hold on a second here. I'm not a monster, I'm a human girl. Just because you're lacking upper body strength doesn't give you the right to make such wild accusations.”


  The duffel bag dropped down another foot into the ground as a dust cloud rose up, the area around the small hole cracking more as the men looked down to it with wide eyes.


  "Furthermore I'm a paying customer, remember? I got the gold you wanted for the caravan, I'm paying for it in full without any complaints," Triska continued as she glared at the man still, not seeing the bag dropping down yet another foot as a loud crunching sound was heard in the now deep hole in the ground. The man glanced down to it then back to the girl as she pointed a finger at him.


  "And I resent being called a monster. I'm a human being and damn proud of it! So don't go running your mouth about me being a monster of Eden. I may not have my sword with me but I can damn well kick your ass with my fists alone!"


  The man blinked then looked down to the bag that was deep in the hole between them. Triska grunted then reached down and grabbed the strap of the bag, hoisting it up and slinging it over her shoulder with one hand.


  "I know how you people treat monsters that do come through here,” she scorned. “Even though this is a neutral city you still overcharge them and treat them like crap. It's despicable, it's no wonder they treat you like cattle out there in the world.”


  The man opened his mouth to speak before Triska dropped her duffel bag next to her, the ground again cracking and crushing in slightly as the men around the area looked at it with wide eyes.


  "I mean, yeah, I get it,” she reluctantly agreed. “They're monsters; they steal men away and use them to breed with. But you're the ones that decided to allow them in here to trade with, to buy their stuff that's of much higher quality and value than your own junk. If you want them to come here so you can get their stuff, then I suggest showing a little goddamned hospitality. You want to bash their skulls in when you see them outside, that's your choice. But in a neutral city you show them some goddamned equality!"


  Over in a courtyard further away from the stables Alyssa and Squeak were sitting at the edge of the fountain, the two monster girls waiting for their companions to return. After a pause Alyssa blinked then glanced off towards the eastern side of the city.


  "I don't know why, but I feel like Triska's screwing up.”


  Back at the stables where a loud girl's yell was heard from the stablemen were just staring at Triska with stunned expressions while she was glaring at the salesman in front of her. Lucky just stood quietly behind her still, casually looking around as his tail swished about behind him. Triska reached into her duffel bag and pulled out the remaining gold coins for the purchase, dropping them into the small carrying pouch and then chucking it at the man with discontent. He caught it with a surprised jump as she pointed to him accusingly.


  "There's your money,” she snapped. “200 gold coins for the caravan, and I'd appreciate it if you would keep your outrageous accusations to yourself. If you want to do business in this city then you can start by showing some respect for your customers.”


  The man glanced down to the pouch then back to the girl as she put a hand to her hip with an annoyed scoff. She grabbed her duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder then grabbed Lucky's reins.


  "Well? Are you going to help a young lady hitch up the ride to her horse or not? What kind of men are you anyway, where are your manners?" she demanded, looking around at all the stablemen that were just staring at her.


  "Uh…" the salesman holding the gold said unsurely.


  "You people are unbelievable,” Triska derided while shaking her head. “I can understand your resentment towards monsters, but show a little goddamned class in the presence of a lady.”


  The man glanced to the other stablemen then back to the girl with a bit of concern.


  "But…"


  "But nothing! This is horrible service, what are you trying to pull here? Do I need to get the city guard here to straighten this out?" Triska threatened with a sharp look at him. He jumped a bit then shook his head nervously.


  "No, no that won't be necessary. Really, I'm sorry… about saying…" he stuttered as he saw the girl somehow carrying the bag with one hand behind her back. She raised an eyebrow at him as he stammered something, the man then pausing for a moment before smiling nervously.


  "Ah, never mind. Forget I said anything… miss," he said before he motioned for the two stablemen nearby to resume getting the caravan ready. They glanced to each other then proceeded to get the ride set while Triska walked Lucky over towards it. She stopped and glanced to the man as she passed him.


  "If I were a monster, I wouldn't bother trying to take you away out there. I would want somebody who isn't so thickheaded that he can't tell the difference between a monster and a human girl.”


  The man opened his mouth to speak as she walked past him then closed his mouth as he watched her carrying the duffel bag without any issues whatsoever. The two stablemen helped hitch Lucky to the front of the caravan while Triska climbed aboard, the girl setting her duffel bag down inside the cabin. She sat at the driver's seat and took the reins then glanced to the men as they just stared at her with wonder.


  "A pleasure doing business with you," she said dryly before snapping the reins. Lucky started trotting off down the street with the caravan in tow, the single horse pulling the larger wagon with little problem. The stablemen just stared with wide eyes as the man holding the bag of gold dropped it with a stunned expression.


  "Wow… that’s… a strong horse.”


  Triska watched as Lucky pulled the caravan down the street at a calm pace, the horse moving along while she sighed to herself.


  "What's with everybody doubting that I'm a human anyway? I just don't get it.”


  *****


  Daniel rubbed his eyes a bit then looked back down to his guidebook, glancing over to the monster book that was from the library next to it then back to his as he compared the entries with the ones in the other book. He had been making sure his current records were accurate while also adding in a few others that he hadn't known of. Setting down his pen he rechecked his writing again then smiled curiously.


  "I didn't realize there were so many different types of monsters in this world. I wonder how many are in this region alone.”


  "Quite a few actually," Specca said from behind him. He looked over to see the nixie smiling at him with a curious expression. "Were there any in particular you were hoping to meet first?"


  "Oh, hello, Specca. Well, I didn't have any in mind, I guess any I can find will do.”


  "Oh, but you must be careful out there, Daniel,” Specca cautioned as she walked over beside him. “Not all monsters would be so willing to talk about such ideas as peaceful coexistence. Some of them can be rather… unpleasant with their men.”


  "Well, what about your race?" he asked quietly. She looked around to make sure nobody was nearby then shrugged slightly.


  "I'm not sure,” she answered. “We're not violent or anything like that, and we don't invade human lands for our men, but I'm not sure if coexisting peacefully with mankind has ever crossed any of their minds before.” She flinched slightly as her hands fidgeted in front of her, with Daniel glancing to them with a curious eye then back to her as she was looking down at his book.


  "Well you seem rather peaceful,” he reasoned. “Perhaps your race would be one I could try talking to first.”


  She looked to him for a moment then sat down next to him with a worried smile.


  "Perhaps, although I wouldn't recommend it. If one of them charms you and takes you away, your journey will come to a swift end.” Again her hands fidgeted in her lap as she looked at the monster book with worry. "My kind are found near large bodies of water or expansive rivers away from human civilizations. We don't live above the water though, we live under it. If you're charmed into submission and taken down into the water, you'll never come back up again.”


  "Your people drown the humans they catch?" Daniel asked with a stunned expression. Specca blinked then smiled amusingly at him.


  "What? Oh dear no, not at all,” she replied with a small laugh. “That wouldn’t work so well for either of us, would it? We are quite skilled in the magical arts, Daniel, and one of our most well-known spells is to grant a land based creature the ability to breathe underwater. A nixie would cast that on you so you would live while underwater, you would be able to breathe as if you were on land.”


  "Wow, your people can do that?" he asked curiously. Specca nodded then looked down with concern.


  "Yes, but, in doing so they would never allow you to leave. You'll never return to the surface, Daniel, you'll be kept underwater as a nixie's husband for the rest of your life. If your negotiations with my race don't go well, you'll be trapped down there forever.”


  "I see,” Daniel said looking back down to his book. “I have a feeling that's how it will be with any monster race I talk to.”


  Specca looked at him curiously as he turned the page in his book.


  "Still,” he continued. “Whether the monster race is friendly or not, they're going to do what their nature is telling them to do. I'm a human male; their nature will be of course to take me away as their breeder, one way or another. At least with your race it sounds like they would be somewhat kind with it.”


  "I don't understand how you can be so calm about such an endeavor,” Specca commented. “You're risking your own life, your own freedom even, all on a mere chance that those you speak with will agree with your idea. Aren't you afraid?"


  "Well, yeah, a little,” Daniel said with a shrug. “After all I might run into one of the more… ruthless monsters out there that wouldn't be so keen on listening to me rather than humping me to death. Still, somebody has to try.”


  "But why you? Why are you doing this?"


  "Because I believe, Specca,” he reasoned. “I believe that monsters and humans can get along if they try. Some monsters out there may indeed be so savage and wild that peaceful coexistence will never be possible. But there are others, like you, that may be able to give peace a chance.”


  Specca watched him with a curious expression, the boy looking back down to his book as the nixie tilted her head in wonder. After a moment she smiled softly and looked down.


  "You're such an interesting human, Daniel, to think in such a way like that," she said while her hands fidgeted more. She flinched slightly then scratched her gloved hand with annoyance.


  "Are you alright?" Daniel asked looking to her. She nodded slowly then glanced around.


  "I'll be fine. These gloves always irritate me.”


  "Why not take them off then?"


  "No no,” Specca said shaking her head. “That wouldn't be the best thing to do… in here.”


  Daniel looked at her for a moment then slowly down to her hands.


  "Oh, you're hiding them," he said quietly. Specca looked at them with concern then glanced away.


  "A small amount of discomfort is a price to pay for staying here,” she reasoned. “I do say it is worth it though. It's because I'm allowed to stay in this city that I've seen and read such amazing things, as well as… met such amazing humans… like you."


  Daniel looked up into her eyes as she was smiling gently at him then returned the smile.


  "I'm glad I got a chance to meet an amazing girl like you, Specca," he said kindly. She jumped with a small gasp then smiled bashfully.


  "Girl, you called me a… girl, instead of a… monster," she said timidly.


  "Well, yeah. You are a girl after all.”


  "I know, it's just… you made me feel… it wasn't like I was a…" Specca hesitated while looking down at her hands.


  "A nameless monster of Eden," Daniel finished. Specca nodded and looked at him with a curious smile.


  "Yes, exactly.”


  "That's because you're not, Specca," Daniel reassured. She stared at him with wonder as he smiled at her before looking back down to his books.


  "Daniel…" she said quietly. Glancing back to him over her glasses she eyed him with a gentle gaze. As she did Daniel noticed that, although her eyes were an ordinary brown, they seemed to have a small glimmer behind them. The more he looked into her eyes without the glasses over them the more attractive and captivating Specca seemed to appear to him. Specca slowly licked her lips then jumped a bit before looking away while holding her hands to her face.


  “I’m so sorry,” she quickly said. “I didn’t mean to… I wasn’t trying to… please forgive me, Daniel.”


  “Forgive you? For what?” Daniel asked as the nixie hid behind her hands.


  “I almost charmed you, I’m so sorry. It was an accident, I assure you. I didn’t mean to do it, I just… you… I… oh forget it.” Daniel watched as she trembled a bit with a flustered huff then gently rested his hand on her shoulder, the girl quickly peeking back to him between her fingers.


  “It’s alright,” he assured her. Slowly she turned to face him while lowering her hands. “You’re compelled to follow your nature, I understand that. But you didn’t charm me, you fought it. That only proves you’re a good person, Specca.”


  “Daniel…” Specca breathed out.


  Suddenly screams were heard outside the library, with everybody inside looking towards the front of the building as monstrous howls were heard out in the streets.


  "What was that? What's going on?" Specca asked worriedly.


  A few men ran into the library quickly and shut the doors behind them, all of them having frightful expressions as they were breathing heavily.


  "What's going on out there?" a woman asked walking up to them.


  "Monsters… monsters are attacking the city!" one of them cried out as he and the others kept pressed against the door.


  "Monsters?" a man asked with fear.


  The front entrance blasted apart with a loud crash, the men being thrown from the doors as wood and bits of stone flew about. Daniel and Specca watched with surprise as a dust cloud billowed away from the entrance before a giant serpent's head was seen sticking in from outside. It had black scales with red ones streaked across its face, the monster hissing loudly before lunging forward. Two men jumped out of the way as another was taken down by the serpent's jaws, screaming before coughing out blood as the jaws of the monster snapped down on him. People started to scream loudly as they ran away from the front lobby of the library while Daniel and Specca watched with wide eyes.


  "What is that thing?" Specca asked nervously.


  "I have no idea," Daniel said worriedly.


  The serpent crushed down on its prey, causing blood to spurt out to the sides as the man fell limp inside its jaws. The monster shook it around then hurled the body off to the side, the mangled corpse slamming into a bookshelf and knocking it over. Books and papers flew about as people ran further back while the serpent thrashed around, its large body tearing apart the wall in front of the library. Fire started to spread around the collapsed bookshelf and papers as a lantern had fallen on its side, the flames flaring around and spreading along the carpeted floors.


  "Daniel, what do we do?" Specca asked fearfully as she saw the fire spreading around the library.


  The serpent struck upwards with its head and crashed through the ceiling into the second floor of the building, the people above screaming and running away as the monster toppled over more bookshelves and lanterns. The ceiling cracked apart and collapsed down onto the ground level around the monster while people and bookshelves tumbled down into the dust cloud. Daniel looked around then grabbed his book and put it into his bag quickly, the boy then slinging it over his shoulder before grabbing hold of Specca's hand.


  "C'mon, we need to get out of here," he said before leading her away from the front lobby. She stared at him with wonder, being led through aisles of bookshelves by the human as he looked around quickly for any other exit. The serpent monster hissed and snapped around at people nearby while fires flared around on both floors as more of the building caught on fire. Daniel heard a loud rumble then quickly pulled Specca aside as part of the ceiling above them collapsed, the rubble and debris crashing down onto a bookshelf as they darted over into another aisle. Specca stared at him with awe, being held closely by the human as they had pressed against another bookshelf to avoid being crushed to death. Daniel looked back to the rubble with surprise while Specca continued to stare at him with adoring eyes.


  “We need to get out of this place, fast. Is there any other way we can escape?” Daniel asked looking back over to Specca. She paused for a moment as she stared at the human that was holding her protectively then shook her head slightly to regain her senses.


  "Um, yes, yes there is. There's a back exit through the archives, we can get out through there," Specca said looking back towards the snake monster with fearful eyes. It snapped towards a man then lunged forward and crushed a woman in its jaws while its body seemed to extend back out into the streets. Specca looked back ahead as she and Daniel raced through the library with other frightened patrons, all of them running through the back storeroom filled with large shelves of books and old boxes. They ran out through a backdoor quickly and into the streets, with Daniel and Specca looking around with surprise at seeing other giant serpents throughout the streets. Most of them were coming out of the ground themselves, their bodies appearing to be attached and melded to the cobblestone roads while they snapped and swung around wildly. A few were even coming out of the walls of some of the larger buildings, seeming to be attached to the walls while their bodies shifted from bricks to black scales at the bases. One of them swung its head around and crashed through the front window of a bakery while another struck down and smashed a carriage and its occupants into the ground. People were screaming and running around in a panic while the guards of Ashwood were running into the area with their swords drawn.


  "My god… they're everywhere," Daniel said as Specca held onto his arm worriedly. She whimpered and hid behind him fearfully, holding onto his hand tightly as he looked around at the chaos.


  Ashwood guards around the area used crossbows and spears against the monsters while a few of them were striking with their swords at the beasts, with the arrows and spears flying through the air at the serpents’ heads while the sword wielding guards struck at the bodies. Although the women were armored and had numbers on their side the serpents didn't appear to be going down easily as they swung around and knocked many of the armored women back while a few were snapped up and eaten. Arrows and spears struck into a few of the beasts however they continued to thrash around without slowing down. A few buildings collapsed inward while many were on fire, with black smoke billowing up into a cloud over the district.


  "What's going on, why is this happening?" Specca asked fearfully.


  Over in the courtyard next to a water fountain Squeak and Alyssa were watching with surprise at seeing the nearby block being attacked by the monstrous serpents. Alyssa watched as a giant serpent crashed its head through a building and thrashed around, its body tearing apart the wall before it yanked back out with a human caught in its mouth.


  "What is she doing, why is she summoning those things in here? Is she crazy?" Alyssa cried out gripping her hat with shock. Squeak looked to her with confusion then back to the commotion. Alyssa shook her head then looked around quickly.


  "We need to get out of here, where's Triska?" she yelled out. Squeak looked at her carefully then pointed towards the rampaging serpent monsters while squeaking something. Alyssa glanced to her then looked back to them.


  "Those are summoned beasts, Squeak. Summoned by a witch. The one that tried to kill me outside, she used one of those things against me as well.”


  Squeak looked at her with surprise then back over towards the serpents. Alyssa clutched her staff and growled with frustration, then jumped with a scream as she saw the library down the street catching on fire.


  "Daniel!"


  Squeak looked over toward the building then jumped with a loud squeak. She then bolted toward the building while squeaking franticly. Alyssa followed after as fast as she could, watching the library windows on the second floor blow out from the fire inside.


  "Oh no oh no oh no! Daniel!" she cried out as the two monster girls ran up towards the building. They stopped suddenly as they saw one of the serpents in front of the building, its body coming out of the cobblestone street right outside the library as its head was moving around inside the destroyed front wall. Squeak stared at the large monster with wide eyes then showed a frustrated expression as she clenched her fists. Alyssa looked around as she saw people running through the streets in a panic.


  "I can't use my magic here… I can't… but Daniel…" she said looking back to the serpent. She shook her head with frustration and struck her staff down onto the ground.


  "Dammit, leave him alone!" she yelled as she aimed her staff towards the serpent. Squeak watched as Alyssa swung her staff to the side, causing the serpent to be pulled back from the library and flung across the street into an adjacent building. People around stopped and stared at Alyssa with surprise while the witch held her staff towards the serpent.


  "You better not have harmed Daniel, or so help me!" she yelled before she swung her staff to the side, pushing the serpent's head into the building next to them with a loud crash. She looked back to see a few Ashwood guards staring at the sight with stunned expressions.


  "Sorry, but I need to borrow those," Alyssa called out, holding her staff out towards them. Three of the guards watched as their swords were yanked from their hands, the blades flying forward and past the witch as she swung her staff towards the serpent. The blades struck into the skull of the monster while it thrashed around, screeching as it flailed about in the air. It slammed its head onto the ground and whipped around while people were watching from nearby. Alyssa held her staff towards the monster and focused her magic, her eyes narrowing as they glowed with a soft purplish light. The serpent screeched loudly as it rose up into the air, its face letting off black smoke from its wounds while it had three swords jammed into its head. It swung around and smashed through a corner of a building, launching out chunks of debris towards the crowd. A woman screamed as a large block of stone hurled towards her before Squeak jumped up and caught it with both hands. She landed down then spun around, the girl then hurling it towards the serpent with incredible force. The chunk of debris flew over and knocked the beast back as it smashed into its head. The woman just stared at Squeak with wide eyes and an open mouth as the ant girl continued to glare at the serpent.


  "Just stay down!" Alyssa yelled as she swung her staff downward. The swords in the serpent struck down and through the head of the monster with a slick crunch, piercing down out of the head and into the ground with a powerful strike. The serpent howled as it wavered about then collapsed back while black smoke billowed out from its wounds. The crowd of humans just stared at the fallen beast then Alyssa as she glared at the monster with anger. She glanced behind her then swung her staff back, causing the three swords to be yanked out of the ground and flung towards the three Ashwood guards, all of them watching with shock. The blades spun around wildly then came to a sudden stop before the women, the weapons facing them handles first as the humans stared with wide eyes.


  "Sorry about that, here you go," Alyssa said with a nervous smile. The three guards glanced to her then to the possessed blades, then slowly took hold of their swords and stared at them with wonder before looking back over to the witch. Before anybody could say a word the library rumbled while the sides of the building started breaking apart, with fire and smoke billowing up from the broken windows and cracked walls.


  "Oh god, Daniel!" Alyssa cried out. Squeak stared at the building with fright and shook her head as she squeaked softly.


  "Alyssa! Squeak!" Daniel's voice came from nearby. The two monster girls looked over to see Daniel and Specca running up to them through the crowd that was staring at the witch with stunned expressions still.


  "Daniel! You're okay!" Alyssa cheered out as Daniel and Specca ran up to them. Alyssa leapt into a hug with him and held him closely as he smiled at her. "I was so worried about you, are you alright? We thought that serpent got you.”


  Squeak ran over and hugged him as well, squeaking with a joyous smile as her mighty embrace caused Daniel to stumble off balance for a moment. He chuckled and smiled weakly as the two monster girls hugged him tightly while Specca looked at the girls curiously.


  "I'm fine you two, really. We got out of the library through the back exit. Are you alright?”


  Alyssa backed up and nodded while Squeak continued to hug him and squeak affectionately.


  "Yeah, we're alright, we…" Alyssa said before trailing off, looking around at seeing the crowd staring at them. Alyssa blinked then glanced to Squeak as the ant girl was still hugging Daniel while squeaking softly. Daniel glanced around then to Squeak before he jumped a bit.


  "Um, Squeak? Squeak, let go," he said with a hushed tone.


  "Squeak, let go of him, now," Alyssa snapped quickly. Squeak looked to her then down to her arms around Daniel, and then jumped back with a loud squeak as she showed a nervous expression. Alyssa looked at the guards of Ashwood then shook her head.


  "I… I was just happy to see him again, really. I'm sorry," she said worriedly. Squeak looked at the guards and held up her hands defensively as she squeaked nervously. The Ashwood guards glanced to each other then back to the monster girls while the crowd just watched with stunned expressions.


  "Do… you know these monsters?" one of the guards asked cautiously while glancing to Daniel. Daniel nodded as Specca looked at the ant girl and witch curiously.


  "Yes, they're traveling with me and my friend, they're not malicious I assure you. I don't mind at all that they touched me, really.”


  "I just wanted to protect Daniel, honest,” Alyssa pleaded. “I'm sorry for using my magic in the city, I just wanted to help him. Please forgive me.”


  Squeak waved her hands around while squeaking something at the guards with a worried expression, pointing back to the fallen serpent then shaking her head while squeaking some more. The guards looked at them cautiously then back behind them as screams from people and the howls of the other serpents were heard nearby.


  "What's happening? Where are these things coming from?" Specca asked fearfully.


  "I have no idea, what sort of monsters are they anyway?" Daniel asked as they saw a few serpents down the street crashing through buildings while nearby guards were trying their best to slay them.


  "They're not normal monsters, they're summoned beings," Alyssa cautioned, glancing around carefully at the rooftops of the nearby buildings.


  "Summoned beings?" Daniel asked looking back to her. The guards looked to her as she nodded.


  "Yes, they're created from a magical spell, and I know who summoned them. Another witch is here," she warned looking back to Daniel.


  "A witch is behind this?" a guard asked narrowing her eyes.


  "I've seen these things before, she tried to kill me outside of Ashwood a little while ago with one of them," Alyssa said before glancing around quickly.


  'But why is she using them here? Is she doing all this just to draw me out?'


  "She tried to kill you?" Daniel asked with surprise. Alyssa looked over to him and nodded again while the guards were watching her carefully.


  "She and I… don't really get along too well,” Alyssa explained. “Sort of a rough history between us. She tried to kill me before I fled here, I thought that being in a neutral city she would have to back off.”


  "So it's your fault those things are here?” a guard accused. “This is all because of a blood war between you and another witch?"


  "She was already here before I arrived,” Alyssa desperately said. “She… she said she was here for some great purpose before she attacked me. It’s not because I’m here that she is, she’s after something else.”


  "What other purpose?” the guard demanded. “Where is this witch, what does she look like?"


  Alyssa looked to her then glanced up, then pointed up as she saw a figure standing on the edge of the library roof.


  "Tora!" Alyssa yelled out as everybody looked up to see the raven haired witch looking down at the group, her ring glowing a deep red while she had her eyes set in a glare.


  "Well, well, well, you're still here,” Tora called out with anger. “How fortunate, seems I've been given another chance to spill your blood.”


  "What are you doing, Tora?” Alyssa cried out. “This is a monster-neutral city; you can't attack them like this!"


  Tora laughed and tilted her head amusingly as the crowd pointed at her with surprise and fear.


  "You think you have any right to lecture me on killing humans in a monster-neutral city? You, the witch that got all witches banned from Cyllidon, dare to tell me that?" Tora yelled out with anger. Alyssa glanced away as everybody looked to her.


  "Alyssa? What is she talking about?" Daniel asked curiously.


  "Wait. Cyllidon?" Specca asked carefully. Alyssa looked over to her as the nixie pointed at her. "It was you? You killed those humans in that city?"


  "What? Killed humans?" Daniel said looking back to Alyssa. She waved her hands in front of her with a nervous expression while shaking her head. Specca looked at Alyssa closely as she adjusted her glasses.


  "I heard from travelers that witches aren't allowed in Cyllidon anymore, not after a witch drowned some humans there by hexing them. That was you?"


  Alyssa trembled then looked to Daniel with fearful eyes.


  "It was an accident, Daniel, I swear! I… I didn't know those humans couldn't swim, I didn't know! I just wanted them to leave me alone, they were teasing me in the market; I never meant to kill them!"


  Daniel looked at her with wonder then up towards the other witch.


  "Please, stop this, why are you attacking this city?" he called up. Tora laughed and shook her head.


  "I don't need to explain anything to you, human.”


  "This is all your doing?” a guard shouted out. “You'll pay the price for using your magic in our city like this, your race will be banned from Ashwood forever and you shall be beheaded for your crimes!"


  Tora glanced to her then around at seeing the streets filling with more of the armored guards from the city while people were scrambling to get away from the area. Two serpents dropped down as they were dismembered from their bases on the street while another was pelted with arrows and spears before collapsing back, the fallen beasts dissolving away into black smoke as other serpents hissed and howled nearby. Tora smirked then looked back down towards the Ashwood guard.


  "Go ahead and ban us, like I give a damn," she said pointing her staff towards the guard. The woman’s sword flew out of her hand and whipped around, swiping back before stopping short of cleaving her head clean off. She stared at it with surprise then over to see Alyssa holding her staff out towards her.


  "Stop this, Tora! You’re making all witches look like real monsters!" she cried out before swinging her staff over and throwing the hovering blade down into the ground with a sharp strike. The guard looked at the witch then to her sword that nearly took her own life with wide eyes. Tora laughed as she narrowed her eyes at Alyssa.


  "Oh, I'm making witches look like real monsters?” she mocked. “You have no right to say those words, Alyssa, you have no right!" She swung her staff towards Alyssa, creating a magical wave of power, knocking Alyssa back into a tumble with a scream.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel called out as the witch rolled back onto the street. She stumbled back onto her feet as the crowd watched her with stunned expressions, steadying herself with her staff, then growled with frustration and aimed it up towards Tora. The dark witch aimed hers at Alyssa before a pulse of distorted air and a shockwave erupted between them in midair.


  "Enough, Tora, call them off!" Alyssa yelled out.


  "Make me!" Tora dared.


  From the side of the library another serpent monster slithered out of an alleyway, hissing loudly as it turned to face the group on the ground. Its body coiled back slightly while it opened its mouth to reveal its teeth, the monster's red eyes staring at Alyssa as she held her staff tightly while backing up a few steps.


  "This time you won't get away!" Tora yelled as the serpent shot towards Alyssa, its body seeming to stretch and expand forward as it raced towards the witch while keeping low to the ground. Alyssa waved her staff to the side, throwing the large serpent off balance and into a building with a magical force. It struck through the front of the building then raced towards her again with a loud hiss, shaking off the hit as it screeched at the witch. Alyssa tensed up before a pickaxe flew past her with a sharp spin and struck into the eye of the monster, the serpent howling as it jerked back and flailed around. Alyssa blinked then looked back to seeing a girl dashing through the crowd and running past her.


  "Triska!" Alyssa exclaimed as the human raced by and towards the serpent, the human having her sword drawn back with both hands as she let out a powerful yell. Triska swung her blade and sliced across the face of the serpent, the monster howling as it staggered to the side before Triska sliced around again and through the monster's lower jaw. It arched back and screeched loudly as black smoke leaked out from the cuts.


  "Who's that?" Specca asked, watching the human girl swinging her sword and slicing through the serpent's long neck, the razor sharp blade giving off a gleam as it carved through the beast's body with a slick crunch. Triska swiped again and again, then darted to the side as the serpent dove down towards her with its head. It crashed into the road before Triska swiped around and carved a gash across the monster's other eye. It howled in pain as it staggered back before Triska cut another large gash through the neck, the monster screeching again before dropping down onto the street.


  "That, Specca, is a fighter from Edgewood," Daniel said proudly as Triska glared at the summoned beast, the girl then dashing forward and driving her sword into the skull with a slick crunch. The monster twitched and let out a hoarse screech then dropped dead as Triska yanked her blade out. She pulled the pickaxe out of the serpent's eye then tossed it towards Squeak, the ant girl catching it as she stared at the monster her friend had slain with awe.


  "What the… who the hell are you?" Tora yelled out. Triska glanced up to her with narrowed eyes as she gripped her sword in one hand tightly.


  "I'm Triska Raylight, and if you want this witch then you'll have to go through me!" Alyssa just stared at the human with surprise then looked over to the dead serpent. Triska glanced to her then pointed her sword at the witch. "And I'd better not hear another word out of you about my sword being worthless, got that?"


  Alyssa just looked at her with wonder while Squeak examined her pickaxe, the digging tool seeming sharpened and well-polished from its time at the blacksmith’s. She gripped it tightly then looked up towards Tora as the witch was drumming her fingers on her staff with annoyance.


  "Incredible, she took it down all by herself," Specca said with wonder. Daniel nodded with a calm smile as he saw his friend standing there in the street, her hair flowing gently behind her as she was looking up at the dark witch with a focused expression.


  "Let me guess, you're the one that was after Alyssa earlier,” Triska called out. “You've got a lot of nerve setting your damned snakes loose in this city all to come after her.”


  "You flatter that witch by saying such things,” Tora quipped with a smirk. “As much as I would love for her blood to soak the street, I didn't go through all the trouble of bringing forth my lovely pets on her account. I actually thought she would have fled from this city like the rat she is long before now.”


  "Stop calling me a rat!" Alyssa yelled out.


  "Just why are you here anyway?” Daniel called out. “What great purpose are you here for that has you attacking a human city?"


  "I told you I don't need to explain myself to you, human," she scoffed with discontent before waving her staff towards him. Alyssa held up hers quickly before a shockwave and distorted ripple erupted near the boy. Daniel watched the rippling effect from the magical wave veer off to his side with surprise then looked over to Alyssa as the witch was glaring at Tora with fury.


  "Don't you dare touch Daniel, you bitch!" she yelled thrusting her staff towards the witch. Tora held hers in front of her as another eruption was seen in the air between the two witches, the magical shockwave letting off a low bang as the crowd of humans watched with wonder. Tora glanced to Alyssa then back to Daniel with a sly smile.


  "Daniel,” she mused with a laugh. “Oh yes, that's the name you called out as you ran away from me outside the city isn't it? Is this boy special to you, Alyssa? My my, have you adopted a pet in your travels?"


  Alyssa growled with anger as she clutched her staff, her eyes giving off a soft purplish glow. From the ground over to the side another serpent started to sift up through the cobblestone street, its black scales and red eyes taking form while its head rose up into the air. The crowd looked over to see another serpent slithering around the nearby corner while another one shifted out from a tall building across the street above it.


  “Clear this area at once, now!” an Ashwood guard called out as the armed women brought their swords to the ready. The citizens of the city started running away in a panic while Triska and Squeak looked around cautiously. Tora laughed as she struck her staff down onto the roof of the building with a sharp thrust. The clacking sound echoed out as the serpents hissed loudly and looked up to her.


  “Tear that human apart slowly, I want to see Alyssa’s face as she watches her pet be devoured,” she ordered out with malice. Daniel and Specca backed up towards the side of the street while Triska and Squeak kept close to them. Alyssa glared at Tora with narrowed eyes then held out her staff to the side, the witch letting go of it as it remained hovering in the air.


  “Triska, Squeak, get Daniel out of here. I’ll handle her,” she ordered hopping up onto her staff, standing on it while facing forward. Triska glanced to her then towards a nearby serpent as she held her sword at the ready.


  “We’ll keep him safe. Take the bitch down,” she said sternly. Alyssa crouched down as she pushed her rear foot down, angling her staff upwards as she clenched her fists.


  “I intend to,” she said before shooting up towards the roof. Tora aimed her staff towards her as Alyssa held out a hand, the two creating another powerful eruption of distorted air with a shockwave between them. Alyssa raced up and swept her staff out from under her, swinging it towards Tora. The dark witch darted back and swung her own staff towards Alyssa, the blonde haired witch gripping her staff while dropping to the ground and quickly swinging around to block the strike. The two witches locked into a struggle as they pushed against one another with bared teeth and glares.


  “You filthy rat, you won’t be running away this time,” Tora hissed with hatred.


  “You want me? You got me!” Alyssa yelled as she pushed Tora back and gripped her staff tightly. The two witches stared each other down while black smoke and flames flared up from the broken windows on the roof near them.


  Down in the street Triska and Squeak gripped their weapons tightly as they watched the summoned serpents around them. The Ashwood guards readied their swords as well while Daniel and Specca were looking around with worried glances.


  “Oh dear. Daniel,” Specca said softly.


  “What is going on here, why is this happening?” Daniel asked himself quietly.


  *****


  Inside the rounded temple in Ashwood the people inside the artifact wing were running towards the windows out in the hall as the sounds of shouting and monstrous howls were heard in the city. Gathering over at the windows they saw the armed female guards down in the streets running towards the block in the distance that had smoke and fire seen coming up from it.


  “What is going on out there?” a man asked adjusting his glasses.


  “It sounds like a monster attack, monsters are attacking our city,” a woman said with fear.


  “We should get out of here. All of you, secure the artifacts and your research in the hall then return to your homes. Hurry,” a man said, quickly motioning the group back. The researchers all ran back into the artifact wing then stopped suddenly as they saw another figure standing inside.


  “Hey, who are you? What are you doing here?” a female researcher called out.


  Inside the hall was a woman dressed in a blue fine silk cloak with a purple gemstone in the middle as the button. She turned back to face the people as she lowered her hood, revealing her brunette hair that went down past her shoulders. Slowly she glanced around at the researchers with eyes that were light green with blue specks in them, giving the people a simple shrug along with a chuckle.


  “Don’t mind me, I’m just stopping by to pick up something.”


  “This is a restricted area, how did you get in here?” a man demanded. The woman laughed and glanced around casually.


  “It wasn’t so hard, all of your guards seem to be a bit distracted at the moment,” she said as she searched the area with a careful eye.


  “You can’t be here, you need to leave at once,” the man said walking up to her and grabbing hold of her arm. The woman glanced to it then looked at him with an amused smile. She let out an intrigued purr as she leaned closer to him, her eyes gazing into his as she tilted her head curiously.


  “Don’t worry, dear,” she said softly. “I’ll be leaving very soon. But first could you help me? I’m looking for something very precious to me.”


  The man watched with a stunned expression as she held up her other hand to his cheek. She leaned in closer to his face while tracing her fingers along his cheek to the back of his head.


  “It’s something very important to me; I just can’t leave without it. Please?” she asked sweetly.


  “Uh… um… what are you… looking for?” he asked unsurely as the other people watched cautiously. The woman pulled him closer and leaned over to his ear while her hand gently held the back of his head.


  “It’s part of a sphere, a unique trinket I’ve been searching for. You know what a sphere is, right? It’s like a ball,” she said pushing her breasts against the man’s chest. He gulped and glanced down to them as the woman smiled slyly. “Like a ball that bounces, you know? Have you seen anything like that here?”


  The man shakily glanced to her then down again as she pressed against him gently.


  “Um… a part… of a sphere?”


  “Yes, that’s it. I heard your diggers found something like that recently, tell me it’s true,” she pleaded softly with an innocent smile. He watched as her eyes gave off a faint crimson glow, his eyes staring deep into hers as he felt a strange feeling bleeding into his mind. After a pause he nodded and smiled lovingly at the woman.


  “Yeah… we did. It’s right over there, would you like to see it?” he asked as he pointed over to the side. The woman glanced over and smirked as she saw the artifact lying on the table, its etchings giving off a faint bluish glow before going dark again.


  “That’s the one, thank you so much, my handsome fellow,” she said looking back to the man with a coy smile.


  “Sure, no problem. Is there anything else I can do for you, ma’am?” he asked with an eager smile. She looked him over with a casual glance then leaned in closer to him.


  “Just one more thing, my dear,” she said holding his head gently while she slipped her other arm around his neck. She got close to his lips as she partially closed her eyes, the woman’s warm breath being felt by the man as she kept from kissing him by an inch. After a moment she leaned back and smiled slyly at the man.


  “Treating a lady like that earlier was so rude, I think you need to be rid of that troublesome hand of yours,” she said twitching her eyebrow a bit. The man nodded with a blissful smile then walked over to a nearby table. He set his hand down on it and grabbed a dull blade nearby. His colleagues watched with shock and loud screams as he started to hack his hand off with the blade, having a blissful smile on his face as he struck down on his own limb. After a few hard strikes he cut through the flesh and bone, his hand now lying limp on the table in a pool of his own blood while he smiled dreamily ahead of him.


  “What the hell, what are you doing?” another man yelled out.


  The woman chuckled a bit as the hexed human blinked then screamed out in agony, gripping his arm as he stared at his severed limb with shock. He dropped to his knees screaming as the woman laughed in amusement.


  “That should teach you some manners about touching a lady like that,” she scolded with a cold smile. He looked up to her with shock, her eyes glowing red as she laughed to herself.


  “You… you’re not human!” he cried out scrambling back and away from her. She smirked then walked towards him slowly.


  “It’s not polite to shout at a lady either,” she said with a slight tone of annoyance, her eyes turning cold as she smiled bitterly.


  Running down a hallway inside the temple two figures were seen while their footsteps echoed down the empty corridor. An orc and a reptile girl were running through the hallway with focused expressions while screams and chaos were heard outside in the city.


  “Sounds like all the fun is happening out there,” Rulo commented while she held her oversized hammer in one hand over her shoulder, running with it like it weighed nothing at all.


  “If it’s a fight you seek then prepare yourself, the real monster is in here somewhere,” Sasha cautioned while holding her large sword with one hand, running swiftly while her tail swayed behind her.


  The two monster girls came up to an entrance to a room and stopped as people ran out screaming, the humans seeing them then promptly running away down the corridor crying out in fear. The monster girls glanced to each other then looked around inside the room with focused expressions, both keeping on guard as they slowly entered the large hall. There were tables and display cases all around with relics and books, along with the remains of a human that lay splattered across the floor. His clothing was ripped to shreds while his body appeared to have been pulverized and smeared along the ground. And in the middle of the room was a woman wearing a blue fine silk robe while smiling curiously at the two monster girls.


  “I was wondering when you two would be showing up,” she mused with a chuckle.


  “My master was right with his assumptions,” Sasha hissed. “Using your pawn to distract the humans in the city so you could slink in here unseen, such cowardice.”


  The woman raised an eyebrow at them while her smile remained.


  “I have better things to be doing than playing with humans, my dear girl. Speaking of which, where’s that one you keep following around like a little puppy? I’m surprised he’s not here holding your hand since you can’t seem to go anywhere without him.”


  Rulo gripped her hammer tightly with both hands as she glared at the woman.


  “He’ll be here soon. In the meantime why don’t you quit running and play with us?” she challenged with a stern oink at the end.


  The woman laughed amusingly and shook her head then unfastened her gemstone button with a smirk, the cloak dropping to the ground around her feet as Sasha and Rulo tensed up. The woman wore dark blue high heels on her feet, her legs being long and slender. She had a dark purple skirt on that was angled down over her left thigh and a black belt with red gems lined around it. She wore a low-cut black sleeveless shirt which revealed her large bust size, along with a silver necklace that had a purple gemstone on it that rested on her chest. On each of her wrists she had a dark blue bracelet which had a red gem on the top.


  And from behind her large demonic wings spread out, the skeletal edges being black and rigid while the insides were a dark purple. A dark scaled tail slowly whipped around behind her, the end pointed into an arrow while the long appendage swayed behind the monster.


  “You two really think you can stand against me in a fight? Oh, you poor misguided girls,” she taunted with a dark smile, her eyes giving off a crimson gleam briefly. Sasha and Rule gripped their weapons tightly as they stared down the monster with focused glares. They were strong in their own right; there was no doubt in their minds about that.


  Of course they knew a succubus was far stronger, as all the Darker Ones of Eden were.


   


  


  Chapter 2


  True Power


  In the world of Eden, monsters came in many different forms and types. However some were far more hazardous than others. There existed a few classes of these creatures that were considered to be the most dangerous of all, both to mankind and to other monsters that came across them. They were known as the ‘Darker Ones’ of the world, legendary monsters with incredible strength and power. With extreme physical prowess or untold magical reserves, they were feared in Eden above all else. Only the bravest and most skilled warriors would even dare try to take on a Darker One in combat.


  And only the most fortunate would survive.


  *****


  Inside the Ashwood city library fires were flaring around wildly as the two floors of the building were in ruin. Half of the upper level had collapsed down while bookshelves and tables were broken and lying about. Bodies of people were crushed under debris while a few lay strewn about after a summoned monster had torn them apart viciously. The smoke from the fires rose up and out the broken windows on the roof while small pieces of rubble dropped down from the cracking ceiling.


  Standing on the roof two witches were staring each other down while smoke and wisps of fire billowed up from the openings around them. Alyssa clutched her staff tightly as she watched her opponent with a focused glare, baring her teeth slightly in anger from the havoc brought about by the other witch. Across from her Tora was glaring at her fellow witch while she held her staff with one hand at her side, her hair flowing in the breeze as she kept a sharp eye on Alyssa.


  "My my, so eager to fight now. Did I upset you by threatening your pet?" Tora taunted with a smirk.


  "Don't you dare call Daniel that. He's not my pet; he's going to be my mate!" Alyssa yelled out. Tora looked at her with a raised eyebrow then chuckled amusedly.


  "Your mate you say?” she mused. “As far as humans go that one down there looked rather meek and poorly. Is that the best you could find to give you a seed?"


  Alyssa growled loudly with anger, her eyes giving off a purplish glow as her staff glowed with an orange hue.


  "How dare you… nobody talks about Daniel like that. Nobody!" she yelled out, waving her staff forward as Tora held up hers. The air between them erupted into a shockwave with a distorted wave that rippled around Tora, the roof of the building below them cracking apart from the stress. Tora glanced around at the unstable roof they were standing on then looked back to Alyssa with a cold smile.


  "I see, so that human is important to you,” she taunted. “Well, I'll tell you what. After I'm done smearing you across this city, I'll do you a favor and spare his life. I might even keep him as my pet; I could use a human lackey that knows how to relieve a witch from a long stressful day. Who knows, maybe after a good amount of training he might even be able to satisfy me.”


  Alyssa looked at her with wide eyes for a brief second then bared her teeth in anger as she clutched her staff tightly, glaring at the dark witch with fury. She struck her staff down onto the roof with a powerful thrust, the strike sending out a rippling pulse wave as erratic and spinning circles of red light appeared around her. Tora glanced down to the markings as Alyssa held her staff out across in front of her, the enraged witch then holding a hand over it facing Tora palm first. The circles below her started to spin and glow brightly while Alyssa's skirt fluttered around from a small torrent of wind circling her.


  "It'll be a cold day in hell, Tora, before I would ever allow you near my Daniel," Alyssa raged, her hand forming a red glow that swirled around in front of her palm. Tora looked at her cautiously as the smoke from the broken windows around her suddenly stopped billowing upward. The dark witch glanced around then slowly looked down.


  "Oh, did you just remember what's below us?" Alyssa hissed with a glare. Tora slowly glanced up to her as she held her staff tightly, tensing up while Alyssa kept her eyes locked on her opponent. The glowing circles of light spun around faster as the light seemed to intensify around the witch's palm. Tora smiled slightly and shook her head.


  "Don't be stupid,” she cautioned. “Your human pet is down below us along with all those other people. You can't use your element here without killing them.”


  Alyssa narrowed her eyes as her staff's glow shifted from an orange hue to a deep crimson, the air around it crackling quietly. Tora looked at her carefully then glanced around quickly. The roof below them was cracking apart in some areas while small flames were seen flaring up through a few of the crevices.


  "I don't think your snakes will be able to manifest here, not nearly enough support for them after all," Alyssa pointed out as a whirring sound started to grow below them. Tora looked down with caution then back to Alyssa as she backed up a step. "However, you've supplied me with more than enough fire. How very kind of you.”


  "Alyssa, don't be a fool, you can't control it enough to spare your pet.”


  "His name is Daniel, and he's my mate!" Alyssa yelled out. The glow around her palm shifted to a bright red light that flared around wildly in front of her, the witch keeping her glare locked onto Tora as the whirring sound below grew louder. Tora glanced around then looked back to Alyssa with a glare.


  "You think you can scare me with your bluff? I'm not afraid of some lowly rat!"


  Alyssa growled loudly as the circles around her stopped spinning and gave off a bright light. Tora quickly looked around at the rumbling roof then back to Alyssa with caution.


  "And I'm not a rat…" Alyssa said as the roof around them cracked apart more while flames fired up from the crevices. She held up her hand, the glow swirling around her palm quickly.


  "I'm Alyssa, the Wildfire Witch!" she yelled out as a red pulse rippled out from her.


  Tora took a step back before the roof behind her erupted up with a fierce firestorm, the bright red flames shooting up through the broken windows and weakened wooden beams and bricks. Alyssa held out her hand to the side while keeping her staff level in front of her, the relic glowing red while black smoke came from the eyes of the skull ornament. To her side a powerful stream of fire blasted up from the roof and into the air, the swirling flames roaring loudly as Tora watched with wide eyes. The fire stream flew up into the air then shot towards her as it expanded into a wall of flame, the red torrent crashing down around Tora as she screamed and held up her staff. The flames washed around a domelike barrier while the ground below her charred and scorched from the intense heat. A loud rumbling sound was heard before two more powerful streams of flame blasted up from the roof nearby, the torrents swirling around wildly into the air before falling and spreading out into a hailstorm of fire. Tora waved her staff around causing a spinning blast of air to surround her while she held an arm near her face to shield from the heat, bracing herself from the waves of fire that crashed and burned around her.


  "Call off your monsters now or you'll burn," Alyssa threatened in a cold voice, her eyes glaring at Tora while they glowed purple. Tora scoffed while the fires swirled around her magical barrier, the ground near it turning black and charred while she was sweating heavily from the heat. The building below them started to rumble more as flames jettisoned up around through the roof from weak spots and openings.


  "It is you that needs to recall your power, Alyssa,” Tora quipped with a dark smile. “We both know you're going to burn everybody around this area if you don't.”


  Alyssa held her staff tightly as it began to waver, shaking a bit as the smoke from the eyes of the skull started to increase. Tora chuckled and swung her staff, causing a burst of air to part the flames around her.


  "I'd say you're about to lose control soon, you might want to stop now before it's too late," she warned with a smirk. Alyssa clenched her other hand slightly as the bright red light continued to shine in her palm. Two more streams of fire erupted from either side of her and flew into the air then shot down towards Tora in a fiery rain. The dark witch shielded her face with her arm as she crouched down, her barrier slowly diminishing while the scorched ground below her cracked apart. She coughed as the smoke billowed around her then glared at Alyssa who was struggling to hold her staff still. It started to smoke near her hand as she showed a strained expression for a moment. She could feel the magical pull from her staff as tried to focus her mind, her magic surging through and gaining strength by the second.


  "Give up now, Tora, you can't beat me!" Alyssa yelled out with frustration. Tora chuckled and slowly lowered her arm to glare at the witch.


  "I don't have to; your power will be your own end. Yours, and your little pet's," she sneered with a bite. She slowly stood up as the air around her was hazy from the heat, holding her staff tightly with both hands as her ring gave off a dark red light.


  "Tell me, how big will the firestorm be?” she mused with a sly smile. “There's an awful lot of tinder and flame below us right now, how long before it slips out of your control? Will your pet be alright seeing how he's right next to the building as we speak?" She hopped up onto her staff as the ground below her gave away, collapsing down into a massive swirling firestorm that was once the inside of the library. The roof below Alyssa remained along with the majority of the glowing rings that were coming from below her, the witch standing on a small strip of wood and brick that was held out over her magically infused torrent of fire. Tora sat on her staff sideways and glanced down to the fire as she dangled her feet carelessly beneath her.


  "You'll survive I'm sure,” she casually said. “You could jump right in and bathe in the fire without a care. But, would your pet be so lucky if those flames washed over him?”


  Alyssa struggled to hold her staff still as she glanced down, seeing the flames raging out of control as they swirled around faster and faster, the burning fires flowing in a torrent fiercely as her magical spell had taken control of them. The torrent began to crackle and flare around wildly, with small waves of flames shooting up in violent bursts. Alyssa growled loudly then held her hand out towards Tora, creating a large pillar of fire that erupted upwards towards the airborne girl. Tora held down her hand, erecting several small circles of glowing symbols in a bluish light that spun around below her. The flames crashed into the rings, with one shattering instantly, then parted around the witch as Alyssa held her hand towards her still. Tora chuckled while wavering a bit in the air then looked over towards Alyssa.


  "It must be strenuous on your mind to try to control that much fire, how are you feeling?” she taunted. “Don't lose your focus or else everybody will see firsthand while they call you the Wildfire Witch.”


  Alyssa growled and waved her hand towards the dark witch again. Two more powerful streams of fire erupted up from the swirling torrent of flames towards Tora, the witch looking down as two more of her barriers were shattered by the fires. She wavered slightly in the air then laughed playfully.


  "I'm not going to lie,” she snickered, sweating from the heat while glaring at Alyssa. “Summoning this many of my beautiful pets here in the city was a bit of a drain on my magic. I don’t think I have much power in my reserves right now to use any real powerful spells for the moment. Still, the thought of seeing you finally falling renews my spirits. Tell me, do you think you can break through my remaining power before yours goes out of control? I don't believe you'll be able to stop it once it goes critical.”


  Alyssa's hand trembled as she struggled to keep focused. Her staff wavered more as she strained to keep it steady, feeling her mind stretching to control the magic she was using. Tora laughed and shook her head amusingly.


  "You fool, trying to use your trump card right away on me, how stupid can you be? I feel a bit of pity for that pet of yours, being stuck with such a lowly monster in life.”


  "Don't call him that!" Alyssa yelled out with energy, straining her mind as she waved her hand towards Tora fiercely. A wild tornado of fire spun up into the air around Tora, the witch looking around with surprise as she wavered again in the air. A blast of flame erupted around her, the witch screaming as she fell off her staff and down towards the ground. She tumbled around while her staff fell alongside her, the girl quickly grabbing it and sweeping it under her as she neared the ground. Her barriers shattered with bright flashes of light as they parted the flames on the floor of the building by smothering them, the tornado of fire then closing in and swirling around wildly as Tora touched down on the scorched ground. She held up her staff as the fire encased and spun around her, using her magic to block the flames from reaching her while she held an arm up to shield her face. Alyssa looked down into the torrent of flame with a cold glare, struggling to hold her staff still as the skull ornament was giving off bursts of fire from its eye sockets. Tora stood on the ground level of the library while holding her staff up, surrounded by a large torrent of flame that spun around throughout the building.


  "You won't get away, Tora. I've had enough of your games!" Alyssa yelled down at her. Tora looked up to her with frustration as she coughed from the smoke and heat. The walls of the building started to crack and wither away while the ground tore up slightly in some areas.


  "I think I'll survive here long enough, Alyssa. Long enough to see you burn this city to the ground!"


  Alyssa yelled out as she aimed her hand down at Tora, the red light burning brightly in her palm as the firestorm swirled violently around the dark witch. Tora glanced around as the crackling grew louder, the flames spinning faster and faster while she held her staff upright to keep her magical barrier erected.


  "What's it going to be, Alyssa?” she called up with a weak laugh. “If you want to kill me you're going to have to reduce this city to ashes, which is going to be very soon if you don't stop the spell!”


  Alyssa growled with frustration as she swung her hand towards Tora again, creating a wave of fire that flared from the torrent and slammed into Tora's barrier. The dark witch struggled to remain standing as she coughed and shielded her face from the heat then looked up to Alyssa with frustration.


  "I'll never surrender to you, Alyssa! Not when I'm part of something greater than you'll ever realize. Your fire will soon die!"


  Outside in the streets Daniel and the others were watching as bright flames were shooting out from the windows and broken entrance of the library building. Specca watched with worried eyes as the whirring and crackling sound of the firestorm grew louder while Daniel watched the sight carefully.


  "What is going on in there?" Triska asked nervously.


  "Is it just me, or is the fire growing… larger?" Specca said shakily.


  From nearby a large serpent hissed loudly before charging towards the group. Triska glanced to it then ran towards the monster with her sword drawn to her side, watching as the serpent closed in on her with an open mouth. She darted to the side then sliced through the head and neck of the monster as it went past her, the sword cleaving through the scaly hide of the beast as she ran alongside it. Daniel pushed Specca back as Squeak ran forward and leapt into the air with her pickaxe held high, the girl flying down and spiking her digging tool into the head of the beast with a powerful strike. The serpent jerked down and slammed into the street as Triska stopped and spun around. Squeak geared back and swung down, then again, and again, carving up the head of the monster with loud squeaks as she showed a frustrated expression. Triska watched her friend tear apart the monster's head then smirked, seeing her friend once again pushing through her fear with a big boost of adrenaline. Four armed guards of Ashwood stared at the ant girl who was striking down repeatedly at the serpent that now lay still in the street with black smoke coming from its many wounds and cuts.


  "Never seen… a pickaxe used like that before," one of the women commented. They then turned to see two serpents on the other side of the street near them, with one coming from around the corner of the library while another was coming straight out of a wall above it from a tall building. The one above hissed loudly then shot down towards the guards, snatching one up in its mouth with a sickening crunch. Blood splattered out from the sides of the monster's mouth as it yanked back and snapped up its prey.


  "No, Elena!" another guard yelled as she watched her comrade be devoured. The monster shook its head around then flung the remains of the woman it had crushed and torn apart off to the side, the bloody remains splattering against the side of the library building while the monster looked back towards the other three guards with blood dripping from its mouth. The serpent near the library raced towards the women with a loud howl, its body seeming to stretch and expand out as it closed in on them.


  "Goddamned monsters!" one of the guards yelled as she ran forward and swung down with her blade, striking the nose of the monster as it snapped at her. She swung to the side before another guard ran up and struck down on the head with her sword as well, the women slicing across the monster's face causing more wounds that let off puffs of black smoke. The third guard ran over and picked up her fallen comrade's blade, then threw it towards the serpent above them with a sharp throw. The blade spun around with a whistling sound before it struck into the neck of the serpent with a slick crunch. The monster howled then raced down towards her, the guard darting to the side as it crashed into the ground next to her. It then swung its head to the side and struck the woman and smashed her into a building, her armor caving in as she coughed out blood before being crushed through the brick wall.


  "No!" Specca cried out as the large serpent flailed around with a blade stuck in its throat. The remaining two female guards of Ashwood struck down their beast then looked over to the other one as it howled loudly while looking over towards them. One of the women yelled out with anger and ran toward the monster with her blade held to the side, swinging it towards the beast with a fierce roar as she raced up to it. The serpent darted up then swung down with its head and smashed the woman into the ground. Triska and Squeak looked at the bloodied crater in the ground with surprise as the serpent raced towards the last guard, opening its jaws wide as the woman watched with a stunned expression. She blinked then darted off to the side, the monster just missing her as she rolled over and onto her feet.


  "To hell with you!" she yelled as she struck her blade into the side of the beast as it raced past her, carving through the body as the woman braced herself with both feet. She grabbed the lodged blade from her comrade’s throw that traveled near her then swiped her own sword out to the side before spinning around and swinging down with both blades. They carved two gashes through the body as the snake coiled back and raced towards her. She swung her blades outward as the monster charged her, with both of them going into the roof of its mouth and piercing up through its head as it knocked her back and pushed her across the street. One of her boots skidded against the cobblestone street while the other was pushing down on the beast's lower jaw to keep it from closing on her, the woman trying to stop the monster's charge as it kept trying to bite down on her. As they neared the side of the street and towards a building the woman darted off to the side into a roll, the serpent then crashing into the building as the guard stumbled back to her feet. The monster thrashed around then pulled back out of the destroyed building and hissed loudly, the face of the beast smoking as it had two swords protruding up through its head.


  "It's still not dead?" Daniel exclaimed, jumping with surprise as the serpent howled loudly before racing towards the Ashwood guard. She stumbled back onto her rear as it charged towards her with a loud hiss. Before it could open its mouth a pickaxe whipped by in a wild spin, striking into the monster's eye with a loud whack. It howled in pain as it wavered to the side, crashing through the sides of a few buildings and barrels. The woman looked to her side as Triska and Squeak ran past her and towards the serpent, with Triska yelling loudly as she struck her blade into the side of the monster and continued running alongside it with her sword carving a large gash through it. Squeak jumped up onto the monster's head and grabbed her pickaxe, held on tightly, then hopped off and landed on the ground while yanking the tool to the side. The serpent made a sharp turn as it was yanked to the side while the Ashwood guard stumbled back onto her feet, the woman watching with wonder as the ant girl and teen were taking on the monster.


  "Just die already!" Triska yelled as she swiped her blade out of the body of the serpent, having carved a large gash through the extended neck of the monster. Squeak yanked her pickaxe out of the monster's eye then struck down again, the powerful spike causing the head of the beast to jerk down to the ground with a thud.


  "Wow… who are those girls?" Specca asked with wonder.


  "Triska and Squeak, they're the ones that I mentioned would be coming with me on my journey in case I ran into any trouble,” Daniel said smiling at his two friends.


  Squeak yanked her pickaxe out of the monster and watched it with discontent while Triska walked up to her. The Ashwood guard walked over to them as they all looked down at the serpent's head, the monster hissing weakly while smoke was coming up from all its cuts and wounds. The woman looked at the serpent then over to Squeak with a curious eye. The ant girl glanced to her then spiked her digging tool into the serpent's head, then reached down and pried open the mouth with her foot and hand. She reached into the mouth between the rows of teeth while Triska and the woman watched her curiously, then they saw one of the swords wiggling around slightly. It was pulled back into the mouth before being brought out by Squeak. She let the monster's head fall back down as it started to dissolve into black ashes then held the sword's handle out towards the guard. The woman looked at it for a moment then to Squeak.


  "What… manner of monster is she?" she asked as she slowly took her blade back.


  "She's an ant girl, her name is Squeak," Triska said glancing to her friend with a smile. Squeak nodded with a squeak and smiled at the guard. The woman looked at her curiously then over towards the library as a loud crashing sound was heard inside. Everybody looked over to see the walls of the building starting to crumble and wither away while a bright red firestorm was seen inside. The flames were seen flowing around inside the building wildly like a whirlwind of fire.


  "What… what the hell is going on in there?" Triska asked as she and Squeak backed up a bit. The Ashwood guard backed up towards Daniel and Specca as they were watching with concern as well. The front of the building collapsed down into the firestorm as the flames whirled around in a torrent. As the rubble and debris fell into the fire a figure dropped down into the firestorm, the flames swirling around and enveloping it as it vanished into the torrent.


  The firestorm flared up brightly as it rose higher into the air and then collapsed into itself with a loud crackling boom. Black smoke billowed up from the scorched ruins as the flames slowly died out, with clouds of smoke rising into the air. The sides of the building crumbled down and collapsed into ash and smoke as the group watched with wonder.


  "Oh my, the library… it's been incinerated," Specca said worriedly.


  "Alyssa? Alyssa!" Daniel yelled out. He looked ahead as a figure was walking out of the smoke cloud inside the ruins of the building. Alyssa slowly walked out from the haze towards the group, seeming to be in a daze as she was stumbling a bit to the side. However her clothing appeared perfectly fine, with no burn marks or ash on it at all.


  "Alyssa? Are you alright?" Daniel called out.


  “How did she survive that?” Triska asked with disbelief.


  Alyssa looked to them and smiled weakly as she regained her balance. As she raised her hand to wave to Daniel a swift strike to the back of her head echoed out with a crack, knocking her forward and onto the ground with a thump.


  "Alyssa!" Triska yelled out. Tora walked out from the smoke cloud with her staff in one hand, her clothing having ash and black marks on it as she coughed a few times. She glared at the other witch as she held her staff out towards her.


  "You… are so dead!" she yelled out as she held out staff out to the side.


  "Alyssa!" Triska yelled as she ran towards the witch with her sword held to the side. Tora glanced to her then waved her staff forward, causing the teen to fly back and crash into Squeak. The two girls flew back into a tumble as Tora glared down at Alyssa.


  "How terribly sad, the famous Wildfire Witch dies amongst her own filthy ashes. Good riddance!" she yelled out as she brought up her staff over her head. Alyssa grabbed her staff and rolled to the side as Tora struck down with hers, the relic striking into the ground as Alyssa rolled over and aimed hers up at Tora. The ashes around blew up in a fierce cloud into the dark witch's face, the girl screaming and coughing as she backed up. She swung her staff around to clear the air, the relic coming to a quick halt as it was grabbed by Alyssa. Tora looked to seeing Alyssa standing before her, holding the staff to the side, and having her own facing Tora.


  "My fire never dies," Alyssa said coldly. Tora was thrown back by a magical force, the girl then halting in the air before Alyssa swung her staff up and over her in an arc. The group watched as Tora followed the same motion, screaming as she was tossed over Alyssa and slammed into the ground. Ashes flew up around from the impact as Tora bounced once then dropped limp on the ground next to her staff. Alyssa wavered slightly then looked down at the dark witch who seemed to be knocked out.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel called out as the group ran over to her. Alyssa looked up to him then smiled slightly. She wavered to the side then fell forward, being caught by Daniel as he quickly dropped down to a knee to catch her.


  "Alyssa? Are you alright?" he asked as he held her up.


  "Yeah, I'll be fine, Daniel. Really," she said, smiling softly as she took a few deep breaths. She then looked down to Tora as the witch was out cold at her feet.


  "So she's the one responsible for all these monsters appearing in our city," the Ashwood guard said with discontent.


  "Just who is she anyway?" Daniel asked.


  "Her name is Tora,” Alyssa explained as she slowly stood again. “She's… an old acquaintance of mine. She likes summoning monsters from the netherworld, ones that do her fighting for her. Necro magic is her specialty.” She looked down to Tora then kicked her in the side, the unconscious witch jerking to the side slightly and remaining motionless.


  "That and she's a bitch," Alyssa grunted with discontent.


  "We noticed," Triska said glancing around the area at the destroyed streets and buildings while screams and yells were heard nearby from the guards of Ashwood battling the remaining beasts that were brought forth by the dark witch. The group looked around as the sounds of chaos were still echoing out, as even with the witch out cold her monsters were still running loose in the city.


  "So which one of you was doing that with the fire, because that was unbelievable," Triska asked looking around at the destroyed remains of the library. Alyssa smirked and glanced to her but was interrupted before she could speak.


  "Wildfire Witch?" Specca asked. The group looked to her as she was watching Alyssa closely. "Is that what she called you? You're… the Wildfire Witch?"


  "Wildfire Witch? That name sounds familiar," the Ashwood guard said looking at Alyssa closely. Alyssa looked at Specca with remorse and nodded.


  "Yeah… that's… sort of my nickname in the monster world.”


  "So that fire display was from you? I never knew you could do anything like that," Triska said looking at the witch curiously. Tora groaned and started to slowly open her eyes. She blinked a few times then looked up to see the group looking down at her. Triska and the Ashwood guard held their swords down towards her neck as Squeak held her pickaxe back, ready to strike down at a moment’s notice.


  "Don't move. Don't even blink," Triska ordered sternly. Squeak merely squeaked something in a firm tone while waving her pickaxe behind her in a threatening manner.


  "This is the end of the line for you, witch. Any last words?" the Ashwood guard declared with anger. Tora looked at them carefully then to Alyssa.


  "You brought this on yourself, Tora,” Alyssa said with discontent. “You're a disgrace to witches everywhere.”


  Tora chuckled and looked at her with a raised eyebrow.


  "Really? I'm a disgrace? I'm not the curse of the witch world, Alyssa. I'm not the one hated amongst our kind.”


  The group glanced to Alyssa as she showed concern from that.


  "Alyssa? What is she talking about?" Daniel asked. Tora laughed and looked over to him.


  "Yes, Alyssa, tell your pet all about who you are. Tell him how you're a mistake to all witches everywhere, how the Wildfire Witch is anything but a proud name.”


  Everybody turned their eyes over to Alyssa as she was looking down at the ground with worry.


  "What is she talking about, Alyssa?" Triska asked.


  "It is you," Specca said softly. Alyssa looked up to her as the nixie pointed at the witch with wonder.


  "The Wildfire Witch," Specca said as she examined the girl.


  "Specca? You've heard of her?" Daniel asked. Specca nodded as she examined the witch curiously.


  "She's famous in the witch world,” she said in awe. “Her power over fire is extraordinary. She's from a line of witches that are actually immune to fire. I've heard the stories from other witches that came through here in the marketplace.”


  The group looked to Alyssa as she still had a worried expression, not seeming to be proud of that fact about her.


  "You can control fire?" Triska asked curiously. Tora laughed as the group looked back down to her.


  "Control?” she derided. “You stupid human, this girl can't control fire, that's why she's called the Wildfire Witch.”


  "And just what do you mean by that?" the Ashwood guard asked carefully. The group looked to Alyssa as she trembled, trying not to cry as a few tears were seen forming in her eyes.


  "Alyssa? What's wrong?" Daniel asked.


  "I'm… sorry, Daniel," Alyssa whimpered, looking down with closed eyes. She choked back a sob and shook her head.


  "But… I'm…" After a pause she looked back up to him with watery eyes. "I'm actually not liked by any of my kind, not if they know who I really am.”


  "Who you really are?" Daniel asked.


  "You're an outcast in the witch world? Why?" Triska asked with a curious eye. Specca glanced to her then back down to Alyssa with a sympathetic expression.


  "She destroyed an entire forest in the eastern region, the home to many witches," she said softly. Everybody looked over to her with surprise as Tora laughed amusingly, the dark witch laying back casually while she had two swords being held close to her. She had her arms crossed behind her head as she listened to the group, not seeming to care about being detained by them at all.


  "She what?" Triska asked. Alyssa held back in her tears as she trembled while Tora chuckled and glanced to her with a cold smile.


  "That's right, your friend here is responsible for the great forest of Ritherwood to be reduced to a decaying and scarred graveyard of its former glory," she said with a bite. Daniel looked at Alyssa with surprise then jumped with a realization.


  "Wait, the forest, outside of your home…”


  Alyssa nodded shakily before looking up at him.


  "That's… Ritherwood.”


  "You mean what's left of it," Tora added flatly.


  "That place was once a live forest? But, everything's dead now," Triska said softly.


  "Yes, burned to the ground,” Tora laughed. “Every tree reduced to a charred and decaying piece of lumber, the ground ruined and dried up completely, everything wiped out all because of her fire.”


  Alyssa broke down crying as she held an arm over her eyes, crying like a little girl as the group looked at her with wonder. Specca looked down with worry then glanced away.


  "The traveling witches that came through here told of the fabled Wildfire Witch,” she explained. “And how she set loose a horrible firestorm that wiped everything out. The witches that lived there were forced to flee and leave their homes while many perished in the flames. Nothing could stop it, the firestorm burned its way all the way out towards the edge of the forest.”


  "I didn't mean to!" Alyssa cried out.


  "Oh, well if you didn't mean to then I guess all is forgiven," Tora snapped with a harsh glare.


  "Is that true, Alyssa?” Daniel worriedly asked. “Why… why would you do such a thing?”


  Alyssa sobbed a bit then looked to him with tears dropping down her face.


  "I didn't mean to, honest,” she whimpered. “I never wanted that to happen, that forest was my home too, I loved it there.”


  "Then why burn it to the ground like that?" Triska asked shaking her head. Alyssa trembled then looked down.


  "There were so many wolves around my home, so many wolves,” she shakily said. “I hated them so much, I wanted them to just leave me alone. They killed my mother, they were a plague to all in the forest. I just wanted them gone forever.” Tora merely watched her with a dull expression and a raised eyebrow while the others listened to her story closely. Alyssa took a breath then looked back to Daniel.


  "I wanted to get rid of them, to keep them away from my home forever. So one day I started a fire near one of their dens. Just a small one," she said softly. Daniel looked at her curiously as she showed a concerned expression. "All the witches in my family line can manipulate fire, but we can't control it precisely. We can move it around and somewhat direct it, but we cannot create it out of nothing nor control it perfectly.” She looked back to the library ruins then over to Daniel again.


  "I managed to stop this fire while I was still in control. The more fire that's around me the stronger my magic becomes, and the stronger the fires become as well. The longer my fires burn the more wild they get, and harder to control," she explained. Daniel and the others looked at her curiously as she showed a fearful expression.


  "I just wanted the wolves to be gone. I wanted to scare them off, scare them away from our forest forever. I wanted to burn their dens and frighten them away, but… the fire… it grew too fast. I couldn't stop it. I couldn't. My power raced out of control, the entire area around my home turned into a firestorm so quickly. I managed to keep my house from burning down by focusing the torrent around and away from it with all my power. It spun faster and faster… and faster… and faster… and it grew… bigger… and bigger," she said nervously, showing fear in her eyes as she remembered the monstrous wall of flame that once surrounded her home.


  "Alyssa," Daniel said softly. Alyssa started breathing heavily and shaking her head.


  "It got bigger and bigger and bigger still, the more it grew the more my magic surged out of control. I couldn't stop it, I couldn't even direct it. I lost complete control over it. Then it… it…"


  "It annihilated that forest and the witches within it,” Tora said coldly. “A wall of fire 30 feet high and hot enough to melt steel, all flowing through the forest like an uncontrollable tidal wave.”


  The group looked to Alyssa with surprise as she struggled not to cry again.


  "I couldn't stop it. I couldn't stop it!" Alyssa cried out shaking her head. She clutched her staff and held it closely with both hands as she looked down with fearful eyes. "I couldn't control my magic; there was too much fire around me. I could only watch as it washed away from my home, and incinerated everything. Everything… burned to the ground… because of me.”


  "Alyssa..." Daniel said softly. Alyssa shook her head then looked back to him.


  "I wiped out the entire forest, I destroyed everything. And even after all that, the wolves still came back to inhabit the area once again, they never left me alone! I destroyed everything but the wolves!" she cried out, breaking down and crying again as the group watched her with wonder. Triska looked at her friend then down with a remorseful expression.


  "Alyssa, I’m sorry," Daniel said gently.


  "I never wanted you to know,” she whimpered, looking up to him with teary eyes. “I didn't want you to see me like that. I'm not a murderer, Daniel. I'm not a murdering monster. I… I never wanted to be, it was an accident. Please believe me.” She broke down crying as she hugged Daniel, the boy holding her as he showed remorse.


  "I'm so sorry, Daniel. Please, don't hate me.”


  "Alyssa, I don't hate you,” he gently reassured. “You made a mistake, you didn't mean for the fire to go out of control like that.”


  The group then looked to Tora as the witch was laughing with amusement.


  "I love watching you suffer, I could almost have an orgasm from it alone.” Alyssa looked to her with frustration and tears as Tora scoffed at her. "Not that I cared about that forest myself, wasn't my home, wasn't my concern. Though I don't believe many witches felt the same way. But then there was Cyllidon, the city that you drowned two humans in only because they were annoying you.”


  "She did what?" the Ashwood guard said looking back to Alyssa. Daniel looked at the witch as she shook her head worriedly.


  "I just wanted them to leave me alone in the market, they were heckling me. I didn't know they couldn't swim, I never wanted to kill them!"


  "But you still did, and got us all banned from Cyllidon forever,” Tora scorned. “That, Alyssa, was something that I cared about. That city was the one place remotely close to my home where humans practiced necro magic, the one place where I could sell my spells and unique potions for a fortune. And it was all taken away by you!"


  "It was an accident!" Alyssa cried out.


  "You're the accident!” Tora shouted back. “You're the one that never should have been born! I still wish to this day that those damned wolves would have killed your mother before you ever would have been conceived, then the world would be a far better place all around!"


  "So that's what this was all about?” Daniel sternly accused. “You attacked Ashwood just to get to Alyssa, all because she made a mistake and got witches banned from Cyllidon?"


  Tora glanced to him with narrowed eyes as Triska and the Ashwood guard kept their swords close to the witch's throat.


  "No, human,” she hissed. “As much as I hate Alyssa, and believe me I do, I didn't come all the way out here for her.”


  "Then why have you brought about this hell onto our city?" the Ashwood guard demanded, keeping her sword ready to strike down at a moment's notice. Tora smirked and closed her eyes.


  "I don't need to explain anything to you. I have my reasons.”


  "What greater purpose are you here for, Tora?" Alyssa asked cautiously. Tora looked over to her as Alyssa eyed her carefully. "If I wasn't your target here, what was? Why attack this human city?"


  Tora smirked at the witch while everybody watched her carefully, seeing her chuckle amusingly at the girl with a cold look in her eye.


  "Whoever said I was attacking the city?"


  A loud explosion was heard in the distance, with everybody looking over towards the northern side of the city.


  “What was that?” Daniel asked.


  "That didn't come from the block near us, that was further away," Specca said worriedly. The Ashwood guard narrowed her eyes then looked down to Tora, the witch smiling arrogantly at her. After a moment the woman growled with anger.


  "You little monster. You're not attacking us, you're just distracting us," she accused sharply. Tora laughed and shrugged as the group looked off into the distance towards the northern side of the city.


  "Distracting us? From what?" Triska asked cautiously.


  *****


  Inside the large rounded temple of the city a standoff was taking place with three monsters in the artifact hall. Sasha and Rulo were standing together ready to fight, the reptile girl holding her large broadsword with both hands while the orc gripped her oversized hammer with a stern expression. Across the hall from them another figure was watching them with an amused smile. However she wasn't human, something they both were already aware of.


  She was far from it.


  "Well, I'm right here, girls. Come and get me," the succubus taunted while motioning them closer with her hand. Her eyes gave off a faint crimson glow while she chuckled amusingly to herself. Sasha narrowed her eyes then dashed towards the demon quickly, her tail whipping behind her as she held her sword to the side. She ran up and swung her blade around in a fierce crosscut, the sword missing as the demon jumped up over it with a laugh. Her wings flapped effortlessly as she hovered above, her dark tail swaying behind her while she smirked down at the reptile girl. Sasha leapt up and swung again at her, the succubus darting back with a laugh as she avoided the strike effortlessly. She looked down to see Rulo running towards the table with the artifact on it, having her hammer over her shoulder still as she ran under the succubus.


  "No you don't, that belongs to me, my dear," the succubus said before she dived down towards the orc. Rulo glanced back then stopped in her tracks, swinging her massive hammer around with both hands back towards the demon. The succubus grabbed it with both hands as she landed down on the ground, her high heels screeching against the floor as she was pushed around in a small arc until she came to a stop. Rulo glared at the demon with frustration, the succubus holding the hammer with both hands and smiling amusingly.


  "It belongs to my master," Rulo declared sternly. The succubus chuckled and pushed the hammer off to the side, the orc stumbling back before the demon darted forward and held a hand to her chest.


  "Such misguided girls, following a human around like lost little kittens," she said playfully. In a flash Rulo was sent flying back as a shockwave of distorted light erupted from the demon's hand.


  "Rulo!" Sasha called out as the orc flew back through several tables before rolling to a stop. Her large hammer crashed next to her and dug into the ground with a fierce thud as the orc groaned and slowly started to get up. The succubus casually flicked a few hairs over her shoulder then arched her left wing to the side to block the reptile girl’s swift attack, the sword clashing against the upper ridges of the demon's wing. It sparked and screeched yet did not cut through as the succubus glanced over with a smirk, showing no pain or discomfort from the blade pushing against her wing.


  "Aw, so close too," she teased with a mocking pout. She whipped her tail to the side and struck Sasha in the chest, the reptile girl being thrown back and crashing into another table. As she and the wooden debris tumbled back the succubus glanced over to see Rulo getting back up, the orc using her hammer to push herself up before lifting it with both hands.


  "You know, you should just stay down, you're a bit outclassed here," the succubus taunted with a laugh.


  Sasha got back on her feet and brought her sword to the ready then dashed towards the succubus as did Rulo.


  "We're just getting started!" Rulo yelled as she ran up and swung down with her hammer. The demon flew up over the strike as the large weapon smashed into the ground and fractured the floor all around the orc. The succubus glanced over to see Sasha flying up at her with a swing, the reptile girl's strike being stopped as the succubus grabbed the blade with one hand. With her thumb on one side and her fingers on the other she held the blade with an amused smile while Sasha hissed with frustration. Before the reptile girl dropped back down the succubus kicked upwards and struck the girl in the face. She flew back as the demon tossed her sword to the side, the reptile girl crashing back down onto a table with small tools flying about.


  "Sasha!" Rulo shouted as she saw her companion struggling to get back up. She looked up and saw the demon flying down at high speed, the woman landing down behind the orc with a slick smile. She grabbed Rulo around the neck with her hand and swung her back and around in a circle, then threw her over towards Sasha. The orc crashed into her and the two tumbled off into a desk as the succubus glanced to the large hammer that was dug into the ground still.


  "Such uncivilized girls, how sad," she mocked, shaking her head with a laugh. She grabbed the hammer with her tail then whipped it towards the two monster girls, the skinny appendage having no trouble lifting the massive weapon at all. Rulo started to get up then quickly grabbed Sasha and ducked down as the large hammer flew over them by a hair and demolished a table with a powerful strike. The two monster girls looked over to see papers and bits of wood flying about then over to see Sasha's blade whipping around towards them with a fierce spin. Sasha reached out with both hands sideways and caught the blade before it cut her head off, her eyes narrowing as she held the sword with a hand on each side of the steel. The succubus laughed amusedly while her tail swayed gently behind her.


  "Nice catch, dear. And here I thought you had no surprises for me," she mused with a smirk. Sasha tossed the blade up and caught it by the handle as Rulo ran over to grab her hammer. The reptile girl yelled as she ran over to the succubus, swinging around fiercely to cut the demon down. The succubus merely stepped to the side and back, swayed slightly now and again to dodge, and smirked as she moved around casually while Sasha swung around with ferocity.


  "You dance horribly, my dear,” the demon laughed. “Don't tell me this is the best you can do.”


  The woman ducked as Rulo's hammer swung near her head then blocked a sideways strike from Sasha with her wing while she held out her hands and caught the orc's hammer on the roundabout swing. The two monster girls growled as they tried to overpower the succubus, neither seeming to be able to budge her. The demon glanced from one girl to the other and shook her head with a raised eyebrow.


  "You do realize that I'm merely playing with you two, right? Or did you think I was being serious?" she laughed. She pushed both of the girls away effortlessly as the ground around her cracked from a pulse rippling out. Sasha regained herself then charged again while Rulo ran towards the demon with her hammer held up over her head. The orc swung down towards the woman who merely darted to the side, her tail whipping around and catching Sasha's hand as she swung down past the demon. The reptile girl was swung around in a full circle before she regained her footing and skidded to a stop, the girl then grabbing the demon's tail and swinging her around. The woman let out a small surprised gasp before she flapped her wings and shot into the air, just missing the swing from Rulo's hammer. She flew up and yanked with her tail, the demon throwing the reptile girl up into the air near her.


  "Grabbing a woman's tail, how rude," the succubus scolded with a tone of annoyance before she kicked Sasha down into Rulo. The two girls crashed into the ground as the demon hovered above them with a slight scowl.


  "Alright, I think I've entertained you two girls enough," she said as she held out her hands to her sides. A dark purple glow formed around them as Sasha and Rulo got back up, the girls looking up at the demon with growing ire.


  "It was nice seeing you two again, however I must be on my way," she continued before she clapped her hands together, the glows erupting into a large purplish flame that swirled around her hands. She held it up over her head with one hand, the flame crackling while glowing purple with green streaks flaring up it. The flames flared around wildly as they grew while the demon smiled wickedly down at the two monster girls.


  "We simply must do this again. You know, provided you survive," she said with a slight laugh, the woman then throwing the flaming ball of light down towards the girls. They tensed up as it raced towards them, the area around illuminated with a purplish light as their shadows receded behind them. Before it hit them a flash of light swung around from the side and struck it, the flaming ball of magic then being deflected and flying over towards the side of the artifact hall. It crashed into the wall and detonated into a powerful explosion, the blast echoing throughout the hall. The wall was annihilated as the building shook violently, the two monster girls shielding their eyes from the light while the succubus merely raised an eyebrow at seeing something down below. Dust flew through the hall as the damaged wall collapsed along with part of the ceiling, the debris crushing in more tables and desks with fierce booms. Sasha and Rulo slowly lowered their arms and looked to seeing that the wall was obliterated, then over in front of them with wonder.


  "I believe you two may have misheard me yet again," Daemon said flatly. The succubus smiled with an intrigued expression as the three monsters saw a human male standing there looking up at the demon with his cold blue eyes.


  "Master," Sasha breathed out in awe. He glanced back to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "I told you to retrieve the artifact, not to engage her in a fight.”


  Sasha and Rulo jumped a bit then looked at him with worried eyes. Rulo oinked nervously and glanced back up to him.


  "But master, we-"


  "And stop calling me that," he interrupted as he watched the demon above. He stood there as the dust floated around his boots, holding his blade in one hand. It was a straight edged blade with a black handle and a finely polished white hilt and bottom. The sword itself was a long blade with a pointed tip, having a few strange markings etched into it near the hilt. It gave off a slight shimmer as the markings glowed with a soft blue light.


  The succubus chuckled amusingly as she slowly floated down and landed on the floor across from the human.


  "Well, well, Daemon Warrick,” she mused with a smirk. “I was wondering where you might have been while I was playing with your girls.”


  "I doubt you got them excited at all, you seem pretty dull as far as women go.”


  The succubus looked at him with a slightly stunned expression then smiled with a bit of anger behind her eyes.


  "Such cold words. It's only because of your fortitude that I find any interest in you at all. You're hardly suited to be graced with my presence or attention," she snapped with a bite while her tail whipped behind her.


  "You could only dream to have a mate as suitable as my master in life you filthy demon!" Sasha raged.


  "Sasha," Daemon said flatly. Sasha twitched then looked down with worry.


  "Right, sorry," she said softly. Daemon shook his head then held his blade towards the succubus.


  "You two secure the artifact. I'll deal with our charming friend here," he ordered as he kept his eyes on the demon.


  The woman smirked with a narrowed glare then dashed towards him, her feet hovering just above the ground as she flew forward and swiped at him with her hand. He darted to the side and dodged her tail's swift strike then swung his blade with a quick crosscut. The succubus darted back and avoided the strike altogether before he dashed towards her and swung again, his blade slicing through the air. She swung her hand in a deflective strike, her nails razing against the blade as it sparked with a screech. His swing was knocked aside as the demon held her other hand back with a red glow forming around it, the succubus then holding it forward before a blast of magical energy erupted forth. The torrent of red light and haze shot forward as Daemon held his sword upright, the blade taking on the strike as it trembled in his grip. He was pushed back slightly before swinging his blade to the side, deflecting the magical strike off at an angle. It raced past him and tore through a few desks before slamming into a wall, the broken bits of wood bursting into flame as the wall was scorched and charred from the attack. Daemon casually spun his blade around with one hand then held it at the ready, his eyes remaining locked onto the demon before him. After a pause he slowly drummed his fingers on the blade’s handle, sensing he was being watched from the side.


  "I said for you two to secure the artifact, not to watch me," he said glancing over to Sasha and Rulo. Both girls were watching him with adoring eyes as they stood there in a slight daze, a blush on each of their faces as they watched the human take on the demon. They quickly shook their heads then looked over to see the artifact on a table that had so far been untouched by the constant fighting around it. They raced towards it before the succubus flew over and swatted away Rulo with a backhanded strike, the orc spiraling off to the side as the demon's tail wrapped around Sasha's neck and took her to the ground. Her sword bounced off to the side as she choked and gripped the demon's tail in an attempt to pull it off. The succubus touched down and watched the reptile girl struggling to remove the tail from around her neck.


  "Oh, once again you were so close. So sorry," the demon said playfully. She glanced over to see Daemon running towards her with his sword then lifted Sasha up by her throat and held the girl in front of her. Daemon stopped running as the demon held a hand toward Sasha's back, the palm glowing with red and green pulses of energy while the reptile girl was on her knees with her hands gripping the demon's tail. Rulo got back onto her feet with a groan then looked to seeing Sasha struggling to pull off the demon's tail while choking.


  "Tell me, would you care if I killed her? Would that make you sad?" the succubus asked with a cold smile. Sasha looked towards Daemon with pleading eyes and shakily shook her head.


  "Don't stop for me, kill her. Don't let her take it," she coughed out. He kept his eyes on the demon with a cold glare as he gripped his sword firmly. Rulo held her giant hammer tightly as she watched the succubus holding her friend in front of them.


  "Would it?” the demon asked again. “You keep these two girls with you in your travels, so surely you care about them to some extent, right? Or are they merely tools for you to use, like that sword of yours?"


  Sasha glanced back to her as she hissed with anger. Daemon kept his glare locked onto the succubus then slowly brought up his sword at the ready. The demon looked at him curiously then laughed.


  "Oh? Are you going to strike through her?” she asked playfully. “My my, you are cold. And after this poor girl tried so hard to please you by coming here, that's not a very fitting reward for blind loyalty is it?"


  "I'd rather die by my master's blade than be used as your shield,” Sasha hissed. “I'm prepared to die at any time for him, you coward.”


  "Well, that’s fortunate my dear. Looks like he's going to do just that," the succubus laughed. She then blinked then looked off to the side with a curious expression. Daemon and Rulo watched her closely as the demon shook her head with a small sigh.


  "Oh dear, seems my little helper has run into some trouble. That's odd, I wouldn't have imagined a few humans being a match for her and her magic.” She shrugged and looked back to Daemon with a calm smile. "My apologies, but it looks like I'm going to have to end this little playdate of ours. It was fun though.”


  She looked down to Sasha with a smirk then glanced back to Daemon with a knowing smile.


  "Now, what to do with this one…" she said as her tail tightened around the reptile girl's neck. Sasha choked loudly then bared her teeth with frustration. The succubus gently stroked her hand through the girl's ponytail with a soft chuckle. Daemon showed a slightly frustrated expression then slowly lowered his sword. The succubus laughed as Sasha looked at him with worried eyes.


  "Ah, I see. So you do care about them. How touching," the woman taunted with a sly smile. Again she looked off to the side with a puzzled expression while holding the reptile girl down. "Honestly, what has that girl gotten herself into this time?"


  She rolled her eyes then threw the reptile girl forward with her tail, the girl tumbling into a roll and collapsing down onto the ground gasping for air. The succubus walked over and grabbed the artifact off of the table then glanced to Daemon.


  "Next time we meet I'll be sure to take my time and play with you more. Until then," she said with a wink. He tensed up before the succubus took off into the air, the demon laughing as she flew over the hall and out through the exit. Rulo ran over to Sasha and helped her sit up as Daemon walked towards them. Sasha coughed a bit then looked to him worriedly.


  "I'm sorry I got in the way, master. Please forgive me," she begged softly.


  "I told you to stop calling me that," he said as he rested his foot on her sword. He shoved it towards Sasha, the blade sliding over and coming to a stop before her, then raised an eyebrow at the reptile girl. "Now get up. This isn't over yet.”


  Sasha nodded and grabbed her blade with a focused expression.


  "I won't let her get away with your artifact, I swear it," she hissed as she stood up again. Rulo smirked and glanced to Daemon as he looked off towards the exit.


  "What's our next move?" she asked as she held her hammer up over her shoulder. He motioned for them to follow then ran towards the exit, the two monster girls then running after him with haste.


  *****


  "Okay, let's try this again. Who do you work for?" Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  "Go to hell!" Tora yelled out. She was then whacked on the head by Alyssa's staff, the dark witch crying out in pain while she was bound to the ground by green vines and weeds. She had a few lumps on her head as the group was looking down at her with annoyance, with the Ashwood guard and Triska still holding their swords down towards the witch. Alyssa looked at her with a dull expression as she tapped her staff in her hand.


  "Wrong answer," she said flatly.


  "Who had you attack our city?" the Ashwood guard demanded.


  "Go to hell!" Tora yelled out again. Once more Alyssa clonked the dark witch on the head with her staff then looked around at the others.


  "I don't think she's going to talk. Now what?" she asked as Tora mumbled something in a daze.


  "Her serpents are still around, why haven't they gone away yet?" Daniel asked looking around at hearing the sounds of battle still going on in the city streets nearby.


  "She has to recall them on her own,” Alyssa explained. “Once a summoned being is drawn out it stays out until they are unsummoned by their master.”


  "Please make your monsters go away, stop this at once," Specca insisted with a somewhat firm tone.


  "Go to hell!" Tora yelled out. As she was hit on the head again by Alyssa's staff Triska looked around with a careful eye.


  "We're wasting our time with this one,” she said shaking her head. “She's not going to tell us anything.”


  Squeak looked down at the bound witch with discontent then squeaked something sternly, pointing around at the city while squeaking then down to the witch as the others just glanced to her. Tora stared at the girl for a moment with a raised eyebrow then glared at her.


  "Go to hell!" she yelled out. Alyssa whacked the dark witch on the head again with her staff then shook her head with annoyance. Daniel shook his head at the stubborn witch then looked up, seeing a figure flying up in the sky.


  "Hey, what's that?" he asked pointing up. The group looked up to seeing the winged figure flying down towards them at high speed. Everybody watched as a woman with demonic wings landed down near them with a small gust of wind blasting around her, the woman looking at them with a curious smile while her wings retracted back behind her slightly. One of her hands was at her hip while the other was holding a strange artifact at her side.


  "It's another monster," the Ashwood guard declared, pointing her sword towards the demon. Specca looked at the monster fearfully and backed up a step as did Alyssa, the two recognizing what type of monster it was.


  "No way, it can't be," Alyssa breathed out, shaking her head with fright.


  "Oh… god…" Specca whined fearfully. Daniel glanced back to them then towards the demon as she was looking around at the group with an intrigued smile.


  "My my, what have we here?” she laughed. “Tora, dear, this isn't what I meant by you distracting the humans here in the city.”


  Tora looked at her with a nervous smile as the group glanced from her to the demon again.


  "Who… what are you?" Triska asked cautiously.


  "She's… she's…" Specca whimpered with fright. She pointed to the demon and screamed at the top of her lungs. "That's a succubus!"


  The group looked to the demon with shock as she chuckled amusingly.


  "She says that like it's a bad thing," the woman said with a playful tone.


  "It's a Darker One, it's a Darker One!" Alyssa screamed out, holding her staff towards the demon defensively with a fearful expression.


  "A Darker One?" Daniel shouted with surprise. Triska and Squeak watched the demon with wide eyes as the Ashwood guard showed a frustrated glare, all staring at one of the legendary Darker Ones of Eden.


  Tora chuckled and glanced to Alyssa with a slick smile.


  "Allow me to introduce you to my mistress.” The succubus smiled amusingly at her then looked at the group with a calm expression as Tora smiled proudly at the demon. "Kathryn Lyra Ellionatia, a succubus of true power!”


  The demon chuckled and held up a hand nonchalantly.


  "Please, call me Katie."


   


  


  Chapter 3


  A New Guide


  In the world of Eden creatures known as monsters roamed the lands. Where they originally came from or how they came to be were unknown, as was also the reason to why they were all female. Whether they were created from magic or came from another world altogether, much about them remained a mystery. However, with the stories from travelers and adventures that had come across these strange creatures, mankind did learn a few things about the many different classes of monsters out there. There were some common factors among them and also some differences as well. From the weakest and most timid of monsters to the more powerful and ruthless Darker Ones, they varied greatly despite their common desire to breed.


  Of course, their methods of breeding weren’t always the same either.


  *****


  Daniel was staring with fearful eyes at the monster that stood before him and his group. Her demonic wings, her devilish tail, the glimmer in her eyes, the fear she instilled simply by what she was.


  "A succubus," he breathed out while the monster stood casually before them.


  "It can't be, what's a Darker One doing way out here?" Triska asked nervously. Squeak looked at the demon with fright and backed up a step, sensing a very dark presence from the monster. The Ashwood guard held her sword tightly in her hand as she looked at the demon, knowing full well that a Darker One would be the gravest of dangers for her city. Alyssa's mouth quivered before she glanced to Tora, the dark witch smiling arrogantly at her.


  "You… you're traveling… with a Darker One?" Alyssa asked with disbelief.


  "I'm serving the great Kathryn Lrya Ellionatia with the highest of honors,” Tora boasted. “Something you could only dream about doing, Alyssa.”


  "Alyssa?" Katie asked, glancing to the witch. Alyssa looked at her fearfully as the demon held a finger to her chin and smiled amusingly. "Oh yes, Tora's little playmate. So you're the one she keeps talking about.” Alyssa backed up a step as she felt her legs wobble.


  "What are you doing here?” the Ashwood guard demanded. “Why have you attacked our city?"


  Katie glanced to her with a raised eyebrow then walked towards the woman.


  "I was merely dropping by for a visit. This is a monster-neutral city, is it not?" she asked as she approached the guard, the human holding her sword out towards her still. The demon glanced down to the blade as she stopped in front of the human then looked back to her with a smirk.


  "You'll need more than that to threaten me, my dear.” The guard narrowed her eyes as Katie chuckled then looked over towards Tora. "Tora, quit playing around with them, we have more important things to-"


  "Hellspawn!" the Ashwood guard yelled as she dove forward with her blade. Katie instantly grabbed the sword with one hand before the tip reached her and stopped the human's charge, the woman staring with wide eyes as the demon was holding the blade without a care while looking down at the bound witch. Katie glanced back to her as the human trembled with fear.


  "Tsk tsk, calling a woman such names. How very rude," Katie said with a slight bite. The demon snapped off the sword's blade with a flick of the wrist, the human staring with shock as the succubus tossed the broken blade off to the side. Katie smirked and held out a hand towards the woman's face while the human stared with an open mouth.


  "I tried to be nice and avoid having to deal with you humans while here, and you still get in my way. How very annoying," Katie scoffed as the group stared with wide eyes. A burst of purple and green light erupted around the demon's hand and flowed out in front of her against the woman, the human letting out a hoarse cry before being pulverized and splattered back across the street with a sharp screech. The group stared with shock as the bloody fragments of the woman's armor flew back and skidded across the street while the remains of the human coated the ground.


  "Holy shit!" Triska cried out.


  "What kind of magic is that?" Daniel exclaimed with a shocked expression.


  "It's the power of the netherworld,” Specca shakily explained. “A succubus has an extremely high magical affinity with the dark magics, being almost second to none.”


  Tora laughed amusingly as Katie casually flicked her hair back behind her.


  "That's right,” Tora declared. “A succubus has far greater magical capacity and reserves than even us witches, more so than nearly any other monster. My mistress is the most powerful Darker One in all of Eden!”


  Katie chuckled and glanced down to the witch as she held a finger out casually.


  "Tora, dear, you're far too kind," she said simply before swiping her finger to the side. The green vines holding the witch ripped apart in the front as the group watched with surprise. Tora got back to her feet and held her staff at her side while smiling arrogantly at Alyssa.


  "I told you I was here for a greater purpose,” she taunted. “Such a shame you won't live to see what it is.”


  Alyssa looked at her fearfully then to the succubus, the woman walking up and then leaning over to look at her with a curious smile.


  "So, you're the famous Wildfire Witch,” Katie mused. “That was quite a display of power you revealed, burning that entire forest down to the ground along with many witches. I must say it did catch my eye, not bad for a lesser monster.”


  Alyssa stared at her with fright while holding her staff out towards her. Katie giggled softly then held out a hand and carelessly nudged the relic aside before she reached towards the witch. She gently stroked Alyssa’s cheek who stared at the demon with fear.


  "So what's this I hear about you and my little helper here not getting along? Have you been mean to her?" she asked sweetly. Alyssa made a choking sound as the demon slowly stood up and held her hand in front of the witch, the girl being lifted into the air in front of the demon by a magical force while trembling.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel cried out.


  "Put her down now!" Triska yelled as she readied her blade. Squeak showed a fearful expression and shakily held her pickaxe at the ready, still leery about provoking the demon. Katie looked over towards Triska with a curious smile as Alyssa's staff dropped to the ground, the witch feeling her body trembling as a powerful energy ran through her. Her arms and legs twitched slightly as she felt her muscles straining from the stress, her body feeling like it was about to explode violently from within.


  "My my, such bold words for a human," Katie commented with a raised eyebrow.


  "Pop her like a bubble, mistress,” Tora growled at Alyssa. “I want to see her blood splatter everywhere.”


  Katie looked back to the struggling witch with a smug smile, her fingers flinching slightly causing the witch to let out a hoarse cry and look up with wide eyes. Alyssa felt a surge of searing hot energy flowing up through her body and into her head, her mind going blank as she felt like she was burning up from the inside. Being naturally immune to fire the sensation was both shocking and frightening to her, her voice falling quiet as she struggled to even cry out in pain.


  "I don't see why you had trouble with this one, Tora dear,” Katie mused while tilting her head. “She seems rather weak.”


  "She used cheap tricks to elude me, my mistress,” Tora hissed with anger. “She's just a cowering rat that needs to be put down for good.”


  Katie chuckled as she extended one finger out and held it against Alyssa’s forehead. A blue flame ignited at the tip and a burst of black electrical arcs raced around the witch as she screamed in pain.


  "Stop, don't hurt her!" Daniel shouted out.


  "I said put her down now!" Triska yelled as she ran forward and swung with her blade. Katie's wing arched to the side and blocked the strike, the sword clashing against the upper spines of the wing as the demon merely glanced over to her. Triska growled as she struggled to push through, her sword's edge sparking while being held back with ease while Katie eyed the human curiously.


  "Oh my. A human girl fighting to protect a witch? How very interesting. Does this monster have some importance to you?" She glanced to Squeak, who jumped a bit with a frustrated and fearful expression at being the demon's focus, then back to Triska. "That's right, I remember you. You were the one that stood up for that ant girl when all the other humans were picking on her.”


  Triska glanced to Squeak then back to Katie as the demon looked at her with an intrigued smile.


  "Yes, I remember you now. Such fire in you, such loyalty to your friend, even though she's a monster who could steal away your male companion from you," she said glancing to Daniel.


  "I'll show you fire if you don't put Alyssa down right now!" Triska yelled as she struggled to push back against the demon's wing. Katie chuckled in amusement as her tail whipped around and grabbed Alyssa by the neck, the witch screaming before falling limp in the tail's grip. Katie lowered her hand while her tail brought the witch back around behind her, the girl choking and kicking weakly as Tora glared at her. Triska yelled and swung at the demon again and again, the blade being blocked each time as the monster's wing arched and moved about effortlessly to stop the attack.


  "Let her go right now! Let Alyssa go or I'll hack you into pieces!"


  Katie smirked at the human with an amused expression then glanced back to Alyssa, the demon jerking the witch up a bit in the air as the girl kicked and choked loudly.


  "You certainly are full of energy, girl,” Katie said curiously. “And all to save a monster. Not many of your kind would show such spirit like that.”


  Specca looked at Triska worriedly as Daniel was watching with frustration, knowing that he wouldn't be able to get anywhere near Alyssa to help her right now. Squeak watched as Alyssa kicked around while choking, the witch struggling to pry the tail off from around her neck. Tora looked at the struggling witch with a scowl then swung her staff, striking Alyssa in the face with a whack.


  "Hold her up higher, I always wanted to break open a party favor," she said with a hiss. Katie laughed and dangled the choking witch up above the ground. Tora swung again and smacked the witch in the head with her staff, the bound girl crying out hoarsely as she struggled to pull the demon's tail off of her neck.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel cried out.


  "Let her go, you bitch!" Triska yelled as she swung at the demon again. Squeak narrowed her eyes and squeaked sternly, then rushed forward and struck down with her pickaxe. Katie reached out and caught the digging tool while looking at the ant girl with a calm smile, with Squeak staring with wide eyes as her attack was halted instantly.


  "What's this?” Katie jested. “Somebody got a bit of a confidence boost. And here I thought you were going to soil yourself in fear of me.”


  Squeak looked at her with discontent as she kept trying to push her digging tool down, squeaking with a stern tone. The demon smirked then shoved Squeak away with one hand, the ant girl skidding back only a few feet before running forward and striking down again. Katie looked at her curiously as she grabbed the strike, pushed Squeak back once more, then watched as the ant girl quickly regained her footing and ran forward again with another swing. Katie once again caught the digging tool and looked over the ant girl with a raised eyebrow.


  "She's persistent, I'll give her that.”


  Her other wing then snapped to the side and struck the ant girl across the face with a sharp swing. Squeak flew back into a tumble and collapsed down twitching a bit as her digging tool bounced nearby.


  "Squeak!" Daniel cried out as he and Specca ran over to her, the two kneeling down next to the ant girl as she struggled to move.


  "Oh my, are you alright?" Specca asked worriedly. Katie laughed with amusement at the sight, placing a hand at her hip while shaking her head with a raised eyebrow.


  "She's still alive?” she asked with a smirk. “Well, that girl certainly is stronger than I believed. I thought her head would have come off from that little tap.”


  Triska glanced over to her injured friend then growled loudly.


  "Goddamn you!" she yelled with energy as she geared back for another swing of her sword. As she swung at the demon Katie grabbed Triska's hand and yanked her forward, the girl dropping her sword as the demon held her close. Triska watched with surprise as the monster's eyes emitted a faint crimson glow.


  "Such energy in you. Tell me, what's your name?" Katie asked as she slipped her arm around Triska and held her close. Triska trembled as she struggled to move, her body seeming to be frozen in place. Her hand flinched as she stared at the demon, her breathing falling short as she couldn't look away.


  'I can't move… I can't move my body, what the hell is this?'


  Katie chuckled as she leaned in closer to her.


  "You my dear are very fascinating. Such energy and passion, such a strong will to fight with no fear, you have a wondrous spirit within you.”


  "What are you doing to Triska? Let her go!" Daniel yelled out looking over at seeing his other friend staring at the demon with a dazed look in her eye. Katie glanced to him with a sly smile then looked back into Triska's eyes.


  "Triska, such a lovely name,” she mused with a gleam in her eye. “You have so much potential inside of you. I can see it in your eyes, all that raw energy just waiting to be put to good use.”


  Triska felt her mind starting to go hazy, her eyes feeling heavy while she felt weaker.


  "Don't look into her eyes, get away from her!" Specca cried out as she held Squeak in her lap, the ant girl watching with a strained expression as Triska kept staring into the demon's eyes.


  "What are you doing to her? Let her go right now!" Daniel yelled out. Tora smacked Alyssa again with her staff then looked at Triska with a sly smile.


  "Why, mistress, are you thinking of keeping this one?" she questioned with a raised eyebrow. Katie chuckled and held Triska's chin up to her, the human breathing softly while in a trance.


  "I was thinking about it actually,” she admitted. “This girl seems like a promising one.”


  Triska tried to move, her body remaining unresponsive as she stood there with the demon. She couldn't look away from the succubus, her mind going blank as the demon held her.


  "Stop… it," she breathed out. Katie leaned in closer to her and smiled gently, her warm breath being felt on the girl’s lips.


  "Now now, my dear, just relax and embrace the-"


  "Mistress, they're here!" Tora called out as she turned around and held her staff out with a glare. Katie slowly looked back to seeing Rulo, Sasha, and Daemon standing in the street staring at the succubus with cold expressions. Daniel and Specca looked over to them as Squeak started to slowly get up, being helped to her feet by the human and nixie.


  "Who are they?" Specca asked softly.


  "More monsters," Daniel said as he saw the reptile girl holding her large broadsword while the orc was holding a giant stone hammer over her shoulder. The human was holding a sword in his hand while his cold blue eyes were locked onto the succubus.


  "Running away from a true fight only to prey upon the weak, how disgraceful," Sasha hissed with narrowed eyes.


  "What's wrong, we were too tough for you?" Rulo said with an oink. Katie smiled coldly as Tora narrowed her eyes at the trio. Alyssa slowly looked over to the newcomers with weary eyes then down to the side, seeing the broken blade of the Ashwood guard lying in the street. She slowly held a hand out towards it while she held the demon's tail with the other, choking quietly as she tried to focus her magic. The blade started to rattle and shift around slightly as the witch began to lose focus, her world fading to black as she couldn't breathe.


  "Tora, my dear, would you be so kind as to do away with those three for me?” Katie said looking back towards Triska. “Triska and I are just getting to know each other, and it would be so rude to just leave her be now.”


  Triska wavered slightly as she kept staring at the demon in a trance while Tora struck her staff into the ground with a sharp thrust, the relic letting off a rippling wave of dark light through the street as the newcomers watched her carefully.


  "You won't be getting in my mistress's way again," the witch threatened as the ground around her started to shift and move around slightly.


  Alyssa's eyes rolled back as she started to fall limp, flinging her hand to the side with her last bit of strength, causing the nearby broken blade to fly towards them in a wild spin. Katie looked over to see the piece of steel sparking as it spun around across the street before flying towards her. The group watched with surprise as the blade struck into the demon's thigh, the monster screaming as her wings flinched behind her. Her tail flailed about, throwing Alyssa over to the side and onto the street gasping for air. Tora looked back to the demon with wide eyes then to the blade.


  "Mistress!"


  Triska wavered a bit then fell back, collapsing down on the ground in a daze as the succubus was staring at the blade stuck in her leg with disbelief. Katie growled furiously before looking over to Alyssa, the witch coughing and gasping for air behind her.


  "You… little brat!" she roared as she aimed her hand down towards the girl, a dark purplish glow forming as Tora glared at the witch. Alyssa coughed then looked up wearily as the dark light from the demon grew larger.


  Tora growled with anger then looked behind to seeing Sasha and Rulo dashing towards them with their weapons drawn. Tora waved her staff out as the two monster girls darted to either side, with Daemon charging forward with his sword held out right behind them. A distorted wave of energy clashed around his blade and flew past him as he braced from the attack, the human narrowing his eyes as the two other monster girls then dashed towards the witch from both sides. Tora growled then struck her staff into the street, causing a pulse of magic to ripple out as the ground shook about. Black thorny vines whipped up around in front of her wildly through the cobblestones as the two monster girls charged forward, with Sasha using her broadsword and cleaving through them in one swing while Rulo smashed down with her hammer, causing the ground to crack apart and cave in slightly with the vines flailing around weakly. Tora stumbled back as she tried to balance herself while the ground under her cracked apart from the orc’s strike.


  "End of the line!" Sasha yelled as she geared back her sword while running up towards the witch. Katie glanced over and then aimed her attack to the side, the blast of dark purple light streaking out towards the reptile girl. Sasha gasped and brought up her blade in front of her, the sword catching the attack just before it struck her. A bright flash of purple and red energy rippled out in front of the girl as she was sent tumbling back with a yell. Her sword bounced back a few times before striking into the ground as she rolled to a stop with smoke coming from her arms. Katie growled then looked over to seeing Daemon racing up towards them with his sword held down to the side. Tora aimed her staff towards him again as she focused her magic, this time with the human swiping his blade out in front of him. A shockwave of distorted energy rippled out from the blade as the ground carved apart in front of him towards the witch, the girl watching with surprise before being knocked back into Katie from the force of magic. The succubus stumbled a bit as she grabbed the blade lodged in her leg then yanked it out, growling while flinching in pain as blood dripped from her wound.


  "He… deflected her magic," Specca said with wonder. She and Squeak looked over to see Alyssa slowly sitting up while Daniel watched Triska gradually regaining her senses, the girl blinking a few times as her world came into focus again.


  "Wha… what happened?" she murmured as she started to look around. She looked up and saw Katie standing there with her wings arched out, the demon's tail whipping behind her as her leg was bleeding. The succubus tossed the bloodied blade to the side as she glared at Daemon who was racing towards her again, the human swinging his blade at her before the demon grabbed Tora and took off into the air. Daemon looked up towards her as the demon hovered above everybody, with Tora hopping onto her staff and sitting on it sideways while looking down at the boy with anger.


  "Running away already? I thought you Darker Ones weren't such cowards," Daemon taunted with narrowed eyes. Triska looked at him with wonder then up as the succubus scowled at them. Katie clutched the artifact in her hand as she narrowed her eyes at the human, eyes that gave off a faint greenish hue briefly. Tora glanced over to see a large number of Ashwood guardians and humans with swords and hammers running through the street towards them. She then looked over down another street and saw a serpent flailing back and crashing into a building as arrows and spears were struck into it, with another large mob of humans and armed guards crowding around the fallen beast.


  "Mistress, the humans have regained control in their city, they'll be here soon," she grunted with annoyance. Katie breathed out then glanced to Triska as the human was getting back to her feet.


  "I see. I suppose I'll have to settle for just the artifact this time.”


  Sasha got back to her feet holding her sword as Squeak ran over and helped Alyssa up, the witch using her staff to balance on as she looked up at the airborne monsters. Tora glared down at her then ran a thumb across her neck in a quick motion.


  "Next time we meet, Alyssa," she hissed. Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the witch while Triska growled loudly at the succubus. Katie smirked as her wings flapped behind her, looking down at the human girl who was glaring at her with anger.


  "It was so nice to have met you, Triska,” she called down playfully. “I look forward to our next encounter. Please, take care of yourself until then, my little kitten.”


  "Little kitten?" Triska growled through bared teeth, her eyebrow twitching a bit as she shook with rage. She yelled and aimed her sword up at the demon. "Who the hell are you calling little kitten? Get back down here so I can slaughter you!"


  "Your friend has an anger problem, doesn't she?" Specca asked nervously.


  "I'm going to hack you into goddamned pieces and throw each of those pieces into a fire then have Lucky piss on the ashes!" Triska yelled out with fury. Daniel blinked then shrugged slightly.


  "Maybe a little bit.”


  Katie smiled amusingly down at the girl then looked to Daemon with a sharp glare.


  "And as for you,” she mentioned with a bite. “Next time we meet I intend to finish our little dance.”


  "Try not to disappoint me then," he said coldly. Katie scoffed at his words then looked over to seeing a large crowd of humans making their way through the streets towards them.


  "Come, Tora. We're through here," she said with annoyance. Tora nodded before the two turned to fly away, glancing back to Alyssa with a glare before looking ahead. The two flew off over the city, with the demon's wings flapping effortlessly while the witch rode on her staff. Daniel and Specca walked over towards Triska as she was watching the demon fly off with a glare still. She glanced over to her friend and smiled then looked at the other boy as he too was watching the succubus vanish in the distance.


  "Who are you anyway?" Triska asked curiously. He didn't respond, rather kept looking off into the distance while Sasha and Rulo approached them.


  "Sorry, master. We failed to stop them," Sasha informed remorsefully.


  "I told you before, stop calling me that," he ordered. Sasha twitched then nodded slowly.


  "Right, sorry.”


  "Master?" Specca asked looking at the reptile girl and orc. The two merely glanced to her then looked back to Daemon while remaining silent. Triska looked at them curiously then over to Specca.


  "And who are you even?"


  Specca jumped a bit then smiled shyly at her.


  "Oh, my name is Specca. I was assisting Daniel here at the library when… well…" she said before looking back at the destroyed library. Squeak and Alyssa walked over to them as Triska glanced to the remains of the library then over to Specca again. She then looked over to see Alyssa walking up to them and smiled a bit.


  "Hey, are you alright?" she asked gently. Alyssa nodded while looking at her with wonder.


  "You… you stood up to a Darker One for me," she said in disbelief. Triska smiled proudly and nodded.


  "You bet, we're a team in this after all," she reasoned with confidence. Alyssa looked at her for a moment then shook her head.


  "What the hell is wrong with you, Triska? You can't attack a Darker One, are you out of your mind?" she yelled out. Triska jumped with surprise as Alyssa growled at her. "What kind of guardian are you for Daniel when you go around fighting monsters that are clearly out of your league? Are you crazy, you can't fight a succubus! Are you trying to get yourself and Daniel killed?"


  "What the hell, Alyssa?” Triska demanded. “I tried to help you when you were being beaten senseless by that other witch and you just yell at me for it? Show some goddamned gratitude.”


  "But you mustn't ever try to engage a succubus in a fight, it's far too dangerous," Specca interjected worriedly. Triska looked over to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "Hey, I can handle myself just fine in a fight, thank you very much,” she firmly assured. “She just used some cheap magic on me, I won't fall for that crap again.”


  "No, you don't understand," Specca pleaded while shaking her head. Before she could continue the group looked over to see a large crowd of humans running up to them.


  "Oh great, this is going to look so good for us," Alyssa said glancing around the destroyed area. A few Ashwood guards walked up to them and held their swords towards the group while more humans armed with swords and bows came from the other end of the street.


  "Hold it right there, all of you!" a guard called out.


  "Hey, we can explain. Um, sort of," Alyssa said holding up her hands defensively.


  "Save it, witch,” a guard snapped. “I don't know what kind of attack you monsters tried to pull here but it's all over now.”


  "Wait, hold up,” Triska pleaded while holding her hands up defensively. “We didn't attack your city, we just defended ourselves. We're on your side.”


  Sasha and Rulo glanced around with small scowls while Daemon sheathed his sword. He started walking away before two Ashwood guards marched up in front of him and held their blades out towards him.


  "You're not going anywhere," one said sternly.


  "You do realize that we just fended off the ones responsible for this city's attack," Sasha stated firmly as she walked up next to the boy.


  "Yeah, watch who you're pointing your swords at," Rulo added with annoyance as she walked up to his other side. Daemon held up a hand to silence them then stepped towards the women.


  "I'm in no mood to deal with you people,” he coldly said. “Now if you'll kindly get out of my way I have other matters to attend to.”


  The guards held their swords towards his head as they narrowed their eyes at him, with Sasha and Rulo tensing up.


  "You're not going anywhere until what has happened here has been accounted for," one of the guards said firmly. Daemon glanced to her with a raised eyebrow as Daniel’s group watched him curiously. He quickly struck up with his hands and knocked the blades upwards then darted forward and grabbed the handles as the women held on with surprise. The group watched as he yanked down with a firm grip over the swords, bringing the women down to a knee each then angling the blades towards them.


  "I’m not going to repeat myself,” he threatened. “We just fought off a succubus and witch from your city, not because we give a damn about you or your land but because that monster took something that belongs to me. We're going to be going now, not because we're obviously not wanted here but because I intend to find this demon and drive my sword through her heart to reclaim what she took from me. Your city is in ruins, not because of those standing behind me but because of the witch that was with that demon who was merely toying with you all as a diversion.” Sasha and Rulo smirked at him while Daniel's group stared at the guy with surprise.


  "S-Succubus?" one of the guards stuttered out with wide eyes. Other people around the area glanced to each other as hushed whispers of a Darker One apparently having been in the city started to spread. Daemon let go of the women’s hands then backed up a step as they stared at him with stunned expressions.


  "Now, get out of our way," he ordered with narrowed eyes. The guards glanced to each other then slowly got back up as Sasha and Rulo glared at them. Sasha held her sword down at her side with one hand, her tail swaying behind her as she stood next to the boy. Rulo casually held her large hammer over her shoulder with a smirk while the boy drummed his fingers on his blade's handle as it was sheathed at his side. After a moment’s hesitation the guards slowly moved off to the side before the trio walked forward, with the crowd parting for them as they stared at the fighters with stunned expressions. After the three left the scene the crowd then looked over towards Daniel's group, the boy looking around worriedly as everybody had fallen silent.


  "Is that… true? A succubus was here?" an Ashwood guard asked cautiously.


  "Yeah, she and a witch were responsible for the attack here,” Daniel confirmed. “The witch set loose her summoned monsters in this area to distract you while the succubus went somewhere else in the city.”


  "Somewhere else? Where?"


  Another female guardian ran up to her as she was breathing heavily.


  "Ma'am, there was another attack, in the northern temple. The archaeology and research wing were destroyed, there were a few casualties," she reported as she caught her breath. After a moment she regained herself then looked around at the damaged city block with a careful eye.


  "The archaeology wing?” the other asked with confusion. “Why would they break into there, there's nothing but old relics and rocks in that hall.”


  "She stole something," Specca said worriedly. Everybody looked over to her as she looked down in thought. "The succubus, she was holding something in her hand. I don't know what it was though, I've never seen anything like it.”


  "Stole something? What would a Darker One want to steal from us?" the Ashwood guard asked cautiously.


  "Whatever it was you had, she wanted to get it without being seen,” Triska said sheathing her sword behind her. “She had her witch accomplice attack here in the city to distract you all.”


  The Ashwood guards looked at her carefully then glanced to Alyssa, the witch watching them nervously. She held out her hands worriedly and shook her head.


  "Wait,” she pleaded quickly. “Before you ban us from here, I did try to stop her. Really, I'm on your side.”


  Triska glanced to her then to the ruined library nearby.


  "Yeah, she took on that other witch alright… and incinerated your library in doing so. Burned the whole place down to the ground with her magic.”


  "Hey, whose side are you on?"


  "I was on yours until you yelled at me for trying to help you earlier," Triska said crossing her arms. Alyssa growled at her then looked at the guards worriedly as they narrowed their eyes at her. Daniel looked at Alyssa with concern then back to the guards as he stepped forward.


  "Please,” he humbly beseeched. “Don't let the actions of that other witch lead to all witches being banned here. Alyssa here is a good monster, really. She helped your guards try to fend off the serpents that were running loose and even took on the other witch all by herself to stop her. She's a good soul.”


  Alyssa looked at him with hopeful eyes and a small smile as the crowd around them watched the group carefully. The Ashwood guards glanced to each other then looked back to Alyssa as the witch nodded in agreement.


  "Yes, he speaks the truth,” Specca added. “Both she and this ant girl fought bravely to help protect the city. They're good monsters.”


  Daniel's group glanced to her as she smiled at them. The guards looked at each other then over to the two monster girls. After a moment they slowly lowered their swords as the crowd was talking amongst themselves while pointing at the travelers.


  "Very well, we'll allow them a pardon for their efforts. However, don't assume we'll be so lenient next time," a guard said firmly.


  "As for whether or not all witches will be banned from Ashwood, that will be left up to the council to decide,” another explained. “If they rule in favor of banning all witches from this city, that will be the final say on the matter.”


  Alyssa nodded and looked down with despair, fearing that the ruling will be to ban all witches regardless of her assistance to the city.


  "Still, we're going to have to ask you and your party to leave,” a guard said while lowering her crossbow. “All monsters are being removed from the city until we can restore proper order and calm the citizens down. All those in the marketplace are being escorted out as we speak as well, there are to be no monsters in the city limits for the remainder of the day.”


  "Alright, we're not here to cause trouble. We'll be on our way then," Daniel agreed with.


  "We've already picked up what we needed to from your city, we can leave immediately,” Triska added. Alyssa looked at her curiously then around the street.


  "Wait, you got us a new ride? Where is it? And Lucky?"


  "He's waiting over in the next block next to the fountain with our new caravan,” Triska said pointing off down the street. “I told you I could handle it. I just left him over there to come and help you.”


  Alyssa looked off down the street then back to Triska with wide eyes.


  "You left Lucky alone in a human city?" she cried out. Everybody looked to Triska as she opened her mouth to speak, the girl pausing then looking down the street.


  "Um…"


  Screams were suddenly heard coming from the down the street as a few people were running away from around a corner.


  "Maybe," Triska said unsurely with a slight cringe. Alyssa looked at her with surprise then raced down the street, with Daniel's group then following after along with a few Ashwood guardians. They ran towards the disturbance and rounded the corner, with everybody coming to a quick stop and staring at the source of people screaming in terror. Parked by the fountain in the courtyard was a brand new caravan attached to a horse that was neighing and screeching loudly. Of course the horse wasn't any ordinary horse as everybody could clearly see, what with it having black fur, large skeletal wings arched behind it, a tail that was on fire, smoke coming from its mouth, and glowing red eyes. The group stared at the horse as it was bucking around while still attached to the parked ride. Fortunately there was space between the horse and the caravan otherwise the new ride would have been lit on fire by the flaming tail.


  "What is that?" Specca cried out as she hid behind Daniel.


  "My god, it's a demon horse!" an Ashwood guard called out.


  "Lucky! It's okay, calm down, boy!" Alyssa cried out as she ran towards the horse. The Ashwood guards reached for their swords before Daniel shook his head at them while waving his hand to stop them.


  "Wait, it's okay. That's just our horse, Lucky," he explained quickly. The women looked at him with surprise as Specca glanced at him curiously.


  "That thing is your horse?" a guard asked in disbelief as they looked back to the demonic horse, the animal crying out loudly while Alyssa was trying to coo him and calm the beast down. The horse shook around before the witch started to gently brush its nose, the animal snorting loudly as its flaming tail whipped around behind it.


  "It's okay, Lucky, it's okay. I'm here, everything's alright," Alyssa reassured gently as she brushed the nose of the demonic horse.


  "What manner of horse is that?" an Ashwood guard asked cautiously. Daniel sighed and then glanced to Triska.


  "An enchanted horse,” he said dryly. “One that spooks easily and shouldn't be left alone in a busy city, especially during a monster attack.”


  "I'm sorry,” Triska whined. “I couldn't take him into the fight with our new ride. Besides I had to help, I couldn't just sit by and watch as those serpents tore apart the block and library you were in. I thought he would be alright for a little while.”


  "That's your horse?" Specca asked peeking out from behind Daniel. He looked to her and nodded as the nixie watched the horse with a curious eye.


  "Yes, he was enchanted by a witch to be Alyssa's protector. His name is Lucky, he's a very gentle and tame horse, really," he said reassuringly.


  "Gentle and tame? Look at that thing!" a guard cried out, pointing to the horse with fear. Triska looked to her and shook her head with worry.


  "He's not dangerous, really,” she insisted. “He just looks that way to scare others away; he's really just frightened himself. We're perfectly safe traveling with him, he doesn't scare us at all.”


  "Well, not all of us," Daniel commented looking to Squeak. The group looked at the ant girl as she was staring at the demonic horse with wide eyes, remaining perfectly still as she was frozen in fear.


  "Oh no, Squeak, not again," Triska said tiredly as the ant girl wavered then dropped forward, the group watching as she remained perfectly stiff and rigid as she landed down on the ground like a statue.


  "What happened to her?" Specca asked examining the ant girl.


  "Lucky still scares her," Daniel sighed while shaking his head. He looked over to see Alyssa shooting Triska a glare while trying to calm Lucky down still. Triska looked at her worriedly then down to Squeak as Specca gently nudged the ant girl with her foot, the frightened monster remaining perfectly still as she was scared out of her mind.


  "She's actually petrified with fear," Specca said curiously.


  "Yeah, she can fight monstrous serpents and even stand up to a succubus, but Lucky still scares the piss out of her," Triska sighed. She blinked then looked down with a hand held over her eyes.


  "Literally," she groaned as a puddle of urine formed below the ant girl, with Specca quickly jumping back from it.


  *****


  Triska set Daniel's backpack down next to her duffel bag inside the caravan, looking around at the increased living space they had now compared to Alyssa's old carriage. It would be much more comfortable for four to sleep back there during the night or in rougher weather, the space being large enough for them to sit about although not quite tall enough for them to stand upright. She smiled contently then went back out onto the front driver's seat. Sitting down she saw Daniel kneeling next to the caravan on the street while gently brushing Squeak's hair, the ant girl still curled up into a ball while she was trembling in fear. Luckily, Triska and Squeak had purchased extra sets of clothing for the group, so the ant girl was at least wearing clean underwear now while she cowered in fear. Next to her Specca was standing while looking down at the ant girl curiously then over to Lucky who had eventually calmed down and returned to his normal form. Alyssa was gently brushing the horse's nose while smiling at him before looking over to Triska with a harsh stare.


  "I said I was sorry," Triska muttered as she glanced away. Next to the caravan two Ashwood guardians were standing near the pool in the center of the courtyard watching the group curiously, both assigned to keep an eye on the travelers while they calmed down their demonic horse. Alyssa shook her head with annoyance at Triska then looked back to Lucky.


  "How stupid are you anyway?” she asked with discontent. “First you try to attack a succubus, one of the legendary Darker Ones in this world, with your lousy sword, and then you leave Lucky alone in the city during a monster attack. Don't you think anything through?"


  "Hey, watch it, Alyssa,” Triska snapped at the witch. “I tried to save your ass from that succubus earlier. And yes, I would try to fight off a Darker One from going near Daniel or any of you; it's my job as his protector out here after all.”


  Daniel sighed as he kept looking down at Squeak, knowing that stopping their bickering was next to impossible at this point.


  "But, Triska, you mustn't ever go near a succubus, you were in terrible danger in doing so," Specca said worriedly. Triska glanced to her with a raised eyebrow as Daniel looked up at her. Specca shook her head and walked closer to Triska. "A succubus is an incredibly dangerous monster, not only to men but especially to women.”


  "You know about them, Specca?" Daniel asked.


  "I know a great deal about many of the monsters in this world, and that Darker One in particular is one of the worst," Specca cautioned. Alyssa looked at her curiously while Squeak peeked out from her ball at the girl.


  "Oh yeah? Why's that?" Triska asked. Specca looked down with closed eyes as she adjusted her glasses, taking a calm breath before speaking again.


  "Monster Class: Succubus. One of the legendary Darker Ones of Eden. A demon from hell itself, it possesses great strength and the ability to wield the dark magics of the netherworld. They're rarely encountered, however great caution must be exercised when they are seen. They have the power to charm and bewitch men with their appearance alone and always come in the form of a beautiful woman. They draw energy from sexual intercourse with men, using them to replenish their strength and power. In doing this they can either drain the life out of their victim, or curse him to be their slave for all time. A single kiss from one of these monsters will bring their victim completely under their control," she informed with a solemn tone.


  "Wow, that was incredible,” Daniel said in awe. “Did you memorize that from the book at the library?"


  Specca nodded and looked at him with a small smile.


  "I've read countless books in the library while staying here, and have most of them memorized from reading them over and over again. I like to read, it’s a little passion of mine," she said with a shrug, then looked back to Triska with genuine concern. "However, a succubus doesn't reproduce with using men. They can't get pregnant, they can only draw energy from human males through sexual intercourse.”


  "They can't get pregnant? Then how do they breed?" Triska asked. Specca pointed a finger at her.


  "With you. Women.”


  Triska jumped and stared at her with wide eyes as Daniel and Squeak looked at the nixie with surprise. Alyssa looked at Specca curiously while slowly brushing Lucky's nose, keeping a close eye on the new girl. Nearby the two Ashwood guards were listening in as well, both of them showing puzzled expressions from what they just heard.


  "What? With women?" Triska asked shaking her head.


  "They can't get pregnant, so instead they find others to convert,” Specca explained. “They can't convert monster girls in the world, so they watch out for human women they can use. That's why that succubus was so interested in you. She saw your fighting spirit, your willpower. She wanted to take you away to convert you into one of them.”


  Triska stared at the girl with surprise as Daniel and the others looked to her.


  "She wanted to take Triska away to breed with?" Daniel asked in disbelief. Specca nodded while looking at the human girl with worried eyes.


  "She would put you in a trance just like she did to you earlier, and then infuse you with the dark energy from the netherworld. She would turn you into a succubus yourself, you would become a monster of Eden forever.”


  Triska looked at her with shock then down while the others watched her worriedly. Squeak slowly sat up and squeaked quietly as Daniel stood up.


  "That monster… wanted to have sex with me?" Triska asked with a mortified expression. Specca looked up in thought for a moment then back to Triska with a shrug.


  "I'm not quite sure how the ritual goes with converting a human to a succubus, so I'm not entirely certain if your pants would remain on or not. However, that is indeed why she wanted you, why she didn't kill you when she had you under her power. She wanted you alive, to become another succubus.”


  Triska looked at her with a stunned expression then down again as she recounted just how close Katie had come to kissing her earlier.


  "It's a good thing Alyssa stopped her when she did then," Daniel said looking over to Alyssa. The witch smiled arrogantly and nodded.


  "It's my job out here as your protector after all," she replied with a mocking tone while looking at Triska. The teen glanced to her then looked back to Specca.


  "Are you sure about this? I never heard of any monster that uses women to breed with.”


  "I'm very certain,” Specca assured. “I read the book about monsters in Eden at the library numerous times, and it was quite clear regarding that monster class. Although a great number of monsters in the world do rely on men for reproduction, others breed in different ways. Some can use either men or women, while others need women specifically. However these monsters are far rarer than any other.”


  Alyssa looked at her curiously then walked up to her.


  "If you know so much about the monsters in the world, can you tell us about the two others we saw today? The ones that were with that human?" she asked curiously. She already knew what they were, but wanted to see if the girl really was as smart as she seemed. Specca looked at her and nodded, then up as she thought back to them.


  "I believe I can. Let me think…" she wondered softly as the group watched her curiously. She closed her eyes as she took a calm breath, and then looked down while holding a hand to her chin.


  "The one carrying the large sword, she was a reptile girl. They're normally found deep in The Outerlands, although a few may travel further out into human territories. They're extremely strong and have a sense of honor, and are usually found wandering around alone. Carnivorous in nature, they prefer meat either raw or cooked. If challenged or provoked into a fight, they will fight with extreme physical strength and fortitude. However, they will not kill the opponent should they be inferior, rather they will let them live with the shame of defeat. But, if they are beaten by a male in combat, they accept him as their master and will never leave his side, even if ordered to.” After a pause she looked up while crossing her arms as she thought about the second monster girl.


  "The other carrying the large hammer was an orc. They're found deep in The Outerlands as well; however they usually travel in packs for overwhelming numbers. Those monsters are rather sadistic when it comes to breeding, and will actively hunt down groups of humans to capture as many as they can. They derive great pleasure with using the men like toys, and are extremely difficult to fight against with their impressive physical prowess. They're not too intelligent as far as monsters go, and use crude weaponry and tools for survival. Although they love controlling the weaker humans, they become completely submissive to any human that can defeat them in combat. Should a man best one in a fight and not kill her, she'll follow him around wanting to be his toy for the rest of her life.” Taking a moment to think about them she realized a connection then looked to Daniel.


  "Of course, that's why they called that other human their master. He must have defeated them when they tried to fight him.”


  "The one with the sword,” Daniel said looking down in thought. “Yeah, he did seem rather skilled, he even took on the succubus and witch without showing any fear.”


  "It wasn’t just that,” Specca clarified. “His sword managed to deflect that other witch's magic, and even posed a threat to the succubus. She blocked Triska's blade easily enough, but when he attacked her she avoided him completely. That wasn't an ordinary sword, which must be how he beat both a reptile girl and an orc. He's using an enchanted blade of some sort.”


  "We saw that orc here earlier,” Alyssa commented with a glance to Squeak. “I was rather curious why one was here in a human city alone.”


  "They all seemed to be after that artifact that the succubus stole,” Specca pondered. “I wonder what it was anyway, I don’t recall reading about anything like that in the library.”


  "Whatever it was, they were all ready to kill each other over it, along with us in the crossfire," Triska said scratching her head in thought.


  "Hey, are you all ready yet?" one of the Ashwood guards called out. Daniel's group looked over to the two women as they walked around the caravan towards them. "Your horse has calmed down and is no longer terrorizing the city and your monster friend is standing again with clean underwear, you need to be on your way now.”


  Daniel nodded and motioned his group towards the caravan.


  "Yeah, we were just getting ready.”


  Triska and Squeak nodded then climbed aboard the caravan, the two sitting down inside the cabin near the front. Alyssa hopped up and sat in the driver's seat with her staff next to her while holding the reins for Lucky. She glanced back to Triska as the human and ant girl were sitting in the cabin across from each other, with Squeak sitting on her legs while angling her insect abdomen out next to her against the wall.


  "Triska," Alyssa said simply. The girls looked over to her as she paused for a moment before looking back ahead. "Thank you, for trying to help me.”


  Triska smirked and crossed her arms before her.


  "See, that wasn't so hard to say thank you, was it?"


  Alyssa drummed her fingers in her lap while still looking forward, not wishing to comment on that. Daniel smiled at the witch then climbed up next to her on the front seat. Specca smiled up at him as the two Ashwood guards watched the horse carefully to make sure he didn't go on a rampage in his demon form again.


  "Good luck on your journey, Daniel, and stay safe," Specca said softly with a smile. Daniel smiled down at her while Alyssa glanced to the girl.


  "I'll be alright, I'm not alone after all," he said looking around at the three girls with him. They all smiled and nodded in agreement to that before he gave a remorseful smile to Specca. "I'm sorry about the library being destroyed though. I know how much you liked it there.”


  "Yeah… sorry about that," Alyssa said with a small giggle.


  "Oh, that's alright,” Specca replied with a small laugh. “I'm sure it'll be rebuilt in no time. Besides, I have a large collection of books at my home, I'll manage.”


  She waved politely to the group then started walking off next to the fountain as Daniel waved back.


  "Who was that, Daniel?" Triska asked curiously.


  "She was working at the library when I stopped by,” Daniel said. “She helped me find a book on monsters to update my own with.”


  The three girls glanced to each other then looked over towards Specca as she walked around the pool. After a few steps she stopped and looked down then quickly waved over to Daniel.


  "Daniel, wait! You forgot your friend's pickaxe!" she called out as she reached down to pick up the pickaxe next to the pool. Squeak blinked then reached behind her, looking back to seeing that her digging tool wasn't with her. Specca lifted the pickaxe up and started running towards the caravan, wavering slightly as the digging tool threw her off balance. She stumbled to the side then tripped against the edge of the pool, the girl then falling in as she dropped the pickaxe onto the ground.


  "Specca!" Daniel called out as the girl splashed into the water. The two Ashwood guards ran over to the edge of the pool as she coughed and slowly sat up in the water.


  "Are you alright?" one of the guards called out. They gasped as they stared at something with surprise. Alyssa stood up with a jump as she pointed towards the pool.


  "She's… she's a monster," she said with wonder. Triska and Squeak quickly popped their heads out and looked over to see Specca slowly getting up, her clothing soaking wet, and her wig floating in the water nearby. Her teal colored hair was pulled back on one side revealing her reptilian ear while behind her under the wet dress a long slender tail was seen against the fabric.


  "Oh no, Specca," Daniel said worriedly.


  Specca took off her glasses and wiped the water from them, then put them back on to see everybody staring at her.


  "Uh… oh…" she breathed out, looking back to her tail behind her. Her shirt wasn’t see-through even though it was wet, yet it wasn’t her figure or private areas she was worried about others seeing. She quickly looked back to the guardians as she held her hands behind her to hold her tail back.


  "She's not human. She's a monster too," one of the guards declared as they narrowed their eyes at her. They reached for their swords while Specca shook her head fearfully.


  "Wait, I'm not a bad monster,” she nervously pleaded. “I've been living here for months now. I'm an honest citizen of Ashwood.”


  "You've been living here for months? Monsters are not citizens of our city!" the other guard shouted as the two women unsheathed their swords.


  "Wait, don't hurt her, she's not evil!" Daniel called out, hopping off the caravan and running over to them. Triska and Squeak jumped out after him while Alyssa watched the nixie with a curious eye.


  "Did you know she wasn't human? You knew what she was and you didn't tell us?" one of the guards asked glancing to him. He nodded and looked over to Specca as she watched them worriedly.


  "Yes, but she's a peaceful monster,” he assured them. “She's been working in your library all this time because she wanted to be around people and see more of our world, she wasn't doing anything wrong.”


  "You knew she was a monster?" Triska asked looking at him curiously. Squeak walked over and picked up her digging tool, slinging it back behind her while she looked at Specca curiously.


  "We do not allow monsters to work in our city other than act as traders in the marketplace, and we certainly don't allow them to live here," one of the guards scolded at the nixie with a stern tone.


  "Please… I wasn’t doing anything bad, honest," Specca whimpered.


  "Even if we weren't dealing with a monster attack and your kind were allowed within the city limits, living here while under guise of being a human is something we would never tolerate," one of the guards declared firmly. Specca let a few tears drop before looking down and away. She glanced around and saw people around the courtyard pointing and talking about her with cautious expressions.


  "Please… I'm not bad. I'm not," she whimpered as she looked down with closed eyes. Daniel looked at her with sympathy then over to the guardians.


  "How can you be so cruel to her?” he demanded. “She's not malicious; she's been living here peacefully for months now. All she wanted to do was to stay in your city and see the world that we created, she loved it here.”


  "Those are the rules,” a guard firmly stated. “We do not allow their kind to live among us. Letting them in to trade with is as far as we're willing to go with them.”


  Triska looked at the nixie in the water then around to seeing people pointing and talking in hushed whispers about her. She shook her head then looked towards the guardians with discontent.


  "What the hell is wrong with you people?" she yelled out. The group looked to her as she marched up to the women with a stern expression. "How can you treat them like this? This witch and ant girl just risked their lives to help save your city and you're kicking them out like they're just as evil as the ones that attacked you. And now you're casting out this poor girl after she's been living here peacefully for months and helping with your library just because she's a monster too?"


  Specca slowly crawled out of the pool and dropped over the edge nearby, shakily getting up as she looked around to seeing people staring at her with discontent.


  “Please,” she whimpered. “It’s not polite to stare.”


  "How can we treat them like this?” a guard argued. “Are you out of your mind? You know what these things try to do to our men in the wild, what it is they're all after. We may allow some into our city to purchase their wares if they're valuable enough, but that doesn't mean they are welcome here.”


  The other walked over to Specca and grabbed her by the arm, the nixie looking at her nervously as the woman had a stern expression. Alyssa and Squeak glanced to each other then to Specca as the nixie was looking around worriedly at all the people staring at her.


  “Wait… wait, please,” she begged.


  "She was living here peacefully!” Triska yelled out. “She didn't do anything wrong at all, isn't that proof that she's a good monster?"


  "There are no 'good' monsters," the guards argued while shaking her head. Triska growled then waved around to Alyssa and Squeak.


  "There are three good monsters right here in front of you, how can you not see that? Are you blind? That ant girl fought alongside your guardians to stop those serpents. That witch took it upon herself to not only help you fight them off but also take on the witch responsible for the attack. And that… um…" she said before looking over to Specca curiously. She eyed her from top to bottom then looked to Daniel with a quizzical expression.


  "Nixie," Daniel stated. Triska nodded slowly then looked back to the women with discontent.


  "Right, that nixie has been living here in your city, helping out with your library, and not raping anyone.” She blinked then looked over to Specca. "You haven’t, right?"


  Specca looked at her with disbelief then shook her head.


  "I've never even kissed a boy let alone mated with one!"


  Triska looked back to the guards with her arms crossed before her.


  "There, you see? She's never-… wait, you've never even kissed a boy?" she said looking back to Specca quickly.


  "No!" Specca cried out. Triska looked at her for a moment then back to the guards again with a stern expression.


  "She's never even kissed a boy before, how is she a danger to anyone here?" she yelled out at them. The guardians looked at her carefully then to Specca, the girl standing there with wet clothing as she trembled a bit with a worried expression while in the grip of one of the guardians.


  "Be that as it may, it's the law,” one said shaking her head. “We cannot change it for any one monster, no matter how… good they may show themselves to be.”


  "We won’t execute her despite her deception,” the other declared while holding the nixie. “However she is still to be removed from the city and never allowed to return.”


  "But… I don't have anywhere else to go. Please, you can't do this," Specca pleaded shaking her head nervously as the woman started leading her away. Daniel looked at her with worry then ran over in front of them, the two stopping as Specca was sniffling while she tried not to cry. She looked at him with remorse then down with closed eyes.


  "I wish we could coexist in peace, Daniel, I really do," she said quietly. He looked at her with concern then over to see the others watching her as well. Turning back to her he saw her smiling sadly at him.


  "Good luck, on your journey. I pray that you'll be successful," she said before the guard started to lead her off again past him. He watched them as they started to walk away from the group, the nixie looking down to avoid eye contact with the humans that were staring and pointing at her while the guard had her sword held down at her side. Daniel looked down in thought for a moment then back ahead.


  "Wait.” The two stopped and glanced back to him as he showed a curious expression. "Specca, you said you memorized that monster book in the library, correct?"


  She looked at him curiously and slowly nodded. Daniel glanced to his friends then back to the girl with a small smile.


  "And, would you happen to know where those monsters could be found in Eden? Say, around here for instance?"


  Triska looked at him curiously then over to Specca as the nixie turned to face him.


  "Well… I suppose," Specca said unsurely. Daniel nodded then walked up to her.


  "And do you want to stop hiding wherever you go, to be yourself and be accepted for it?" he asked gently. She looked at him with wonder and slowly nodded as Alyssa leaned over the side of the caravan to look at them carefully. Squeak walked up to Triska as the two girls watched Daniel with a curious eye as well.


  "Yes, I do," Specca said softly. Daniel smiled then backed up a step.


  "Then come with us," he offered kindly, gesturing over towards the caravan.


  "What?" Specca said with a jump.


  "What?" Triska said with an even higher jump.


  "What?" Alyssa said with a jump that caused her to fall off the side of the caravan with a thud.


  Squeak just jumped with a surprised expression and a small squeak.


  "Come with us, Specca,” Daniel gently requested. “We could use a guide out in the world, somebody who knows all about the monsters we'll be coming across. We could use your help.”


  Specca stared at him with a stunned expression while Triska and Squeak looked to each other with wide eyes. Alyssa rubbed her head as she slowly got up and then looked over towards Daniel and the nixie with surprise.


  "Go… with you?" Specca asked looking over towards the others. Daniel nodded then looked over to his companions. The girls stared at Specca with wonder then glanced to Daniel.


  "Um…" Triska said slowly.


  "Her? Come with us?" Alyssa asked carefully. Squeak looked at the nixie curiously while her antennae twitched a bit.


  "Why not?" Daniel reasoned looking back to Specca. “She wants us to coexist as well, and she said she has nowhere else to go. Plus she's very knowledgeable about the monsters of the world, we could use her help with finding the right ones to talk to first.”


  "The right ones to talk to first?" the Ashwood guard asked puzzled as she looked to the nixie. Specca looked at the group curiously then slowly shook her head with concern.


  "But… I'm not a fighter, Daniel,” she said sadly. “I can't protect you like those three can. I don't want to slow you down or get in your way.”


  "I'm not asking you to come along to fight, Specca,” Daniel said with a gentle smile. “I’m only offering you the chance to come with us if you want. To see the world, to help with my quest, and not to hide what you really are.”


  Specca looked at him curiously as the other girls glanced to each other with concern.


  "I'm… not so sure about this," Alyssa said shaking her head.


  "Yeah, the caravan I got for us… it might get a little crowded," Triska slowly cautioned. Squeak slowly nodded in agreement as she eyed the nixie who was clad with wet clothing. The fabric may not have been see-through, but the girl’s figure was still easily noticeable.


  "That thing has plenty of room, we'll be fine,” Daniel reasoned. “What do you say, Specca? Would you be our guide?"


  Specca looked at him with wonder then to the other girls as she remained silent. She glanced over to the Ashwood guard holding her then back to Daniel worriedly. He smiled then glanced to her gloves.


  "You don't have to hide anymore. There's nothing wrong with who, and what, you are," he reassured gently as he walked up and slowly took hold of her hands, pulling her away from the guardian.


  “No, wait. I can’t touch you, Daniel, it’s the law here,” Specca said nervously looking back to the guardian who was narrowing her eyes at the girl.


  “It’s alright, I don’t mind at all. Holding my hand isn’t a crime, Specca,” Daniel said gently. She looked at him for a moment then down to her gloves. “If you come with us, you won’t be judged for being a monster.” He glanced to the guardian with a stern expression before looking back to Specca with a kind smile. She looked at him for a moment then down, gently holding his hands as he held hers. After a while she let go and looked at her gloved hands with a gentle gaze. She glanced to Daniel and hesitated, then slowly slid her gloves off, the group watching her curiously as she dropped them to the ground. From her elbows down her skin shifted to light teal colored scales. She flexed her hands slightly and smiled at Daniel.


  "Those things… were pretty itchy," she reasoned with a slight laugh. After a moment she looked down to her clothing then glanced to Daniel. "You're sure… it's okay?"


  "You're welcome to join us, Specca, however you are," he said kindly. Triska glanced to him then back to Specca.


  "Well, if she's more proof to his belief, I suppose… we can make room," she said with a reluctant smile. Alyssa looked at her for a moment then back to Specca.


  "I guess that's true," she admitted. Squeak nodded and tilted her head slightly as she watched the nixie.


  Specca smiled then kicked off her boots to the side, the group seeing that she had webbed toes. She then unfastened her long dress skirt, the wet clothing dropping down to the ground around her feet. Under it she had on a smaller light blue skirt that had green trimmings, the clothing shaped like petals that went down to her thighs. Going from her knees up to her thighs her skin shifted into light teal colored scales just like her arms had. She had a long slender reptilian tail, the extension having scales that were between an aqua blue and light green as it swayed gently behind her. Reaching behind her she pulled out two brown sandals, the nixie slipping them on and looking herself over with a quick glance. She looked around to seeing people staring and talking about her with surprise and stunned expressions then looked back to Daniel, the boy still smiling gently at her.


  "You look great, Specca, you don't need to hide what you are," he said kindly. Specca looked at him with wonder and a small blush as the other girls glanced to him worriedly. He nodded then looked over to them, the girls jumping then quickly smiling nervously at him.


  "Don't you agree?" Daniel asked. The girls glanced to Specca then nodded slowly.


  "Yeah, she looks… great," Triska said, seeing the wet shirt the nixie was wearing that outlined her bust.


  "Nothing to be ashamed of at all," Alyssa agreed through a forced smile, seeing that the nixie had a figure that she was sure Daniel was bound to notice.


  Squeak nodded with a small squeak while looking back to Daniel with a slight smile. He looked over to Specca as she smiled at the group, her tail swaying a bit behind her. She walked up to Daniel and timidly lowered her head.


  "Thank you, Daniel," she said softly. He nodded then looked to the Ashwood guard as Specca glanced up to him with a bashful smile.


  “She’s coming with us,” he said firmly. The guardian glanced to Specca then sheathed her sword.


  “Fine, just get her out of here then,” she grunted reluctantly as the other guardian sheathed her sword as well. Daniel nodded then looked over towards the other girls.


  "Alright then, we have our gear and our guide. Let's head out, we have a long journey ahead of us still.”


  The girls nodded and slowly started to climb back aboard the caravan. Triska and Squeak sat down inside the cabin while Alyssa sat at the driver's seat, the girls exchanging worried glances with the same troubled thought. Specca walked over and climbed up then moved past the witch and into the cabin as well. She sat down on one side while Triska and Squeak were sitting across from her, the two girls watching the nixie with a careful eye.


  "Thank you for allowing me to come with you, I really do appreciate it," Specca said gratefully. Triska nodded with a slight smile as Squeak glanced to her.


  "Sure, the more the merrier, right?" Triska asked with a forced laugh. Alyssa rolled her eyes and glanced away.


  "Not quite what I was thinking," she muttered quietly. She then smiled as Daniel climbed up and sat next to her, the boy smiling at her then looking back to the others sitting behind him.


  "All set?”


  "Ready," Triska said with a wink at him.


  Squeak nodded with a quick squeak.


  "All set," Specca agreed eagerly. Daniel nodded then looked ahead as Alyssa snapped the reins, the white horse then neighing before taking off with a calm pace down the street. As the group made their way towards the city exit into The Outerlands the two Ashwood guards watched them go with a curious eye.


  "What are those two thinking traveling with those monsters?" one of them asked.


  "I have no idea, but I feel sorry for that lad,” the other commented. “Heading out into The Outerlands with monsters for traveling companions, he's just asking for it.”


  Her friend nodded then glanced to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "What was that he was saying, about finding the right monsters to talk to first?"


  "Doesn't matter,” the woman said as they started walking away from the court. “I bet you anything one of those 'three good monsters' is going to give in to their nature before nightfall. Poor lad.”


  *****


  Far away from the city of Ashwood two figures were seen atop a hill with a few trees along the side. Tora was holding her staff and the artifact while watching her mistress with concern, the succubus holding a hand to her leg wound as she growled with frustration.


  "I can't believe that lesser monster managed to strike me like that," Katie hissed as her hand glowed with a dark purple and red light. Her wound slowly started to close and heal as her pain vanished.


  "Alyssa is nothing but a curse, mistress,” Tora said with discontent. “I swear next time I see her I'll put an end to her life for daring to draw your blood like that.”


  Katie breathed out as she removed her hand, the wound on her leg now gone as the demon stood upright again. She looked at the artifact as Tora handed it to her, admiring it with a sly smile.


  "I'm sure you will, my dear Tora. I'm sure you will," she mused, obviously more interested in the artifact than the witch that had managed to get in a lucky strike against her. Tora nodded then looked at the artifact carefully.


  "Where to now?"


  "Off to find the next piece of the puzzle of course, and the sooner the better. I have a feeling our friend is already on the trail of the next one," Katie said with a slight tone of annoyance. She held the artifact up to the side as a green and black flame flared around it, the object appearing to waver and distort slightly before vanishing into a dark void.


  "Come, my dear girl. One down, seven more to go," she said as she started to walk away. Tora nodded then looked off into the horizon as she followed after.


  "As you wish, mistress.”


  Katie narrowed her eyes slightly as she showed a cold smile, her eyes giving off a crimson gleam for a moment. She took off into the air with her wings as Tora hopped up onto her staff, riding atop it sideways as she followed the demon up and over the land. While flying through the air Katie chuckled and glanced behind her briefly before looking back ahead.


  'Triska, I do hope our paths cross again soon. Stay alive for me until then, my dear little kitten.'


   


  


  Chapter 4


  Into The Outerlands


  In the world of Eden, regions were often divided up between ‘safe zones’ where monsters were rarely encountered and the wilderness that was known as ‘The Outerlands’. In these parts of the world monsters were known to run more freely while bandits and raiders often traveled in search of their next victims. There were smaller towns and villages spread about in these territories, however they often lacked the strength and fortitude of the more heavily defended cities and kingdoms that were further away. Traveling through The Outerlands was dangerous, and it was always advised that if you must do so that you never travel alone. Those that made their way through The Outerlands knew to be aware of their surroundings, to pack plenty of supplies for survival, and to travel with those you could trust.


  Otherwise you were in for a rough journey.


  *****


  Traveling across a dirt road outside of the city of Ashwood a caravan was rolling along as it was pulled by a single white horse. Sitting at the driver's seat of the ride Alyssa and Daniel were looking around at the surrounding area while Lucky pulled the caravan with little trouble. The sun was shining through a few clouds as birds were seen flying overhead, the sky slowly darkening as the day was passing by. Traveling east into The Outerlands the scenery remained mostly the same, with a few hills and trees being seen here and there. To the far north the mountains were seen rising up near the clouds while to the south The Outerlands seemed to meet with the edge of the forest that connected to Ashwood.


  "So this is The Outerlands?" Daniel asked looking around curiously.


  "Yep yep,” Alyssa replied carefully. “Ashwood and the forest behind us separate your homeland from the surrounding region. It doesn’t look any different to you I’m sure, but don’t assume it’s as quiet out here. Inside your homeland you probably had very few, if any, monster encounters, but out here they are much more common.”


  Daniel nodded and looked up in thought.


  “Well, it was usually peaceful in Edgewood,” he remembered. “The village is located near the mountains to the north and west near a small forest, sort of tucked away in a small pocket of Eden. To the south was just empty fields before it connected to rocky bluffs that nobody traveled through and the east was empty plains before reaching Ashwood.”


  "In a way your home was pretty much hidden from the world,” Alyssa agreed. “If I remember correctly, the only way to it was through Ashwood or crossing the Devilo River.”


  "Devilo River? What's that?”


  "You don't know? It's the river south of your homeland. How can you not know about that?"


  "Well, we knew there were some bluffs to the south, but we never really ventured out further than that,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “No travelers or monsters ever came from that way, so we assumed it was naturally blocked off.”


  "It's blocked off alright, but not by rocks,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “The Devilo River is south of your village and runs down into the southern region near Ashwood’s forest. Nobody crosses it though, nobody.”


  "Why not, what's so special about it?"


  "Nothing's special about the river itself, it's just a normal river,” Alyssa casually said. “You couldn’t really swim across it, you would need a boat or raft, but other than that it's just water.”


  "Then why does nobody ever cross it?"


  "Because on the other side of the river there is the Devilo Forest, and the nesting grounds of wild hornets," Alyssa explained. She paused for a moment then glanced to Daniel. "And I don't mean little insects. Wild hornets are a type of monster that you don't want to meet.”


  Daniel looked at her with concern as she turned her gaze back ahead with a solemn expression.


  "They don't usually leave their homes, and they don't want to cross over water either, so your home is perfectly safe from them. But if any humans or monsters wander through that forest they'll attack and in great numbers.”


  "Wild hornets? I don't remember reading about those," Daniel said looking down in thought. He then looked back inside the caravan’s cabin with a curious expression.


  "Hey, Triska? Could you please grab my monster book for me?" His mouth opened a bit as he stared with wide eyes at something, with Alyssa slowly looking back then jumping in surprise at seeing something as well.


  "Sure, one second, Daniel," Triska said while she was packing her duffel bag to the side near the rear of the cabin. Inside the caravan were wooden floors and walls, a roof that was curved up slightly, and a small window in the back looking out behind the ride. At least that's how it was when they left Ashwood, now however it had a soft blue blanket spread across the floor like a carpet, a few white pillows lying around against the walls, and a very surprised ant girl and nixie who were staring at Triska with wide eyes as the human pulled out yet another pillow from her bag and set it down against the wall near her.


  "Where… is she getting all of these from?" Specca asked looking around at the cabin as Triska glanced back to her.


  "What do you mean?” Triska asked while she pulled out a lantern from her duffel bag and set it down next to the travelers' bags. “It's just a blanket and some pillows. Nothing wrong with making this place a bit more comfy to rest in, right?"


  "How did she pack all of that into one bag?" Alyssa asked with bewilderment. Squeak stared at Triska's duffel bag with wide eyes then over to the human while Specca looked around with disbelief.


  "But… the physical dimensions of these and your carrying bag…" Specca pondered, scratching her head as she looked around inside the cabin. Triska moved over towards Daniel's bag and sifted her hand around inside of it then pulled out his monster book. She smiled and moved towards the front of the cabin while Specca and Squeak looked at each other with puzzled expressions.


  "Here you go, Daniel, so what are we looking for first out here?" she asked as she handed him the book. Daniel glanced to the book, back inside at the cabin, then to Triska as he remained silent. After a pause he took the book with a weak smile and shook his head.


  "I'm not sure just yet, but first I want to check out something. Alyssa says there were monsters living south of our village past the bluffs," he said before he started looking through the pages.


  "What? There were? There are?" Triska asked looking to Alyssa with surprise.


  "Relax, your home isn't in any danger,” Alyssa said with a wave of her hand, her eyes still going over the interior of the cabin with confusion. “Wild hornets don't leave their nests or cross over bodies of water. Nothing to worry about.”


  "Wild hornets? What are those?" Triska asked looking to Daniel. He shrugged as he flipped through his book.


  "I'm not sure, I don't think I have those in here," he said shaking his head. Triska looked at the book worriedly then over to Specca.


  "Hey, Specca, you said you memorized that monster book back at Ashwood, right?" she asked quickly. Specca glanced to her and nodded while Squeak stared at Triska's duffel bag with wonder, her antennae twitching a bit as she glanced around at all the stuff the human pulled out of the bag then back to it with confusion.


  "So, what are wild hornets then?" Triska asked, sitting down while looking at the nixie curiously. Specca looked up for a moment in thought as she sat back, her eyes darting around slightly before she looked back over to Triska.


  "Oh, yes,” she said in a professional tone. “Monster Class: Wild Hornets. An insect class monster, they are found primarily in forests. These creatures operate in a hive based society with a queen and workers. They are extremely aggressive and territorial, and are known to be rather sadistic with the men they capture. Although they have stingers much like their insect counterparts, they do not use them to attack with. Their venom acts as a powerful aphrodisiac that keeps a man they sting in a constant state of lust, who the hornets then take back to their hive to use him as they wish. They will provide as many men as they can to their queen while the workers are allowed the rest. It's common for any men that are captured by them to die of exhaustion as the hornets will repeatedly sting them and keep them active until their body gives out from the strain.”


  Daniel and Triska stared at her with stunned expressions while Alyssa raised an eyebrow at the girl.


  "Dear god, those things are just south of our home?" Triska cried out shaking her head.


  "No wonder nobody ever came from that direction," Daniel said looking down to his book with concern. Specca looked at them worriedly and shook her head.


  "But Alyssa is right,” she reassured. “Wild hornets don't leave their home forest where they build their nests. And they don't like to cross bodies of water, even rivers. Wild hornets don't like water. They won't be attacking your home. If anything they're serving as a natural blockade into your homeland.”


  Daniel and Triska looked at her with wonder then to each other.


  "I never would have thought we were being protected by monsters," Triska said softly.


  "How is that hard to believe, you're being protected by them now," Alyssa commented. Triska shot her an annoyed glance while Daniel looked down in thought.


  "Do you think they would be willing to listen to me like Squeak's race was?" he asked curiously. Alyssa looked at him and shook her head quickly.


  "No way, Daniel. Don't even consider it,” she warned. “The ant girls nearly raped you to begin with; it was only by a lucky chance you got to talk to their queen and an even luckier chance they listened to you. The wild hornets wouldn't listen to your words at all, you probably wouldn't even be able to form any cognitive thoughts while they have you drugged up and using you to breed with.”


  "She's right, Daniel. Ant girls are very kind and caring with the men they take," Specca said looking to Squeak. The ant girl smiled at that before Specca looked back over to Daniel. "But the wild hornets are completely different. They won't just use you to breed with, they'll literally rape you to death.”


  "Okay, I vote no on the wild hornets then," Triska commented while shaking her head. Daniel nodded in agreement and looked up at the sky as a few clouds passed by overhead.


  "I suppose you're right. Okay, we'll avoid them entirely while out here.”


  "Don't worry,” Specca reassured. “I'm sure there are plenty of other races that you can talk to, ones that aren't so wild and animalistic.”


  "Like who?” he asked her. “Where do you think we should go first out here?"


  Everybody turned to Specca as she looked down with a thoughtful expression.


  "Yeah, you're our guide out here,” Triska pointed out. “So, guide us. Where do we go from here?"


  Specca glanced to her then down with a curious eye. After a pause she looked over to Triska's duffel bag.


  "Well, do you have a map or anything in there?" she asked as she crawled over towards it. As she did everybody's eyes went wide while the nixie leaned over the bag curiously, her tail swaying gently behind her as it lifted up her skirt.


  "What the hell?" Triska cried out before quickly diving over and tackling Specca to the ground and holding her down.


  "What are you doing? Let me go!" Specca shouted as she squirmed around under the teen, her tail flailing around behind them as Daniel looked up again at the sky with a blush.


  "Why the hell aren't you wearing any underwear?" Triska yelled out. Specca stopped moving and glanced back up to her.


  "What?"


  "You're not wearing any underwear!" Triska cried out. Squeak and Alyssa looked over to see Daniel keeping his eyes on the sky above rather than on Specca who, when she leaned over to crawl towards the bag, revealed that she was in fact not wearing anything under her skirt. Even with her scales covering her lower body everybody could very easily make out the girl's private parts while her tail swayed above her.


  "I never do,” Specca said shaking her head. “Not all monsters wear clothing like humans do you know.”


  "You're wearing a shirt and tie along with glasses and a skirt, so why not any underwear?" Triska asked in disbelief.


  "Because it's itchy," Specca complained. Everybody blinked and then just looked at her curiously; even Daniel who glanced over to her now that her private parts weren't visible.


  "Itchy?" Triska repeated with a raised eyebrow.


  "Yes, itchy,” Specca whined. “I hate wearing clothing over my scales; they get dry and itchy then. I had to tolerate it while in Ashwood to hide my hands, but at least I didn't have to worry about my lower body being seen with that long skirt so I never wore any under it. It's so uncomfortable.”


  Daniel looked at the girl curiously, remembering how her hands always fidgeted in the library while she was talking to him.


  Specca looked back up to Triska as the human was showing a puzzled expression.


  "And I wear glasses because I have to, not because I want to,” Specca continued. “I can't see clearly above land without them.”


  "You can't see… above land?" Alyssa asked curiously. Specca shook her head and looked over to her.


  "No, my eyesight is very poor above land, just like all nixies,” she explained while squirming a bit underneath Triska. “I can only see clearly while underwater. I need these glasses while on land or else everything is incredibly blurry to me.”


  "You can only see clearly while in the water?" Daniel asked looking at the girl's glasses.


  "Yes, to me being on land is like you being underwater, everything is blurry and clouded. But if I'm underwater I can see everything perfectly clear just as you can on land.”


  "Well… okay,” Triska unsurely replied while glancing to Daniel. “But… you can't just walk around here without any underwear, especially in front of Daniel.”


  "I wasn't walking, I was crawling. And he said I could be myself here without being judged, I'm just being who and what I am," Specca reasoned, looking towards Daniel with worried eyes. He stuttered something as Squeak and Alyssa looked over to him as well.


  "Well… I did… say… um…”


  "You said I was perfect just the way I was, right, Daniel?" Specca asked hopefully. He opened his mouth to speak, glanced around to see the other girls watching him closely, and then looked back to Specca. After a pause he nodded with a small smile.


  "Yeah, you are, Specca. There’s nothing wrong with being who you are.”


  "She's walking around naked under her skirt, that's not alright," Triska argued shaking her head franticly.


  "I was only crawling,” Specca whined. “I doubt you could even see anything when I'm standing upright.”


  Daniel sighed and motioned for Triska to get off of the girl.


  "Let her up, Triska, she has a point.”


  "A point? How does she have a point to not wearing any underwear in front of you?" Triska asked with a bewildered expression.


  "Because like she said, not all monsters wear clothing like humans do,” Daniel reasoned. “I'm sure there are those out there that don't wear any at all, isn't that right?"


  Specca nodded while Squeak and Alyssa looked at each other worriedly.


  "But…" Alyssa said to Daniel.


  "We're all out here to gather proof that monsters and humans can coexist peacefully,” he reminded them. “And that means tolerating differences between races. If nixies don't normally wear underwear then we can't discriminate them for that, like she mentioned it makes them feel uncomfortable. We have to respect their way of living.”


  Triska looked at Specca with concern then slowly moved aside. Specca sat up and looked back to Daniel while her skirt covered her thighs, sitting on her legs while her tail swayed behind her as she held a hand down to keep skirt covering herself properly.


  "But… that's not…" Triska said shaking her head as she tried to think of what to say. Daniel looked at Specca then smiled weakly.


  "However,” he continued. “That means that you need to respect our way of living too, and we don't normally… expose ourselves like that in public. I won't ask you to change your way of living, Specca, I want you to be comfortable and happy. Just… be careful to keep yourself… decent.”


  Specca nodded and looked down with a blush.


  "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to cause you all to feel uncomfortable," she said softly. Triska looked at her with concern then over to Squeak and Alyssa, the two monster girls watching the nixie with a curious eye.


  "It's alright,” Daniel reassured. “We just didn't know about nixies and their way of dressing. We're not angry with you, I promise.”


  Specca nodded and glanced to Triska with worried eyes. Triska opened her mouth to protest then slowly looked down as she realized she couldn't fight Daniel's reasoning. After a moment she sighed in defeat.


  "Yeah, it's alright. Sorry about… tackling you like that," she said looking back to her. Specca nodded then looked down again, holding a hand down on her skirt to keep it pressed against her legs. Alyssa looked at the nixie curiously then to Daniel.


  "So, would it be alright if I stop wearing underwear too?" she asked innocently. The group looked to her as Daniel jumped in surprise.


  "What?" he asked rather loudly.


  "If she doesn't have to wear underwear then aren't I allowed to take mine off too?" Alyssa asked with a coy smile while batting her eyelashes at him. Triska growled loudly and reached back for her sword.


  "No way, Alyssa, not a chance in hell!"


  Alyssa glanced to her with a dull expression then over towards the back of the cabin.


  "Careful, Triska,” she cautioned while grabbing her staff. “There's no real opening in the back of this ride like my carriage had. I'd imagine you might feel a bit more discomfort flying through that tiny window compared to before.”


  Triska growled loudly then looked over to Squeak, the ant girl looking up innocently while sitting down against the wall. She was blushing slightly while glancing to Daniel then back up again. Triska narrowed her eyes then glanced down to seeing a pair of dark underwear lying near the ant girl's abdomen.


  "Squeak, put your underwear back on right now!" Triska yelled out. The group looked to Squeak as she shrugged, squeaking once before showing Daniel a timid smile. He looked down with a hand held over his eyes as Specca observed the girls nervously.


  "I mean it, Squeak! You're not walking around like that in front of Daniel!" Triska yelled before she tackled the ant girl to the floor, the two rolling around in a struggle as the others merely watched. A few loud yells and squeaks were heard before Daniel sighed while keeping a hand over his eyes.


  "Fine, crawling, whatever! You're not doing that without any underwear either!" Triska yelled out. Daniel shook his head slowly then reached down and grabbed Alyssa's hand without looking, the witch's hand having been moving towards her skirt.


  "No," Daniel said simply. Alyssa looked at him with a pouty face then over to Triska and Squeak as they rolled around yelling and squeaking at each other. Specca watched them curiously for a moment then glanced down to her shirt.


  'Probably shouldn't mention I'm not wearing a bra either.'


  *****


  As Lucky continued pulling the caravan along the dirt road things slowly settled down with the group. After Squeak had put back on her underwear, from much insistence by Daniel and even more loud and unruly insistence by Triska, things were quiet inside the cabin. Daniel was sitting in the front seat still with Alyssa, the witch holding the reins for Lucky while her staff was sitting upright next to her. Daniel was looking around at The Outerlands with a curious eye while the witch had her head hung low slightly with a concerned expression. Inside the cabin Specca and Triska were looking at a map they had laid out on the floor of the caravan, the two marking spots on it that Specca believed to be inhabited by peaceful monsters, or at least as peaceful as they could come. Unfortunately there were only three spots the nixie was aware of where these monsters were known to be in, and only one was remotely close. Next to them Squeak was looking at the map curiously, her antennae twitching a bit as she listened to the girls talking.


  "What about here?" Triska asked pointing down at the map.


  "No,” Specca said shaking her head. “I'm sorry, but these three locations are the only ones I know of where we'll have the best of luck. And even they are gambles on whether or not they'll listen to Daniel.”


  "You're kidding me,” Triska groaned. “Even with Lucky we're still far off from the first one, and the other two are even further away. This is going to be a long trip.”


  Triska and Specca looked down at the map in thought while Daniel glanced over to Alyssa, the witch still looking down with a saddened expression while she was sitting next to him. She had been silent for a long time, something that he had noticed and was growing concerned with.


  "Alyssa? Are you okay?"


  She looked down and away as the girls took notice of her.


  "Hey, everything alright?" Triska asked. Daniel shrugged then gently rested his hand on the witch's shoulder.


  "Alyssa, talk to me. What's wrong?"


  Alyssa glanced to him with remorse then looked down again.


  "You… you do still want me with you right?" she asked softly. Daniel looked at her curiously as the other girls exchanged glances behind them.


  "Of course, why would you think I didn't?" Daniel asked with concern. Alyssa breathed out then looked up at him with worried eyes.


  "Because I might not be able to convince my kind to listen to you, or to coexist peacefully with mankind. If they know I'm the Wildfire Witch they'll never trust me or you," she remorsefully confessed. Daniel watched her with concern as she wiped a few tears away from her eyes.


  "I didn't want you to ever find out I'm that witch, how I'm hated amongst my kind. I didn't want anybody to know I'm the curse of the witch world. I just wanted to stay by your side; I didn’t want you to think I couldn’t help. I still want to protect you, to be your guardian out here. I mean, I pretty much have to. Triska's worthless with her sword and Specca can't fight, so who else is going to protect you?"


  "Hey!" Triska yelled out. Specca looked down with a worried expression while Squeak showed puzzlement and pointed to herself with a simple squeak.


  "Alyssa, of course I still want you with us, that's never changed," Daniel reassured gently. Alyssa looked down with closed eyes as the caravan rocked a bit on the road, the witch holding onto the reins of the horse while her hands fidgeted slightly.


  "I’m sorry,” she said softly. “With all this talk about who to go to first in asking for peace I keep thinking that I can't offer to go ask my own kind. I'm the worst representative for the witch race to have for this.”


  Triska opened her mouth to comment on that before Squeak quickly held a hand over the girl's mouth, shaking her head to stop the human from speaking. Triska glanced to her then back ahead at Alyssa as the witch was trembling a bit.


  "Alyssa, you're not the worst at all,” Daniel reassured. “In fact I'd say you're the best witch to have with us.”


  "The best?” she questioned with a sniffle. “How could I be the best, I'm hated among witches everywhere if they know who I really am.”


  "Stop beating yourself up over that,” he gently implored. “You just made a mistake. It was an accident what happened to your home, Alyssa. You're a remarkable witch, to be the only one of your kind immune to fire and to be able to control it as well.”


  "But I can't control it, that's the problem!” Alyssa cried out. “I just managed to put the fires out in Ashwood before I lost all control. Another minute and that firestorm would have erupted and scorched the entire city along with all of you.”


  "Wait, it would've what?" Triska asked with a jump. Daniel watched the witch with a gentle smile and slowly held her cheek, the girl looking at him with timid eyes as she tried not to cry.


  "But you did control it, Alyssa,” he praised. “You stopped it all on your own. All you need is practice and patience, and you'll be able to control your magic completely. I have faith in you, and what's more I feel a lot more confident being out here with the famous Wildfire Witch.”


  "You do? But why?"


  "Yeah, why?" Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  "Because my guardian is capable of great power,” Daniel explained. “I've seen it with my own eyes. Someone of that much talent is definitely someone I would want on my side.” Alyssa looked at him curiously as he nodded with a calm smile.


  "You already have a name in the witches’ world, Alyssa. All you need to do is turn that name into a positive one and then your race will surely listen to you.”


  "But how do I do that?"


  "By being the good witch that I know you are,” Daniel reasoned. “Turn your name into something others will look up to, not down upon. I'm proud to call you the Wildfire Witch, and you should be too.”


  Alyssa looked at him with wonder then over to the other girls. Triska and Squeak glanced to each other then back to the witch as Specca smiled at her and nodded in agreement.


  "He's right, Alyssa,” Specca said. “You're already well-known in the monster world. Show them and your own race that you are a noble monster, that your magical ability can serve a great purpose in life. Truth be told, I too am more comfortable out here knowing you're with us. Even if the other witches of the world think of you as a curse, they still cannot deny you’re one of the more powerful witches in Eden.”


  "Specca… thank you," Alyssa said softly before looking down with a small smile. Triska shrugged then looked back to the map.


  "At least you can manage the campfires and help with the cooking," she commented. Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the girl and gripped her staff before Triska glanced back up to her with a smirk. "That… and the way you took on that other witch was pretty impressive too.”


  Alyssa looked at her with a bit of surprise as the others watched Triska look back down to the map with a calm smile.


  "Taking her on all by yourself to protect Daniel, that was very commendable.”


  Alyssa looked at her with wonder then over to see Squeak nodding with a smile, squeaking once in what was assumed to be in agreement. Alyssa then looked up to Daniel as he was smiling at her.


  "No more doubt about whether I want you with us or not, okay? I want you by my side during this Alyssa, that's the truth.”


  "You mean it? You really do?" Alyssa asked hopefully.


  "I do. We trust you completely.”


  "I wouldn't go that far," Triska commented while shaking her head.


  A moment later the girl crashed through the back of the caravan and tumbled into a roll on the ground while Specca watched with wide eyes. Squeak sighed while shaking her head as Daniel merely looked back down while holding a hand over his eyes. Alyssa had a small glare as she was holding her staff out towards where she launched the human girl out of the caravan.


  "She could have just left it at what I did was impressive," Alyssa said flatly as she lowered her staff. Specca looked at the new opening in the back of the cabin then over to Alyssa with surprise as the witch snapped the reins to stop the horse. Squeak rolled her eyes then hopped out of new back exit of the ride, the girl then walking towards Triska who was starting to get up while growling with anger. Before Daniel could speak Alyssa looked up to him with a gentle smile.


  “But still, thank you, Daniel,” she said softly. He glanced to her and smiled a bit then looked over to see Triska trying to rush the caravan while Squeak was holding her back with one hand, the ant girl shaking her head and squeaking something at her while the human was yelling loudly.


  “Of course, Alyssa,” Daniel said with a sigh.


  *****


  A short while later the caravan was back in motion as Lucky continued to run along the dirt road at a brisk pace. Alyssa was at the reins with a calm smile on her face, grateful that Daniel still wanted her with him even though she wasn’t very popular among her own kind. Inside the cabin Daniel and Triska were fixing the broken wall, the two using hammers, nails, and new boards while Specca and Squeak stared at them with bewilderment.


  “I can’t believe I have to fix this after she was the one that launched me through here in the first place,” Triska muttered as she hammered the new wooden boards into place. Daniel sighed as he helped hold it up and glanced to her.


  “I can’t believe you still don’t trust her after all she’s done to help us,” he said tiredly.


  “I can’t believe Triska had all of that in her duffel bag,” Specca commented, looking over to the duffel bag nearby. Squeak just stared at the bag then over to the two humans that were nailing in new boards in the back of the cabin, trying to comprehend how Triska pulled all of the supplies out of her duffel bag in the first place.


  “Seriously, she should be back here doing this,” Triska grunted, glancing over to the witch that was humming a happy tune while she was at the driver’s seat.


  “Just let her be, Triska, she’s steering the caravan,” Daniel said, grabbing some more nails and hammering them into the boards. Specca looked closely at the duffel bag then to the boards that the two humans were using to fix the back of the cabin.


  “How did she fit all of those things in there,” she asked scratching her head. “And why did she even have boards and nails in her bag in the first place? Was she planning on doing carpentry work while out here?”


  Squeak merely shrugged as she watched the humans fix the back of the cabin.


  After the repairs were done and the back wall was looking as good as new again Daniel and Triska sat down with the map while Alyssa hopped back over to them to discuss-


  “Oh my god!” Specca cried out. “What are you doing, Alyssa? Nobody’s driving the caravan!”


  After they calmed down Specca as the nixie freaked out and started screaming at the top of her lungs that nobody was driving, the group having to repeatedly explain that Lucky knew how to stay on the path and that they weren’t going to crash, everybody was looking at the map on the floor to discuss their plan.


  “So that’s our best one to begin with, the elves way over there?” Alyssa asked pointing to the forest that Specca had marked.


  “That’s a long ways off, isn’t there anything closer?” Daniel asked looking to Specca.


  "I'm sorry,” she said shaking her head. “But they would be the ideal ones to start with. The elves are known to be peaceful with humans, and have even have taken it upon themselves to help those that were in great danger from time to time.”


  Daniel looked closely at the map then leaned back and glanced over to Triska with a curious eye.


  "What do you think, Triska?"


  "It's no secret that the elves of Eden are expert markswomen,” Triska mentioned. “I hear their arrows always hit their target even in the most crowded of forests. They would be very useful allies to mankind, their archers far outrank our own in most cases.”


  "The elves are indeed expert archers,” Specca agreed. “Their aim and awareness are among the sharpest of monsters.”


  Triska nodded in agreement then showed a puzzled expression.


  “But there is something I’ve always wondered,” she questioned. “If they’re so peaceful with humans, how come we still treat them like monsters? It sounds like mankind should have already seen that they’re not evil.”


  Specca showed concern with that and looked down.


  “Well… it’s actually... the other way around.”


  Daniel, Triska, and Squeak looked at her curiously while Alyssa kept her eyes down on the map, the witch having a solemn expression as she knew what the nixie was referring to.


  “The other way around? What do you mean?” Daniel asked. Alyssa sighed and glanced to him.


  “Elves don’t rape humans. Humans rape the elves.”


  Specca slowly nodded as the others looked to Alyssa with surprise.


  “What?” Daniel asked with disbelief.


  “We’re the ones that are… raping them?” Triska asked looking back to Specca with shock. The nixie nodded and glanced up to Triska over her glasses.


  “The elves of Eden are very peaceful monsters,” she explained. “Always keeping to themselves in their forests. Their archers are indeed among the finest, as their senses are very keen. And… they are considered the most beautiful of women in Eden.”


  Daniel, Triska, and Squeak looked at her curiously while Alyssa nodded in agreement.


  “The most beautiful?” Triska asked slowly. Specca looked back down to the map as she adjusted her glasses.


  “It’s said that their priestesses and warriors are the most enchanting and alluring of monsters, even more so than human women. They don’t use any charm spells or trickery; in fact they don’t even try to look for a male to breed with. It’s their beauty that is their curse, as it’s the humans that look for them to… use.”


  Daniel and Triska looked at her with wide eyes as Alyssa glanced to Daniel.


  “They’re not going to want to take Daniel away,” she explained. “If anything they’re going to try to avoid him. They’re peaceful creatures, they won’t kill him on sight, but they’ll be leery about a human male coming close to them. They… fear you.”


  “They fear me?” Daniel asked in disbelief. “We’re… the monsters to them?”


  “I’m afraid so,” Specca said sadly. “The stories about them helping humans in peril are true, however it’s not because the elves wanted to peacefully coexist with your kind, but rather they felt pity for the unlucky victims that fell into harm’s way. They value life, Daniel, but… sometimes the lives they save end up using them like monsters themselves.”


  Triska showed a troubled expression and glanced to Daniel.


  “I never knew our men… would be like that with any monster.”


  “Me neither, I had no idea we treated them like that,” Daniel said with remorse. Specca nodded slowly then looked over to Daniel.


  “But still,” she quickly reasoned. “They would be the best choice to start with. They’re the closest ones that are peaceful, and you won’t be in any danger approaching them. If anything, they would just fire their arrows to ward you off, not kill you with them.”


  Daniel nodded slowly then looked to the map with concern as Triska shook her head with a troubled frown.


  "Well that's comforting to know, I guess,” she said worriedly. “But what can we say or offer to persuade them to ally with us when we’re the ones they want to avoid?"


  "I honestly don't know,” Specca said looking down at the map. “They would make a great addition to our cause, if only we could gain their trust.”


  “Squeak’s queen mentioned something like this to us before we left her nest,” Daniel pondered with a hand held to his chin. “How mankind has to be ready to help the allying monster race survive just as they would help us. That means that our men would have to willingly choose to mate with them to keep them from dying out, that we would have to see them as equals rather than monsters.” The girls watched him sit there, his eyes staring at the marked location on the map as he considered their options.


  “It’s reversed with the elves,” he reasoned. “But it still stands true. For us to coexist peacefully we need to take care of each other, which means that it’s we that will need to correct our behavior for them. Our men would need to show them heart and not abuse them.”


  “That makes sense,” Triska agreed. “So that’s what mankind would need to offer them in return, men that would genuinely want to be with them, not for lust but for love, and to protect them from humans that would otherwise abuse them.”


  Specca glanced to her then looked back down with worry.


  “Will that really be a possibility?” she asked quietly. The group watched as she was looking down at the map with a concerned expression. “How will you convince your own race to coexist with us?” She looked up to Daniel as he tried to think of what to say.


  “You’re the first human ever to think of such a thing, to believe that we can live amongst each other in this world as allies. I want to help you, I truly do, and I’ll gladly be your guide out here in the world. But even if you do convince these monster races to consider peace, how will you do so with your own kind?”


  Everybody turned their eyes towards Daniel as he looked down with a solemn expression.


  “I’m not sure, Specca,” he admitted. “The only way I’ve seen so far to even get my people to listen is to gather proof to my belief, that monsters can and do want to coexist peacefully. My hope is that if I get enough of them to side with me on this, my own people might actually see reason.”


  “And what if they don’t?” Specca asked. “What if they say no even if you have dozens of races who wish for peace? What if they’ll never see us as anything more than monsters? Most of us are killed on sight, while others, like the elves, are raped and abused. What if your kind won’t listen to you, what if they never change?”


  “Then I’ll talk to them again,” Daniel said firmly. “I’ll try again and again, and again, and again if I must. I won’t just be quiet about this; I’ll keep talking to them over and over again until they do listen. Mankind is spread about the world so thin, we’re at each other’s throats and at odds with the monsters of Eden that all want us to breed with because it’s their only way to live on. If things don’t change nobody in this world will prosper, neither man nor monster.”


  Specca looked at him curiously as she tilted her head in question.


  “How is it that you’re so determined with this crusade and no other human is? Why do you fight so hard all on a chance?”


  “Because I know, Specca,” he said looking to her with a firm expression, his eyes almost piercing hers. “Because I know for a fact monsters and humans can coexist peacefully, that we don’t have to be enemies. I’ve seen that they’re not all evil at heart, that some are more caring than even some humans. And I’ll do whatever it takes for my race to finally see that.”


  Specca watched with wonder Daniel looked down to the map with a focused expression, his sheer determination evident in his eyes.


  “There are monsters out there that need help just as we do,” he reasoned. “Ones that need a hand in surviving in this world. We don’t have to be enemies; we don’t have to be at war like this. Some monsters are truly malicious, I’m aware of that. But there are those out there, like Alyssa and Squeak here…” he said glancing to the two monster girls. They smiled at him with hopeful eyes while Triska smiled a bit at Daniel’s proud speech.


  “That can truly be our allies,” he finished turning back to Specca. She looked at him with awe then down with a timid expression.


  “And you… would you really choose a… monster as a mate in life?” she asked glancing back to him. He looked down as all eyes fell on him once again, with the three monster girls feeling their hearts beating faster while Triska wondered what kind of answer he would have for that. After a moment of silence he nodded with a small smile.


  “I would choose any girl in life, human or monster, if they had a pure heart,” he said looking back to the nixie. “If we felt the same way about each other, then I would treat her equally nonetheless.”


  Squeak and Alyssa smiled at Daniel while Triska looked down with worry from that. Specca watched him curiously then leaned forward a bit.


  “You would really treat a monster girl equally to a human girl? If they had a pure heart?” she asked softly.


  “I would,” he assured her. “I wouldn’t discriminate them for being monsters, and I would hope that one day my own people would also treat them as fairly.”


  Specca looked at him with wonder then down to the map as she held a hand to her chest.


  ‘He would actually… choose a monster to be with? Out of love? If she had a pure heart, he would choose her regardless of what she actually was?’


  “You’re so chivalrous and caring, Daniel!” Alyssa cheered as she hugged the boy from the side. “I wish all humans were like you too!” She giggled playfully as he smiled down at her, all while Triska glared at the witch with anger while grinding her teeth.


  “Um, thanks, Alyssa,” Daniel said with a weak smile. Squeak quickly hugged him from the other side and nuzzled against his cheek, squeaking happily as Alyssa looked over to her with a low growl while Triska clenched her fists with frustration.


  “Hey, c’mon you two, calm down,” Daniel said with a small smile, laughing with both a friendly tone and with a hint of uneasiness. He then looked over to see Triska glaring at the two girls while Specca was watching him curiously.


  “If you two are about done, maybe we can focus at the task at hand,” Triska said through her teeth, trying to control her anger as the two monster girls looked over to her while holding onto Daniel from both sides.


  “Um…” Specca said glancing back to Daniel’s bag. She smiled a bit then looked at him with a timid expression. “If you’d like, Daniel, um, I could update your monster book for you.”


  The other girls looked over to her curiously as he glanced over to his book then back to the nixie.


  “Update my book?”


  Specca nodded a few times and looked down while her hands fidgeted in her lap.


  “Yes, I mean since we’re going to be traveling for a while before reaching the elven forest, I thought I could be of some use to you and update your monster book. I have the other book from the library memorized, and I could easily copy down the information into yours. If that would be okay with you of course.”


  She hesitated then slowly glanced up to him, watching as the other girls looked at Daniel as he smiled curiously at her.


  “Um, sure, if you want to, Specca,” he replied. “That would be great if you could really do that. I don’t want to trouble you though if you don’t want to.”


  “It’s no trouble at all,” she said while quickly waving a hand to dismiss the comment “I want to be of as much use as I can for your journey. I’m not much of a fighter, but I do have other talents that could prove useful for you.”


  Daniel smiled a bit and nodded as the other girls looked at Specca with careful eye, none of them liking the nixie’s choice of words.


  “Well, if you insist, thank you, Specca,” Daniel said gratefully. She nodded eagerly then quickly crawled over towards his backpack. Triska jumped with wide eyes then promptly tackled her down to the ground as Alyssa and Squeak both covered Daniel’s eyes with their hands.


  “Stop flashing Daniel!” Triska yelled out.


  *****


  The sun was slowly starting to settle over the horizon as Lucky had stopped to eat some grass from a patch found near the dirt road. As the horse grazed and ate contently Daniel was sitting down next to a tree which was bare while looking up at the sky, having opted to watch over Lucky while the horse was taking time to eat during their trip. As Daniel yawned and stretched out his arms inside the caravan a soft glow was seen coming from the front entrance and the back window.


  Within the cabin Triska was sitting up against her duffel bag as she tilted her sword in her hand, examining her blade while a lantern was lit and hanging from the ceiling near the back of the cabin next to the small window. Her blade shimmered in the light as she tilted it, admiring her trusty sword before looking ahead at something. Next to her Squeak was lying on her legs with her abdomen sticking out next to her, looking at her digging tool as it had been reconditioned like new again from the blacksmith in Ashwood. Her antennae twitched a bit as she ran her gloved fingers along the metal edge towards the tip before something else caught her eye. Across from her Alyssa was sitting up against a pillow while looking at her staff in her lap, seeming to be in thought about something while she stared at the relic. After a moment she glanced over to the side with a raised eyebrow as she too watched something that the other two girls were.


  Next to the witch Specca was sitting against a pillow as well with her legs lying crossed before her, her tail lying at her side while she was writing in Daniel’s monster book. She had been writing nearly constantly for a while now, with small pauses to look up thoughtfully before resuming every now and then. The other girls glanced to each other then back to the new travel companion as she seemed to be very engrossed in her work.


  “You must have really memorized a lot of monster types in that other book, you’ve been going at it nonstop,” Triska commented. Specca nodded as she kept writing, having a gentle smile on her face.


  “I read a lot of books back at the library, and plenty while not working there,” she explained while keeping her eyes focused on her writing. Alyssa scooted over and looked at the book with a raised eyebrow, observing what the nixie was writing down with grace. Her handwriting was far cleaner and more detailed than Daniel’s was, the nixie obviously having improved her writing skills while living among humans. The book now looked like a professionally written guide one might find at a library.


  “And you know all of these by memory?” Alyssa asked curiously.


  “Mostly,” Specca giggled. “There are some that I may need to freshen up a bit on when we come across another library, but it won’t be a problem. I never would have guessed that when I was reading that book back at Ashwood it would come in handy like this.” She then paused and looked over towards the front of the caravan with a worried expression.


  “Something on your mind, Specca?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow. Specca looked to her then around at the other girls.


  “He’s not mad at me is he?” she asked quietly. “I really didn’t mean to flash him like that earlier, it was an accident.”


  The other girls glanced to each other then back to the nixie as she watched the doorway to the cabin with nervous eyes.


  “I don’t think so,” Triska said with a slight smile. “He understands it was an accident. Just watch it next time, okay?”


  Specca nodded then looked down to the book as she resumed her writing.


  “I was just so eager to help him, I completely forgot about that again. I’ll try to keep that on the forefront of my mind, I don’t want him to think any less of me.”


  The other girls glanced to each other carefully before looking back to the nixie.


  “Yeah, you do that. So, how did you and Daniel meet anyway?” Triska asked, sheathing her blade and resting it behind her.


  “Oh, I was working in the library when he happened by,” Specca said with a small smile. “I helped him find the book on monsters of Eden and... we just started talking about it. I was rather curious why a human was actually trying to find them, I thought he was a monster hunter or something similar at first. He was so kind to me, even after I revealed myself to him.”


  “You flashed him then too?” Triska exclaimed with a jump. Specca blinked then shook her head amusingly.


  “What? No no, I meant revealed that I’m a monster,” she explained. “I showed him what I was, and he was still so kind to me. He even referred to me as a girl rather than a monster, it made me feel… special.” The other girls looked at her curiously as she turned the page a deep gaze in her eyes.


  “I spent a lot of time reading books in the library,” she gently said. “All kinds really. I wanted to see everything that humans created in their imagination and fantasies. Their art, their music, even the way they play, it really is so beautiful.”


  “Never heard a monster talk that way about humans before,” Triska mused with a curious smile. Specca nodded and looked upwards with a gentle gaze.


  “It’s true, I wanted to be around humans, not to find a man to mate with, but to see their world,” she said, the nixie then blushing slightly and looking around at the others. “Of course, I wouldn’t have been opposed to finding a mate. Truth be told, I was rather fond of the romance section of the library.”


  “The romance section?” Alyssa asked curiously.


  Specca nodded and looked down with a bashful smile as the others watched her with interest.


  “The way humans write some of their stories about love, I adored reading them so much. Something I always found romantic was the way the men were portrayed, tales of how they would defend and protect the women from evil, how they were the knights in shining armor coming to the rescue. I know as a monster I’m supposed to go out and bring back a man to breed with, but… I sort of liked the concept of the man claiming the woman,” she admitted with a small blush. Triska smiled softly at the girl while Alyssa and Squeak looked at her curiously.


  “Really? The man protects the woman?” Alyssa asked. “In most cities I’ve been to the majority of human women are the fighters.”


  “That’s because we decided to take up the call to arms for them,” Triska said. “We needed to protect them from… well… monsters.”


  Alyssa and Squeak looked at her then down, both showing remorse to that. Triska breathed out quietly then looked upwards with a distant gaze.


  “My mother always used to tell stories about that, how the men used to protect the women from the dangers of the world, how it was supposed to be a man’s job to protect us, not the other way around. Of course, those were just stories. There are some men that still fight, they’re not weak after all, and a lot of them are brave enough to defend themselves and their homes from monsters. But the majority of women now take up the blade, to protect our race. We’d rather die trying to keep our men with us than have them risk their lives and be taken away.”


  Specca nodded slowly then looked down with a bashful smile.


  “But when those serpents attacked the library… it wasn’t just a story,” she said softly. “Daniel protected me. He led me out of there before that snake monster could harm us.”


  The other girls looked at her with a bit of surprise as she held a hand to her cheek, the nixie replaying the event in her mind.


  “He was just like the men in the books I read,” she lovingly said. “Even with that monster attacking people nearby he was so brave. He saved my life from the ceiling coming down on us, and he escorted me out of the building as fast as he could without ever letting go of my hand. And when we got outside and saw more attacking around us, he guided me away from the fights, he protected me. A human protected me from monsters.”


  She closed her eyes with a soft sigh as the other girls looked at her curiously then to each other. Specca looked up with a gentle smile, having a faint blush on her cheeks.


  “I never would have imagined meeting anybody like him before. A human that is so brave and daring, someone who wants us to live together peacefully just as I had always dreamt of, and he’s so cute too.”


  The other girls slowly looked back over to her with cautious expressions, all of them seeing the way the nixie was smiling.


  “Yeah, he’s something alright,” Triska added carefully. Specca sighed quietly then looked back down to the book in her lap.


  “He’s like a dream come true,” she said softly with a blush on her cheeks. Triska narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms before her.


  “Keep dreaming, Specca.” The nixie looked up to her as the human shook her head slowly.      “Before you get any more wild ideas about him, you need to know right now that he’s already taken.”


  “Taken?” Specca asked worriedly.


  “Yeah, I’m the one who’s going to be his mate,” Alyssa said pointing to herself.


  “Like hell you are, Alyssa, he’s going to be mine!” Triska barked out at the witch. Squeak pointed to herself while squeaking with a firm tone. Specca glanced around at the girls then raised an eyebrow.


  “So… which one of you is his mate then?”


  “I am!” Alyssa and Triska shouted, looking to her with discontent while Squeak pointed to herself with another stern squeak. The three girls then looked at each other with narrowed eyes while Specca glanced down in thought. After a pause she looked up to them with a careful eye.


  “Has he actually chosen any of you?”


  The girls all looked to her with slightly frustrated expressions then downward while remaining silent. Specca nodded then started writing in the book again with a solemn expression.


  “I see, well then it sounds like he isn’t taken yet.”


  Triska growled loudly as Squeak watched the new girl with a sharp eye. Alyssa held her staff at her side as she watched the nixie closely.


  “He’s going to choose me,” Alyssa declared firmly. “I am the one protecting him out here and the one that’s even provided a ride for his travels. I’m the one who deserves to be with him.”


  “He’s going to choose me,” Triska argued through bared teeth. “I was his childhood friend who was with him the longest and I’ve saved his life and all of yours using my sword. I’m the one who’s earned the right to be with him.”


  Squeak waved her hands around while squeaking at the girls, having a firm expression as she seemed to be giving some sort of speech about what was assumed to be why she should be Daniel’s mate.


  Specca merely glanced around at them then back down to the book, not saying a word while she continued her work. The other girls looked at each other with discontent then to Specca again.


  “He’s mine, Specca, understand?” Triska demanded. “There’s no way I’ll let anyone else take him from me.”


  “Thank you, Triska,” Specca casually replied, earning a puzzled look from Triska. “You said anyone, not anything. I appreciate that. However if he hasn’t chosen you then you really have no right over him.”


  Alyssa growled and held her staff tightly, the relic glowing with an orange hue while Squeak narrowed her eyes at the nixie. Before anyone could say another word the caravan gently rocked a bit while a horse neighed outside. The girls all looked ahead to seeing Daniel climbing back onto the driver’s seat, taking hold of the reins before looking back to the girls.


  “Alright, I think Lucky has had his fill. We should be able to ride further out before stopping to make camp for the night. You all set?”


  The girls glanced to each other for a moment in silence then looked back to him.


  “Yeah, ready whenever you are, Daniel,” Triska said as she gently brushed her hair around her ear with a playful smile.


  “Thank you for feeding Lucky and watching over him, you’re so considerate,” Alyssa said with an adorable smile while resting her staff down on the floor.


  Squeak nodded and squeaked something with a smile as she quickly hid her digging tool behind her.


  “Oh, Daniel?” Specca asked, getting everybody’s attention.


  “Yes?” he asked.


  “I should be nearly finished with this when we stop to make camp,” she said with a curious smile at him. “Would it be alright if I go over it with you then, just to make sure it’s to your liking?”


  He smiled and nodded at her as the other girls gave the nixie narrowed glances.


  “Sure, that sounds great. I didn’t think you would be finished with that so soon.”


  “It was no trouble at all,” she replied with a wink. “I told you I have many talents.”


  Daniel smiled with a small laugh before looking back ahead, snapping the reins and having Lucky take off again onto the dirt road. Specca glanced around at the other girls, all of whom were glaring at her with annoyance, then smirked and looked back down to the book as she resumed writing in it.


  “Yes indeed. Like a dream come true.”


   


  


  Chapter 5


  In Search of Allies


  In the world of Eden mankind has established kingdoms across the land, where the rulers of each region reside and control their respected territories. Just as humans have a hierarchy of power so do certain types of monsters. Some have queens that rule over their nests and hives while others have pack leaders that they follow without question. Others have priestesses that guide and lead their kind while some have champions that have proven themselves by being the strongest and fiercest. Although the methods of being in charge of their kind varied from each race, there was one common factor with them all.


  When it came to any decision for their kind, their say was final.


  *****


  "Okay, remind me again why we're out here," Triska asked with an annoyed expression, having her arms crossed before her as she tapped her foot on the ground.


  Near the dirt road that was off to the side a caravan and white horse was next to a few trees, with the horse laying down on a small patch of tall grass that a witch had set for him. The sky above was dark with stars being seen along with a few clouds. Alyssa gently brushed Lucky's nose as she was kneeling down in front of the animal while Triska was standing behind her.


  "What are you talking about?” Alyssa asked. “We're out here to help Daniel with his quest, why else would we be out here?"


  "Not that, I meant why are we out here right now with Lucky?" Triska asked waving around at where they had stopped at.


  "Well, you were supposed to take a look around to make sure this area was safe while I set up a nice place for Lucky to sleep. I thought we went over this already.”


  "That's not what I meant either! And besides, why did he even need to stop, I thought he could go day and night?"


  "It was one thing to have him go nonstop in the safe zone, but out in The Outerlands we don't want to be asleep if he runs into trouble,” Alyssa explained. “Bandits are more common out here, as well as monsters in case you haven't heard.” She stood up and brushed the grass off of her skirt then looked over to Triska with a raised eyebrow.


  "Out here we stop and rest at night. Having him running blind along a trail in The Outerlands without us being awake is a very bad idea. We need to be on guard out here, you never know if a monster might show up along the way and try to take Daniel.”


  Triska growled with frustration and clenched her fists.


  "We already know of a monster that's trying to take Daniel away, and we just left him and her alone in the caravan," she argued, waving over to the caravan. Alyssa blinked then glanced over to it as Triska slapped a hand over her eyes and looked up with frustration. "Have you already forgotten about the nixie that not only isn't wearing any underwear but also is interested in Daniel?"


  "But she's not alone with him, Squeak's in there too," Alyssa pointed out.


  "And that should make me feel better why?"


  "She's watching over him while we're out here making sure we're safe for the night, what's wrong with that?"


  "What's wrong with that?” Triska asked shaking her head. “How are you okay with leaving Daniel alone with those two? Especially with Specca, you saw the way she was looking at him.”


  "What exactly do you think is going to happen to Daniel with us being outside like this for a few minutes?" Alyssa asked flatly.


  The two girls walked back over to the caravan and hopped up onto the front seat, both of them then looking inside the cabin with wide eyes.


  Inside a lantern was hanging near the back window, with the soft glow from the flame lighting up the interior and showing the occupants as well. Daniel was lying on the floor with Specca straddling his waist, holding onto his chest as she bounced up and down vigorously on him while his pants were in tatters off to the side. Her tail was coiled around his leg as she was moaning loudly, having a flushed face while she had a blissful smile and tears of joy dripping from her cheeks. Above Daniel was Squeak, the ant girl lying near his head while kissing him passionately, her antennae twitching bit as she squeaked softly while holding his head gently.


  "Daniel… yes… yes!" Specca cried out as she arched back, riding faster on him as Squeak wiggled her abdomen, the insect extension giving off a pinkish mist that was spreading throughout the cabin. “Oh god! This is amazing, you’re amazing, Daniel!”


  Specca started humping him faster with sharp gasps while Squeak played with Daniel’s tongue using hers, drooling her saliva into his mouth as he lay on the floor in an overwhelmed daze.


  “Cum in me, Daniel!” Specca pleaded loudly. “Give me a daughter, I want to have a family with you!”


  After a few more hard humps on his erection she let out a loud cry as she froze, her hips trembling as her hands gripped Daniel's shirt tightly. She breathed heavily for a moment then looked down with a bashful smile while holding a hand near her waist.


  "Thank you… Daniel… my god, that was… amazing.”


  She giggled softly then looked to Squeak as the ant girl broke from the kiss and looked up to her, with Daniel having a soft blush and glazed eyes as he was breathing softly. Specca smirked then uncoiled her tail from Daniel's leg.


  "Okay, your turn," she said sliding up off of Daniel, then crawling around him as Squeak moved over to ride on him as well. Specca caressed Daniel's head as Squeak straddled him with a loud squeak, smiling happily as she started to ride on the boy with him inside of her. Specca smirked then glanced over to Alyssa and Triska as she licked her lips.


  "Hey, want some?"


  Alyssa stared at Triska with a dull expression, the two girls still standing by Lucky who was asleep on the grass bedding near the caravan. Triska looked at her expectantly then waved towards the caravan.


  "It could happen!"


  "What the hell is wrong with you?" Alyssa asked flatly before she and Triska started walking back towards the caravan under the night sky. "Besides, she's probably still showing off for Daniel as we speak.”


  The two climbed back up onto the caravan in the front and looked inside the cabin. The lantern hanging by the small open window in the back kept the inside of the room lit with a soft light. Squeak was sitting near the front entrance with a small scowl on her face, watching as Daniel was sitting near the back wall with Specca next to him. He was looking at the monster book in his hands with a curious smile while Specca was glancing to him with a small blush. She was sitting on her legs with her tail off to her side, having been careful not to 'reveal' herself while Squeak watched her with a sharp eye.


  "Told you," Alyssa muttered quietly as she and Triska went inside the cabin and sat down against the wall opposite of Squeak, the three girls watching Specca with small glares as she was sitting very close to Daniel. She was leaning over to look at the book with him, though to the girls it was obvious she was trying to be as close to Daniel as possible.


  "This is incredible, Specca, this is going to be a very big help to us," Daniel said turning the page. The entries he had already written in were redone by Specca with a few finer details and points while other entries were entirely new as she had seemed to copy all that she had learned from the book back at Ashwood into his from memory alone.


  "I'm glad you like it, Daniel,” Specca said bashfully. “I wanted to make sure these were as clear and detailed as could be for you.”


  The other girls held in their growls of annoyance as they watched Daniel look through the book with an amazed smile. Specca glanced to the girls and smirked then scooted a bit closer to Daniel, much to others’ chagrin. She leaned closer to him and pointed to a page.


  "I also made references as to what type of natural surroundings they are found in, at least to those that I could remember. I hope my handwriting is acceptable for you.”


  "Of course it is, it's far better than mine even,” Daniel praised. “It looks like it was professionally written, this is amazing."


  Specca giggled then glanced to the other girls as her tail slid around her and rested near Daniel.


  "I'll always do my best to make you satisfied, Daniel," she said with a twitch of her eyebrow. The other girls bared their teeth slightly as they tried to control their anger at the nixie flaunting Daniel's approval in front of them. Specca smirked and looked back to the book as she leaned closer to him, her head near his shoulder as she was looking down at the book with a calm smile.


  "Would you mind not getting so close to Daniel like that? You're crowding him," Triska said with a forced smile, her eyes beginning to fail with hiding her anger.


  "I'm only making sure Daniel likes all the work I put in to help with his guidebook,” Specca claimed innocently with a glance to the girl. “What's wrong with that?"


  She looked back down to the book as she slowly scooted closer to him, her breasts resting against his arm. At this point Daniel noticed just how close she really was, as he could not only feel her warm breath on his cheek but also how soft her breasts really were.


  "Um, Specca?" he asked with a slightly nervous smile. She looked up to him through her glasses, her face extremely close to his.


  "Yes?"


  He suddenly jumped in surprise then looked behind him as the other girls tensed up. Specca giggled as her tail slowly coiled back behind her.


  "Sorry, that thing has a mind of its own sometimes.”


  "What did you just do?" Triska demanded.


  "Oh, my tail accidently brushed against him. That's all.”


  Daniel smiled weakly and nodded, choosing not to explain that by 'brushing against him' she was referring to how her tail caressed his rear for a moment.


  "Really," Alyssa said with narrowed eyes. Specca looked down with a gentle smile as Daniel nodded nervously.


  "That's okay, just… surprised me is all," he said with a small laugh. The other girls kept glaring at Specca as her eyes darted back to the book then to him again.


  "Well, I'm glad you approve of my work, Daniel,” she humbly said. “And should you not have your book with you at the time, I'll gladly inform you about any monsters we come across. I have a very good memory after all.”


  "Thank you, Specca, really,” he said with a nod. “It's great to know we have such an educated guide helping us.”


  Alyssa looked at him worriedly while Specca blushed even more from his compliment.


  "But, Daniel,” Alyssa whined with a pout. “I was going to be your guide out here before, remember?"


  "I know, Alyssa,” Daniel chuckled. “And I'm still grateful that you're out here helping us as well. I'm just saying it makes me feel more confident about this journey with Specca knowing so much about the monsters of the world.”


  Alyssa nodded slowly then glanced to Specca, using a great deal of self-control to not throw the nixie through the wall out of the caravan with her magic.


  "Thank you, Daniel. Is there anything else I can do for you?" Specca asked looking to him with a hopeful smile.


  "No, you've done more than enough, Specca, thank you," Daniel said as he closed the book. Specca nodded as he started to move towards his bag in the corner, the girl quickly yet gently reaching out and grabbing hold of it.


  "Allow me,” she offered. “I can at least help manage your books while out here. I've had lots of experience doing so at the library anyway.”


  He smiled amusingly as she took the book and leaned over towards his bag, the girl using one hand to hold her skirt down so not to reveal herself to him again.


  "Um, sure. Thank you, Specca," he said leaning back against the wall.


  "Suck up," Triska growled quietly through her teeth.


  "What was that?" Daniel asked glancing to her curiously. Triska jumped a bit with a quick smile and shook her head.


  "Nothing, I didn't say anything," she said with a shrug.


  Specca packed Daniel's monster book into his bag then looked inside of it curiously, seeing other books inside as well.


  "Oh my, what are these?" she asked pulling one out and looking at it.


  "Oh, those are just some of my favorites from home,” Daniel said with a shrug. “You know, just to read on a rainy day or something similar.”


  Specca looked at the book with wonder then smiled brightly.


  "Wow, this is A Lost Light by A.S. Gordon, that's one of my favorites," she said excitedly.


  "You've read it before?" Daniel asked with a curious smile. Specca nodded as she flipped through the pages quickly.


  "Oh yes, many times,” she eagerly replied. “A.S. Gordon is one of my favorite writers. He's the one who wrote Scarred Skies, The Lightmaker's Key, and Brightest Darkness, those are some of my favorite stories. The way he writes about how the Darker Ones of this world aren't to be feared and creates such brave and courageous tales of men that fight those monsters are so vivid and spectacular.”


  "You’ve read Brightest Darkness as well? That's one of my favorites too.”


  "Really?” Specca said looking to him with a warm smile. “I read it many times in Ashwood. I know it's one of the longer stories out there, but I honestly couldn't get enough of it.”


  "Haha, yeah, it is one of the longer ones,” Daniel agreed. “I couldn't pack it into my bag after everything else though, hopefully I'll get to read it again someday.”


  Triska, Alyssa, and Squeak just watched them with blank expressions as they sat together near the cabin entrance.


  "You've got to be kidding me," Triska muttered quietly while her hands clenched slightly.


  "Okay, here's the plan,” Alyssa whispered to them. “Squeak kisses Daniel to keep him paralyzed, I'll throw Specca through the goddamned wall, and Triska can stomp her skull in.” Triska and Squeak merely glanced to her for a moment before looking back to the nixie with small glares.


  "Well you're welcome to read them here whenever you want, Specca," Daniel offered kindly. Specca looked at him with a bit of surprise then down with a timid smile.


  "Really? Thank you, Daniel. You're far too generous.”


  "Yeah, he really is," Triska said dryly while glancing to him with a careful eye. He laughed a bit with a weak smile and shrugged in response. Alyssa drummed her fingers on her staff then looked away.


  "Anyway, we should probably get some rest for the night soon,” she mentioned. “The earlier we start out again tomorrow the sooner we can reach the elven forest across The Outerlands.”


  Daniel nodded and looked up as he leaned against the wall.


  "I wonder what I could say to them to help convince their race to join us.”


  "Have no fear,” Specca reassured him. “I'm sure you'll be able to help them see that we can live together, Daniel. I believe in you."


  He smiled and looked back over to her as the other girls gave the nixie deeper glares.


  "Thank you, Specca, I'll sure try my best.”


  Triska quickly looked to him with a hopeful smile and nodded in agreement.


  "You'll do great, Daniel,” she enthusiastically said. “You already opened up the possible alliance with Squeak's nest near our hometown, talking to elves should be a piece of cake for you.”


  Daniel showed a small smile to that as Specca glanced to the girl with a raised eyebrow from that comment. Squeak nodded in agreement and squeaked something while Alyssa smiled and bounced up and down with a giddy giggle.


  "Yeah, Daniel, you've already got three monster girls helping you with your quest. How could you have any doubt about yourself?"


  "Thank you, all of you,” Daniel said looking around at them. “It really means a lot that you're all out here helping me too, I don't think I would have gotten this far without it.”


  "That's funny,” Triska mused slyly. “I remember saying something along those lines to you before we left home.”


  "Wait, there's an ant girl nest near your home?" Specca asked curiously. The group looked to her and nodded as the nixie examined Squeak. "But… what? Where?"


  Squeak pointed behind them and squeaked something while moving her hand around, the group watching her as she seemed to be trying to explain where her nest was. After she finished with her little speech Specca just glanced to Daniel.


  "Um… where?"


  Squeak twitched a bit then looked down with a slightly frustrated expression while Daniel smiled weakly.


  "It was a few days away from our home, about a day or so away from Ashwood. We kind of stumbled upon it while we were heading to the city.”


  Specca looked at him curiously then to Squeak while slowly shaking her head.


  "How… did they get into the safe zone behind Ashwood?"


  Squeak tilted her head with a curious expression while the group looked over to her.


  "Well… I don't really know. Underground I guess?" Daniel reasoned with a shrug. Specca looked at Squeak carefully then down in thought, moving her finger around as she seemed to be tracing some sort of path in her mind.


  "Specca? What is it?" Triska asked. Specca showed a confused expression and shook her head.


  "I don't understand how they got past the city like that," she said looking back over to Squeak.


  "What do you mean? They probably went right under it," Daniel said looking to the ant girl.


  "No, the humans would have noticed them tunneling under the city,” Specca reasoned. “And they certainly would have been seen around the city limits if they had a nest under it. They had to have tunneled in from somewhere else.” Her eyes darted around in thought then looked up curiously.


  "They couldn't have come from the south, the Devilo Forest is inhabited by wild hornets and they would have been a problem. They couldn't have come from the north or west, it's all mountain ranges, ant girls need soil and dirt to tunnel through.” She shook her head and looked back to Squeak.


  "How did your nest end up out there? You would have had to slowly move underground beneath Ashwood in order to get out that way, but you would have been found out before ever making it out that far.”


  "Yeah, I was kind of curious about that too,” Triska mentioned. “I mean, Alyssa was traveling out that way so I can understand running into her. But still, I never knew an entire nest of monsters was a few days away from home.”


  Squeak merely looked around at the group and shrugged.


  "Maybe they got pushed out further and further into the land by those ant-lionesses,” Alyssa suggested. “Squeak's queen mentioned they normally collapsed any tunnels that became infested and then tunnel further away.”


  Specca looked at Squeak curiously then down in thought. She quickly reached back and brought out the map, laying it down and examining it closely while the others watched her. Specca held her finger down to the mountains north of Edgewood then drew along the mountain ranges to the west. She stopped when she got to the break where the Devilo River flowed horizontally across the land and where the mountains stopped. Looking closely at it she jumped a bit.


  "There, that's where they came from," she declared pointing to the small opening near the mountain’s southern range where the river came from. The group looked at it curiously as Specca drew her finger from the small gap out towards the bluffs south of Edgewood.


  "They came from the west, right under the river and into the safe zone. They missed the wild hornets just barely and kept pushing up at this angle,” she reasoned looking back to Squeak. “That's the only way they wouldn't have ever been spotted near the forests of Ashwood, they came from the west and were moving east towards the city.”


  The ant girl looked at the map curiously as the group examined it.


  "Wow, you mean they moved just south of our home?" Daniel asked.


  "Yes,” Specca said adjusting her glasses. “It looks like they tunneled under the bluffs through the softer areas and wound up in the fields here, just east of your home and west of Ashwood. It must have taken them years to slowly move their nest from the neighboring region into ours.”


  Daniel glanced to Squeak as the ant girl looked at the map curiously.


  "Those ant-lionesses kept following them wherever they went,” he said with remorse. “I had no idea they chased you so far, Squeak.”


  Squeak glanced to him then looked down with concern, seeing just how far her nest had shifted through the land trying to escape the underground predators.


  "Oh dear,” Specca said worriedly. “Um, we may have a problem. If they keep moving in that direction they'll run right into Ashwood, the humans there will find them.”


  The group looked to her then down to the map as she showed the direction the ant girls nest was heading in, right towards the heavily armed human city.


  "That's not good,” Specca warned. “Ant girls may take men for their breeding, but they never raid and go that close to human settlements, it would be too dangerous for them. If their nest moves too close to Ashwood the humans may send in their fighters to kill them off.”


  Squeak jumped and looked down to the map with wide eyes.


  "Oh no, you're right,” Triska said shaking her head. “If they keep moving their nest they'll run straight into Ashwood. Even our hometown of Edgewood would have been dangerous for them to run into, but if they get too close to that city they'll have armored soldiers clearing them out.”


  Squeak looked to her with a quick squeak then down at the map with fright.


  "Didn't you kill the ant-lionesses though?” Alyssa asked Triska. “You and Squeak cleared out those infected tunnels together didn't you?"


  "We did, but only in that one area in their nest,” Triska reminded her. “What if there's still more down there in other tunnels? Or if they came back? Squeak's nest would likely try moving again rather than fighting, they were still scared to death of those things when we left.”


  "How long would it take them to reach Ashwood?" Daniel asked looking to Specca. She looked at the map carefully and shrugged.


  "I'm not sure. I don't know how fast they can move their nest or how big it is. It could take years, or months, there's no way to be sure. They may even veer off course and head north where they would hit solid rock and come to a quick stop… oh no, then they won’t be able to run and will be eaten by the ant-lionesses.”


  Squeak jumped with a louder squeak while grabbing her hair out of terror.


  “Or they may head south,” Specca mentioned. “And run into the wild hornets. The hornets are very territorial, they’ll raid and attack the ant girls’ nest with ferocity.”


  Squeak let out a loud squeak before she hid her face with her hands and trembled nervously.


  "They're trapped, there's nowhere else for them to run," Alyssa said looking to Squeak. The ant girl shook her head and looked around at the group while squeaking quickly with a fearful expression.


  "What can we do to help them though?” Triska asked. “We can't just stay back there and be their ant-lioness killers, especially after Squeak was sent with us to help with this quest.”


  "There's nothing we can do for them right now," Specca said shaking her head. Triska growled then looked at her with a glare.


  "We can’t just forget about them!” she shouted out. “That's Squeak's family back there in case you didn't know; her whole nest. We can't just do nothing, what kind of people do you think we are?”


  Daniel looked at her curiously as did Squeak and Alyssa, the three noticing how adamant the girl could become in a monster's defense.


  "I know that,” Specca replied. “But like you said we can't just go back and remain there as their soldiers. We're out here for a purpose, and this is just another reason why we cannot fail with it.”


  "What do you mean another reason?" Triska asked.


  "She's right," Daniel said looking to the map. The group looked to him as he pointed to Ashwood. "Ashwood would have the manpower to wipe out their nest if they got too close, but what if Ashwood became their allies? If we can help our two races coexist peacefully then the ant girls' nest would be right next to their own guardians.”


  Squeak looked at him curiously then down to the map as Specca nodded with a smile.


  "Exactly,” she agreed. “If the humans of Ashwood were okay with the ant girls' nest being in their backyard, they would have the strength and power to help protect them. A prime example of why the ant girls need humans, not just for reproduction but for protection from their natural enemies.”


  "Yeah,” Alyssa said with a slow nod. “If Ashwood allied with that nest, the ant-lionesses would never be a problem again for them. They would have all the help they need to clear out those tunnels and keep them safe.”


  "Our fighters are more combat ready than their diggers,” Triska said looking to Squeak. “If we did become allies in this world then Squeak's nest would be protected and wouldn't have to move anymore.”


  The ant girl looked at the map curiously then to Daniel, the boy studying the map closely.


  "That would be their best bet for survival,” he agreed before shaking his head. “But we can't just go back to Ashwood now and talk to them about it. For one they just got attacked by monsters, talking about coexisting peacefully with them to any extent is not an option right now. Also even if they weren't attacked, they're not going to just listen to us.”


  "Well we need to do something,” Triska insisted. “If we don't get that city to side with the ant girls then Squeak's nest is going to dig themselves straight into trouble no matter where they try to run to.”


  "We will,” Daniel assured her. “We'll do what we set out to do. Squeak's nest already sent us an ambassador of sorts; they're ready to talk about peace if we are. For them all we can do is help sway our kind in this region into giving peace a chance.”


  "That’s true,” Specca agreed. “Worst case scenario is that her nest will be within Ashwood's sight within a few months, that is if they do indeed keep moving in their current direction and rather quickly. Hopefully they won't be moving at all or it will take longer for them to move out that far, but even so how are you going to convince that city into siding with them before then?"


  "There's only one way we can gain their support quickly," Triska pointed out looking to Daniel. He nodded and leaned back against the wall while looking up at the ceiling with a deep gaze.


  "We would have to convince the queen of the region of my belief, we would have to get her to side with us on this," he reasoned. Squeak looked at him curiously and squeaked something. He looked over to her then down to the map and pointed further southeast at a large area marked as a safe zone.


  "There, the kingdom of Rockhelm. We would have to go there and speak directly to Queen Leanna, only she would be able to approve any sort of peaceful coexistence in this region.”


  "Tell me you had a plan about how to do that from the start, right, Daniel?” Triska asked expectantly. “I mean you would have had to talk to the rulers of Eden at some point about this, right?"      "Truthfully, no,” Daniel admitted. “I was hoping that finding proof like these three would hopefully be enough to sway your mother into listening to us back home, I… haven't really worked out a plan on how to talk to the queen of our land about this yet.”


  "But… what do you mean you haven't?” Triska cried out. “Isn't that one of the most important parts of you getting mankind to peacefully coexist with monsters, talking to our own rulers? How can that not be on your to-do list?"


  "I'm sorry,” Daniel said holding his hands up defensively. “But I didn't expect to be talking to the rules of Eden so quickly in this. I mean we just left Ashwood, I didn't think me talking to our queen would be coming up so suddenly.”


  "Well you're going to be talking to her now, you need to,” Triska implored.


  "If we go to Rockhelm as it stands now, it will not end well,” Specca pointed out. “Squeak, Alyssa, and I would be executed on the spot for walking into a human kingdom while you two might be imprisoned for talking about such things as monsters and humans coexisting.”


  "She's right,” Alyssa added. “Talking to your queen would be needed to make this happen, but we don't have anything to back up our case on this yet. Three lone monster girls aren't enough.”


  "How many would we need?" Triska wondered.


  "A lot,” Daniel answered with concern. “And even then it's still going to be a challenge to get the queen to listen to us at all.”


  "Then start thinking about your opening speech, Daniel, because you're going to need it," Triska cautioned while looking down at the map. Squeak shook her head and squeaked at the group worriedly as the others looked over to her.


  "We'll help you, Squeak,” Daniel assured her. “We won't let your nest be destroyed. We just need to gather more support for this.”


  He pointed to the elven forest then traced his finger further east towards the two other marked areas further away.


  "We need to keep on course towards the elves. Hopefully they'll agree to help as well. Then we keep going and gather as much support for this as we can.”


  "Those other two locations are a really long ways away,” Alyssa pointed out. “Are there really no other races near us that are peaceful?"


  "Not that I'm aware of,” Specca said shaking her head. “I'm sorry, but those two other locations are the safest ones for Daniel to approach.”


  "There are bound to be other monsters we'll see along the way,” Triska reasoned. “Hopefully some of them would be willing to listen to Daniel.”


  Specca shook her head again and turned to her with urgency.


  "No, I'm telling you those other two locations are the best choices for him. The first one is where bovinettes normally roam and graze; they're incredibly docile and peaceful. The second is where harpies make their nests, the mountains are small there and they are also friendly with humans.”


  "Wait,” Alyssa said with a raised eyebrow. “Those are the monster classes in those two areas? Bovinettes and harpies? That's who we're traveling out there to talk to?"


  Daniel looked up thoughtfully as Squeak and Triska looked to Specca curiously.


  "Bovinettes and harpies, I don't remember reading about those," Daniel said looking over to the nixie.


  "What's wrong with those two? What are they even?" Triska asked looking to Alyssa. The witch looked up with a tired sigh.


  "Bovinettes are cow girl monsters, they mainly sit around large grass fields and graze like their animal counterparts. They are very friendly and gentle, and their milk they produce can actually cure various ailments and sicknesses with ease.”


  "Most humans already know about their milk and how special it is,” Specca mentioned. “Surely that would be a good reason for mankind to be allies with them.”


  Alyssa shook her head and looked back to Specca with a dull stare.


  "Of course they know about them, there are humans out there that farm those monsters. Mankind doesn't want to be friends with them; they already use them as livestock in certain areas. And the bovinettes don't care, they're so gentle and tame they don't mind being used like that at all. Humans aren't going to want to mate with them, not if they can get the milk for free.”


  "Wow, there are humans out there that actually use monsters like that?" Triska asked with surprise.


  "Some, yes,” Alyssa said with a shrug. “The bovinettes are a common one to be used like that since they're so easy to get their milk from.”


  "They don't care that they're used like that?" Daniel asked with wonder. Alyssa glanced to him then down.


  "Well, not at first. Like all monsters their inner nature builds up over time if nothing is done about it. And when it gets to be too much…" she trailed off, glancing away as she thought about something. Specca looked down with a solemn expression, knowing what Alyssa was getting at.


  "They go mad with lust,” Specca continued. “And try to rape any man they can find around them. They may be gentle and tame with humans normally, but when they go mad they're incredibly forceful. Humans often put them down before they get to that point and just replace them with new ones they capture in the wild. But if mankind were to live with them peacefully without using them like cattle they wouldn't turn like that. They wouldn't have to be killed.”


  "Again, no,” Alyssa argued. “That's not a good example for us. Humans would rather just use them and kill them like they already are than just mate with them in order to save them from going mad.” Specca opened her mouth to speak before Alyssa raised a finger at her.


  "And your idea of Daniel talking to harpies is just as bad. Those monsters are extremely possessive with men they like. If one of them were to desire Daniel enough they would take him away. Literally, the harpy would grab onto him and fly off to her nest to keep him as her husband," she said shaking her finger at the nixie.


  "They would?” Triska asked. “But I thought Specca said they were friendly with humans.”


  "They are friendly,” Alyssa tiredly replied. “They don't raid or attack humans settlements. It isn't that they’re not friendly, it's that they can get too friendly with a human. The only way Daniel would get away from being taken by them would be to either take a leap of faith out of their nests, which are usually located in steep cliffs high above the hard unforgiving ground below, or to break the harpy’s heart and decline to be with her, in which case she would likely push him out of the nest towards the hard unforgiving ground below.” Looking over to Specca the witch raised an eyebrow in question at her.


  "Not only that, but they don't really offer much for humans in terms of peaceful coexistence. They can fly around, sure, but they don't have any magic or medicine to trade with, nor do they have any strong fighters to speak of. They don’t even fly that far on average, so I don't think asking them to be couriers for deliveries would be something that would appeal to mankind.”


  The group looked over to Specca as she shook her head worriedly.


  "But if we were there with him we could keep him safe if one of them really did try to fly away with him,” she insisted. “Besides, they are friendly with humans, that's going to be a requirement that many monsters in this world will not meet, and we need all the support we can get remember?"


  "Yes, but mankind won't have any real reason to peacefully coexist with them,” Alyssa argued with frustration. “They don't offer anything that mankind isn't already getting without having to sleep with them.”


  "You’re missing the point here,” Specca defended. “Daniel needs followers for his belief and those two are the closest ones besides the elves that are the safest for him to approach with us. I'm not only thinking about his quest but also about his safety.”


  "His quest is about finding monsters that mankind would be willing to coexist with,” Alyssa argued. “That means that the monster race would have to offer something in return for humans mating with them willingly. They already use bovinettes for their milk without having to breed with them and the harpies offer nothing of real value in exchange for mating with them.”


  "I'm trying my best to help him with finding monsters to speak with!"


  "We can't waste our time with monsters that aren't going to help him with his cause!"


  "We need all the support we can get; we can't be picky about which monsters to talk to!”


  "Stop!" Daniel called out. The girls looked to him as he was showing a serious expression. "You're both right. We do need all the help we can get, and the queen is only going to listen to us if we have monster races that could be of benefit to mankind willing to try to coexist peacefully.”


  The girls glanced to each other then to him curiously as he leaned back and looked up with a small sigh.


  "The bovinettes and harpies may not be critical to ally with, but if we do start to peacefully coexist with monsters then hopefully they would be a part of that. It doesn't sound like they're malicious at all, I'm sure humans could learn to live with them peacefully enough," he reasoned with a small shrug.


  "But it sounds like those two monster races wouldn't help with your cause," Triska mentioned with a bit of concern. Daniel nodded then looked down to the map.


  "No, it doesn't,” he agreed. “I do still want to talk to them, and try to see if they could give peace a chance if at least we were willing, but right now we need to get the idea rolling with mankind, and we need monsters that can offer something in return to show that they could be useful allies.”


  “Ant girls are expect diggers,” Alyssa stated. “Withes are adept with magical spells and potions. And even nixies can aid sailors and explorers in the open seas. We need to present your queen with monsters that can benefit mankind with this union, enough to warrant humans considering mating with us on their own free will.”


  "Then what do we do next?” Triska asked. “Other than the elves in the region we don't know of any other monsters that are remotely friendly with humans. Where do we go after them?"


  Daniel thought for a moment about their choices then looked over to Alyssa.


  "Alyssa, who would we need to speak with for the witches to listen to us?"


  Alyssa jumped a bit then looked at him worriedly.


  "Um, well, that depends,” she said nervously. “Alpha witches would be the ones who we would need to convince about this idea.”


  "Alpha witches?" Daniel asked. Specca nodded and glanced to Alyssa with a raised eyebrow.


  "A witch that is more powerful than others by far,” she clarified. “Usually one of the eldest witches in a region. Their magical reserves and knowledge of more demanding and powerful spells makes them sort of the leaders of their race. Her alpha would be the equivalent to your queen.”


  Alyssa nodded and looked down with a worried frown.


  "The alpha in my homeland is the only one I know of personally, but… I don't know if talking to her is the best idea.”


  "Because you burned your homeland to the ground?" Triska asked flatly with a raised eyebrow. Alyssa twitched at that then nodded slowly.


  "I'm not exactly welcome back there anymore,” she confessed. “All the witches in that region know me. I'm only able to travel around other parts of Eden without being attacked by my own kind because not all witches know I'm the Wildfire Witch. The names Alyssa and Wildfire Witch are known throughout the witches’ world, so whenever I'm around others I make up some random name so they don't try to kill me.” She trembled slightly and shook her head.


  "My home is still safe, other witches won't find it… because…”


  "There are wolves around your home," Daniel said softly with a sympathetic expression. Alyssa nodded and looked to him.


  "They keep other witches from going back into that forest, not that they would have had much reason to anyway since it’s all dead now. It's ironic, but… the wolves I tried to do away with are the only things keeping other witches from finding my home.”


  "Alyssa, I'm sorry," Daniel said gently.


  "So then you can't speak to your kind for Daniel's cause," Specca pointed out, raising an eyebrow at the witch. Alyssa clenched her staff tightly and glanced to her with annoyance. "You just said for us ‘not to waste our time' with monsters that can't help Daniel's cause. Well, doesn't that include you then?"


  "Hey!” Alyssa snapped at her. “I'm out here helping Daniel because he needs a guardian; I am helping him with his cause!"


  "But you're not going to be an example of witches willing to peacefully coexist with mankind,” Specca argued. “At least with the bovinettes and harpies we would have monster races that could possibly speak on their own behalf, but with you we have one witch who is an outcast to her own kind. You're being a hypocrite saying we can't go talk to the other races when you can't even talk to your own.”


  "I'm not a hypocrite! I'm telling you that getting those other monsters to side with us won't do anything for Daniel's cause, we need to find others that mankind would have a reason to mate with!”


  "We need to find anyone we can, we don't have a lot of options here!”


  "What about your race then?” Alyssa asked while glaring at the nixie. “Are you going to talk to them and get them to side with Daniel as well? Where are they? I wasn't aware nixies normally traveled this far out away from their homes, where's your home at? I don't hear you offering to take Daniel there.”


  Specca glanced away with concern as the group waited for her reply.


  "Well… my home is quite far away, it's not really an option for us right now," Specca said quietly.


  “Why did you travel so far away from your home all alone then?” Alyssa demanded.


  “Because… I just did. Why does that matter?”


  "So then you're not helping his cause either,” Alyssa said with discontent. “You're alone out here from your own race on this aren't you?"


  Specca looked back to her with a flustered huff.


  "Hey, I'm… doing all that I can to help him. I've agreed to be his guide out here haven't I? I'm doing my best, I want our kind to coexist too.”


  "So am I, that's why I'm out here in the first place, I want to help him too!" Alyssa shot back. Triska sighed and looked up tiredly.


  "Great, so we have a witch who can't speak to her leaders on our account and a nixie who is far, far away from her own kind for support from her own people," she stated dryly. "The only monster we've found that is out here representing her own kind for Daniel's cause is Squeak.”


  Squeak smiled and nodded with a quick squeak while pointing to herself. Triska blinked then looked over to Daniel with a tired expression.


  "And she can't even speak to anyone on behalf of her own kind.”


  Squeak paused for a moment then looked down with a saddened expression and squeaked softly. Alyssa and Specca glared at each other then looked down with troubled frowns, both fearing they weren't a help to Daniel's beliefs since they were all alone from their own races.


  "We're off to a fantastic start," Triska groaned as she looked back down to the map.


  "I'd say we are," Daniel agreed. The girls all looked to him as he was going over the map with a curious eye, smiling in content.


  "I was being sarcastic, Daniel," Triska said shaking her head.


  "Well I wasn't,” Daniel reasoned with a shrug. “We have three monsters girls already helping us with our journey just after leaving Ashwood. We have the famous Wildfire Witch with us, an ant girl who represents a nest that is willing to peacefully coexist with mankind once we're ready for that, and a nixie who knows so much about the world and is willing to be our monster guide. I'd say that's a great start to our journey.”


  "But, Daniel,” Alyssa whined. “Me being the Wildfire Witch is a bad thing, remember? I can't talk to the alpha witches at all, they'll never want to help me with anything.”


  "I'm flattered you think so highly of me, Daniel,” Specca admitted. “But… Alyssa is right. I'm not able to strengthen your cause alone, and I'm not sure if I can even convince my own to talk peacefully with mankind.”


  "And have you forgotten that Squeak can only squeak?” Triska mentioned while waving over to Squeak. “How's she going to speak on behalf of her queen when nobody can understand her?"


  Daniel looked around at the group with a curious smile then to Alyssa.


  "You being the Wildfire Witch is a good thing, all we have to do is make that name of yours into something that witches can be proud of. If you can prove to the world that you really are a good witch, then word will spread faster because you're already so well-known. The alphas surely know about you Alyssa, and if they know that you had a hand in helping with mankind and other monsters forming peace then they'll respect you for it.”


  "You think so?" she asked quietly. He nodded and smiled at her then looked over to Specca.


  "And you have been a big help, Specca. You've shown us the way towards finding more possible allies in the world, and even updated my monster book so we're better prepared for what we might come across. I may not even need to rely on that book now that we have you with us; you've become invaluable to us with this journey. And it's alright if you can't talk to your own kind right now, just help us talk to whoever we can like you were going to before.”


  "I'm… invaluable to you?" Specca said under her breath, staring at him with adoring eyes as she blushed slightly. He nodded with a warm smile then looked over to Squeak.


  "Squeak, I promise we'll help save your nest. And your queen sent you with us to be an example of monsters willing to peacefully coexist with humans. It's alright if you can't speak our language, we'll speak for you. Just stand by our side and help us with our journey, show humans that you're not just another lustful monster in Eden. Besides, having a strong ant girl with us makes me feel safer already out here in the wilderness.”


  Squeak looked at him with wonder then smiled and nodded eagerly. Daniel then turned to Triska, the girl looking at him curiously.


  "Thank you," he said gently.


  "Thank you? For what?"


  "That's twice now you've defended Squeak," he said glancing to the ant girl. Squeak looked at Triska curiously as did Alyssa and Specca.


  "What do you mean?" Triska asked again.


  "You defended her in Ashwood when people were ostracizing her in the city,” Daniel explained. “You stood up for her and right in front of the guards as well, defending her even though she was a monster. And just now you were so defensive for her about saving her nest, so insistent that we help them.”


  "Well,” Triska said glancing to Squeak. “I mean I was only… she isn't…"


  "You were sticking up for her, like a real friend,” Daniel praised. “And you even did so for Alyssa, you tried to save her from that succubus with everything you had. You rushed towards a Darker One with only your sword to help Alyssa even though she’s a witch. You were ready to take on a legendary evil in this world, to save a monster.”


  Triska smiled with a small light laugh then looked down.


  "I did what you would have done, Daniel. I wanted to back you up on your belief," Triska said glancing up to him timidly.


  "Thank you, Triska, for being proof yourself that monsters and humans can get along.”


  She smiled at him then glanced away while brushing the hair away from her face and around her ear.


  'Daniel, I want to be so much more than that for you.'


  After a moment she looked back to him then jumped with surprise.


  "You're so kind and chivalrous, Daniel,” Specca said joyously as she was hugging him from his side, nuzzling her cheek against his while he was smiling nervously. “I promise I'll do my very best to be of the most help to you in any way I can."


  At his other side Squeak was hugging him as well while squeaking affectionately and nuzzling against his other cheek.


  "You really believe in me, Daniel? Really really really?" Alyssa asked eagerly, hugging him from the waist while looking up at him with loving eyes.


  As the three monster girls held onto Daniel while smothering him with affection Triska's eyebrow twitched as she watched them with growing ire. She clenched her fists tightly as she glared at the three girls that were hanging onto Daniel with fire in her eyes.


  “Ahem,” she grunted through bared teeth. The group looked over to her as she snarled quietly. “If you’re about done expressing your gratitude for Daniel being so kind to you…”


  “Actually, I was just getting started. Do you mind?” Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “Did… you want to hug him as well?” Specca asked nervously. Squeak looked at the human girl while squeaking softly as Daniel smiled nervously in fear of Triska’s murderous aura. Triska trembled a bit then yelled out at the top of her lungs, her voice causing Lucky to jump out of his slumber with a loud neigh.


  “GET OFF HIM NOW!”


  *****


  After Lucky had gone back to sleeping peacefully on his bedding and after all three monster girls let go of Daniel as Triska expressed her feelings about them hanging onto him in a very threatening manner, everybody was watching her as she was rummaging through her duffel bag.


  “Okay, we’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow if we’re going to make progress towards that elven forest,” she started as she pulled out a dark purple blanket and white pillow, tossing them to Squeak before rummaging around in her bag again.


  “It’s late, and we all need our rest. And since Daniel insisted that we could all sleep together in here I’m laying down a few ground rules,” she grunted as she pulled out an orange blanket and white pillow, tossing them to Alyssa as the group stared at her with wide eyes.


  “First off, as long as he’s in here nobody takes their clothes off for any reason. You want to change, wait for him to leave or go outside. As for Specca, keep your skirt down or else you’re out of here,” she continued as she pulled out a light blue blanket and white pillow, throwing them to Specca as the group watched her in silence.


  “Secondly, I think it goes without saying that if he’s going to trust you sleeping next to him then you’d better not try anything sneaky. If you’re going to be proof that you can live with humans peacefully then keep your hands off of him while he’s asleep, understand?” she demanded as she pulled out a black blanket and white pillow, handing them to Daniel as he stared at her with a slightly opened mouth.


  “Third, and I can’t stress this enough, stop hanging all over him like that!” she yelled as she pulled out a white blanket and pillow, the girl looking back to them as they were just staring at her while holding their blankets and pillows.


  “Well? Any questions?”


  Alyssa slowly raised her hand.


  “Yes. How the hell did you pack all of this into that one bag?” she asked pointing to the duffel bag. Triska glanced to it then back to Alyssa with a raised eyebrow.


  “What do you mean?” she said with a casual shrug. “I just packed a few necessary things for the trip, even extra clothing and supplies for all of you. Well, Specca can share what we have until we get to a human town or something.”


  “She means how did you fit all of this stuff into one bag?” Specca said shaking her head. “It doesn’t seem physically possible.”


  Triska just looked at her puzzled as everybody glanced to the bag then back to her with baffled expressions. She then shook her head and moved the traveling bags off to the side before glancing back to the group.


  “Anyway, let’s get some sleep. Whether we go after the bovinettes and harpies or not, we’re still on track for the elves, so let’s at least focus on that for now. It’s Daniel’s call where we go out here, he’s the one that’s going to be talking to the monster races after all.”


  The group slowly nodded as she set her sword and dagger down next to the wall near the bags. She glanced to them and raised an eyebrow as they were just staring at her in silence.


  “What?”


  The group glanced to each other and shrugged, then moved about to settle in for the night. Daniel set his pillow against the corner near the bags and laid down next to the back wall, having enough room to lay comfortably across the caravan while he had his blanket over him. The four girls glanced to him then to each other. Triska then set her pillow next to him and settled down as well while the other girls watched her carefully.


  “Hey, how come you get to sleep next to him?” Alyssa demanded with annoyance. Daniel looked over to see Triska lying down casually while glancing to the witch with her arms resting behind her head.


  “Because I risked my life to save you from a succubus, because I didn’t touch him with my tail, because I kept my pants on around him, and because I’ve stood up for you all in Daniel’s beliefs. That and I was the only one earlier who wasn’t hanging all over him.”


  Alyssa looked at her for a moment then shook her head.


  “But why do you get to sleep next to him?”


  “It’s okay, Alyssa. Let’s just rest for the night, okay?” Daniel asked gently, wishing to avoid any bloodshed for the remainder of the night. Alyssa looked at him with worried eyes then down with a pout. Specca quietly set her pillow next to Triska and laid down as well, covering herself with the blanket as her tail slid out slightly. She lay with her torso nearly on its side as she rested on the pillow looking up, the girl taking her glasses off and blinking a few times before setting them down above her pillow.


  “Are those your only pair of glasses?” Triska asked curiously.


  “Yes. I couldn’t really go back to my home in the city to collect my spares.”


  “You’re going to need to be careful then, what if those break and we’re not near a human town to get you another?”


  “If that happens I suppose I’ll just have to rely on Daniel to be my eyes and take care of me,” Specca said turning onto her side facing away from Triska, having a soft smile on her face as she closed her eyes.


  “What?” Triska barked out. Daniel chuckled and shook his head with a slight smile.


  “We’ll all help you if they break, Specca, but we’ll be careful not to let anything happen to them.”


  “Thank you, Daniel,” Specca said softly as she curled up a bit with a blush. Alyssa rolled her eyes then set her staff down near the front of the cabin, the witch lying down near the wall as she set her hat down next to her. Squeak set her pillow down by the front corner and curled up into a small ball with her head resting on it, her abdomen sticking out to the side while her blanket covered her body. Triska glanced to them then over to Daniel as he was looking up at the ceiling with a calm expression. She smiled softly and looked up as well, wondering what tomorrow may bring for them.


  *****


  A small beam of moonlight came through the back window and front entrance as the group quieted down for the night. A slight shimmer was seen coming from Squeak’s pickaxe which was resting against the wall next to the ant girl as well as from Alyssa’s focuser as it lay on the witch’s chest. Specca’s scales on her tail were faintly seen as her tail was partially exposed behind her next to Triska, the human girl lying peacefully with a few strands of hair across her face. And near the back wall Daniel was looking up with a blank expression, just staring up at the rounded ceiling while the lantern was hanging above near the window.


  “Goodnight,” he said as he slowly fell asleep. Triska glanced over to him with a soft smile while Specca turned her head slightly to glance over in his direction. Alyssa opened one eye slightly and looked over towards him with a gentle smile as Squeak peeked out from under her blanket, with one of her antennae popping out and twitching slightly.


  “Goodnight, Daniel,” they all said quietly, with Squeak making a soft squeaking sound of course. They blinked then all glanced to each other before quickly avoiding eye contact with one another. Slowly they all fell back asleep, all of them dreaming about the boy they wanted as their mate.


  And the growing competition for his heart.


   


  


  Chapter 6


  Need to Feed


  In the world of Eden, monsters roamed the lands in search of mates that could be used as breeders for their own kind, all of the darker creatures being female and needing a means to reproduce. However finding a mate to breed with wasn’t the only thing these monsters did in their lives. Something else they did, as do all living things in the world, was feed. Some monsters were herbivores and ate only plants while some were carnivorous and preferred to eat only meat. Some, like humans, ate both while others ate neither and survived by other means. The need to feed was just as important to them as was the need to breed, as both were needed for survival.


  How, and what, they ate however varied greatly from one monster to another.


  *****


  The sun started to rise over the horizon as another day began. Light slowly traveled across the fields and hills, with a few birds chirping as they flew overhead. The grass swayed slightly as a calm breeze rolled by while a white horse slept soundly near a caravan. As the light started to cross over it inside a few figures were seen. Alyssa yawned as she slowly sat up, rubbing her eyes as the light came in through the front entrance to the cabin. Across from her Squeak started to slowly uncurl and sit up, squeaking softly as her antennae twitched a bit. They both looked to seeing the light rising up in the distance then over to see Triska sitting up while stretching out her arms. She blinked a few times to clear her vision then brushed back her hair from in front of her. Glancing over she saw Alyssa and Squeak staring with wide eyes and open mouths at something.


  "Hey, what's up?" she asked as she rubbed one of her eyes. She looked over to the back of the cabin and jumped in surprise. The three girls saw Specca riding atop Daniel with stifled moans, her skirt pulled up showing herself riding atop his member while his pants were pulled down to his knees. Her tail was wrapped around one of his legs as he was holding onto her hips, her hands pressed against his chest as she bounced up and down vigorously. Her hair swayed back and forth as she smiled blissfully while Daniel had a glazed look in his eye. She giggled a bit then looked over to the other girls as she sat atop the boy and licked her lips.


  "Hey… good morning," she said before she started riding him again.


  "SPECCA!" Triska yelled as she shot up, waking from her dream wide eyed and breathing heavily. Looking to the side she saw Daniel sitting against the rear wall looking at her with surprise while he had a book in his hands. Triska quickly looked over towards the front of the cabin to see Squeak watching her with a raised eyebrow while sitting near the front corner and Alyssa sitting in the driver's seat of the caravan while looking back to her with a dull expression.


  "Did Triska just call me?" Specca asked from outside. Alyssa rolled her eyes and waved off to the side.


  "Don't worry, it was nothing,” she casually replied. “She was just having a dream about you having sex with Daniel.”


  Daniel jumped a bit and looked at Triska with a surprised expression still while Squeak looked at the girl curiously.


  "What?" Specca called out with shock. Triska shook her head and looked around as she blinked a few times, trying to gather all her senses and realize that now she was really awake.


  "Triska?" Daniel asked slowly. She glanced to him and smiled weakly.


  "Um… it was just a nightmare… really.”


  "Heard that before," Alyssa mentioned glancing back to her. Specca was heard climbing up onto the front seat before she peeked into the cabin with a deep blush on her cheeks.


  "Triska?"


  "I just had a nightmare, that was all. Really," Triska insisted quickly.


  "Last time you called out my name like that when waking up you had a nightmare about me then too," Alyssa commented. Triska growled then glared at her.


  "Yeah, it was. Your point?”


  "You were dreaming about Daniel and I…" Specca trailed off before glancing to the boy and holding a hand to her cheek. Triska waved her hand around while shaking her head.


  "Just forget it, it was just a dream. And it wasn't about either of you!"


  "Then why did you scream out her name?" Alyssa asked raising an eyebrow.


  "Just forget about it!"


  Specca looked at the girl curiously then slowly entered the cabin and sat down against the wall across from her. Daniel smiled a bit and laughed weakly before looking over to Specca with a shrug. The nixie glanced to him then back to Triska as the teen scooted over and got her sword and dagger, strapping the sheath behind her back and securing the dagger at her hip.


  "Anyway, when are we heading out? We've got a long ways to go to reach the elven forest," she said looking around at the group, eager to change the topic of conversation.


  "We were waiting for you to wake up so we could have some breakfast before leaving,” Alyssa said looking over to her horse outside. “Lucky's grazing nearby so he'll be ready when we are.”


  “What was Lucky calling out for earlier?” Specca asked.


  “Calling out for earlier?” Triska repeated.


  “I think Daniel’s snoring woke him up,” Alyssa said with a weak smile.


  “My snoring?” Daniel asked.


  “Daniel snores?” Specca questioned.


  Everyone turned to her as she just stared at Daniel curiously.


  “You didn’t hear him last night?” Alyssa asked. “He was still snoring when Squeak and I woke up first. You didn’t notice him doing that at all?”


  “No,” Specca said shaking her head. “I slept so soundly last night, I didn’t hear anything that came across as abrasive or irritating. I only awoke when Lucky started neighing really loudly.”


  “That’s what woke everyone up but Triska,” Alyssa commented with a glance at the teen. “Seems she can sleep through anything.”


  “Well I was sleeping next to Daniel,” Triska boasted while looking up, with all the girls glaring at her from that. “I was so comfortable and relaxed like that, I guess that’s why nothing disturbed me.”


  “Wait, I was snoring again last night?” Daniel asked. “Oh no, I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t cause any of you discomfort or make you lose your sleep.”


  “Not at all, Daniel,” Triska said glancing to him with a wink. “Sleeping next to you got me thoroughly refreshed for today, it wasn’t a problem for me at all.”


  “Oh shut up with your bragging,” Alyssa snapped.


  “Just being truthful, Alyssa,” Triska quipped.


  “I didn’t notice you making a sound, Daniel,” Specca gently said. “Even if you were indeed snoring last night I would have preferred to sleep closer to you rather than further away as I did.”


  “And shut up with your brown nosing,” Alyssa snapped at her.


  Squeak merely squeaked something at Daniel before winking at him then looking down with a timid smile. Alyssa looked at her with a raised eyebrow, opened her mouth to protest, and then stopped as she realized she didn’t know what she would be protesting to.


  "Um, anyway,” Daniel said before looking to Specca. “Did you find any water nearby, Specca?"


  She shook her head and looked down with a slight frown.


  "No, no river or lake, not even a pond nearby," she sighed softly.


  "I have water in my bag if you're thirsty you know," Triska said moving over towards her duffel bag.


  "What don't you have in there?" Alyssa asked glancing to the bag with a raised eyebrow.


  "No, it's not for drinking, but to bathe in," Specca corrected. Triska smirked and looked at the girl with a bit of amusement.


  "Well we may not get to bathe every day during this trip,” she pointed out with a laugh. “Besides this is your first day out here, you can't be that dirty.”


  Specca shook her head and looked down as her hands fidgeted together in her lap.


  "It's not that I'm dirty, Triska,” she complained. “It's just we nixies like to keep our skin and scales wet if we can. Otherwise they get dry and… itchy.”


  Triska looked at her with a bit of sympathy as the nixie hesitantly scratched her thigh before looking away.


  "Oh, I didn't know. Are you going to be okay?"


  Specca nodded and brushed the hair around her reptilian ear.


  "I'll be alright,” she said with a shrug. “It's not a life or death sort of thing, we just like to be around water to be comfortable. I'll be fine until we find something along the way.”


  "We should come across a river or lake eventually,” Daniel reasoned. “We'll stop as soon as we find one for you.”


  "Thank you, Daniel," she said softly. Triska smiled slightly then started rummaging through her duffel bag.


  "Alright then, let's get something to eat then we can be on our way. Now let's see here…"


  The group watched as she pulled out a few small tins with fruits and vegetables in them along with another containing sliced ham, a loaf of bread which she used her dagger to cut into slices of bread for everybody, and a few small drinking cups of which she poured water into from a larger travelling container. Everybody watched with wonder as she prepared them a sandwich with ham, lettuce, and cheese along with an apple and a cup of clear water. Triska packed the remaining tins and containers back into her bag then looked around to see everybody staring at her.


  "What?" she asked as she took her sandwich and bit into it.


  "I'm never going to understand how you packed all of your things into that bag," Alyssa said looking over to it.


  "What are you talking about?" Triska asked while chewing her food.


  "How is this food not crushed into a fraction of its original form after being stuffed into that thing anyway?" Specca asked, examining her sandwich and apple which were perfectly fine. Squeak looked at the bag then to her sandwich with a curious expression while Daniel smiled a bit and chuckled. Triska looked at them funny then shook her head and glanced over to Daniel.


  "I know it's nothing fancy, but I'll make us something better for lunch when we stop for a break.”


  "No, it's fine, Triska, really,” he assured her. “And thank you for making them, beats foraging for food any day.”


  Triska smiled at him gently as the other girls glanced to him. Alyssa rolled her eyes then looked at her sandwich.


  "What else can you make anyway? You've only really made us sandwiches before," she asked examining it with a bored eye. Triska glanced to her with annoyance while Squeak started eating her apple, the ant girl glancing between the two while Specca dabbed her fingers in her cup of water before rubbing the moisture around her hands.


  "It was all the basic food I could bring from our home, Alyssa,” Triska retorted. “And I did purchase a larger variety of rations for later from Ashwood.”


  Alyssa looked at her with a raised eyebrow then down to her sandwich.


  "We had these last night I believe, not really that much. Are sandwiches all you're going to make for Daniel out here?"


  "No, it’s not,” Triska growled with annoyance. “If I can catch some fish at a river I'll cook those, if I catch a rabbit or fox I could cook them, if we find and take down a deer I could use the meat from that as well. I could only pack food that doesn't need to be cooked in my bag you know, things that are easier to travel with.”


  Alyssa nodded slowly then looked up in thought. After a moment she looked over to Daniel with a sweet smile.


  "Tell you what, Daniel, how about I handle lunch for us today? My treat," she offered cheerfully. He looked at her curiously while Triska narrowed her eyes at the witch.


  "You handle lunch?” Triska asked. “With what, you don't have anything on you at all for food.”


  "I managed to survive out here without your expert cooking, I think I can handle it," Alyssa said with a mocking laugh and an amused smile. Daniel smiled a bit as Triska sat back against the wall and looked at the witch with a dull stare.


  "Well if you want to, Alyssa, go ahead,” Daniel offered. “But what are you going to make?"


  "You'll see later, Daniel,” Alyssa giggled. “I promise it'll be much more appetizing than some boring sandwiches.”


  Triska held in her growl as Specca took a bite out of her apple, the nixie glancing back and forth between the two.


  "I don't really mind who makes what,” Specca mentioned. “Just so long as we can stop by something for me to take a quick dip in.”


  Squeak finished eating her apple down to the core then started on her sandwich, not seeming against whatever the group wanted to eat.


  "You never offered to cook anything before, why the sudden interest?" Triska asked carefully.


  "Is there anything wrong with me offering to make all of you something to eat besides this?" Alyssa inquired with a raised eyebrow. Triska watched her with an annoyed grunt then looked away.


  "Nope, go right ahead if you wish.”


  Alyssa giggled and looked to Daniel with a wink, the boy showing a small smile while wondering what the witch had in mind to make for everybody.


  "Well, that's very kind of you to offer that, Alyssa. Thank you.”


  Alyssa nodded then looked down with a shrug.


  "Monsters know how to cook too you know, we're not all like wild animals," she said before taking a bite out of her sandwich.


  *****


  Standing under a tree Daemon was surveying the surrounding land with his cold blue eyes, his arms crossed before him while he was leaning back against the trunk of the old tree. His sword was sheathed at his hip as always while his gloved hand drummed its fingers on his arm as he gazed around at the nearby woods and grasslands of the area.


  "When you two are finished we need to keep moving. And this time don't carry the leftovers with you, I'd rather not have that smell following us.”


  Nearby behind the tree a reptile girl was sitting down with her large broadsword struck into the dirt behind her, leaning back against the blade while her tail lay at her side. Sasha tore off another mouthful of meat from a deer's leg as she ate quietly; feasting on the fallen animal which was nearly picked clean except for the head at this point which had been lopped off and now lay next to the cadaver. Next to her Rulo was munching down on another deer, the orc having dug into her meal face first while on all fours. The deer she was feasting on was torn up, the animal's meat and blood being strewn about while its head was smashed in under the girl's large stone hammer. She looked up towards Daemon with a curious smile while chewing on the meat, snorting a bit as her chin dripped with fresh blood.


  "Did you want any, master?" she asked eagerly.


  "Rulo, I told you to stop calling me that," he said simply while still looking away into the distance. She blinked then smiled nervously.


  "Right, sorry… I mean… did you want-"


  "Just finish up and clean your face, Rulo. He's been waiting patiently for us," Sasha interrupted while having a focused gaze, the reptile girl biting off more flesh from the deer while her tail swished around slightly. Rulo glanced to her then looked down at the deer that she had eaten from.


  "Sorry," she said softly. Daemon glanced back to them then looked forward again, his eyes watching the surrounding area carefully. Sasha finished eating then stood up, the girl yanking her sword out from the ground with one hand before walking over towards the human.


  "Thank you for allowing us to stop to feed, mas-… I mean, thank you," she said softly.


  "You don't need to thank me, monsters need to eat too," he said while still looking ahead.


  "Would you like for me to prepare something for you? I can very easily kill another one if you're hungry," she offered hopefully. He merely shook his head while still looking out at the wilderness. She opened her mouth to speak, then slowly closed it and looked down. There was a moment of silence as she kept her eyes downward, her tail swaying gently behind her.


  "But… you need to feed too, mas-… I mean, you need to eat too, Daemon," she said softly. He glanced to her then over to Rulo, the orc looking at him with gentle eyes while she was digging into the deer face first. He then walked over towards her while unsheathing his blade, his eyes narrowing a bit as the orc showed a worried expression and whimpered. Sasha watched him with wonder while Rulo trembled in fear, shakily looking up to him as he stood over her and the deer with his blade in his hand.


  "Um… master?" she squeaked out.


  "What did I just tell you?" he asked as he slowly geared back his blade. She oinked and looked down, shutting her eyes in fear, while Sasha watched with slightly widened eyes.


  "I'm sorry, Daemon!" Rulo cried out.


  He struck down and into the deer with a slick crunch, his blade reflecting some sunlight as he held it firmly. Rulo slowly opened her eyes and looked up to him, breathing quietly while her mouth quivered. He slowly pulled out his blade with some of the meat stuck to the end, lifting it up and taking a bite out of it. Rulo looked up at him as she was trembling still while Sasha stared at him with wonder. He turned and walked back towards the tree and glanced to the reptile girl as he held the meat skewered on his blade.


  "You have some deer blood on your cheek, please clean it off," he said before walking over toward the tree and leaning against it again. Sasha lifted a hand up to her cheek and wiped off the blood with her reptilian hand, slowly licking her fingers and cleaning them as she stared at the boy with awe. She blinked then looked over to Rulo with a stern expression.


  "Hurry up and finish eating, do not make him wait any longer," she ordered firmly. Rulo jumped a bit then resumed eating with a quickened pace as Sasha looked back to Daemon, the human casually taking another bite out of the deer meat on his sword. His cold blue eyes seemed to watch the horizon closely while he held his sword with his gloved hand. Sasha licked her lips slowly as she watched him stand there, keeping her focus on him as her hair swayed in the breeze.


  "Master…" she said quietly to herself.


  *****


  Running along a worn dirt road Lucky was moving at a quickened pace, the single horse pulling a larger caravan behind him with relative ease. As the horse made its way along the path Alyssa was sitting in the front with Daniel next to her, the boy looking around at the surrounding landscape of The Outerlands with wonder while the witch was humming a happy tune to herself as she held onto the reins. Sitting inside the cabin Squeak was leaning against the wall with her insect abdomen sticking out to the side while her legs were laying beneath her, the ant girl looking ahead out the entrance at Daniel with a curious eye. Across from her Triska was sitting against the wall while looking at the map they had of the area, wondering what types of monsters near them they would encounter, and whether they would be up for even listening to Daniel rather than trying to get his pants off. Next to her Specca was sitting against the wall with her legs and tail laying in front her, reading one of Daniel's books with a calm smile.


  "Alyssa,” Triska called up. “Are you sure Lucky can't just run all night like he did before? The elven forest is really far off and we need all the time we can get to talk to them.”


  The witch shook her head as the others looked over to Triska.


  "I'm double sure, Triska,” Alyssa replied while glancing around at the passing scenery. “This isn't the safe zone behind Ashwood you know. We don't want Lucky running into trouble or have us asleep if trouble runs into us.”


  "She's right, Triska,” Specca agreed. “There are humans and monsters out around us now, and we need to be alert when we're moving around out here. In The Outerlands there's no law enforcement from human civilization.”


  "Arg,” Triska groaned while looking up. “We would make so much more progress if Lucky traveled during the night though, and we haven't seen anyone or anything out here ever since we left the city.”


  Alyssa didn't look back to her or make a comment as she kept humming a happy tune to herself. Daniel glanced to her then to Triska with a shrug.


  "Maybe we should listen to them on this, Triska. They have been out here before after all.”


  "But we need to find support for this and fast,” Triska said looking over to Squeak. “Squeak's nest is in danger if it moves any closer to Ashwood.”


  Squeak merely squeaked a few times with a worried expression before Daniel looked back over to her.


  "We will, we won't let her nest be wiped out. I promise, Squeak.”


  Squeak squeaked at him with concern as the others looked over to her. He smiled a bit then looked down with a focused expression.


  "But we can't rush this,” he reasoned. “If we travel during the night and run into trouble while we're unprepared then we'll be even more likely to fail in getting support or even reaching Rockhelm to talk to the queen. We need to be smart out here, and travel carefully. I trust Alyssa and Specca's judgment that it's too dangerous to travel during the night.”


  Triska showed a worried expression then looked down to the map in her lap with a sigh, eyeing the incredible distance between where they were and where they wanted to go. Daniel watched Squeak as the ant girl was looking down with a worried expression.


  "We have time everybody,” he said assuredly. “Even if Squeak's nest does keep moving it'll take them at least a few months to slowly move their entire nest within Ashwood's surrounding area. We can do this, we just need to make sure to be careful and not make foolish mistakes.”


  "Daniel's right," Specca said softly, with everybody then looking over to her. She smiled timidly and looked back down to the book she was holding. "Even though the elven forest is far away we still have time to reach it and even make the lengthy trip to Rockhelm as well. As long as we take the proper precautions and travel safely we'll be just fine.”


  "But it’s not that simple,” Triska retorted. “We not only need to reach Rockhelm but also figure out some way to talk to and convince the queen of this region that certain monsters can be our allies. Not only is she most likely going to think we're crazy but even if she does approve of such an idea it'll take time to implement it and even send word to Ashwood, where they'll also have to arrange some sort of way of coexisting with the ant girls near them.” Squeak looked at her worriedly while Daniel concern from that. Triska glanced around at the group before continuing.


  "Plus, in order for the queen to even believe Daniel in the least we'll need support from more monster races. We have an ambassador from the ant girls’ nest who can't speak on her own, a witch who can't talk to her own people about this, and a nixie who doesn't have any support from her own race. Even if the elves agree to aid us we don't have enough to make a strong enough voice with this, we still need more help," she said before looking down to the map with frustration. Specca looked at her with concern then down while Alyssa closed her eyes and lowered her head. Silence filled the cabin as the only sounds heard were Lucky trotting ahead while the wheels under the caravan rolled over the dirt road.


  "Then we'll get help," Daniel said with determination. The girls looked to him as he had a focused expression while looking down at the floor.


  "But from who?” Triska asked shaking her head. “The elves are far off from here, and even if we do go after the bovinettes and harpies it sounds like they won't add much if anything to our cause.”


  "We'll have to search out others around the region,” Daniel reasoned. “Even ones that may be more dangerous to approach.”


  "But… Daniel," Specca said worriedly. He looked over to her causing the nixie to jump a bit, the girl seeing the sheer determination in his eyes.


  "I know, Specca,” he said gently. “Those three are the only safe ones remotely close to us. But we have to try with others as well. I know it's dangerous and you're trying to help by having us steer clear of them, but we need all the help we can get.”


  "But… what if they don't listen?” Specca asked. “What if they try to take you away? You said it yourself that we needed to travel carefully and not make foolish mistakes. Well, taking you right into talking distance of most of the monsters out there is something I would consider a foolish mistake.”


  "That's why we're out here with him, Specca,” Triska said while still eyeing the map. “I'd die first before I would let any monster take Daniel away from me.”


  "I'm certain many of the hostile monsters in the region would be just fine with that, Triska," Specca commented with a glance to her. Alyssa sighed and glanced back to them.


  "Hey, this is Daniel's call remember?" The group looked to her as she smiled at the boy with a cute expression. "I'll keep you safe no matter what you come across, I promise. Wherever you wish to go Lucky and I will take you there without question.”


  Daniel smiled as the other girls looked at the witch with irritation from those words.


  "Hey, what do you think I'm here for?" Triska barked out. Alyssa looked back to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "Good question," she said flatly. Triska growled as she reached for her sword. Alyssa narrowed her eyes and reached out for her staff before Daniel took hold of her hand, the witch and girls all looking to him instantly with a bit of surprise.


  "She's out here for the same reason you are, Alyssa,” he calmly said. “To help us with our journey. She risked her own life to help save you against that succubus back in Ashwood, remember?"


  Alyssa looked at him with wonder as he held her hand with his, and then glanced down to them.


  "But… she didn't… I was the one who…" she said before looking up at him again, losing her trail of thought as he held her hand.


  "And she was the one who showed Squeak's queen that humans can help them, not by being breeders but by helping them clear out those ant-lionesses," Daniel continued, with Triska looking at him with a soft smile. Alyssa held his hand gently and slowly leaned closer to him.


  "But I've provided you a ride for your journey, as well as offered to be your personal bodyguard out here. I'm all the protection you really need out here, much more than her sword.”


  Daniel smiled curiously then slowly held his other hand to her waist, the girl blushing as she jumped in surprise. The other girls watched with shock as he leaned in closer to her.


  "Daniel…" Alyssa breathed out as her heart started to pound steadily.


  "Daniel? Daniel!" Triska cried out.


  "What's he doing?" Specca asked fearfully as Squeak watched with wide eyes and a slightly opened mouth.


  Daniel smirked then quickly swiped his hand up and grabbed the witch's necklace, yanking the trinket off of her neck with a quick snap. Alyssa looked at him with surprise as he held the focuser off to the side while he smiled knowingly at the witch.


  "Daniel? What are you doing?" Alyssa cried out as she tried to reach for it. He grabbed her hand and held her back, the girl looking at him with surprise as the other girls watched him carefully.


  "You know, if I were to take Triska's sword or Squeak's pickaxe away, I'm pretty sure they would still be able to kick my ass," he pointed out with an amused smile. Triska and Squeak glanced to each other then looked back to Daniel as he looked at the crystal focuser in his hand. "With a witch however, no matter how powerful they are or experienced with their magic they may be, taking away their focuser renders them defenseless.”


  Alyssa looked at him with wonder as he gently brought over the crystal and placed it in her hand, closing her fingers around it as she stared at him with a blush.


  "If something were to take that away from you, Alyssa, then I would need to defend you,” he explained. “And as much as I would desire to do so, I may not be able to guarantee your safety from everything out there.”


  Alyssa continued to stare at him with loving eyes while remaining silent then slowly looked down to her focuser. He smiled a bit then looked over to the other girls as they were watching him curiously.


  "You would need them to defend you, to help you just as I would need their help as well.”


  The other girls smiled at him as Alyssa slowly put back on her necklace, the witch looking at him with wonder. He glanced back to her then to her necklace as he slowly reached out and held it gently.


  "You may be the famous Wildfire Witch, but if this is taken away you become another little girl out in the world," he said before looking into her eyes. She stared into his as he was so close to her, slowly nodding in agreement while only partially listening to his words.


  "Uh huh…"


  "And if that happens, Triska's sword may be the only thing that could protect you," Daniel reasoned. Alyssa blinked then glanced to Triska, the teen smiling arrogantly while leaning back against the wall with her arms crossed. Daniel let go of the focuser and sat back upright as he looked at the witch with a gentle smile.


  "We're all out here together, to help each other. To coexist. That is something you believe in, isn't it, Alyssa?" She looked to him and nodded eagerly. "And it's because of who I'm traveling with that I feel brave enough to seek out the more dangerous monsters in the world. Without all of you with me I know my journey would come to a quick end. Hell it almost did back at the ant girls’ nest.”


  The other girls looked at him with slight smirks then glanced to each other. Alyssa watched a glimmer of light shine from her focuser then looked back up to Daniel with a gentle gaze.


  "Daniel…" she said softly. He looked to her before she smiled brightly then quickly hugged him as she nuzzled her head against his chest. "Oh, Daniel, of course I want us to coexist together. And I'll do everything in my power to make that a reality. I promise I'll protect you while we're out here; I won't anything happen to you. Nope nope, hee hee!"


  "Alyssa…" Triska growled as the girls glared at the witch.


  "Whenever you want we'll stop and I'll cook you a wonderful lunch, yep yep,” Alyssa giggled. “Just say the word, Daniel, and I'll take extra good care of you, how does that sound?"


  "Hey, what do you mean by that?" Triska barked out.


  "That does sound good actually," Specca said looking down thoughtfully.


  "What? You want her to have her way with Daniel? Are you out of your mind?" Triska yelled at the nixie. Specca rubbed her ear after the human shouted near it then shook her head.


  "No, I mean stopping for lunch. If we can stop where there's some water for me to bathe in I would greatly appreciate it," she said as her hands fidgeted in her lap. Triska growled then sat back as she crossed her arms in discontent.


  "Fine, we'll stop at the first river or lake we see to eat. In the meantime, Alyssa, would you kindly GET OFF OF HIM!" she yelled out at the witch who was still hugging Daniel while he was now smiling nervously. Alyssa giggled playfully before Triska grabbed her and yanked her back into the cabin, the two rolling around as Alyssa tried to push the human off of her. Daniel sighed and looked back ahead while Lucky continued down the path, hearing Alyssa's shouting and Triska's colorful language behind him. Specca hopped up next to him as she glanced back at the bickering girls.


  "Are they always like this?"


  "Yeah,” he said before smiling slightly. “But still, I know I can count on them for help out here. They're starting to get along a bit better now actually, I think they're warming up to each other.”


  Specca raised an eyebrow as she watched Alyssa and Triska roll back and forth on the cabin floor in a struggle while Squeak watched them curiously.


  "How do you figure that?" Specca asked puzzled. Daniel glanced back to the girls then ahead again.


  "Because Triska isn't using her sword and Alyssa isn't using her magic,” he reasoned with a shrug. “They're not trying to kill each other anymore, so I would call that progress.”


  Specca watched the girls curiously then looked over to Squeak, the ant girl glancing to her and nodding in agreement.


  "This… is them warming up to each other?" Specca asked cautiously as she watched Triska try to yank off Alyssa's necklace while the witch was biting her arm, the two rolling around yelling at each other while Squeak just watched with a raised eyebrow.


  "I hope so," Daniel said tiredly as he kept looking ahead, now holding the reins to Lucky as he tried to ignore the yelling from two girls behind him.


  *****


  The sun was shining in the sky while a few large clouds drifted by overhead. Running along a dirt road through a small wooded area Lucky was moving with a brisk pace still, the horse seeming not to tire at all despite pulling a caravan that was made for more than one horse to handle. Sitting at the driver's seat Daniel was looking around with a calm gaze.


  "Okay, so what did we learn from that?" he asked before he glanced back into the cabin.


  "Alyssa's a biter," Triska muttered as she examined her arm which had a few small bite marks on it.


  "Triska can't keep her big mouth shut," Alyssa said as she glared at the teen across from her while rubbing her head.


  Squeak pointed to them and squeaked something while shaking her head as she was sitting next to the witch.


  "They haven’t quite warmed up to each other yet?” Specca asked with a shrug, sitting next to Triska with a curious expression. Triska and Alyssa merely glanced to her with questioning looks before turning back to each other with small glares. Daniel sighed and looked down while shaking his head. The girls looked to him worriedly then to each other.


  “You know,” Specca said softly. “I believe he was pointing out that you two shouldn’t be fighting amongst each other, not if you’re going to be examples of monsters and humans coexisting peacefully.”


  “Point, Specca,” Daniel said while still looking ahead. Specca smiled and looked down with a small blush as the other girls glanced at her with dull expressions. Daniel gazed around at the passing scenery then looked ahead curiously.


  “Hey, I think I see a place where we can stop and eat our lunch,” he called out. The girls all looked to him as he peered ahead, seeing the trail going up and over a small hill then veering over to the left towards the wooded area with a small river seen running along it on the right. Daniel smiled and pointed ahead.


  “Looks like there’s a small river up ther-” he started before Specca quickly raced up next to him and stared ahead with wide eyes.


  “Water!” she cheered out with a bright smile. Daniel looked at her with surprise then smiled and nodded.


  “Yeah, will that be okay for you to bathe in?”


  She nodded eagerly as she saw the bright blue water flowing through the river up ahead. It banked close to the trail near a small clearing as it glittered in the sunlight.


  “Oh yes, it would be perfect. Could we stop there? Please?” she asked looking to Daniel with hopeful eyes.


  “Sure,” he said with a chuckle before looking back into the cabin. “Alyssa? Are you still okay preparing lunch for all of us?”


  “Yep yep,” she said cheerfully. “I’ll cook up something better than some old sandwiches for you, Daniel. I promise.”


  “Again, I can make other things if we had anything to work with,” Triska barked out at her. “And speaking of which, how are you going to make anything without any supplies?”


  “I’ll manage just fine,” Alyssa quipped at her. Triska and Squeak looked at her then glanced to each other questionably as Daniel looked at the witch with a curious smile, all wondering how Alyssa planned to cook anything without any ingredients handy besides what Triska had in her bag. Specca however was more focused on the water as she kept watching it draw ever closer with anxious eyes.


  The group traveled along the dirt road and pulled off onto the small clearing next to the river. Daniel hopped out of the front seat onto the grass before a blur shot past him, the boy watching with surprise at seeing Specca dashing towards the river and diving into the water with a clean entry and small splash.


  “Wow, she really wanted to get wet,” Daniel said with a small laugh.


  The other girls climbed out of the caravan and watched as Specca surfaced from the water, arching back slightly as she ran her fingers through her hair. Her glasses were dripping wet while she had a blissful smile on her face, the girl loving the feeling of being in the water. It was hard to tell due to the sunlight shining down from above but the water seemed to be very bright and crystal clear around her as she waded around in it.


  “That feels so good,” Specca sighed with relief, swimming through the water gently with her head above the surface. The cool feeling of it washing over her scales felt so relaxing to her, the girl gently swishing her tail around behind her as she relished the sensation. Daniel and the others walked up to the edge of the river as they watched the girl moving around with a few soft giggles.


  “You okay now, Specca?” Daniel called out. She swam back over towards them then stood up so that she was above the water from the waist up, her shirt and tie soaking wet as she nodded with a gentle smile. Her shirt wasn’t thin as the wet fabric didn’t become transparent while wet, however the wet clothing did reveal her figure that it clung tightly to, something the other girls were looking at with concern.


  “Oh yes, it feels so good to be in the water again,” Specca said looking down to the river. “Did you want to join me? The water feels so refreshing.” She took off her glasses and walked over toward the edge of the river, setting them down on a few flat rocks before proceeding to put her sandals down next to them as well.


  “Maybe later, first I want to see how a witch does her cooking,” Daniel said looking back to Alyssa with a curious smile. The witch giggled playfully while Triska glanced to her with annoyance. Squeak looked at the water curiously as her antennae twitched a bit, her eyes seeming to follow something around briefly.


  “It’ll be my pleasure, Daniel,” Alyssa said with a wink at the boy. He chuckled then looked back to Specca.


  “Are you going to be alright alone in the water?”


  She nodded as she looked at him with a gentle smile. Although her vision was blurry without her glasses she could mostly make out his appearance.


  “I’ll be just fine in the water, Daniel. It’s the safest place for a nixie after all.”


  Triska glanced over to Squeak and saw the ant girl looking around at the water curiously.


  “Squeak? Did you want to go for a dip too?”


  Squeak looked over to her then pointed to the water while squeaking a few times.


  “If you want to go for a swim too that’s fine, Squeak,” Daniel said with a nod. Squeak shook her head then pointed to the water again while squeaking something. The group just stared at her as the ant girl looked around at everybody.


  “Um… okay then,” Triska said with a shrug. “Well, we’ll be over here watching Alyssa if you want to join us.”


  Alyssa, Daniel, and Triska walked back towards the clearing while Squeak face palmed and squeaked again. Specca looked at her curiously as the image of the ant girl was blurry to her.


  “Squeak? What is it?”


  The ant girl looked over to her and pointed to the water while squeaking, though to Specca it was hard to tell what her facial expression was. Specca slowly nodded as she listened to the ant girl trying in vain to communicate then glanced back behind her.


  “Oh… alright then. Um, I’m just going to go for a quick dip then, I won’t be too long,” she said before she dove into the water with small splash. Squeak watched her go and then looked around at the water again, her eyes peering around carefully for something.


  A few minutes later Specca was swimming through the water while Squeak watched from the river’s edge, the ant girl sitting down while following the movements of the nixie who was darting about under the water with ease. Squeak watched with wonder as the nixie swam with agility and grace, gliding through the water with what appeared to be no real effort on her part. Her webbed toes helped her move through the water while her tail swayed behind her. And her brown eyes looked around while under the water with crystal clear vision, the girl seeing the riverbed and all that lay on it perfectly. It was as if there was no water at all in front of her eyes. She laughed joyously as she swam around in the water, loving the cool feeling of it washing along her scales. Breathing underwater was of course something she could naturally do as she had gills right behind her ears, the small slits only being seen as they moved while she used them. Not only that, but wherever she went Squeak saw the water appear to turn crystal clear and brighten slightly, although since the nixie was moving about all along the riverbed it seemed to return to normal below the waves right away.


  Nearby in the clearing next to the caravan Daniel and Triska were watching as Alyssa was looking up with a thoughtful expression while swaying back and forth on her feet, drumming her fingers on her staff as it was held to her side while she seemed to be thinking about something.


  “Alright then, Alyssa. We’re waiting,” Triska said while crossing her arms and tapping her foot expectedly.


  “So, how do witches normally prepare something to eat?” Daniel asked curiously. Alyssa giggled as she tapped her staff on the grass, the ground below her shining faintly with a light rippling away in waves.


  “Oh we have our ways, Daniel,” she said playfully. From the ground green vines started to slink around her feet and through the grass. They twisted around and coiled into a small stump in front of her as she waved her staff around, the relic glowing with a soft orange hue while Daniel and Triska watched curiously. Even Squeak was glancing back to them while Specca was still moving about underwater.


  “Now then, something yummy for Daniel to eat,” Alyssa thought aloud. “Shouldn’t be too hard to surpass Triska’s low standard of edible food.”


  “Hey!” Triska barked out. Daniel rested his hand on her shoulder and shook his head with a tired smile, the girl glancing to him then looking back at Alyssa with narrowed eyes.


  Alyssa waved her staff around then struck it into the ground, the relic letting off a small pulse of magic as the vines seemed to glow briefly while they moved about slowly. The coiled stump of vines glowed with a green light then faded to reveal a rounded wooden table with a smooth flat top. A few more clumps of vines tangled and coiled together around the table, the witch striking her staff into the ground again causing another ripple of light to move through the grass and shine around them. Daniel and Triska watched as the vines started to meld and shift into sitting stools next the rounded table, with Alyssa walking over to one and sitting down on it. She struck her staff sharply into the ground at her side and let it stand there then gently ran a finger along the table’s surface with a curious smile, drawing a trail of light that followed her touch. Glancing over to Daniel and Triska she waved them towards the table, the two humans then walking over and taking a seat across from her on the green wooden stools.


  “Alyssa, this is incredible,” Daniel said looking around at the makeshift furniture the witch had created. Alyssa giggled and waved a hand in front of her to dismiss the comment.


  “This is nothing, Daniel. Now, how about we have something hot and tasty for lunch? Hmm, oh yes, I think I know just what to make,” Alyssa said before clapping her hands together and looking down at the table with eager eyes. Daniel and Triska looked to seeing plates and cups shifting up through the wooden table, the white dishes popping up and spinning around briefly before resting still in front of them along with two other sets nearby.


  “Wha… how did you do that?” Triska asked with a jump.


  From the plates they watched as juicy steaks shifted up from below along with corn and sliced carrots, the warm cooked meals seeming to appear from nowhere while the cups started to fill up with sparkling cider. Daniel and Triska’s eyes widened as Squeak walked over, the ant girl watching with wonder and an open mouth as a plate full of small chocolate brownies manifested up from the table in the middle along with knives and forks next to each plate.


  “How… but… that’s…” Daniel stuttered out, looking around at the spread that seemed to have risen up from the wooden stump they were gathered around. Squeak slowly sat down next to Triska and stared at the food with wonder, squeaking quietly as her antennae twitched a bit.


  “There. Does that look okay, Daniel?” Alyssa asked innocently. The group just looked to her with open mouths as they struggled to form words.


  “Alyssa… that… that’s amazing! How did you do that?” Daniel asked with awe. Alyssa giggled and took a brownie, casually taking a bite and winking at him with a coy smile. Triska looked at the witch carefully for a moment then to the meal. She slowly took her knife and fork and cut a piece off of the steak, seeing that it was cooked thoroughly.


  “I don’t believe it,” she said softly as she looked at the meat on her fork. She looked back to Alyssa then to Daniel, the boy still staring at the meal with wide eyes.


  “Go on, Daniel, dig in. I made it just for you,” Alyssa giggled. He glanced to her then to the meal with an amazed smile.


  “Alyssa… thank you. I… I don’t know how you…” he said looking around at the spread. Triska slowly took a bite of the steak as Alyssa watched her with an arrogant smile.


  “Better than some lousy sandwiches, huh?” Alyssa asked mockingly. Triska chewed the food carefully as Daniel and Squeak watched her. After a moment she swallowed then looked at the witch with wonder.


  “It’s real… and good. How did you make this out of thin air?” she asked with disbelief. Alyssa laughed a bit as her knife and fork floated up and started cutting up her steak for her.


  “I didn’t make them out of thin air,” she said shaking her head. “I just brought them from home. I can’t create something out of nothing you know.”


  “From home?” Daniel asked looking at the meals. He blinked then looked at the dishes closely. “Hey, these were the same plates and cups we saw on the table in your home before.”


  Triska looked at the dishes curiously while Squeak started to cut her steak, the ant girl looking at the meal with wonder still.


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Triska said. “But… how did they get here? And where did the food come from?”


  Alyssa’s fork brought up a small piece of steak to her mouth, the girl eating casually while watching Triska with an amused smile.


  “My home of course, I just said that. I do have food at home you know.”


  “You just keep cooked steaks and baked brownies at home waiting for you?” Triska asked puzzled. Alyssa giggled and shook her head.


  “No, I keep all the ingredients I need for my meals at home and put them together with my magic when I need them. I have a whole storeroom full of provisions for when I’m out traveling in the world.”


  Triska looked at her for a moment then down to her meal as Daniel took a bite of his. He smiled as he chewed the meat while Squeak was happily eating hers, squeaking softly as she looked at her meal with bright eyes.


  “Hee hee!” Alyssa giggled. “I think Squeak prefers my cooking over Triska’s as well. How about you, Daniel. Is it to your liking?”


  He nodded and looked at her with a curious smile while chewing his food.


  “It’s amazing, Alyssa. How come you never told us you could do this?”


  She smiled and looked down as she took another bite of her brownie.


  “Well, you never asked, Daniel,” she reasoned before glancing back to him. “I can do a lot of things for you if you just ask.”


  Triska looked at her with a dull expression while Squeak stopped chewing and looked at the witch the same as well. Daniel chuckled nervously as Alyssa slowly licked some of the frosting off her brownie in a provocative way then looked back down to his food.


  “Oh, I see,” was his shaky reply.


  “So wait a minute,” Triska said with annoyance. “You mean to tell me you could have been making us these meals all this time and you never once said anything?”


  Alyssa sighed and looked up while shaking her head.


  “You have the strangest ways of saying thank you for me doing something for you, you know that?”


  Triska growled as she slammed her silverware down on the table.


  “Now hold on, if you can create meals like this out of nowhere how come you never offered to before? If you’ve been so against my own food how come you never opted to make your own?”


  Alyssa glanced to her then looked down at the table.


  “You honestly think I can just do anything at the drop of a hat with my magic like it’s nothing, don’t you?” The group looked at her curiously as Alyssa glanced back to Triska with narrowed eyes. “You think it’s easy to do this? You think witches can use their magic without cost?”


  “Cost?” Triska asked.


  Alyssa nodded and looked down as she held her focuser crystal.


  “All magical casters of Eden have limits, Triska,” she solemnly said. “We can’t use our magic to do everything, and we can’t just use it all day every day. It doesn’t work like that.”


  “What do you mean, Alyssa?” Daniel asked curiously. “We’ve seen you use your magic throughout each day we’ve been with you.”


  “Yeah,” Triska added with a scoff. “You’ve been throwing me around with it every day, you seemed to be just fine all those times.”


  Alyssa smirked a bit at that comment then looked to Daniel with a gentle gaze.


  “Those that use magic in this world draw their power from the ether that flows through Eden, the magical stream that we tap into for our power. Using it takes a bit out of us depending on what we do with it, and some spells are just too much for us to use at all.” The group looked at her curiously as she turned her gaze down at the table again.


  “The more we use our magic, the more we tire our spirits from the effort. It’s sort of like stressing your spiritual muscle in a way. Using my levitation magic on a few objects is simple enough, but other things are more strenuous. Opening a doorway to my home takes a lot of magic, as does preparing a cooked meal for everybody here. I can’t just do it every day or I’ll exhaust my reserves.”


  Daniel looked at her curiously, remembering that when she was trying to bring her spare carriage from home out into the rolling plains she mentioned doing so would require a lot of her magic.


  “Your reserves?” Triska asked.


  “Every caster has a limit,” Alyssa said holding her crystal. “We can only use so much magic before needing to rest our spirits. If we push ourselves past our limits…”


  The group glanced to each other then looked back to her as she fell silent.


  “What happens then?” Daniel asked. Alyssa paused for a moment then looked to him worriedly.


  “We break down. Our bodies would give out, our minds would break. We… would die.”


  “Die?” Daniel said as the group jumped a bit. Alyssa nodded and looked down with closed eyes.


  “If we exhaust our spirits, Daniel, we’re killing ourselves. I know of a few witches that pushed themselves too far, used too much magic without resting. It destroyed them. Using up all our reserves is fatal, as it is to any caster.”


  Triska looked at her with wonder as Squeak showed a worried expression.


  “Fatal?” Triska asked softly. Alyssa nodded and glanced to her.


  “If I really did try making you all a nicely cooked meal every day we were out here, then one of those days I would drop dead right onto the table before you.”


  “Oh my god, Alyssa…” Daniel said softly before looking to his meal. “But, then you shouldn’t have done this for us. We don’t want to put more stress on you.”


  Squeak quickly set down her fork and knife while nodding in agreement. Alyssa smiled a bit and looked at Daniel while shaking her head.


  “I’m fine, Daniel,” she reassured him. “This may have taken a lot of magic to do, but my reserves aren’t anywhere near low just yet. I’m not in any danger.”


  “Are you sure?” Daniel asked worriedly. Alyssa nodded as she held out her hand and a brownie floated over into it.


  “I’m very sure, Daniel. I may not be able to do this every day for you out here, but I can at least treat you once and a while,” she said with a wink. She started eating the brownie as the group looked to each other curiously.


  “Well, if you’re sure, Alyssa. Thank you very much for this,” Daniel said graciously, looking back to the witch with a kind smile. She nodded and glanced to the other girls as he started eating again.


  “Anything for you, Daniel,” she said before taking a bite of her brownie with a twitch of her eyebrow. Triska and Squeak looked at her with annoyance then down to the food. After a moment they too started to eat the cooked meals as well, both of them knowing that even though it tasted very good it didn’t change the fact that they didn’t like the warm attention Alyssa was getting from Daniel.


  As they continued eating the lunch prepared by the witch Specca was swimming around near the riverbed with a calm smile, looking around at the flowing weeds and a few fish that were swimming past. She giggled softly as she gently spiraled around, loving the sensation of being in her natural element. As she swam around the water was perfectly clear near her, the girl’s aura seeming to be visible as her scales glistened with a soft light. She floated down and drifted slowly along the riverbed while looking up at the surface, the light from above being seen through the ripples and waves of the river. Closing her eyes she sighed contently as her hair flowed gently around her ears, listening to the gentle lapping of the river and waves.


  ‘Daniel, this would be even more enjoyable if you were here with me.’


  She floated along the soft riverbed and rocks below as her tail gently swished around behind her, relaxing as she felt so comfortable in the water. Sighing quietly she held a hand to her chest, thinking about the human that was up above that she was traveling with.


  ‘The other girls may desire him as well, but they don’t seem like compatible matches to me. But… would he really think of me as his… mate?’


  She floated down and rested on a bed of sand, the loose grains slowly drifting away in small waves as she touched down.


  ‘He claims he would choose a monster if they were pure hearted, that he would treat a monster girl the same as a human girl. I need to be like that for him, I need to show him that I can be that girl. We could work as a couple; we’re so compatible with each other after all. We both like the same stories, and we both desire humans and monsters to coexist in peace. I may not be a fighter, but surely I can be of some use to him out here still.’


  Suddenly her eyes opened as she sat up and looked around quickly, feeling another presence nearby. She could feel something else in the river with her, her senses attuned to the element at a heightened level. Looking around quickly she peered through the water, not seeing anything else swimming among the weeds and rocks.


  ‘I’m not alone in here… I can feel it.’


  “Who’s there? I know you’re out there,” she called out, her voice traveling through the water perfectly clear. Slowly a bad feeling started to sink in, the girl feeling like she was being watched yet not seeing anybody around her. She shook her head then quickly darted up towards the surface, swimming up with haste. She surfaced with a small splash and looked around as her vision returned to being blurry above the water, her eyes squinting as she tried to scan around the area.


  “Who’s there?” she called out.


  “Specca?” Daniel said from close by. Specca looked over to see a blurry figure kneeling down near the edge of the river, the shape resembling Daniel.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  “Daniel? Is that you?” she asked rubbing her eyes, trying to clear her vision the best she could.


  “Yeah, it’s me. I just came over to see if you wanted to join us, Alyssa cooked up a pretty good lunch for us. Are you alright?” Daniel asked as he saw the nixie looking around at the water quickly. She shook her head then looked back to him.


  “Get away from the water, Daniel!” she cried out. The other girls looked over at hearing her yell while Daniel watched her with surprise. He then looked down as the water near the edge started to bulge up towards him as it shifted to a light green color, the liquid turning into a strange jellylike substance.


  “Daniel?” Triska said as the other girls stood up. Daniel watched as the bulge shifted and slowly took form. First its eyes which were soft pinkish colors while a nose and mouth formed slowly. The body extended up slightly from the base as gelatinous locks formed down to the neck around the head resembling hair. Two hands slowly extended out and formed with arms as the body took shape while rising up towards Daniel, the boy falling back onto his rear as he stared with wide eyes. Specca saw the jellylike figure forming in front of Daniel, watching with fear as she realized what it was.


  “What… the…” Daniel stuttered as he stared at the monster before him, the creature’s body being mostly transparent while shaped into that of a woman’s body, the hips connecting to the riverbed where the water seemed to turn green around it as well.


  “What is that thing?” Triska yelled as she unsheathed her sword.


  “Daniel, get away from there!” Alyssa called out as she grabbed her staff, the girls running over towards him before the new monster lurched forward and wrapped her arms around the boy. The creature’s body stretched and oozed around him as he thrashed about, the boy covered from the shoulders down by the green slime.


  “Arg! What is this?”


  “No!” Specca cried out as she swam towards the edge quickly.


  “Daniel!” Triska yelled as she watched with wide eyes.


  The new monster slinked back towards the river’s edge and pulled Daniel with her, the boy struggling to move before he dropped down into the monster’s base next to the edge. His head and shoulders were sticking out above the surface while the monster’s shoulders and head were exposed still, its pink eyes watching him while it had a small smile on its face.


  “It’s a slime woman!” Alyssa yelled out as she and the other girls ran over towards the river’s edge. Squeak pulled out her pickaxe as she looked at the new monster with narrowed eyes while Specca jumped out of the water nearby, the nixie grabbing her glasses and looking over to seeing Daniel staring at the new monster with wide eyes.


  “Oh no, Daniel!” she cried out running over towards the others.


  “Are slime women friendly?” Daniel asked nervously.


  “Not exactly,” Alyssa said with worry as she looked at the new monster. Triska geared back to strike at it with her blade before Specca ran over and grabbed her hand.


  “No! Don’t attack it now!”


  “Are you kidding me?” Triska yelled out at the girl. “Its got itself wrapped all over his body, why the hell should I not attack it?”


  Squeak geared back to strike down at the monster’s head with her tool before Alyssa held out her staff to stop her.


  “Don’t! She’s right, you can’t anger it now!”


  Squeak and Triska looked at her with disbelief while Daniel glanced back to her.


  “What do you mean? Why not?” he asked nervously.


  “Don’t move, Daniel, don’t struggle. Just remain perfectly still,” Specca quickly warned as she looked at the new monster. Daniel froze as he kept looking away from the monster that was smiling softly at him, the creature tilting its head slightly with curiosity.


  “Not good, it’s a green one. This is bad, very bad,” Alyssa said nervously.


  “That’s not making me feel better about this,” Daniel said shaking his head while still glancing back to the girls.


  “What’s going on, why can’t we attack it?” Triska asked while keeping her sword ready.


  “Oh no, no no no,” Specca whimpered nervously.


  “Again, not making me feel better about the situation,” Daniel commented nervously while keeping his eyes away from the slime woman. Squeak made a squeaking sound with a fearful expression while Triska looked at the monster that was enveloping Daniel with worried eyes.


  “Why can’t we attack it? We can’t just let it take Daniel like this,” Triska asked looking to Specca. The nixie shook her head while staring at the green slime woman. Alyssa glanced to her with worry.


  “You know about them too, don’t you?”

  Specca nodded with concern.


  “Yes.”


  “Then could you explain to me what exactly is wrapped around my body at the moment?” Daniel asked as he peeked back towards the new monster. Specca glanced to Triska as she and Squeak were watching her carefully.


  “Slime women are feral monsters,” Specca explained. “They have very basic emotions and thinking. There are several different types of slime women in the world, but they all have most of the same characteristics.” She looked back to the monster as it let out a quiet moaning sound from its mouth, the voice seeming soft yet haunting. Specca adjusted her glasses as she watched it carefully.


  “The most consistent trait they have in common is their nature with handling men. They envelop them and then stimulate them until they provide their semen, with which the slime women absorb to create new ones that split off from the parent. Some use pheromones and poison to get the man stimulated while others take the shape of alluring women to attract their prey.”


  “Okay, that’s all the more reason we should kill it now!” Triska cried out. “For god’s sake she’s got Daniel trapped inside of her!”


  “You don’t understand, Triska,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “Green slime women are very temperamental. They anger easily if their victim tries to escape or if they are attacked.”


  Daniel glanced back to her with a nervous expression from that.


  “Um… what happens if they get angry?” he asked slowly. Alyssa looked at him with worried eyes then to the slime monster. Specca glanced to Triska and Squeak who were watching her with fear, both wondering the same question.


  “In the event that their prey will not cooperate, is not male, or attempts to fight back, the slime woman will…” Specca said before trailing off.


  “She’ll what?” Triska asked urgently. Specca paused for a moment then looked back to Daniel.


  “They’ll dissolve their victim and absorb them for nutrients. She’ll… eat Daniel.”


   


  


  Chapter 7


  Real Monsters


  In the world of Eden there were two types of monsters that roamed the lands. The first type were known as 'feral' monsters, ones that lacked any real intelligence. These were closer to wild animals than others, following their inner nature mindlessly. Some were docile and peaceful while others were savage and dangerous, with most of them unable to speak or form any cognitive reasoning. The second type were known as 'sentient' monsters. These were capable of higher thinking and often formed clans or communities within their own kind. They could speak the human language and often wore clothing or wielded weaponry like humans did. However, whether they were feral or sentient they were all monsters still, all in the search for mates to use to breed with.


  And all were to be treated as dangerous.


  *****


  "Wait, it'll do what?" Daniel shouted out with surprise, looking back to the other girls as he was being held by a slime woman next to the river's edge. He was suspended in the water as the green gelatinous substance had enveloped his body up to his shoulders, the slime woman watching him with a curious smile while its upper body was above the surface. Although her upper figure was shaped like a woman's it was semi-transparent as it was made of nothing but green slime.


  "If we try to pry Daniel from its grasp or attack it, it will turn hostile to defend itself,” Specca nervously explained. “A green slime woman’s body becomes like acid as a defense mechanism, it'll dissolve Daniel's body and absorb him for nutrients like food.”


  "What?" Triska yelled out while Squeak looked at the nixie with wide eyes. Alyssa stared at the slime woman with frustration as she held her staff, franticly trying to think of how to save Daniel before he was either raped or killed, or both.


  "Um… so, what… are our options here?" Daniel asked nervously as he looked back at the monster, the creature's pink eyes staring into his while it let out a small ghostly moan. It slowly held its hands around his shoulders and leaned closer to him, the monster's mouth showing a soft smile still.


  "How do we get it to let him go?" Triska asked urgently.


  "It'll only let him go after she's gotten what she wants from him," Specca said shaking her head. Triska looked at Daniel with fear as he quivered a bit.


  "Isn't there any other way?" Daniel asked worriedly.


  "Can't we pull him out before she kills him?" Triska asked sheathing her sword.


  "Believe me it would take considerable force to pull him out of that monster's grip,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “It'll kill him long before we get half of his body loose.”


  Squeak held her pickaxe down at her side as she squeaked with a fearful expression.


  "She's right, she'll turn completely acidic if angered,” Specca confirmed. “Daniel won't survive being stuck inside her like that.”


  "Okay…” Daniel said before he gulped. “So… are you saying the only way I'm getting out of this… is to…"


  Triska's eyes widened as she shook her head.


  'No, this isn't happening! I can't let this thing rape him right in front of me!'


  Daniel trembled as he struggled to see straight, his eyes losing focus as a tingling sensation was felt along his arms and legs. His body began to feel warm all over, his breathing picking up as felt the slime around his body slithering around against him. The girls watched as his clothing started to wear and dissolve slowly around the edges.


  "It's starting,” Alyssa said nervously. “Her body is getting rid of anything that isn't Daniel. She's going to intoxicate him after that… then, use him.”


  "What are we supposed to do here?” Triska cried out. “C'mon, Alyssa, Specca! You two are the monster experts here, think of something quick!” She watched with frightful eyes as Daniel's breathing picked up, his eyes struggling to see straight as his body felt warmer. Triska quickly ran over and dove behind him onto the ground, thrusting her arm into the slime and around Daniel's chest. The monster slowly looked over to her with narrowed eyes as Triska looked at it fearfully.


  "What are you doing Triska?" Specca asked with surprise.


  "Are you crazy? She'll melt away your arm if you do that!" Alyssa shouted out.


  Triska held in her scream as she shook her head, her arm starting to show bubbles forming around it as it trembled.


  "I can't let her take Daniel!"


  "Triska! Triska, pull your arm out, now!" Daniel said as the girl struggled to hold onto him.


  "No, I can't let it take you like this!" Triska said with a strained voice. She felt pain searing around her arm as the slime woman let out a ghostly groan. The other girls watched her with surprise as Triska glared at the monster while holding in her scream.


  "We need to pull him out somehow,” Triska grunted. “We're not letting this thing use him like this!" She then cried out with a few tears forming, her arm starting to burn from the green slime.


  "We can't pull him out fast enough,” Alyssa frantically said. “He's stuck inside of her. If that monster senses Daniel being taken away then her entire body will become acidic. If she turns completely Daniel will die in seconds.”


  "Triska, let go,” Daniel pleaded. “Please, don't do this. It's going to take your arm off!”


  Specca looked at Triska with worried eyes then to the slime monster with a glare. She took off her glasses and quickly handed them to Alyssa.


  "Just hold onto him, Triska, and don't let go," she said before she ran over and dove into the water. The group watched her vanish with a small splash as Triska held onto Daniel's chest with all her might. The slime woman glared at the human while Alyssa and Squeak watched it with frustration.


  "Just hang on, Triska,” Alyssa urged. “As long as something else is in her body she won't try to breed with Daniel. Just don't try to pull him out otherwise she'll kill him.”


  Triska let out a small yell as her other hand clutched the grass tightly, straining herself to hold onto Daniel as her arm felt like it was on fire.


  "I'm… not letting… go…" Triska grunted through bared teeth. She growled heavily as she glared at the monster, the slime woman letting out a ghostly groan as it rose up slightly higher while holding its arms out to its sides. Daniel and Triska looked up at the monster while Alyssa and Squeak watched it with narrowed eyes.


  "I'll never… let him go. Never!" Triska shouted out as she struggled to bear through the pain, holding in her screams the best she could as a few tears formed in her eyes.


  "Triska…" Daniel said glancing back to her. She glared at the slime monster with a strained expression.


  "You hear me, bitch? It'll be a cold day in hell the day you take the boy I lo-"


  Suddenly the slime monster swayed to the side with a loud groan as the river started to flow wildly, the group seeing the current speeding up as the monster looked around with a surprised face.


  "What's happening?" Alyssa asked looking around at the water.


  The group and slime woman looked over to seeing a whirlpool forming behind the monster in the river, the funnel speeding up with a growing roar as the river started to violently splash around. The slime monster wavered then fell to the side, its arm falling in and melding back into its base as it flailed around. Daniel and Triska watched with wonder as the whirlpool grew larger and spun faster, the water roaring loudly as the waves crashed over the edges of the river nearby. A large wave rolled around and slammed into the slime woman from the side, splashing against it as it wavered and struggled to float upright again. Triska and Daniel coughed out water as the slime woman held onto Daniel, the boy feeling the current starting to pull on him and the monster that was wrapped around him.


  "What's going on?" Triska asked as she held onto Daniel. She felt the slime woman’s acid on her arm receding as the monster was more focused on trying to remain afloat. Another large wave crashed into them, causing Daniel to lurch to the side while the slime monster reached out and grabbed hold of his chest with a sticky hand.


  "Squeak, grab him!" Alyssa yelled as she held out her staff, the relic glowing orange as she focused on keeping Daniel from being carried off in the current. Squeak ran over and grabbed hold of Daniel's arm, the ant girl then striking her pickaxe into the ground and anchoring herself as she held onto the boy. The slime monster's body slipped down towards his waist as it looked around with wide eyes, the head wavering as another wave of water crashed against it.


  "Wait, is… is this Specca's doing?" Daniel asked looking around.


  "Specca? How?" Triska asked with surprise. Alyssa glanced to the water and smiled confidently.


  "She's a water spirit, she has full control over the water while in contact with it," she said before another wave slammed into the slime monster, the creature struggling to hold onto its prey as the current constantly pushed and pulled on it. The monster tried to slide back up along Daniel's body but slipped further back down as another wave slammed into them. Daniel and Triska coughed out water while Squeak held onto Daniel with a firm grip. He felt his body caught in the current of water as he looked around at seeing the waves growing larger and larger inside the small river. Another one circled around and slammed into them, causing the slime monster to slide down to Daniel's legs.


  "She's using the force of the river to wash the monster off of him, just hold on tight!" Alyssa called out as the girls watched the slime monster struggle to hold onto Daniel's legs. He kicked one foot free as the monster gurgled and screeched weakly while trying to hold onto his other leg. Triska and Squeak held onto Daniel securely as they watched the slime woman’s head and face warp and bend, the monster's body stretching out as it was being pulled along by the powerful current.


  "Dammit, just let him go!" Triska yelled out as she held her arm around Daniel's chest while her other hand clutched the ground tightly. The slime monster's hand slowly reached out and stretched towards Daniel's face.


  "Alyssa, pull him out now!" Triska called back.


  "I'm trying to, the current's too strong!" Alyssa cried out as she focused her power, trying to pull the boy out of the raging water. Squeak let out a loud squeak as the ground cracked around her pickaxe. She looked to it quickly then back to Daniel as Triska's grip on the ground started to give.


  "This is crazy, why won't that thing let go?" Triska called out.


  "She must really want him badly!" Alyssa said looking at the slime monster that was still wrapped around the boy's leg. Another wave splashed over Daniel as the group braced from the impact. He slid down slightly in Triska's grip while Squeak struggled to hold onto his arm, the ant girl feeling her pickaxe budging from the fierce pull. The whirlpool spun faster still as the water raged out of control. Alyssa looked at the sight with wide eyes as Triska and Squeak glanced to it.


  "She really can control the water," Alyssa said with wonder.


  "No shit!" Triska yelled out.


  From the water nearby Specca shot up and over towards Daniel, grabbing onto his waist as she held him close while glaring over at the slime woman. The group looked at her with wonder as her scales had a faint glow coming from them.


  "You may have good taste in humans, but your heart is far from pure enough for him," Specca hissed with discontent, keeping her arms wrapped around Daniel securely. Her tail wrapped around his leg as she held out her hand to the side, the nixie’s eyes narrowing as a large wave behind the group rose up into the air. The slime monster looked up over them towards it with wide eyes that were misshapen while the group looked back to it with surprise. Specca swung her hand fiercely towards the slime monster, in doing so causing the wave to barrel towards them with a roar.


  "Hang on!" Triska yelled as she and Squeak held onto Daniel with all their might. Alyssa focused all her power to keep him from being swept away while Specca kept her eyes locked onto the slime monster.


  "Now, let go of my Daniel!" Specca yelled out before the wave crashed down on them, blasting past the nixie in a powerful torrent as the other girls struggled to hold onto Daniel. The slime monster shook about in the current before washing off, being swept away by the wave and vanishing into the river with a gurgled groan. Specca smiled confidently as the water slowly started to calm down around them, the nixie then looking over to Daniel with a gentle smile. Although her vision was blurry she was close enough to him that he was seen somewhat clearly.


  "Are you okay, Daniel?" she asked softly. He coughed out some water then looked at her with amazement as he floated in place next to the river's edge in her arms.


  "Specca… thank you. That was incredible," he said looking around at the river that was calming down and returning to normal. The whirlpool nearby slowly vanished as the river returned to its docile state. Specca smiled softly with a blush and looked down, still holding onto him as her tail swayed behind her in the water.


  "I just did what I could to save you, I was so worried about you," she said bashfully.


  Alyssa cleared her throat, causing the nixie to look up to the blurry figures of three girls behind Daniel. Specca's glasses floated over and placed themselves onto the nixie's face, the girl's vision turning clear to reveal the other girls glaring at her while dripping wet. Daniel glanced back to them and smiled nervously as Specca continued to hold onto him.


  "What did you just say?" Alyssa demanded, drumming her fingers on her staff.


  "Did you just call Daniel yours?" Triska asked through bared teeth.


  Squeak merely squeaked with a low tone as she watched the nixie hold onto Daniel still. Specca blinked then smiled curiously.


  "Oh, did I?” she said playfully. “I didn't notice, rush of adrenaline and such.”


  The other girls continued to glare at her as Daniel chuckled weakly.


  "Um… anyway, could we get out of the river now? I think I've had enough of being in the water for one day," he said with a nervous laugh. The other girls looked to him then to Specca, the three then pulling him out of the water as Specca climbed up over the river's edge. She smiled curiously as the other girls were still glaring at her while Daniel was back on his feet, the boy having soaking wet clothing as he was looking around at the obvious tension in the group.


  "Is something wrong?" Specca asked innocently.


  "Who the hell do you think you are calling Daniel yours?" Triska barked out at the girl. Specca looked at her with an amused smile.


  "You seem angry, I thought you would be pleased that I saved Daniel from that horrible slime woman.”


  "Saved him? You nearly washed him away! I had to hang onto him for dear life otherwise he would have been swept away!"


  Specca looked at her with a pouty smile and shook her head.


  "Well,” she reasoned with a shrug. “Somebody had to do something to save him, and since we couldn't pull him out without risking him being dissolved into nothing by that monster, I did what I could. I used the power of the river to wash the monster away. It was only because the slime woman couldn't hold onto Daniel with the force of my current against her that she was removed from him safely.”


  "Safely?” Alyssa yelled out. “It took all three of us to hold onto him from your raging river, you could have killed him!"


  "Easy, Alyssa, she helped save my life,” Daniel said looking around at the girls. “You all did. Thank you, all of you for doing that.”


  "But, Daniel,” Triska said shaking her head. “I was the one that tried to save you. Specca nearly killed you by washing you away with that slime woman.” She flinched a bit then looked to her arm which was reddened and burnt in some places. Daniel looked at her worriedly as he walked up to her.


  "Are you okay, Triska?"


  "Yeah, I'll be alright," she said softly as she slowly flexed her hand.


  "Thank you, Triska.” She glanced to him as he was looking at her arm with concern. "For trying to save me like that, and for not letting me go.”


  She blushed and nodded with a small smile.


  "Of course, Daniel. I would never let another monster take you away like that.”


  "Hey, what about me?” Alyssa whined. “I helped keep you from being washed away by Specca too.”


  Squeak nodded with a squeak as well while Specca glanced to them with an annoyed huff. Daniel chuckled and looked over to them.


  "My thanks go out to both of you as well, Alyssa, you know that. Thank you all for coming to help me like that.”


  Alyssa and Squeak smiled softly at him while Specca had a dull expression on her face. She cleared her throat to get their attention then looked at Daniel with a gentle smile.


  "Daniel, if you wanted to get cleaned up please feel free to use the caravan. Perhaps a new set of clothing would be more comfortable for you," she suggested pointing to his clothing. The group looked down to the boy's clothes that were dripping wet while it had small holes and tears from the slime woman’s acid. He chuckled and nodded with a weak smile as he examined himself.


  "Yeah, I think that might be a good idea.”


  "Go ahead and take your time getting changed,” Specca said looking to the other girls with a sharp smile. “We'll wait out here and keep an eye out for any other unwanted surprises. We'll make sure you're not disturbed.”


  "Yeah, go ahead, Daniel," Triska said watching the nixie closely.


  "Take your time," Alyssa added. Squeak nodded with a small squeak as all the girls kept their eyes on Specca. Daniel looked at them curiously then down to his ragged clothing.


  "Well, alright then. I won't take too long," he said before walking over to the caravan. The girls watched him climb up and into the cabin before turning to Specca with glares. She giggled softly and raised an eyebrow with an amused smile at them.


  "What's with those looks? I did nothing wrong back there.”


  "I'd say you did do wrong claiming Daniel to be yours," Triska said with narrowed eyes.


  "Very, very wrong," Alyssa added sternly. Squeak nodded in agreement, also showing discontent for the nixie. Specca merely looked at the girls with an arrogant smile.


  "I'd say it's a rather fair claim. After all, I'm the only monster girl here who hasn't tried to rape Daniel," she said looking over to Alyssa and Squeak, both girls showing a bit of concern as they glanced to each other.


  "I can talk to him about his favorite interests and stories," Specca continued as she looked up with a thoughtful smile. The girls just gave her harsh glares at that remark before glancing over to the caravan.


  "I just removed a slime woman from around his body before it could rape and or kill him while none of you could," Specca said while counting on her fingers.


  "You nearly killed him yourself in doing so," Triska accused, pointing to the nixie with narrowed eyes. Specca looked at her with a raised eyebrow.


  "I told you to hold onto him didn't I?"


  Triska growled loudly before holding her arm with a flinch, the girl's skin burned and sensitive still. Alyssa and Squeak glanced to her with concern while Specca shrugged with a calm smile.


  "What I said was a fact, after all I am the best match for him out here," Specca boasted arrogantly.


  The other girls looked at her with anger, but before they could say anything about the matter Daniel started to climb out of the cabin dressed in a new set of clean clothes. Specca smirked at the girls then looked over to Daniel with a gentle smile as he walked towards them.


  "You look very handsome, Daniel.”


  "I do?” he said looking down at himself. “I'm just wearing the same kind of clothes I had on before.”


  "I know, I just felt like saying what was on my mind.”


  Triska narrowed her eyes at Specca as she clenched her fists.


  'I'd love to give you a piece of my mind.'


  Daniel smiled at the nixie then looked over to the other girls, all of them jumping a bit before forcing quick smiles for him. He glanced to Triska's arm with a worried expression then to her.


  "Are you sure you're okay, Triska?"


  "I've gotten worse just training back at home, I'll be fine,” she reassured him. “Really, don't worry about me, Daniel.”


  Daniel nodded then looked over to the river while scratching his head.


  "I guess we can rule out slime women as possible allies of mankind.”


  "I could have told you that,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “Those monsters are more feral than sentient, they're just like wild animals.”


  "I gathered that much,” Daniel said looking off into the distance. “I didn't think that every monster I met out here would be up for talking, never had any delusions about that. Still, I've got to try, I know there are those out there like you girls that would be willing to give peace a chance. I just need to find them.”


  "You're the bravest human I know, Daniel," Specca complimented with a gentle smile. He glanced to her curiously as she watched him with adoring eyes. "To have such faith in your beliefs even though they are so radical, to be so brave as to stand before the monsters of this world all in hopes of talking to them about peace, you're incredible.”


  He smiled at her while the other girls looked at her with dull expressions.


  "Thank you, Specca, but I'm not really that incredible," he said shaking his head.


  "Yes you are," Triska, Alyssa, and Specca said eagerly, along with Squeak who squeaked quickly in agreement. The girls glanced to each other then back to Daniel as he looked around at them with a surprised smile.


  "Um… well, thank you," he said with a small shrug. He looked over to the campsite then back to Specca. "Specca, were you hungry at all? Alyssa took care of lunch and prepared some delicious food for all of us.”


  Specca glanced to Alyssa, the witch glaring at her still, and then looked back to Daniel.


  "Oh, that's quite alright. I managed to catch a few fish while I was in the river, I'm fine. Thank you for offering though.”


  Daniel looked at her curiously at that remark.


  "You caught some fish in the river? And ate them… alive?"


  "Well, I am a water monster after all, we need to eat too,” she giggled. “They looked so good I just couldn't help myself. Although I'm sure Alyssa's cooking was still adequate.”


  Alyssa clutched her staff tightly as she scoffed at the nixie.


  'I would imagine it was better than raw fish, yes.'


  "Yeah, it was. She's quite the magical cook," Daniel said looking to Alyssa. She smiled brightly and nodded while Triska and Squeak glanced to her with the same annoyed looks. Specca smirked bitterly at the girls then smiled gently at Daniel again.


  "Perhaps next time we stop I can try my hand at cooking you a meal,” she offered. “I've read a few cookbooks back at Ashwood and I would love the chance to make you a warm meal as well."


  “Really? I suppose if you would like to, sure, Specca. That sounds great.”


  Specca nodded eagerly with an innocent smile.


  "It would be my pleasure to be able to cook for you.”


  Daniel smiled at the nixie then looked over to the other girls, all of them jumping a bit and once more forcing quick smiles.


  "Well, shall we head off then? We still have a ways to go before we reach the elven forest.”


  "Whatever you say, Daniel," Specca said softly.


  "Always ready when you are," Triska said with a confident smile.


  "Yep yep. I'll clean up the campsite really quick then we can go," Alyssa said before running over towards their eating area. Squeak walked over and looked at Triska's arm then to her with a worried frown. Triska smiled a bit and shook her head.


  "I'll be fine, Squeak, really.”


  Squeak looked at her with concern then gently took hold of Triska's arm, the ant girl then licking along the skin with short squeaks. Triska jumped a bit at the touch then watched with wonder as a euphoric sensation rippled through her arm. Her pain vanished with the touch of the ant girl’s tongue while a pleasurable feeling spread along her arm to her chest.


  "What's she doing? Is she tasting her?" Specca asked. Daniel chuckled and shook his head.


  "No, she's using her saliva to help ease Triska's pain,” he explained. “An ant girl's saliva is good for treating wounds.”


  Triska watched with a slightly glazed look in her eye as Squeak tended to her injury, feeling her arm tingling while the ant girl's tongue felt extremely good from the touch.


  "Squeak… thank you," she breathed out as she felt her discomfort vanish completely. Squeak licked all along the girl's hand and arm then looked at her with a soft smile. Triska held out her arm and moved it around without feeling any pain then looked to Squeak with a smile.


  "Thank you, it feels great now," she said with a small laugh, then looking back to her arm with amazement. It was still slightly reddened and burned in some places, but she felt no pain at all now.


  "Interesting, I wasn't aware of that detail about the ant girls," Specca commented, adjusting her glasses and examining Squeak curiously. Triska glanced to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "I thought you were the monster expert out here?" she flatly stated. Specca looked at her with a flustered huff then away while closing her eyes.


  "I do know quite a bit more than you I'm sure, but I never said I knew everything about every monster.”


  Daniel smiled at her then looked over to see Alyssa waving her staff around, the witch's relic glowing an orange hue as the stumps of wood and dishes sank back into the ground amongst the twisting green vines. After everything had shifted down into the dirt the vines vanished while Alyssa looked around in approval of her cleanup work. She looked over to see the group watching her then waved to Daniel with a cheerful smile. He waved back with a small chuckle then glanced to the other girls.


  "Let's go then," he said as he started walking towards Alyssa, the witch hopping over to him playfully. "And I don't want you pushing yourself anymore today, Alyssa.”


  "Oh, Daniel, you don't need to worry about lil ol' me," she giggled as she skipped along next to him.


  "You just love playing the part of a little girl, don't you?" he asked with amusement.


  "It's so much fun!"


  The other girls watched them climb up onto the caravan then glanced to each other.


  "Well then,” Specca mused. “I suppose I'll go update Daniel's monster book, since he trusts me to be his guide out here and to manage his books.”


  "You may be his monster expert out here, Specca, but that doesn't mean that he's yours," Triska retorted. Specca smirked then started walking towards the caravan, the girl's tail swaying behind her gently.


  "We'll see about that, Triska. We'll see.”


  Triska and Squeak glanced to each other then followed the nixie, both watching her closely.


  After everybody was aboard the caravan the group set off along the dirt road once again through The Outerlands, with Lucky pulling the large caravan behind him with no trouble at all. They traveled along the path while trees and small hills were seen passing by on either side. Sitting in the front Alyssa was holding the reins to Lucky while looking around carefully, on alert for anyone, or anything, that may be close by. Inside the cabin Specca was sitting against a wall while writing in Daniel's monster book, having a calm smile as she wrote diligently and swiftly. Sitting next to her Triska was glancing at the nixie while having her dagger in her hand, holding the tip with her other hand as she tilted it around casually. Across from them Daniel was sitting back against a pillow while reading one of his books, having a calm expression while his eyes slowly moved left to right. Next to him Squeak was lying on her legs with her abdomen sticking out to the side, leaning back against the wall while watching Specca carefully.


  "There, I believe that is adequate," Specca announced as she finished writing. She crawled forward then sat next to Daniel as the other girls watched her with dull expressions.


  "Here, Daniel, what do you think?" she asked holding the book out for him. He set his down and took the monster book with a curious smile, reading the pages while Specca watched him with loving eyes.


  "That's great, Specca, this is really going to come in handy,” he said with an impressed smile. “How did you memorize all of this though, there's so much detail about all of these monster classes.”


  Specca brushed the hair back around her ear with a blush forming on her cheeks.


  "I like to read, Daniel, and I've always had a very good memory. It's just one of my many talents.”


  Triska and Squeak watched the nixie with sharp glares while Daniel looked through the book with awe.


  "I'll say, thank you so much for doing this, Specca," he said gratefully. Specca smirked and glanced down with a raised eyebrow.


  "The pleasure is all mine, Daniel. Please, allow me to show you another one of my talents," she said before she reached down and pulled his pants down slightly. Everybody jumped with surprise as the nixie held a hand up to hold her hair back over her ear while she leaned down face first onto his lap.


  "Specca! Wha… what are you-" he started before looking up with a soft gasp as the nixie started moving up and down while making soft breathing sounds, using her mouth and tongue on something that belonged to him while Triska and Squeak stared with shock. Even Alyssa was staring back with wide eyes while the nixie performed oral service on the boy.


  "What the HELL?" Alyssa yelled out.


  "Hey!" Triska cried out as Squeak watched with shock. Daniel quivered before holding a hand down on the nixie's back, the girl making soft kissing and slurping sounds while her tail swayed around behind her. She brought up one hand to hold on his chest while the other grabbed hold of his erection, the girl moving her head up and down slowly while she gently stroked him.


  "Specca… that… feels so good…" he breathed out as he closed his eyes.


  "SPECCA!" Triska yelled out before flinching in pain. She looked down to seeing her dagger's blade had cut her hand, the girl wincing again before looking back to seeing Daniel and Squeak staring at her with surprise. She blinked then looked over next to her to see Specca still sitting down while writing in Daniel's book, also staring at her with surprise.


  "What? What is it?" Specca asked nervously. Triska looked at her with a stunned expression then around to see everybody staring at her while Alyssa was glancing back to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "Triska? What's wrong?" Daniel asked as Squeak looked at the girl curiously. Alyssa glanced to Specca then back to Triska with question.


  "Were you daydreaming about them having sex this time?" she asked flatly. The group jumped a bit at that remark while Triska looked at her with frustration.


  "No I wasn't daydreaming about-… just never mind!" she yelled out, then flinched and looked down as her palm had a cut across it and was bleeding.


  "Triska, you cut yourself. Are you okay?" Daniel asked worriedly.


  "Why did you just yell out my name? I wasn't doing anything wrong," Specca asked shaking her head. Triska glanced to her with a frustrated growl then down to her own hand.


  "It's nothing, just forget it," she muttered as she set her dagger down and held her wrist, breathing steadily as she felt her hand in pain. Squeak crawled over and took hold of her hand, squeaking softly with a worried expression.


  "Squeak, that's okay, you don't always have to-" Triska started before the ant girl started licking the wound, the girl's tongue lapping around the cut. Triska felt a powerful wave of euphoria spread from her hand and up her arm as her pain receded.


  "Squeak… you don't have to…" Triska said before leaning back with a gentle sigh, watching Squeak with a glazed look in her eye as the sensation was slightly overwhelming. Specca watched the ant girl curiously then looked back in the monster book with a raised eyebrow. Triska watched Squeak tend to her injury as her mind was reeling from the sensation of the ant girl's saliva.


  'Why… why does it have to feel so good?'


  "Squeak, thank you," Daniel said with a gentle smile.


  Squeak finished tending to Triska's injury then sat back, squeaking with a happy smile at the girl. Triska looked at her hand with wonder, seeing that although it was cut the bleeding had stopped as well as the pain.


  "Thank you, Squeak, but you didn't have to do that," she said looking to the ant girl.


  "Actually, I think she did," Specca commented adjusting her glasses. The group looked to her as the nixie was reading through her entry about the ant girls.


  "What do you mean?" Daniel asked as Squeak sat back down against the wall next to him. Specca looked over to Squeak and examined her carefully.


  "Squeak is an ant girl, and ant girls have a hive based behavioral instinct within them, much like all monster classes that are based from insects. They treat those in their nest as family, and they share a group mentality that they must help one another to survive. When she saw that Triska was injured, both earlier and just now, her instinct to help kicked in. It appears she sees us as her family and is compelled to help when she can.”


  The group turned to Squeak as the ant girl looked around at everybody curiously. Triska looked at her hand for a moment then over to Squeak, the ant girl glancing around at everyone before back to her with a simple squeak. After a moment Triska smiled softly at the ant girl.


  "I see. Thank you, Squeak," she said gently.


  "It sounds like we've got our own nurse for the trip then," Daniel said with a slight chuckle. Squeak leaned over and nuzzled against his shoulder while holding onto his arm, looking at him with a bright smile while squeaking a few times. Triska twitched then forced a smile to hide her anger.


  "Calm down, Squeak, Daniel's not hurt. You get can let go of him now," she said through her teeth.


  Suddenly the caravan swerved as Lucky neighed loudly outside, the group tumbling to the side of the cabin.


  "Whoa, Lucky! Whoa!" Alyssa yelled out as the others tumbled about inside the cabin. Daniel smacked back against the rear wall before Specca rolled over and collapsed across his lap. Triska stumbled to the side before she gripped the wall for support and braced herself while Squeak tucked into a ball and rolled over to the side before tumbling back into the wall next to Daniel and Specca.


  "What's going on out there?" Triska called out as the caravan swerved again before coming to a halt. Squeak slowly uncurled and peeked around while Specca rubbed her head a bit, the nixie slowly getting up across Daniel's lap as he rubbed the back of his head.


  "Is everybody alright?" he asked. Squeak slowly sat up with a small squeak while Triska grabbed her dagger and sheathed it again, the teen then moving towards the front of the cabin.


  "What happened? Why did you do that?" she asked as she popped her head outside the entryway.


  Specca got up and adjusted her glasses, then looked to see Daniel blinking a few times.


  "Daniel, are you alright?" she asked softly. He nodded and looked to her with a small smile.


  "Yeah, I'm fine. How about you?"


  She smiled and looked down timidly as she blushed a bit.


  "I'm quite alright. Thank you for catching me.”


  Daniel chuckled weakly as he rubbed his gut. Specca looked around then towards the front of the cabin.


  "Hey, what happened?"


  "Oh my god," Triska said covering her mouth with her hand, her expression of horror.


  "Get back inside, move," Alyssa hushed as she quickly threw the teen back with a magical force. Triska tumbled back as the others watched with surprise, the girl crashing into them with a grunt. Alyssa looked back to them and held a finger to her lips.


  "Nobody make a sound, especially you, Daniel," she ordered in a hushed tone. Triska slowly sat up while rubbing her head as Alyssa looked back ahead.


  "What's going on, what's out there?" Specca asked quietly. Triska got up on her knees while watching the front entrance with wide eyes. She blinked then quickly pushed Daniel aside against the wall.


  "Keep quiet, Daniel," she urged quietly. Daniel looked at her puzzled as Alyssa was looking around at something with worried eyes. Specca crawled forward and peeked out the entrance, the nixie jumping with a short yelp before covering her mouth. Alyssa pushed her back as she took hold of the reins again.


  "Specca? What is it?" Daniel asked. Triska quickly held a hand over his mouth and shushed him as Specca hastily moved back towards them. Squeak looked at them cautiously then towards the front as Alyssa snapped the reins, the witch grabbing hold of her staff and holding it while she sat in the middle of the front seat. She glanced back and tapped her staff twice on the floor, in doing so causing a blanket to float up and cover the entryway like a curtain.


  Daniel slowly moved Triska's hand and glanced to her.


  "What is it?" he whispered. Triska looked at Specca who was glancing to her with wide eyes.


  "Witches," Triska said quietly.


  "A lot of them," Specca added nervously. Daniel looked at them puzzled as did Squeak.


  "Witches? But why is that a bad thing? We need to talk to Alyssa's kind as well.”


  Specca shook her head and looked over to him with fearful eyes.


  "I don't think you want to talk to them right now," she warned quietly. He looked at her confusedly as Triska shook her head as well.


  "Why not?" Daniel asked quietly.


  "Because… they're… busy," Triska said nervously.


  Alyssa held the reins for Lucky in one hand while holding her staff in the other, looking down slightly so her hat concealed the view of most of her face. Lucky trotted along at a slow pace, pulling the caravan down the dirt road while Alyssa glanced around carefully at seeing something.


  "Busy with what?" Daniel asked quietly.


  That's when he heard it, as did everybody else in the cabin; the voices of little girls laughing and giggling, along with men who were groaning and screaming. Triska glanced to Daniel and shook her head.


  "Not what… who," she said quietly. Daniel looked at her with caution then surprise. Triska nodded as Squeak slowly moved forward and peeked out from behind the blanket. She jumped as she saw what was outside, watching with wide eyes as she realized why now would be a very bad time for Daniel to make himself known.


  Alyssa kept a sharp eye out around her while Lucky trotted along the trail. The path continued on through the area with a few carriages and wagons ahead along the sides of the road, all of them torn apart and smoking while some were on fire still. There were bodies of women and young girls, all lying strewn about with some of them having burn marks across their bodies while others were strangled and strung up in the trees by vines and colorful ribbons. A few horses were lying about as well, the animals having been twisted and scorched.


  And around the destroyed remains of the travelers were a dozen witches, all of them giggling and laughing playfully. Some of them had witches hats of various colors and shapes while others had styled hair with colorful ribbons and jewels in them. Some wore ragged skirts and shirts while others had more colorful and delicate clothing. Some had staves with various ornaments while a few had twisted wands that looked like sticks with strange gems at the ends of them.


  And all of them were busy with the human men that they had ambushed, all of them engaging in carnal acts of lust. Some of the young witches had their victims charmed and under their control while others merely tied down and subdued their prey so they would be forced to watch everything the monsters were doing to them. One of the witches was riding atop a man as he smiled lovingly at the girl, his mind having been hexed by the monster into loving her like no other. Another man was yelling and groaning as a witch had her way with him, riding atop his hardened member while his arms and legs were held down by vines that that had colorful flowers blooming on them. Another witch was being ridden from behind as she was bent over a broken axel of one of the carriages, the man thrusting into the girl in a blissful state from her magic and unaware that his deceased wife's body was two feet to his left lying on the ground with a broken neck. Another man tried to scramble away before two witches caught him, with one hoisting him up with her levitation magic while the other started stripping off his clothes with playful giggles. He screamed and thrashed around until the witch threw him down onto the ground, before the other quickly mounted him. Before he could push her off his arms and legs were held down by the other witch's magic, the man unable to move as the young looking monster started riding him with cheers and moans.


  Alyssa glanced around at seeing her kind raping and manipulating the humans on either side of the path nearby, all of the witches seeming to be enjoying themselves while not all of the men were. She remembered how she had once behaved like they did, charming and capturing men to mate with, forcing them into giving her their seed without any regret or remorse, and felt a painful sensation in her heart from the haunting memories.


  'I really was a monster before… that was me not too long ago. I did this to humans, I did… worse to humans. It was a miracle I found somebody like Daniel in my life.'


  As Lucky trotted along the path a few witches stopped and glanced over curiously, some of them still being ridden from behind while others bounced a few more times atop their prey before looking at the passing caravan. One of the witches stifled back a moan as she felt herself and her human prey climaxing, the girl looking down to the man as he wearily stared up at the sky. He wasn't charmed during his time as the witch's plaything, rather he was held down by hands made of coarse stone coming from the ground that kept a firm grip on his arms and legs, and was drained of strength after the constant violation he was enduring. The witch smirked and slowly stood up, holding a hand down between her legs as she giggled playfully. She then looked over to another witch that walked over, the new monster eyeing the man with a hungry smile.


  "This one may have a bit more in him, you can take what's left," the first witch offered before straightening out her skirt. The other nodded with a seductive smile then promptly straddled the man. She pulled down her underwear and slid him into herself as he groaned and shook his head shakily.


  "No… more…" he begged. She giggled then leaned down and kissed him, her hands holding his head gently as she started humping him steadily. He groaned weakly into her kiss as the girl kept riding him, her hips moving constantly as she moaned happily. The kiss broke as the witch leaned back and smiled playfully down at her prey, the man’s eyes wearily looking to her as she kept riding atop him.


  “Just relax while I milk you dry, okay?” she said before leaning down and kissing him forcibly again.


  The first witch chuckled then walked over onto the path in front of the horse and caravan. Lucky stopped with a grunt as Alyssa glanced up at the witch while keeping her face mostly hidden under her hat.


  "Hello there, sister,” the witch asked with a coy smile. “Where are you off to?"


  "Just passing through," Alyssa said casually. The other witch nodded and held out her hand, summoning her staff over to her. It was a wooden staff with raven's skull on the end, the ornament having a few blue and yellow crystals hanging from the end with colorful ribbons. The witch giggled and waved around with her staff.


  "Care to join us?” she offered with a laugh. “There's still some left in these humans, it's a lovely witch’s playground here.”


  Alyssa glanced over and saw a witch being ridden on her hands and knees while the man was smiling blissfully down at her, the girl grunting and moaning loudly as she smiled happily. Near them another witch was riding atop a man who was bound down by black and blue ribbons, the human screaming while the witch laughed playfully as she kept bouncing up and down on him. Alyssa held in her growl of discontent then shook her head.


  "No, thank you,” she said looking back to the witch before her. “Now if you'll excuse me I have to be going.”


  The monster looked at her carefully then walked around the horse towards the side of the caravan.


  "Really?” she inquired with a raised eyebrow. “You don't want a free go with them? How come? It's not every day you're offered a seed from a human so easily you know.”


  "I know, but I just got done with a human not too long ago, and now I need to be on my way again. Thank you for the offer though, sister.”


  “Why pass up the chance to get even more seeds inside of you?” the witch questioned carefully. “You know every little bit helps, not to mention these humans seem pretty virile and lively.”


  “Hey!” another witch yelled out nearby. “You fucked him to death! I was going to go with him next!”


  “I’m sorry,” a witch laughed carelessly. “I couldn’t help it, my body just had to suck every last drop out of him. Don’t blame me, blame my hips. Hee hee!”


  “No fair, he looked pretty cute too.”


  “He was. Oh well, hee hee!”


  The witch standing before the caravan chuckled then shrugged with a smirk at Alyssa.


  “Well, they’re virile anyway, at least for now. Hee hee!”


  After a moment of uneasy silence Alyssa spoke up while looking down with her hat hiding her eyes.


  “Again, no thank you. Now, if you’ll kindly be on your way, I have someplace I need to be.”


  The other witch looked at her for a moment then shrugged.


  "Very well, your choice," she said before walking off to the side, smiling with a hungry eye as she approached a man that was sitting against a tree with his arms bound above him with colorful ribbons. He shook his head fearfully as his legs were held down by twisted roots, crying out as the witch walked towards her next victim. She licked her lips and proceeded to yank off his pants as Alyssa snapped the reins and got Lucky moving again, looking down still and closing her eyes as she heard her kind raping the men they had captured after ambushing and killing the women of the travelers. Inside the cabin Daniel and the other girls kept quiet while remaining still with worried expressions, all of them hearing the sounds of humans being used by witches as breeding tools.


  “No! No, stop!” a man cried out.


  Alyssa cringed slightly as she kept looking down with closed eyes.


  “C’mon, give me more! Fill me up, pretty please, hee hee!” a witch giggled.


  Alyssa bared her teeth slightly, feeling her chest ache.


  “Hey, this one’s dead, can we play with that one yet?” another called out.


  Alyssa trembled as she struggled not to scream or cry, mortified that she too was once like the other witches out there.


  “Haha, this one’s got a lot in him! Yay!” a witch cheered out.


  Daniel and the group glanced to each other inside the cabin with horror, all of them then looking down as the caravan made its way through the area at a slow pace so not to draw attention. Alyssa whimpered quietly as she sat at the front seat, shaking her head slightly while Lucky continued to trot along. Slowly the sounds of men screaming and witches giggling died down and vanished, only to be replaced by the steady footsteps of the horse along with the creaking of the wooden wheels that rolled along the trail. After a while the blanket dropped down as Alyssa kept looking down with closed eyes, the others looking over to her as she remained quiet. She whimpered quietly and trembled, sitting in silence as she held onto the reins for Lucky. The group glanced to each other then back to the witch as they traveled further away from the view of her kind being true monsters.


  After an hour of traveling in silence Lucky eventually came to a stop in a clearing next to a small wooded area. There was an old dilapidated cottage along with a skeletal frame of a carriage next to the woods as well as a small wooden fence in front of the building. The group watched Alyssa with worry as she slowly stood up while keeping her eyes downward.


  “Alyssa?” Daniel asked gently.


  Alyssa trembled then hopped off of the caravan, slowly walking over towards the cottage while Lucky started to eat some of the tall grass next to him. Daniel stood up and moved towards the front of the cabin, watching as Alyssa slowly headed over to the building and walked inside.


  “Those poor humans,” Specca said softly while looking down.


  “There wasn’t anything we could have done,” Triska reasoned while shaking her head. “We would have been outnumbered and taken down without a sweat, and then Daniel would have joined them.”


  Squeak looked down with a quiet squeak as Daniel sighed before he sat back down against the wall.


  “Poor Alyssa,” he said softly.


  “Poor Alyssa?” Triska asked with disbelief. “I think we should feel more sympathy for those men that were being raped and the women and children that were killed back there.”


  Daniel nodded and looked up as the girls all watched him curiously.


  “I do, I feel so sorry for them,” he said remorsefully. “To be used like that, violated, killed. I hope their suffering won’t last long, I do. But think how Alyssa feels as well, seeing her own kind doing that when she’s out here trying to help humans and monsters coexist peacefully.”


  The girls looked at him curiously then towards the entryway of the cabin.


  “Those other witches… they’re just following their nature,” Daniel reasoned. “Just as all monsters do. I hate how they treat humans like that, but at the same time, I can’t hate them. I can’t, you can’t hate somebody for following their nature; they can’t help it. It’s the only way they know how to live, those witches don’t know how else live.”


  Triska opened her mouth to speak then paused, then looked down as she thought about that. Daniel shook his head then looked down with a distant gaze.


  “Seeing her own kind doing that, acting like real monsters, probably reminded her how she used to be. She was once like that, following her nature without a second thought.”


  After a while of uneasy silence Daniel looked towards the entryway of the cabin.


  “I’m going to go talk to her, to see if she’s alright,” he said as he started to sit up. Triska glanced to him then towards the entryway.


  “No,” she said as she sat up, holding Daniel’s shoulder and shaking her head. “I’ll go talk to her. You wait here.”


  “Triska?” he asked as the group looked watched her move towards the front of the cabin. She glanced to him then looked forward again.


  “I need to have a talk with her, Daniel. Just let me handle this,” she said getting out and hopping off. She walked towards the old building while Specca and Squeak looked out the entryway and watched her with concern.


  “Should Triska really be the one to talk to Alyssa when she’s upset?” Specca asked looking to Daniel. “I mean those two don’t really seem to get along at all.”


  “Please, Triska,” he voiced quietly. “Don’t start a fight with her now.”


  Triska walked towards the cottage with a blank expression, her hair flowing gently behind her as she glanced around at the surrounding area. The place seemed to be abandoned a long time ago, still she was being cautious what with the less than friendly monster encounters they had seen that day. She walked up towards the doorway of the cottage and looked inside. The interior was dusty and had cobwebs strewn about along with weeds around the floorboards and walls. The ceiling had most of the wooden beams missing as sunlight was coming through. There was an old worn couch and fireplace that was dark and dusty, a table and a broken chair off to the side, and a witch who was sitting on her knees crying quietly on the floor, facing away from the door as she was holding her staff at her side while her other arm was over her eyes. Triska looked at the witch for a moment then walked in, the footstep causing the floor to creak slightly. Alyssa quickly glanced back to seeing Triska there, the witch’s eyes watery as she glared at her.


  “Go away, Triska,” she sternly ordered before looking away again. “I’m in no mood to talk to you right now.”


  “Fine. You don’t need to talk, you can just listen.”


  “Get out, Triska!” Alyssa yelled out. “You’re the last person I want to hear anything from right now!” She choked back her sobs as she heard footsteps approaching her from behind, growling as she clutched her staff.


  “I said get out now!” she yelled as the relic glowed with an orange hue. Green vines started to slink up through cracks in the floor as Alyssa trembled. The footsteps got closer, the witch baring her teeth as her eyes glowed a purplish hue.


  “Dammit, I said get out!” she raged as she spun around, holding her staff out with a glare. Triska stopped suddenly as her sword sprung out of her sheath and spun around, the blade spinning then stopping in front of her neck. Triska kept looking at Alyssa with a calm gaze as her sword hovered in front of her throat.


  “Do you hear me? Get out and leave me alone!” Alyssa yelled with tears falling from her cheeks. Silence filled the cabin as neither girl moved an inch. After a pause Triska smiled a bit.


  “It’s okay,” she said softly. Alyssa looked at her with frustration as Triska just smiled at her. “It’s okay, Alyssa.”


  “No it’s not! No it’s not, it’s not, it’s not!”


  “Yes it is, Alyssa,” Triska said gently. Alyssa stood up as she glared at her, holding her staff out as it glowed with an orange hue.


  “Just shut up! For once in your goddamned life shut your stupid mouth!”


  “We don’t hate you,” Triska assured with a worried expression. Alyssa choked back a sob as she continued to glare at the teen. “You’re not like those other witches out there, we know you’re not.”


  “Yes I am!” Alyssa cried out with frustration. “I’m exactly like they are! Do you have any idea how many men I’ve bewitched in my time? How many men I’ve used like toys in my life? I’m just like those monsters out there!”


  Triska watched as the witch cried while striking her staff down on the ground repeatedly.


  “How can Daniel even look at me now?” Alyssa wept. “How can he even see me anymore after hearing what they did? How can he think I’m any different than just some goddamned monster?” She dropped to her knees as she cried, dropping her staff as she buried her face in her hands. Triska’s sword wavered then dropped down as well, the metal blade clanking on the floor while Triska watched Alyssa cry in sorrow.


  “I’m not like that, I’m not,” Alyssa whimpered as she shook her head.


  Triska walked over and knelt down in front of her, then held the witch gently in her arms. Alyssa looked ahead with a quiet gasp as she stared with wide eyes over Triska’s shoulder.


  “Wha… what are you doing?”


  “We see who you are, Alyssa,” Triska gently said. “Because you fought your inner nature and won.”


  “Triska…” Alyssa breathed out as the teen held her gently. Triska looked ahead with a calm expression as she slowly rubbed the back of the witch with her hand.


  “It’s okay, Alyssa.”


  Alyssa froze in place while Triska held her, the witch then slowly looking over to her.


  “Why are you saying this? Why do you care?” she asked shakily.


  “Because,” Triska said sympathetically. “Like Daniel, I believe in monsters and humans living together in peace, that we can coexist and find a way to live together. And I know you do too.”


  Alyssa trembled as Triska leaned back and looked at her with a small smile.


  “You’re proof of his belief, Alyssa. That witches can control their nature, and live alongside humans.”


  “But… when I first met Daniel… I nearly… if those wolves hadn’t come… I would have…”


  “You made a mistake then,” Triska said calmly. “You were following your nature just like all monsters do. But you’ve overcome it, you’ve remained in control and helped him on his journey out here.”


  Alyssa wiped a tear away and looked at her curiously as Triska smiled gently at her.


  “You know, Daniel wanted to come in here and talk to you himself. He was worried about you, we all were. But I insisted that I come instead.”


  “You did? But why?” Alyssa asked. Triska looked down as the witch watched her curiously.


  “Because I wanted you to know that I don’t think any less of you. And if I couldn’t think any less of you after what we just saw then you should know that of course Daniel couldn’t either.”


  Alyssa tried to keep her tears from coming out again as Triska smiled gently at the witch and tilted her head slightly.


  “That, and I didn’t want a 72 year young witch to be alone like this.”


  “Triska,” Alyssa said as her eyes were watering up again.


  “I was wrong before,” Triska admitted with nod. Alyssa looked at her with wonder as the teen smiled. “I do trust you with my life, Alyssa. You’re a good witch.”


  Alyssa trembled then hugged her while crying, burying her face into Triska’s shoulder as the teen held her again. The cries of the girl echoed out inside the cottage as Triska held her gently, the teen gently rubbing the witch’s back to comfort her. After she got most of her tears out Alyssa sniffled and closed her eyes.


  “Triska?”


  “Yes?” Triska said glancing to her.


  “You just wanted to come in here so Daniel wouldn’t be alone with me, didn’t you?” Alyssa asked while holding onto the teen’s shirt. Triska smirked and looked back ahead.


  “Perhaps. Doesn’t change what I said though.”


  Alyssa breathed out slowly as she calmed down then opened her eyes slightly.


  “I still say I love him more than you do,” she said with a small smile. Triska chuckled softly and shook her head.


  “No you don’t, Alyssa. No you don’t,” she said as she held the witch gently.


  “Huh, didn’t see that coming,” Specca said from behind them. They looked over to see Squeak and Specca watching them curiously from the doorway, with Squeak’s antennae twitching slightly while Specca adjusted her glasses.


  “What are you two doing here? I said I would talk to her,” Triska said as she and Alyssa broke from their hug.


  “Yes, and that’s what we were concerned about,” Specca pointed out. “We wanted to make sure you two weren’t fighting again.”


  Alyssa smirked and held out her hand, calling her staff back into her grip. She glanced to Triska’s sword and held her other hand out to it, the blade rattling around slightly before leaping off of the ground. Specca and Squeak watched as the sword spun around in the air and slid into Triska’s sheath while the human watched them with a calm smile.


  “We’re fine, just needed to have a little talk is all,” Triska said glancing to Alyssa. The witch stood up and wiped her tears away as Specca and Squeak walked in towards them. Triska stood up and looked to Alyssa as the witch glanced away with a troubled expression.


  “Are you alright now, Alyssa?” Specca asked gently. Alyssa nodded and looked down.


  “I just hated remembering how… I was once like that. Not too long ago… that was me. If it wasn’t for Daniel, I would still be like that.”


  Specca nodded slowly then looked at Alyssa carefully.


  “Although I’m quite sure you’re nothing like those other witches we witnessed earlier, I do question your belief that you love Daniel the most.”


  The girls all looked to Alyssa as she smiled softly at that.


  “It’s true; I love him with all my heart. He will be the only human I will ever mate with.”


  “That’s where I draw the line, Alyssa,” Triska said crossing her arms. “You may not be like those other witches and all, but that doesn’t mean I’m letting you take Daniel away from me. I’ve loved him for far longer than any of you, and there’s no way anyone could love him more than me.”


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked again and again firmly as she presumably argued with them, pointing to herself with a firm squeak at the end of her speech. Specca glanced around at the girls then smiled amusingly.


  “Again, I’m the most suitable mate for him, I already told you earlier that he and I are the best match,” she said proudly. The girls just looked at her with dull expressions as the nixie held a hand to her cheek as a faint blush formed. “He’s so brave and daring, and so intelligent too. I will never find another out there like him, not if I searched all of Eden. We belong together, it’s so clear to see.”


  She then jumped a bit as her glasses were quickly taken by Squeak, the ant girl holding them up with a confident smile and a raised eyebrow.


  “Hey, give those back!” Specca yelled as she tried to grab them, missing horribly as Squeak casually stepped around her. Specca scrambled around at the blurry image of Squeak while Triska and Alyssa watched with small smirks, both of them seeing the nixie struggling to grab hold of the ant girl or her glasses.


  “At least with us we can see where he is all the time,” Triska chuckled.


  “Yeah,” Alyssa giggled. “What good is all your knowledge of monsters if you can’t even see one of them coming to take Daniel away?”


  Specca yelled as she tackled Squeak to the ground, the two then rolling around while the ant girl held the glasses back away from the nixie. As they tumbled about yelling and squeaking at each other Alyssa glanced to Triska.


  “Triska,” she said softly, getting the human’s attention. After a pause she smiled at her. “Thank you, for coming after me.”


  “To coexist, we have to help each other,” Triska reasoned with a smile. Alyssa looked down and nodded then glanced back to Triska.


  “Daniel’s still going to be mine though,” she said assuredly. Triska chuckled and gave the witch a confident grin.


  “We’ll see about that, witch,” she challenged. The two girls locked into a stare with each other with daring smiles then looked down to Squeak and Specca as they rolled around still in their struggle.


  Sitting in the front seat of the caravan Daniel was looking up at the sky while Lucky quietly ate some grass. Daniel watched a few clouds drift by overhead then looked over to the cottage where Specca and Squeak volunteered to go and make sure Triska and Alyssa weren’t fighting again.


  “I hope Alyssa’s feeling better. The poor girl.”


  “Somebody help!” a girl’s voice came from nearby in the woods. Daniel looked over towards the sound while Lucky grunted a bit, the horse’s ears perking up from the call as well.


  “What was that? It sounded like…” Daniel said looking around at the woods carefully.


  “Please! Anybody, help me!”


  “Somebody’s in trouble,” Daniel said standing up. He looked over towards the cottage then to the woods, then quickly jumped off and ran towards the cry for help. He jogged through the wooded area as he looked around franticly, only seeing trees and small beams of sunlight coming through the branches and leaves above.


  “Hey, where are you? Hello?”


  “Help me, please!” the girl’s voice cried out again. Daniel ran towards the sound of the call and looked around quickly, his footsteps moving about softly through the grass and foliage. He dashed over towards the sound as fast as he could, rounding a large tree then halting and staring with wide eyes as he saw a figure ahead of him. There in front of him he saw a girl caught in a tangled mess of green vines that were strung around two trees and their branches. However it was clear she wasn’t human.


  “Please, help me,” the girl said shakily. She stood about as tall as Triska did, wearing brown sandals and red ribbons that were wrapped around her lower legs and ankles. She had a green skirt that appeared to be cut out of a giant leaf and wrapped around her, along with a green vine with leaves on it tied around her waist like a thin belt. Her bra was made of purple petals with the straps over her shoulders looking like green stems. She had short dark hair and red eyes, the girl staring at Daniel with fright while her arms were wrapped in vines and held out to either side of her. Behind her she had large butterfly wings, the edges being black with red spots while the segments had purple sections in them. And on her head were a pair of bug antennae similar to Squeak’s.


  “You’re… you’re a…” Daniel said as he saw the monster on the verge of tears, her arms and body having green vines wrapped around them and holding her still. She struggled to move in her bindings as she whimpered, looking at him with pleading eyes.


  “Please… I beg of you… help me.”


   


  


  Chapter 8


  Fallacy and Lunacy


  In the world of Eden all monsters were female, all born from a mother as daughters with only sisters in their families. However, even monsters could have different personalities just like humans could. Although their basic instincts and characteristics of their class remained, some developed unique traits in comparison to one another. Not all witches performed the same magic, and some preferred to use smaller wands rather than larger staves with their spells. Not all slime women were the same, with some being very timid while others were downright cruel. Just because two monsters were of the same class it didn’t mean they would behave the exact same way. Still, even if they had different personalities or quirks it didn’t change what they were.


  No matter the differences, they still had the same desire to breed.


  *****


  Near the dirt road next to a broken down cottage a caravan was seen along with Lucky, the white horse looking around slowly as it grunted a bit. Inside the abandoned dwelling Triska and Alyssa were looking down with a raised eyebrow each as a quiet squeaking sound was heard before them.


  "So… what have we learned here?" Triska asked flatly.


  "That Squeak really is compelled to try to heal those around her who are injured," Alyssa said simply.


  "And what else?"


  "Once she starts to do so, you can't really stop her.”


  Triska nodded as they watched Squeak using her saliva to heal an injury on Specca. During the two girls struggling in their little quarrel Specca had rolled over a nail which dug into her thigh, the nixie screaming as the others quickly looked to her in surprise. After pulling the nail out she held a hand over the wound which was starting to bleed, cringing as it stung sharply. Squeak looked at the injured girl then showed a concerned expression, quickly putting Specca's glasses back on that she had been holding back from her. Before the nixie could say anything she saw with clear vision Squeak quickly pulling her hand away and beginning to lick the wound. Although this nullified her pain and sent waves of euphoria rippling through her body there was one little complaint Specca tried to voice as she was lying down on the ground.


  "No, Squeak, s-stop! Please, not there!" she said shakily as she tried to push Squeak away, the ant girl licking the inside of the nixie's thigh where the nail had pierced her. Triska and Alyssa just watched with stunned expressions as Squeak kept licking the nixie while having her hands on the girl's legs and holding them apart, all while Specca kept trying to push the girl off while blushing brightly. The nixie's petal skirt came across Squeak's face as the ant girl seemed completely fixated on treating the girl's injury with her saliva, and not caring where she was licking or what she was close to in doing so. With the waves of pleasure in close proximity to Specca's lower region she was bucking around as she struggled not to moan while her hands trembled holding the ant girl's head.


  "N… no, p-please stop!" she begged as she let out a gasp. Squeak merely kept licking the nixie's injury with soft squeaks, the ant girl on her knees and leaning over between Specca's legs. Triska and Alyssa glanced to each other then back to the sight.


  "Um…" Triska said unsurely.


  "She's really dedicated to… helping others," Alyssa commented with a shrug.


  Specca let out a moan then slapped a hand over her mouth, shaking her head while her tail flailed around beside her.


  "Stop her! Please, I'm fine! I'm fine, really!" Specca cried out as she felt her hips trembling. She was close to climaxing and was desperately trying not to let something like that happen in a situation like this. Triska smirked and crossed her arms before her.


  "She's just treating your wound, it's in her nature. Remember?" she giggled. Alyssa nodded with a giddy laugh as well.


  "Yeah, she cares about you after all, she's just worried about her friend," she said playfully.


  "I'm fine! Please, don't… don't let her… oh… PLEASE!" Specca screamed, letting out a loud moan as she gripped Squeak’s hair tightly. She arched back with a loud cry before collapsing with a dazed look in her eye. Squeak gave a few more licks to the wound then sat up with a happy smile, squeaking once before looking at Specca curiously. The nixie was breathing heavily with a bright blush while she was looking up with unfocused eyes, her mind reeling from the orgasm she felt after the ant girl's method of healing her minor injury pushed her over the edge. Squeak looked at her curiously, not seeming to understand what she just did to the girl aside from treating her wound, and then looked back to Triska and Alyssa. They were smiling amusingly at Specca as they watched her twitch slightly.


  "You okay, Specca?" Triska asked.


  "She sure sounded okay," Alyssa giggled.


  Specca murmured something while slowly shaking her head. Squeak stood up and looked down at the nixie with a curious expression, squeaking once as her antennae twitched slightly. Specca breathed heavily for a moment then shakily looked to Squeak, failing to form words as she tried to utter something under her breath.


  "Her saliva really does have a strong potency to it,” Alyssa commented with a glance at Squeak. “Looks like if anything causes injury or draws blood with us she feels compelled to tend to it."


  Triska nodded then looked down with worry at Specca.


  'I need to be very careful around Squeak during my time of the month, or else this trip's going to get really weird really fast.'


  Specca twitched a bit then slowly sat up, seeming to cry a little as she looked up at Squeak.


  "I told you to stop… why didn't you stop? Why?" she choked out, sitting upright with tears forming in her eyes.


  "Specca, what's wrong?" Triska asked as she saw the heartbroken expression on the nixie’s face. Specca stumbled to her feet and looked at Squeak with anger, the ant girl just watching her with confusion.


  "You… you made me feel... like that… with you… dammit, I wasn't supposed to feel that from you! That was supposed to be saved for my first time with Daniel!" The other girls merely watched her with puzzlement as she choked back her sobs, the nixie looking down while holding her arms around herself. "That was supposed to be something I felt with my soul mate, not with YOU!"


  "Soul mate?" Triska asked flatly.


  "Daniel?" Alyssa asked accusingly.


  Specca growled then looked to Squeak with a glare.


  "How dare you take that away from me! How dare you!"


  Squeak looked at her with confusion then to the other girls, shrugging with a simple squeak.


  "Okay,” Triska said shaking her head. “First off, Daniel's not your soul mate, Specca. Get that through your head right now.”


  "Secondly, Squeak was just following her nature,” Alyssa said looking to Squeak. “She wanted to treat your injury just like she would have for any of us. She couldn't help herself.”


  "And third, Daniel's my soul mate, got that?" Triska demanded while pointing to herself.


  "Hey,” Alyssa snapped at her. “I'm going to be his mate, what the hell are you talking about him being your soul mate?"


  "Just what I said, I love him more than anyone and I'm going to be his mate," Triska retorted with a glare back at the witch.


  Squeak pointed to herself and squeaked a few times before Specca tackled her to the ground, the nixie shaking her by the shoulders as the girls watched with surprise.


  "I was saving that for my first time, for Daniel! How dare you take that feeling away from me like that, it belonged to Daniel!" Specca raged as she shook the ant girl, which of course was only merely budging her, as Squeak just looked up at the girl curiously. Specca broke down crying as she started to hit the ant girl in the shoulders with her fists.


  "You stole my first orgasm, that didn't belong to you! I'll never get that back, never never never!"


  Triska and Alyssa glanced to each other then looked to Specca as the nixie was crying while hitting the ant girl. Squeak just watched her with a worried expression then caught the nixie's hands, holding them in place effortlessly as Specca struggled and thrashed around in her grip.


  "I hate you! I hate you I hate you I hate you!" Specca cried out as she sobbed uncontrollably. Squeak looked at her with remorse then over to the other girls, both of them watching Specca with wonder.


  "Hey, calm down, Specca," Triska said holding a hand out towards her.


  "Yeah, not like you were ever going to feel that from my Daniel," Alyssa said shaking her head.


  "Yours?" Triska snapped accusingly at the witch with a glare.


  "I hate you!" Specca screamed out, growling loudly as the girls watched her thrash around atop Squeak. The ant girl moved her aside effortlessly and stood up, with the nixie struggling around still in her grip as she was brought to her feet as well.


  "You took it from me, you took it from me! Damn you!" Specca cried out before she broke down crying, slumping against Squeak as she sobbed loudly. Squeak looked at her with concern then over towards the other girls, both of them watching as the nixie cried in sorrow.


  "You… you… you monster!" Specca screamed out shaking her head. Squeak let go of the girl's hands and backed up a bit, showing a worried expression as Specca held her arms around her again while looking down.


  "I never once touched myself; I never felt that with anyone or anything. I wanted it to be special, to be felt with somebody I love. And now it's gone!" she cried out dropping to her knees, holding her hands to her face as she cried. The other girls looked at her with surprise as she shook her head while sobbing.


  "You never even touched yourself? Ever?" Alyssa asked with disbelief.


  "That… really was your first…" Triska asked softly. Specca trembled and nodded shakily.


  "Wait, you can't be serious. You never… not even once? Ever?" Alyssa asked with wide eyes. Specca looked to her with frustration and tears while nodding.


  "I wanted to save everything for my first love, for my soul mate!"


  Triska looked at Specca with wonder while Alyssa watched the nixie carefully as she cried, wondering how a monster could have gone so long without ever getting any release from her pent up urges.


  'How could she have gone so long without ever once letting it out? Especially on the Dark Sabbath?'


  "How… how could you have saved that for so long? What about the Dark Sabbath?"


  "Dark Sabbath?" Triska asked glancing to her. Specca looked at the witch with teary eyes as Squeak glanced to Alyssa curiously.


  "You had to have done something then, anything," Alyssa accused cautiously.


  "What's the Dark Sabbath?" Triska asked. Alyssa glanced to her then to Specca as the nixie looked down in shame, then up through the broken ceiling at the sky above.


  "It's a time when the monsters of Eden go into a mating frenzy,” Alyssa clarified with a cautious tone. “When our inner nature peaks. It happens when the moon turns crimson in the sky, when the stars vanish from sight, and we monsters are consumed with lust.”


  Triska looked at her carefully then up in thought, remembering on certain nights when the moon was seen to be red while living at home.


  "Yeah, I've seen that before. But I never heard of this Dark Sabbath thing, and I don't think Daniel's ever mentioned it before either.”


  "You really were sheltered in that village of yours,” Alyssa commented. “The Dark Sabbath is when all monsters under the crimson moon go crazy with their emotions. Even the gentlest of bovinettes would go mad with lust and try to rape any human it could find. It’s a dangerous time in Eden, all monster-neutral cities won’t allow monsters anywhere near their borders when a crimson moon is coming up.”


  Triska looked at her with wonder then to Specca, the nixie looking down with remorse still.


  "How could you not have done anything during the Sabbath?” Alyssa questioned. “It had to have affected you as well. You were even living in a human city, how could… how?"


  "Because I didn't allow myself the opportunity," Specca remorsefully confessed. The girls looked at her curiously as she shook her head slowly. "Whenever the crimson moon was about to come out I left the city, went into a secluded cave nearby, and chained my hands to a boulder. I used a twin lock mechanism around my wrists that would only unlatch if I turned two keys at the same time, and the only way I could do that was to use my tail and mouth. During the nights of the crimson moon I couldn't use both keys properly while I lost control of my body. I couldn't touch myself, nor control my tail properly to use it either. I denied myself any chance of finding a human and raping them, and also any chance I could of pleasuring myself.” Alyssa watched her with wonder as the nixie continued to weep quietly.


  "I wanted my first time… to be special. I wanted that first blissful feeling to be meaningful, to come from somebody I loved. I wanted that to be Daniel!" Specca cried out before sobbing into her hands once again. The other girls looked at her then to each other.


  "I don't believe it,” Alyssa said softly. “It must have been unbearable for you on those nights.”


  "I was willing to go through the torture for somebody special,” Specca whimpered. “I would have gone through hell itself if I could have kept that special feeling sacred.”


  "So wait,” Triska said looking to Alyssa. “On every night there's a crimson moon out, that's when this Dark Sabbath thing happens? And every monster goes into a mating frenzy?"


  The witch nodded and looked up at the sky through the broken ceiling of the cabin.


  "It's a rare time,” she explained. “But when it happens all monsters on that night lose control of themselves. Those that were mindless and out of control to begin with become truly dangerous, and even those that were peaceful turn into real monsters. Only those with extremely high constitutions can keep in control, but even for them it's incredibly difficult.”


  Squeak looked at her curiously then up, squeaking a few times quietly while showing a puzzled expression.


  "Whoa whoa whoa, hold on,” Triska said waving her hands before her. “That means that when this Dark Sabbath thing happens, Daniel's going to be right next to three monster girls who are going to go crazy with lust?”


  Specca turned her head away with a whimper while Alyssa looked down with closed eyes.


  "Don't worry, Triska,” Alyssa said shaking her head. “I won't make Daniel endure a crazed witch on the Sabbath. I'll give him my focuser and he can tie me up in the caravan or something.” She blinked then looked up thoughtfully, imagining Daniel tying her up and feeling a blush slowly forming as she smiled slightly at the idea. After a moment she glanced to Squeak as the ant girl showed a curious expression still.


  "She however… is going to be a problem.”


  Specca looked back over to Squeak as Triska eyed the ant girl who was clearly the strongest in the group.


  "Oh god,” Triska said with horror. “She'll be unstoppable during the Sabbath. An ant girl going on a mating frenzy, she'll be a nightmare for us to deal with. Why the hell didn't you tell Daniel and me about this earlier, Alyssa?”


  "I was planning on doing so when the time came,” Alyssa reasoned. “We've been a bit busy with other matters. Besides, I have no intention on placing Daniel in a risky scenario with any monsters during those nights, myself included. I'll make sure he's safe from all of us.”


  "That's going to be a big problem,” Triska worriedly said. “How are we going to propose the idea of peaceful coexistence if all monsters go crazy when a crimson moon is out? Mankind isn't going to want allies that go into an uncontrollable mating frenzy like that.”


  "I don't know,” Alyssa sighed. “Hopefully… we can really control our inner nature, like Daniel believes.” She then looked back over to Specca who was still whimpering while holding her hands to her face.


  "Would you get a grip already? So what if Squeak made you climax, big deal. It's not like she took your virginity. There's nothing wrong with you getting off from time to time, you're a monster after all. Hell, even humans need relief every now and then.”


  Specca sniffled and glanced up to her as Triska walked past them.


  "I need to tell Daniel about this, he needs to know," Triska said while heading towards the doorway.


  "No!” Specca cried out as she grabbed her hand. “Please don't tell him this happened! You can't!"


  Triska looked down to her puzzled then tried to pry her off while the nixie remained on her knees, holding onto the human as if for dear life.


  "Would you let go already? I meant tell him about the Dark Sabbath. Calm down," Triska grunted as she tried to get the nixie off of her. Specca sobbed and let go, looking down with watery eyes as Squeak watched her with a worried expression. Triska looked at Specca with sympathy then to Alyssa, the witch just watching the nixie weep with a raised eyebrow. Alyssa glanced to Triska who motioned towards Specca, the witch then rolling her eyes before walking over and looking up with a dull expression.


  "If it makes you feel any better,” she reluctantly said. “You having an orgasm doesn't make you any less 'pure'.”


  "And how would know anything about that?” Specca snapped at her. “Who are you to speak to me about being pure?"


  Alyssa paused for a moment then looked back to the nixie.


  "I've bewitched men into giving me themselves in the past; I’m not going to defend against that. I've used charms, potions, allure, and force. I even nearly did so to Daniel when I first met him.”


  "That doesn't make me feel any better about this at all,” Specca scoffed with a glare at Alyssa. “If anything it just makes me hate you too.”


  Alyssa sighed and looked down and away.


  "I was a fool, following my nature blindly and letting it control me. I was… just like those other witches we saw out there. A real monster.” Specca looked at her curiously as Alyssa glanced to Triska, the teen showing her a gentle smile. "But Daniel saved me from that, he even risked his own life to do so. After how I treated him, and what I was going to do to him, he nearly died trying to save me.”


  "Why? Why did he?" Specca asked carefully.


  "Because he thought I was worth saving,” Alyssa said looking back to her. “When my inner nature was consuming me he stood by me, and helped bring me back. After seeing firsthand what kind of monster I was, and knowing what I was like in my past, he kept me by his side. He trusts me, Specca, cares for me.” Specca looked at Alyssa with wonder as the witch smiled at her.


  "If he can see something pure within me after all that, after what I used to be like, do you really think you're any less pure in his eyes after you got some pleasure from Squeak tending to your injury?"


  Specca looked at her for a moment then down as Squeak walked over to her, the ant girl then kneeling down on one knee before the nixie with a curious smile.


  "But… I…" Specca said softly as she gently tugged her skirt.


  "C'mon, Specca," Triska said gently. The girls looked over to her as she was smiling at the nixie. "You have a job to do, Daniel's counting on you.”


  "Job?"


  Triska nodded as she walked over to her, taking hold of Specca's hand and bringing the girl up to her feet.


  "You're the monster expert out here, aren't you? Then you'd better update his guidebook about this Dark Sabbath thing, you're the one who works best with the books after all.”


  Specca looked at her with wonder then around at the other girls, seeing all of them smiling at her.


  "Why… why are you being nice to me? Don't you hate me… for wanting Daniel?"


  "Can't say we're thrilled about that," Triska said with a dull smile. She sighed then shook her head. "But there's no sense fighting about it, that won't do anyone any good. We're out here together for Daniel, we need to get used to being around each other.”


  "To coexist, we have to help each other,” Alyssa agreed with. “That's Daniel's belief; that monsters and humans can live together peacefully. If we're going to help his cause we have to live by that as well.”


  Squeak nodded and squeaked something, her antennae twitching slightly.


  "Still…" Triska continued, getting everybody's attention. "That doesn't mean I'm giving up on winning Daniel's heart. I've been chasing after that boy for too long to just give up now.”


  "That goes double for me,” Alyssa proudly said. “He saved me from being another lustful witch of Eden, and I owe my body and soul to him for that.”


  Squeak started waving her hands around while squeaking something, once again giving a long and presumably heartfelt speech about how she would be the best girl for Daniel.


  Specca looked around at the girls then smiled slightly.


  "I still say I'm the most suitable match for him. And I will save myself and my innocence for him and him alone, he's the only one who deserves it.”


  The girls all looked around at each other with challenging smiles, all of them standing firm in their belief that each of them were the better choice for the boy they loved.


  "Well then, girls, let's not keep Daniel waiting," Triska said with a smirk.


  "I would never dream of doing so," Alyssa mused with a grin. Squeak nodded with a simple squeak in agreement. Specca nodded as the girls started to walk out together, looking down with a gentle gaze.


  "Squeak," she said as they exited the cabin. Squeak glanced to her as Specca smiled softly at her. “Thank you… for earlier.”


  "For treating your wound, or for getting you to moan like that?" Alyssa asked with a laugh. Triska chuckled as Specca blushed and shook her head nervously.


  "For healing my wound, that's all!"


  Triska and Alyssa laughed while Squeak smiled at the nixie, the four girls walking back across the clearing towards the caravan. Triska climbed up and looked inside, then around with a puzzled expression.


  "Daniel?"


  "He's not in there?" Alyssa asked.


  "Daniel?" Triska called out again as she stood on the driver's seat of the caravan. The girls all looked around curiously as they saw no sign of the boy nearby.


  "Where did he go off to?" Triska asked scratching her head. Specca looked around then shrugged with a weak smile.


  "Maybe nature called for him as well.”


  *****


  "Please, you have to help me," the butterfly girl whimpered as Daniel watched her with wonder. She struggled to pull free from the vines that bound her yet wasn't able to budge at all, seeming to be on the verge of tears as she shook her head shakily.


  "Please, I beg of you," she pleaded with frightened eyes.


  Daniel nodded then walked closer to her, the girl watching him before looking around worriedly.


  "What…" he started, wondering if he should ask what happened to her or what she was first.


  "I don't have much time, please, you have to help me," she begged again.


  Daniel eyed the girl over curiously. She didn't have any weapons, and didn't seem physically strong at all. He quickly looked around then back to her as she whimpered in her restraints.


  "What… what happened to you?"


  "It was a group of witches,” she wept. “They did this to me. Hurry, you have to help me or else I'm going to die.”


  "Die? What do you mean, what happened?" Daniel asked as he brought out his dagger from his shirt. The girl looked to it then squeaked in fear, her eyes going wide as she saw the blade. He glanced to it then shook his head with a worried smile.


  "I'm just going to cut you loose. I won't hurt you. I promise," he said gently. She looked at him worriedly then nodded quickly.


  "Thank you… thank you so much," she said with a few tears still dropping from her face. Daniel ran over and started to cut the vines that were wrapped around her arms.


  "What did those witches do to you?"


  "They put a curse on me, those horrible little monsters,” she said looking away with sorrow. “I didn't do anything to upset them, yet they still did it just for their sick laughs.”


  Daniel cut a few more vines off her right arm then walked over to her left, the girl shaking her free arm a bit then looking at Daniel with adoring eyes.


  "Please, don't let me die.”


  "You're going to be fine; I'll get you loose here in no time. You're not going to die here.”


  "No, you don't understand," the girl said shaking her head. Daniel cut a few more vines free then glanced to her. She sniffled and looked at him with pleading eyes. "Those witches left me here so my time would run out, you have to help me soon or I'm going to die.”


  "What do you mean, what did they do to you?" Daniel asked as he cut off the last of the vines on her arm. He started cutting the ones around her waist as she rubbed her wrist with a worried frown.


  "They put a curse on me, one of a horrible nature,” she said softly. “It will kill me if… if I don't… if I don't receive a man's seed.”


  Daniel froze in place then slowly glanced to her.


  "What was that?" he asked with a raised eyebrow. The girl started to cry as she held her hands to her face.


  "Those little monsters, they're so cruel,” she sobbed while shaking her head. “They put a curse on me that will take my life if I don't mate with a human soon. They tied me up here so my time would slowly run out, to torture me and make me die alone.”


  Daniel looked at her with a stunned expression as the girl peeked at him through her hands.


  "If I don't make love to a human I'll die any minute now. Please, I beg of you, help me.”


  "I… uh…" Daniel stuttered as he looked at the girl with surprise. She trembled then buried her face in her hands again with a sob.


  "You won't, you think I'm hideous don't you?" she whimpered. Daniel blinked and glanced at the girl from top to bottom, her lovely figure and beautiful wings seeming anything but hideous. Even with her bug antennae he couldn't see anything ugly about her.


  "It's not… that,” he said unsurely. “You're not hideous at all, really… it's just…"


  She looked at him with timid eyes as she wiped her tears away.


  "I’m… not?" she asked quietly. He shook his head as he showed a concerned expression.


  "No, not at all. Really, it's just-"


  "Do you… think I'm pretty?" she asked softly as she lowered her hands, gently running her fingers down along her chest and around her breasts. Daniel glanced down then back to her as she watched him with curious eyes.


  "Well… yeah, you are… very pretty. But I can't-"


  "What's your name?" she asked softly. He looked at her for a moment as she tilted her head slightly in wonder.


  "Um, it's Daniel," he said with a small smile.


  "Daniel," she repeated gently. "Please, Daniel, don't let me die alone out here. I need you to save me. I need… your seed to live. Please, you have to take me, right now.”


  He stammered something for a moment while trying to keep his eyes from going over her figure again then looked down to avoid eye contact as she watched him closely.


  "I…" he said hesitantly. After a pause he looked back to the girl with a worried smile. "I can't do that. But one of my friends is a witch; she's very skilled with magic. Maybe she can undo the curse.”


  He then resumed with his efforts to cut her free. As he did she looked at him with a dull expression for a moment then with worry again as she shook her head.


  "No! Don't take me to another witch; you can't trust those monsters at all. They did this to me, I'm not going to go near another one ever again!”


  Daniel cut off a vine around her hip then started to cut on another with a determined expression.


  "Don't worry, she's a good witch,” he reassured. “She's been traveling with me for a while now, you can trust her. I promise I’ll help you with your problem.”


  "Please don't, Daniel,” she desperately pleaded. “I don't have much more time. If I don't receive a man's seed soon I'll die a horrible death. Please, I beg of you, save me!"


  Daniel cut the girl free with his dagger, the monster then quickly embracing him and burying her face into his chest.


  "Please! I'll do anything you ask of me, anything! Just please, I don't want to die!" He dropped the dagger and slowly held her at the waist with concern. Her wings fluttered gently behind her as she shook her head. "Don't let me die, Daniel, please!"


  "I… but…" he nervously stuttered as he held the girl. She trembled then leaned back from her embrace.


  "I'm not asking you to marry me, I know such an idea would be horrific for you to consider. I'm just asking you to love me once and only once. You can pretend I'm somebody else, or do whatever you want to me. Anything, just please do me.”


  He looked at her with remorse then down, holding her gently as she kept her hands on his chest.


  "My name is Falla," she said softly. He looked back to her as she smiled sadly with a tear dropping from her face. "My life is in your hands, Daniel. Please, be my angel and save me.”


  Daniel watched her with a gentle gaze, seeing her with fear and hope in her eyes. After standing there in silence together she choked back a sob then looked down.


  "I see… I understand,” she cursed with a pained expression. “Who am I kidding? I was doomed from the start. No human could ever… want to make love to a disgusting monster… such as me.”


  "You're not a disgusting monster, Falla,” Daniel said gently. “Honest. You're very beautiful.”


  She looked at him with adoring eyes and leaned closer to him.


  "Do you mean it?" she asked softly. He nodded as she smiled slightly, her wings fluttering behind her. "Please, you're my only hope. Save me, Daniel, before it's too late.” Slowly she leaned closer to him, her lips almost touching his as her eyes started to close.


  "I'll do anything you want, Daniel. I'll be your faithful little butterfly for all time. So please, offer me your seed.”


  "WHAT THE HELL?" Triska yelled out from nearby.


  Daniel and Falla jumped a bit then looked over to see four girls staring at them with wide eyes near the trees.


  "What is this? Who is she?" Triska yelled out with shock and anger. Falla looked at them worriedly then held onto Daniel with a whimper.


  "Triska, girls, this… this is Falla. She-" Daniel started before Alyssa growled and aimed her staff at the butterfly girl.


  "Get away from him right now! Let him go!"


  "Daniel," Falla breathed out as she clung to him fearfully. Squeak and Specca glared at the girl as Triska reached back and unsheathed her sword.


  "What's going on here, Daniel, who the hell is that? And did we just hear her asking for your seed?"


  "I need it, I'll die any minute without it," Falla pleaded.


  "You're going to die any second now if you don't back the hell off from him this instant!" Alyssa yelled out. Squeak brought out her pickaxe as Specca looked at Daniel with worried eyes.


  "Wait, it's not what it looks like," Daniel said waving his hands around in front of him. He paused then looked up thoughtfully, then back to the girls with a nervous smile. "Well, actually it sort of is, but…"


  Triska marched up towards them along with Squeak while Specca and Alyssa followed after.


  "Get off of him now or I'll hack you into pieces!” Triska yelled out. “Like bloody hell you're going to get anything from him!"


  Squeak narrowed her eyes as Falla trembled while holding onto Daniel. Falla glanced to Alyssa as the witch was glaring at her then to Daniel.


  "These are your friends? They're so mean, please make them go away," she whimpered before burying her face into Daniel's chest, the boy looking at her with a nervous expression then back to the other girls.


  "You haven't seen mean yet, girl, but you're going to!" Alyssa yelled out as her staff glowed with an orange hue.


  "Stop, Alyssa, you're scaring her," Daniel said looking down to Falla, the girl trembling while holding onto him for dear life.


  "What is going on here, Daniel?” Triska demanded. “Just who the hell is this and why is she asking you to have sex with her, as if I didn't already know.”


  Falla shook her head and looked back to her with pleading eyes.


  "You don't understand,” she said nervously. “This isn’t something I wish to happen. If I don't receive a man's seed I'll die any minute now. Please, I just want to live.”


  "What are you talking about? Why would you die?" Specca asked cautiously.


  "She says some witches cast a curse on her,” Daniel explained with concern. “One that will take her life if she doesn't mate with a human soon.”


  The girls just looked at Falla with accusing glares as she nodded to that.


  "Really? You don't say," Triska growled as she gripped her sword tightly. Daniel moved Falla behind him then looked to the other girls.


  "I found her tied up here in the vines, she was calling for help. She told me that some witches cursed her as they passed through, and that she'll die if… well…" he said before glancing back to her.


  "Witches?" Triska asked glancing to Alyssa. The witch looked at Falla carefully then down.


  "Those other witches we saw earlier, did they do this to her?" Specca asked. Alyssa showed a puzzled expression then looked back to Falla.


  "I never heard of that kind of curse before," she said carefully.


  "You think I'm making this up?” Falla cried out from behind Daniel. “My life is hanging in the balance! Please, I just don't want to die!”


  The girls looked at her carefully then to Daniel as he was glancing back at the butterfly monster with concern.


  "Alyssa, is there anything you can do for her?" Daniel asked looking to the witch. Alyssa watched Falla with a close eye then looked down in puzzlement.


  "I'm not sure, I've never heard of such a curse.”


  "Please don't let me die, Daniel,” Falla whimpered. “I'm begging you. You promised you would help me with this, you promised you would save me.”


  "Daniel,” Triska said carefully. “Tell me you weren't actually going to do that with her. You weren't really considering that, were you?"


  Daniel shook his head as Falla peeked up and watched him closely.


  "I didn't want it to come to that, I was hoping Alyssa would know of a way to undo the curse.”


  "You mean… you're going to let me die?” Falla cried out. “You're not going to help me? But you promised to help me, you have to give me your seed! You promised!"


  Daniel looked back to her as the butterfly girl shook her head with tears falling from her cheeks.


  "Falla, we're not going to let you die, I do promise you that. There must be some other way of saving-"


  "I'm begging you, Daniel, I need your seed or I'm going to die any minute now. Please!" Falla pleaded as she held her arms around his chest and kept him close.


  "Let go of him,” Triska ordered sternly. “He's not going to be doing anything of the sort with you.”


  Falla buried her face into Daniel's back and whimpered.


  "It doesn't have to mean anything,” she pleaded. “I'll leave you alone for the rest of your life afterwards if that's what you want. Please, you can't just let me die like this!"


  "You're going to DIE?" a girl's voice shouted out with horror. Falla looked up with a jump as the group looked around quickly at the sound of the voice.


  "What was that?" Specca asked looking around through the trees.


  "No, not again," Falla groaned weakly. She and Daniel looked over to the side in time to see a figure flying towards them, who instantly tackled Falla to the side and rolled over into tumble onto the grass. Everybody looked over to see another butterfly girl hugging Falla who was on the ground looking up with a solemn expression on her face. The second butterfly girl looked to be Falla's height and age, almost like her twin. She wore brown sandals and had green ribbons that were wrapped around her lower legs and ankles. She had a light green skirt that looked like it was cut out of a leaf along with a green vine with leaves on it tied around her waist. Her bra was similar to Falla’s as well, being made of light blue petals with the green straps going around the back of her neck. She had short dark hair like Falla and green eyes along with a pair of bug antennae on her head. Her butterfly wings were the same size and shape as Falla's, except hers were bright blue with yellow spots around the edges and had the middle segments being a soft white.


  "PLEASE DON'T DIE, SISTER! PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE!" the girl cried out while hugging Falla tightly, the red eyed butterfly staring up at the sky with a dull gaze while the group watched with puzzled expressions. Falla's hands were lying at her side while she slowly shook her head.


  "What is this, who is that?" Triska asked pointing her sword at the new girl.


  "Don't die, sister,” the new girl sobbed. “Please don't leave me all alone in the world!"


  "Sister?" Daniel asked curiously.


  Falla growled loudly then tried to push her sister off of her.


  "Dammit, Luna, get off of me! What the hell is wrong with you?"


  Luna held onto her with a tight grip as she shook her head.


  "Why didn't you tell me you were dying? How could you keep that from me, you know how much I love you, sister!"


  The girl continued to cry loudly while the group just watched with curious eyes. Falla thrashed around then knocked Luna off of her, the red eyed butterfly girl stumbling back onto her feet as she growled loudly at her sister.


  "I told you to wait back home, Luna!” Falla yelled out. “What the hell are you doing out here?"


  Luna leapt off the ground and embraced her sister with a tight hug once again, crying loudly as she rested her head on Falla's shoulder.


  "I got lonely waiting so I came looking for you! Oh, Falla, I'm so sorry! I should have been here to help you, please forgive me! I wasn’t here to help you and now you’re going to die because of it!” She cried loudly into Falla's ear as the others watched with puzzled expressions. Falla growled loudly then tried to push Luna off of her again.


  "Stop shouting in my ear, Luna! I'm not dying, okay? I'm not dying, now get off of me!"


  The group looked at her cautiously as Luna choked back her sobs, the butterfly girl leaning back and looking at Falla with worried eyes.


  "What? You're not?" she asked softly.


  "You're not?" Daniel asked carefully.


  Falla yelled out with frustration and pushed Luna off of her.


  "Every time… every goddamned time I'm close to finally getting a man you always ruin everything!" Luna looked at her puzzled while Falla growled loudly at her with desperation. "I was so close; I was so close this time! I almost had one and you wrecked it! I'm never going to get pregnant if you keep getting in my way like this!"


  Luna looked at her for a moment then over to Daniel, then back to Falla, then back to Daniel, then once more back to Falla. After a pause she looked up thoughtfully while Falla trembled with frustration.


  "So… you're not dying?" Luna asked curiously looking back to her sister.


  "No!" Falla shouted out. Luna looked at her for a moment then hugged her tightly while laughing hysterically, having a very twisted smile as Falla looked ahead with inner fury.


  "MY SISTER'S GOING TO LIVE! JOY OF JOYS, HAHAHAHA!" Luna shouted, once again right into Falla's ear. Daniel and his group watched with dull expressions as Luna laughed wildly while hugging her sister.


  "You were lying?” Daniel said with discontent. “Everything you said was a lie?"


  Falla glanced to him and raised an eyebrow as Luna continued to laugh out of control while hugging her.


  "No, I really am cursed. Do you not see this lunatic holding me right now?"


  "What the hell are they anyway? Specca?" Triska asked as she kept her blade at the ready. Specca studied them as she adjusted her glasses then glanced up in thought as the group watched the two butterfly sisters carefully.


  "Let's see. Ah yes, I remember. Monster Class: Giant Butterfly. Normally found in grasslands or large meadows, these monsters are generally very peaceful and gentle like their insect counterparts. They rely on using the allure of beauty or deception to entice or trick wandering humans into breeding with them. They are rather harmless however as far as monsters go, with no real physical strength or magical abilities.”


  Triska glanced to her then back to the butterfly sisters as Falla again pushed Luna off of her.


  "Get off of me, Luna!” Falls shouted. “Why do you have to follow me around everywhere I go? Why?"


  Luna giggled playfully and shrugged with an innocent smile. She blinked then looked over to see Daniel staring at them still. Luna looked at him curiously then pointed to him with a gasp.


  "It's a male human! He's a male!" she shouted with wide eyes. Daniel looked at her with a raised eyebrow as she stared at him with awe. Falla looked at her sister with frustration as the other girls watched her with puzzlement as Luna cheered with a hop then ran towards Daniel, embracing him in a hug as she smiled at him. A smile that was very twisted as her eyes were wide still.


  "LET'S GO MAKE BABIES! LOTS AND LOTS OF BABIES! PRETTY PLEASE, CAN WE?" she shrieked before laughing wildly, all while Daniel and his group stared at her with shock.


  "What the hell is wrong with her?" Alyssa asked shaking her head.


  "How much time do you have?" Falla muttered flatly.


  Daniel stared at the crazed butterfly girl with wide eyes then slowly shook his head.


  "Um… no," he said shakily. Luna stopped laughing instantly then looked at him curiously as all fell silent around them.


  "No?"


  He shook his head again as the girl watched him with worried eyes. She sniffled and let go of him then looked down as she whimpered.


  "He won’t do me. Why won't anyone knock me up, what’s wrong with me?" she whined before she started crying. She sobbed as she held her hands to her face while Daniel watched her with a bewildered expression, not sure of what to say. He looked to his friends with a shrug then over to Falla as she was watching her sister with a raised eyebrow. After a moment Falla shook her head then looked back over to Daniel with an accusing glare.


  "Whatever, you still promised you would help me. So let's get to it," she said with her hands at her hips.


  "Get to it?"


  "Yes, I need you to make a baby with, so let's get started.”


  "What? I never promised to do such a thing with you," Daniel said waving his hands around in front of him. Falla growled and pointed to him with narrowed eyes.


  "Yes you did! You called me beautiful and promised to help me. Well I need your help getting pregnant, so let's go.”


  The other girls looked at her with surprise then to Daniel.


  "You called her beautiful? Her?" Triska asked in disbelief. He looked at her as he stammered something which was just nonsensical babble.


  "You promised to do that with her? Just like that?" Specca asked shaking her head with teary eyes. Alyssa and Squeak stared at Daniel with dismay as Luna glanced to him with a sniffle.


  "No!” Daniel pleaded. “I never promised to do that with her, just that I would try to save her life. And I only said she was beautiful because she was getting all upset about her being a monster, really!"


  "You liar,” Falla scoffed at him. “You called me beautiful because it's the truth and you know it.”


  "You're one to talk about lying; you were just trying to guilt trip me into having sex with you!"


  "It doesn't matter if I was lying or not, that's not the point here," Falla argued sternly. Suddenly a blade whipped out in front of her, the girl staring at the tip with wide eyes then to Triska as the teen glared at her.


  "No, this is the point,” Triska threatened. “And I'll be glad to stick it in you if you even touch Daniel again.”


  Luna looked at Triska worriedly as Falla backed up a step, the butterfly girl growling with frustration.


  "Don't kill my sister, please!” Luna pleaded. “She's all I have in the whole world!"


  Falla glanced to the blade then to Triska, the human holding her sword firmly as she glared at the butterfly monster.


  "He promised to help me,” she hissed bitterly. “All I want is his seed and then you can have him back.”


  "He promised you nothing of the sort, and you'll get nothing from him,” Triska scolded. “You're despicable, trying to guilt trip Daniel into having sex with you like that.”


  Falla chuckled and looked at her amusingly.


  "I'm a monster, what did you expect?” she mocked. “I need his seed, plain and simple. Besides, it's not like he wouldn't have enjoyed it. I would have been doing him a favor if anything, I'm a far better choice than the selection he has here.”


  The other girls jumped a bit then glared at her.


  "Excuse me? How dare you say such a thing," Specca scoffed with discontent. Squeak shook her head with a stern expression while Alyssa glared at the butterfly girl. Triska growled as she prepared to ram her sword through the neck of the monster before Daniel spoke up.


  "You're wrong, Falla.” All the girls looked to him as he showed a stern expression, his eyes showing that he was indeed angered by the butterfly girl's words. "Each one of those girls would be a far better mate than you.”


  He walked towards Falla while Triska looked to him with awe as she slowly lowered her sword and backed up. Alyssa slowly lowered her staff with wonder, Squeak squeaked softly, and Specca watched him as she blushed brightly.


  "Daniel," Triska said softly as he walked past her, the boy having his eyes locked onto the butterfly girl who was watching him curiously.


  "I would gladly pick any of them over you any day," he assured, crossing his arms before him. Falla looked at him with surprise as the other girls kept staring at him, all of them feeling their hearts beating faster at his words.


  "You seem surprised,” Daniel remarked. “You shouldn’t be. They don't lie and try to use underhanded tricks to be near me, they don't stay with me merely because they want me to get them pregnant, and I find each and every one of them far more beautiful than some deceptive little monster such as yourself.”


  Triska's jaw dropped at the exact same time Alyssa's did, followed a mere second later by Specca and Squeak's as they all stared at the boy in shock.


  "D-Daniel…" Alyssa stuttered under her breath.


  "You… mean that?" Specca asked as she felt her heart pounding steadily. Squeak's antennae twitched a few times as she squeaked quietly.


  Falla looked at him with surprise then growled with frustration.


  "You're kidding me,” she scoffed. “They have nothing that I don't. I'm far more beautiful than any of them; my wings alone are even more attractive than them. How in the world could you possibly make your claim that they're more desirable than I?"


  “Triska has been by my side since we were children,” Daniel explained. “She’s stood with me through all the good times and the bad for as long as I can remember. She’s always believed in me, trusted me, and been there for me. She’s never lied to me or steered me wrong, I trust her with my life completely. Her heart is far more beautiful than yours, Falla.” Triska blushed brightly while staring at him with wonder, her grip on her sword almost letting it go as she gulped silently.


  “Alyssa has the power to take me away by force if she really wanted to,” Daniel continued. “She could have had her way with me a long time ago if she really wanted. But she’s nothing like those other witches that we saw, she’s not some monster driven by her nature. She’s far better than some deceitful monster that would do anything it could just to breed.” Alyssa slowly held a hand up to her heart as she stared at him with amazement.


  “Squeak stood up against her own kind, her own queen even, to save me from being used as a tool,” Daniel said proudly. “She’s traveled with us to help me with my quest, not just because her queen ordered her to, but because she wants to. I can’t understand anything she tries to tell me, but I can see clear as day that she has a kind soul in her, something that sets her apart from monsters like you.” Squeak blushed with a quiet squeak while her antennae twitched slightly, her eyes locked onto Daniel as a blush came across her cheeks.


  “And Specca has far more to offer than you, Falla,” Daniel said crossing his arms. “She’s intelligent, polite, and kind with those around her. All she ever wanted was to be around humans because she loved the world they’ve created, not because she was trying to steal a man away. Her heart and soul are far more attractive than yours by far.” Specca held her hands to her mouth with a quiet gasp as her eyes began to water up.


  Falla looked at the four girls with disbelief as they were all staring at Daniel, all of them speechless as they felt their hearts beating faster for him.


  “What about me?” Luna asked innocently, having appeared in front of Daniel with a timid expression. He blinked and just looked at her with a puzzled expression.


  “I… don’t even know you.”


  She nodded then took hold of his hand with both of hers, shaking it politely with a gentle smile.


  “My name is Luna, nice to meet you,” she said happily, then let go of his hand and looked at him curiously again as he just stared at her.


  “I’m worried about you, Luna. I’ll give you that,” he said with a slow nod. She looked away with a blush while holding her hands to her cheeks, having a deranged smile on her face.


  “HE CARES ABOUT ME TOO! I FEEL SO LOVED, HAHAHA!”


  Daniel just watched her with a mix of fear and genuine concern for the girl then looked back to Falla with discontent.


  “I did say earlier that you were pretty, Falla, that wasn’t a lie,” he admitted. “However, it means nothing if your heart and soul are not. As beautiful as you may be, I don’t find you attractive if all you want is to get my pants off.”


  Falla looked at him with a bit of surprise then growled loudly with frustration. Daniel shook his head then started walking away, picking up his dagger and sheathing it back in his shirt while Falla watched him closely.


  “Hey, hey! Where do you think you’re going?” she yelled out. Daniel stopped and glanced back to her.


  “I have a long road ahead of me, Falla, and I don’t want to waste any more of my time here talking to you. It’s more than apparent you’re not one of those I’m looking for. You lied to me, insulted my friends, and are only interested in using me as a tool. We’re done here,” he declared, with the other girls all looking over to Falla with sharp glares.


  “You can’t leave, you promised to help me! Hey!” Falla yelled before she started to run towards him. She suddenly stopped as Triska held her blade out to her again.


  “You’re not getting anything from him, Falla, got that?” Triska threatened. Falla looked at the sword carefully then to Daniel with a glare. Luna ran up to Triska and grabbed her arm, the teen glancing to her as the butterfly girl had a fearful expression.


  “Don’t kill my sister, please,” Luna pleaded. “All we want is to have children, we’re not hurting anybody. Please, don’t kill her.”


  Triska looked at her carefully then to Falla, the girl showing a frustrated scowl as the blade was held towards her throat. After a pause Triska stepped back and lowered her sword.


  “I’m not going to make your sister cry by spilling your blood in front of her. I’m not a heartless monster like you,” she reasoned before she sheathed her blade. She glanced to Luna who slowly let go of her arm then back to Falla. “If Daniel doesn’t wish to speak to you, then you’re done here.”


  “What?” Falla shouted out as Triska turned to walk away.


  “You heard him. You’re done,” Alyssa said firmly. Squeak nodded in agreement as she holstered her pickaxe behind her.


  “Hey, he promised to help me!” Falla yelled out.


  “Just stop, sister. He’s not going to help us,” Luna said sadly while looking down.


  “Listen to your sister and go,” Specca ordered. “You’re not going to be using Daniel, not now or ever.”


  Falla growled loudly as Luna walked over to her and held onto her arm, trying to step her back away from the group. Daniel and his group walked off into the woods towards their caravan while the two butterfly sisters watched them go, with Luna having a saddened expression while Falla’s was of rage. She screamed then started shaking her sister by the shoulders.


  “I almost had him too! I almost had him and then you blew it! Why do you always do this to me?”


  Luna looked at her curiously as she was shaken back and forth.


  “Um… sorry?”


  Falla screamed in frustration then broke down crying, with Luna gently holding her while smiling weakly.


  *****


  Alyssa climbed back onto the driver’s seat of the caravan before she slowly took hold of Lucky’s reins, giggling quietly to herself as she had a gentle smile on her face.


  “Feeling better now?” Triska asked sitting down next to her, leaning back against the caravan as she glanced to the witch with an amused smile. Alyssa nodded and looked back inside the cabin, seeing Daniel sitting next to Specca and looking in the monster book she was writing in. He had a shocked look on his face while Specca explained about the Dark Sabbath as she wrote all the details down. Sitting across from them Squeak was watching Daniel with a gentle smile still, the ant girl having had her eyes locked onto him nonstop ever since they got back.


  “Yeah,” Alyssa said with a nod. “After hearing Daniel speak for me like that I feel better than ever.” She blinked then glanced to see Triska looking at her with a raised eyebrow. After a pause Alyssa shrugged with a small smile.


  “And after what you said too,” she admitted reluctantly.


  Triska chuckled and leaned back again with an arrogant smile.


  “I take it this means you take back what you’ve said about me being useless out here?”


  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here,” Alyssa said as she snapped the reins. Lucky neighed then started running along the dirt road. Triska looked at Alyssa with annoyance before the witch glanced to her and giggled playfully with a wink. After a pause Triska smiled a bit and shook her head.


  Inside the cabin Daniel took the monster book from Specca after she finished writing her entry about the Dark Sabbath, reading it over again with growing concern.


  “Really? All monsters go into a mating frenzy on those nights?” Daniel asked as he reread the details about the unique event.


  “Yes, but don’t worry,” Specca reassured him. “We aren’t due for another Sabbath anytime soon. And on the night before the Sabbath the moon can be seen with an orange tint to it, as well as the sky turning pitch black with no stars being seen, so we’ll know when it’s going to happen.” Daniel nodded slowly as Specca smiled gently at him.


  “Don’t worry, Daniel. I promise I won’t allow myself to do anything to you on those nights. I would never do anything to harm you, I swear.”


  “I know you wouldn’t, Specca. I trust you,” he said gently as he set the book down at his side. Not even a second later Squeak quickly leapt forward and hugged him with a happy squeak, nuzzling her head against his chest as she squeaked a few times. Daniel chuckled and rubbed her head gently.


  “I trust you too, Squeak,” he said with a small laugh. “I know you wouldn’t do anything to hurt me.”


  Squeak looked to him with a bright smile and squeaked again while Specca smiled reluctantly at her. Daniel then looked over to Alyssa, the witch glancing back to them along with Triska.


  “That goes for you too, Wildfire Witch,” he mentioned. Alyssa smiled timidly and looked down as Triska cleared her throat, in doing so causing Squeak to slowly let go of Daniel and sit down beside him with a weak smile.


  “I never once thought of you like those other witches, Alyssa,” Daniel reassured her. “None of us did. We know you’re better than them, that you’re in control of yourself. So don’t leave us like that again, okay?”


  Alyssa nodded and looked back to him with a loving smile.


  “I promise, Daniel, I’ll never leave your side again.” She giggled then darted back inside the cabin, quickly leaping over and landing down on his lap as the other girls watched with surprise. “I’ll stay nice and close to you from now on, yep yep!”


  “Hey!” Triska yelled out. “What do you think you’re doing? Get off of him!”


  “But he wanted me to stay close to him, this is what he wanted. Besides, I feel so much better being near Daniel like this,” Alyssa said cuddling up on Daniel’s lap, with the boy watching with a nervous smile.


  “That isn’t what he meant at all, Alyssa. Now get off of him,” Specca demanded as she reached over and yanked the witch off of his lap. The two tumbled around together in a struggle while Daniel and Squeak merely watched, the two turning their heads slightly to the left then to the right as the nixie and witch rolled around on the floor. Squeak watched for a moment then jumped a bit with a loud squeak before quickly covering Daniel’s eyes with her hand as he showed a nervous expression with a blush on his face.


  “Specca, stop flashing Daniel!” Triska yelled as she turned to face them.


  “Ow! Alyssa’s biting me!” Specca cried out.


  “That’s what you get for pulling me away from Daniel like that!” Alyssa barked back.


  “Keep your skirt down, Specca! Right now!” Triska yelled as she dove down into the fight, the three girls then rolling around yelling at each other while Squeak kept her hand over Daniel’s eyes.


  “She’s biting my arm!” Specca whined loudly.


  “Then let go of my hair!” Alyssa shouted out.


  “Knock it off you two!” Triska yelled as they continued to tumble around on the floor.


  Daniel listened to the sound of the three girls fighting then sighed quietly. He gently moved Squeak’s hand away as he looked up at the ceiling then sat back against the wall with a pillow as he kept his eyes upward. He reached over and grabbed his monster book then opened it in front of his face, calmly reading it while he heard the girls fighting near him. After a moment he blinked then looked up thoughtfully.


  “Falla and Luna… I wonder if their names… hm, coincidence?” he asked himself quietly with a shrug, the boy then returning to reading his book.


  ‘What are the odds they would be named after fallacy and lunacy?’


  *****


  Sitting high up in a tree the two butterfly sisters were watching the horse and caravan riding off over a hill further into The Outerlands. Luna watched them go with eyes of wonder while Falla had a scowl on her face, her arms crossed before her while she tapped a finger on her arm with discontent.


  “There they go,” Luna said softly while waving to the travelers as they vanished from sight over the hill.


  “That human,” Falla growled with anger. “He promised to help me then he just weasels out of it. He’s traveling with four other girls for crying out loud, why is him giving his seed to one more too much to ask?”


  Luna blushed and looked away while holding her hands to her cheeks.


  “He was nice wasn’t he? I like him.”


  “It’s not fair,” Falla grunted with narrowed eyes. “I worked so hard to setup that ruse and it was all for nothing.”


  “It was a good try though, sister,” Luna said happily at her. “You almost had him.”


  “Yeah, almost, until somebody blew it for me!”


  Luna looked at her curiously then tilted her head slightly.


  “Really? I thought I blew it for you. Did somebody else ruin your plan too?”


  Falla looked at her with exasperation then back toward the horizon with a grunt. Luna giggled then hugged her sister.


  “Don’t be so grumpy, Falla,” she said cheerfully. “We’ll get a human one of these days. I’ll even share the one I get with you if you like.” Falla muttered something as Luna shook her playfully.


  “C’mon, sister,” Luna giggled. “It’ll be alright. We still have each other.”


  Falla glanced to her then back ahead with a focused expression. She then stood up on the branch as her wings fluttered behind her, staring off to where the caravan had vanished while Luna looked up at her curiously.


  “Let’s go, Luna.”


  “Go? Go where? Where are we going?”


  “This isn’t over yet. Daniel promised to help me,” Falla said firmly.


  Luna looked at her for a moment then off into the distance. Slowly a twisted smile formed on her face as she giggled awkwardly.


  “Are we going to RAPE HIM TOGETHER? HEE HEE HEE HEE!” she laughed through her teeth as her eyes widened. Falla nodded with a sly smile as Luna stumbled to her feet on the branch, the crazed girl’s wings fluttering wildly behind her as she giggled uncontrollably.


  “Yes, dear sister, we are,” Falla said with a bite. “I’m not letting this one get away, not after he insulted me like that.” She chuckled then glanced to her sister, the green eyed butterfly looking at her with a deranged smile.


  “A promise is a promise. Let’s go hold him to that.”


   


  


  Chapter 9


  A Bad Dream


  Dreams are something experienced by both man and monster in the world of Eden. With the more feral and simpleminded monsters they usually aren’t that complex or even memorable, likely focusing on just breeding and that’s it. However, the more sentient monsters and humans have dreams that are more vivid, surreal, and sometimes even haunting. Whether they are fragments of past experiences or the imagination running wild, dreams can be either pleasant or disturbing for all those who experience them. Although not many would think it there was a common factor with man and monster in the world when it came to their dreams.


  Even monsters can fall prey to a nightmare.


  *****


  Alyssa stood at the top of a grassy hill as a calm breeze rolled by, looking around at the surrounding landscape while a few clouds floated by overhead. Nearby a white horse was walking around looking at a large patch of tall grass. Alyssa giggled and walked over to her horse with a playful skip.


  “C’mon, Lucky, we can’t keep Daniel waiting,” she said brushing the horse’s nose. Lucky grunted and started eating some of the grass while Alyssa shook her head amusingly. “Lucky, we need to get going. You had your lunch but now it’s time to move on again. Daniel’s counting on us.”


  Lucky grunted again as he looked over to Alyssa.


  “We need to help him with his quest, he needs us,” Alyssa said gently. Lucky neighed then started eating again, the horse’s tail swishing gently behind him while Alyssa put her hands at her hips with a huff. “Hey, don’t give me that. Now c’mon, Lucky, I can’t let him down, I just can’t.”


  Lucky lifted his head while munching on some grass as he grunted again.


  “Please, Lucky,” Alyssa said looking down with a gentle gaze. “I need to do this for Daniel. He means the world to me.”


  Lucky slowly nudged his nose against her cheek, the witch smiling and gently brushing it.


  “You mean the world to me too, Lucky,” she giggled. “But this is different. I love him, and I want to make him happy. I can’t let him down with this, he’s placed his confidence and trust in me, in us.”


  Lucky snorted slightly then started walking down the hill towards the caravan that was parked near a dirt road. Alyssa smiled at her horse then followed after while looking at the caravan with hopeful eyes.


  ‘Daniel, thank you for believing in me. I promise I’ll never be like those other witches again, never ever. I’ll show you that I can be more than the proof to your beliefs, that I can be your mate one day.’


  Alyssa walked up to the caravan as Lucky trotted over towards the front, the horse snorting as it turned around and stood ready to be hitched up to the ride again.


  “Sorry we took so long, Daniel. Lucky was a bit hungry,” Alyssa giggled as she hopped up onto the front seat of the caravan. She looked inside the cabin then stared with wide eyes. Squeak and Specca weren’t inside, however two other figures were. Alyssa stared with shock as she saw Triska bent over her duffel bag, breathing heavily as she was naked and being thrust into from behind by Daniel. His clothing was also lying off to the side as he held the girl by the hips and vigorously rode her with a focused expression, his eyes watching as she bucked around and moaned while she gripped her bag tightly with both of her hands. After a few more thrusts Triska arched back and cried out as Daniel smiled confidently down at her.


  “Daniel…” Triska breathed out, her face having a deep blush while her hair flowed down her shoulders and back. She gasped as he started pushing into her again, the girl falling forward with a short cry as he continued to have his way with her. Alyssa’s mouth dropped as she felt her heart stop, staring with horror at the sight. Triska looked up to her as she was pushed in from behind again and again, smiling slyly as she licked her lips.


  “I’m all yours, Daniel. Forever,” she said with a cold glare in her eyes.


  “TRISKA!” Alyssa yelled as she shot up from her dream, breathing heavily while she stared ahead with shock. She blinked then held a hand to her head as she tried to slow her breathing, feeling her heart racing in her chest. Sitting next to her was Specca, who was looking over at her with surprise from being startled by the sudden outburst while as she had a book in her hands. Across from them Squeak was looking at the witch with a curious expression while Triska was watching her with a raised eyebrow, both sitting against the wall together. After a moment Triska smiled curiously and tilted her head.


  “Yes?” she asked innocently.


  Alyssa slowly glanced to her then around to seeing everybody looking at her. Even Daniel, who was sitting up in the front seat, was looking back to her with wonder while Lucky continued to pull the caravan along the dirt road.


  “Alyssa? What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “Why did you scream like that just now?” Specca asked as she regained herself.


  Alyssa breathed out and sat back against her pillow then looked ahead at Triska who was watching her with a curious smile.


  “Bad dream?” Triska asked amusingly.


  “Yeah, you could say that,” Alyssa said looking down as she put her hat back on.


  “About me?” Triska asked as she feigned surprise. Alyssa glanced to her with a dull expression as Daniel was looking back at the witch curiously.


  “You were in it, yes,” Alyssa muttered. Triska nodded with a knowing smile and leaned back on her pillow as she sat against the wall.


  “Hm, interesting. Was Daniel in it too? Oh my, were we both in it?”


  Alyssa just stared at her without amusement while Specca and Squeak looked between the two.


  “As a matter of fact, yes you were,” Alyssa said flatly.


  “I see. And, what happened to us in your dream?” Triska asked with a sly smile. Alyssa stared at her for a moment longer then looked down.


  “I’d rather not talk about it,” she muttered.


  “Oh, was it that bad?” Triska asked with a grin as she held in her laughter. Alyssa rolled her eyes then looked over to Daniel, the boy smiling curiously at her.


  “You okay, Alyssa?” he asked gently. She nodded and smiled slightly.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. How long was I asleep for?” she asked moving up to the front seat next to him. Looking around she saw the clouds above were covering most of the sky. Old trees and fields of tall grass were seen passing by as Lucky pulled the caravan down the path at a brisk pace, with a thin veil of fog beginning to form around the area.


  “Only a few hours,” he said while looking around. She held her hand back behind her, summoning her staff over to her. As it flew past the other girls and into her hand she looked around slowly, seeing that visibility near the caravan was lower with the darkened skies and fog building.


  “So much for the sunny weather,” she said, having a cautious tone as she slowly looked around. The fog seemed to be increasing as visibility dropped even further, the small rays of sunlight above giving the fog a soft bloom effect. Alyssa looked around carefully then glanced to Daniel, the boy just looking ahead with a calm smile still. She looked down as she started to get a bad feeling in her chest, sensing something was off.


  “Hey, Daniel,” Triska’s voice came from behind, the boy looking back to her as Alyssa kept staring down at the seat. She drummed her fingers on her staff as Daniel got up and moved back into the cabin, feeling something poking in her mind. She couldn’t quite place it, but she knew something wasn’t right. Looking around again she saw the fog had become extremely thick, with the witch not being able to see anything more than a few feet around them.


  “Whoa, slow down, Lucky. Slow down.”


  The horse slowed its pace to a calm stride while Alyssa looked at the banks of fog around them. The feeling in her chest started to get worse, the witch growing more concerned as something was driving into her mind.


  “Something’s wrong, I just know it,” she said quietly. She looked around then back inside the cabin.


  “Hey Daniel, I-” she started, freezing in place before staring with wide eyes. She saw Daniel lying on the ground with Triska riding him on top, the girl having her pants removed as she rode atop him vigorously. Squeak was kissing the boy with a passionate embrace lying next to him while Specca was holding Triska’s hips from behind her and looking down at Daniel with a seductive smile. Alyssa felt her heart stop as she saw Triska bouncing atop Daniel, her hair swaying about as she gasped and grunted with a flushed face. She arched back and screamed as Specca giggled, the nixie licking her lips while Squeak caressed Daniel’s head while kissing him. Triska moaned loudly then looked to Alyssa with a cold glare and a devilish smile.


  “Got him,” she said with a wink.


  “TRISKA!” Alyssa screamed as she shot up from her dream, trembling as her senses slowly came back to her. She quickly looked around to seeing her sitting back against the wall again, with Specca staring at her with surprise while Squeak and Triska were sitting across from her. Triska watched her breathe heavily for a moment then tilted her head with a curious smile.


  “Yes?” she asked innocently. Alyssa blinked a few times then looked to her with surprise.


  “Alyssa? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked as he was looking back to her, riding in the front of the caravan again with a curious expression.


  “Why did you scream like that just now?” Specca asked as she regained herself. Alyssa looked around at everybody then over to Triska as the girl was watching her with a curious smile.


  “Bad dream?” she asked amusingly.


  Alyssa stared at her for a moment then looked down while holding her head.


  “Yeah...”


  “About me?” Triska asked as she feigned surprise. Alyssa looked back up to her then showed a dull expression.


  “As a matter of fact, yes,” she said flatly as she put her hat on. Triska nodded with a knowing smile and leaned back on her pillow as she sat against the wall.


  “Hm, interesting. Was Daniel in it too? Oh my, were we both in it?”


  Alyssa stared at her with annoyance then showed some concern.


  “Yeah… you both were,” she said slowly.


  Triska giggled and smiled amusingly at the witch.


  “I see. And, what happened to us in your dream?” Triska asked with a sly smile. Alyssa watched her with a careful eye then looked down.


  “I… don’t want to talk about it,” she said softly.


  “Oh, was it that bad?” Triska asked with a mocking tone. Alyssa looked back to her with caution then over to Daniel.


  “You okay, Alyssa?” he asked gently. She quickly got up and rushed to the front of the cabin, looking outside to seeing they were traveling through the same path as before, with the clouds still being dark above while a fog was starting to creep around the area.


  “Alyssa? What’s wrong?” he asked as everybody was watching her. She rubbed her eyes then looked back to Triska.


  “Um… nothing,” she said softly. The girls looked at each other curiously then back to the witch as she sat down next to Daniel. He was watching her as she calmed her breathing and glanced to him.


  “I’m alright, it was just a bad dream,” she reassured with a small smile.


  Daniel nodded then looked back ahead as Lucky continued to pull them along the dirt path. Alyssa looked around as she held her hand out behind her, summoning her staff towards her. As it flew past the other girls and into her hand she saw the fog building around the caravan again.


  “So much for the sunny weather,” she said softly. As the fog continued to build around them Alyssa started getting a bad feeling again, holding a hand to her chest while she slowly glanced around. Old trees and patches of tall grass were passing by while the fog started to grow denser, with the little amount of light that passed through the clouds above casting a soft bloom around them once again.


  “Déjà vu,” Alyssa said softly to herself. She blinked then looked down curiously, sensing something was off again. She drummed her fingers on her staff again then looked quickly over to Daniel, the boy still looking ahead with a calm smile.


  “Daniel?” she asked slowly.


  “Hm?” he said as he glanced to her. She looked at him for a moment then ahead as the fog became very thick around them.


  “Whoa, Lucky. Slow down,” she called out. The horse grunted and started to slow down. It trotted along the path as Alyssa looked around carefully, feeling something poking at her mind again.


  “What is this? This feeling…” she said quietly.


  Looking around she saw nothing but clouds of fog floating past the caravan, a gentle breeze causing some grass and leaves to rustle in the unseen. Alyssa shook her head as the feeling in her chest started to get worse.


  “Daniel, something’s wrong. I-” she said looking over to her side, noticing that Daniel was gone.


  “Daniel?” she asked looking back inside the cabin. Nobody was in there, the interior being dark and deserted. Alyssa quickly looked around with fear as the empty caravan rolled along with dirt road. She looked back into the cabin, then over to the side at the passing fog, then next to her to seeing Triska sitting beside her.


  “Triska?” Alyssa asked with surprise.


  Triska smirked with a cold glare in her eyes and then promptly struck her dagger into Alyssa’s forehead with a crunch.


  “TRISKA!” Alyssa yelled as she shot up from her dream, staring ahead with shock as she was breathing heavily. Looking around quickly she saw she was once again sitting back inside the caravan with everybody staring at her with surprise. Triska watched her breathe heavily for a moment then tilted her head with a curious smile.


  “Yes?” she asked innocently.


  Alyssa looked at her with wide eyes then around at everyone as she tried to calm herself.


  “Alyssa? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked as he was looking back to her, riding in the front of the caravan again with a curious expression.


  “Why did you scream like that just now?” Specca asked as she regained herself.


  “Bad dream?” Triska asked with a smirk. Alyssa stared at her with wide eyes then over to Daniel with growing fear.


  “You okay, Alyssa?” he asked gently. She quickly scrambled to the front of the cabin and looked around outside, seeing the same sight of old trees and tall grass passing by while the sky above was cloudy. Small banks of fog were starting to form around the area as Lucky was running at a brisk pace along the dirt road.


  “Alyssa? What is it?” Daniel asked as everybody was watching the witch.


  “What’s wrong, Alyssa?” Specca asked.


  Alyssa looked back to her then to Triska, then over to Daniel while slowly pointing around at the passing scenery.


  “I… but… this is… and we…”


  “What’s up with you?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  “I... I keep dreaming… about this,” Alyssa said looking down in thought.


  “Dreaming about this? About what?” Daniel asked.


  Alyssa looked to him with a puzzled expression then around as the fog started to build and grow thicker. She looked up and saw the light from the clouds becoming dim then back around with a careful eye.


  “I keep waking up, and… we’re traveling through the fog. Then…”


  “And then what?” Daniel asked.


  Alyssa held a hand to her head as she started to get a bad feeling again, sensing something was off around her. Her breathing started to pick up as she quickly looked around.


  “What’s wrong? Alyssa?” Daniel asked as the group saw the witch beginning to panic.


  “Stop… stop! Lucky, stop!” she yelled out.


  Lucky neighed then slowed down, the horse grunting as the group watched Alyssa with confusion while the caravan slowly came to a halt.


  “Hey, what’s wrong? What’s gotten into you?” Daniel asked gently as he rested a hand on her shoulder.


  “She looks frightened of something, was it really that bad of a dream?” Specca asked curiously.


  “I don’t know. Was it, Alyssa?” Triska mused with a knowing smile.


  Squeak merely squeaked curiously as everybody watched the witch looking around franticly.


  “Something’s wrong, Daniel,” Alyssa whimpered. “I don’t know what but this isn’t right. This isn’t right at all.”


  The fog was so thick nearby that it was impossible to see anything even in front of Lucky, yet Alyssa knew something horrible was lurking nearby.


  “But it feels so good, Alyssa,” Triska purred seductively.


  Alyssa froze in place as a cold chill ran down her spine. Slowly she turned to look behind her as her mouth quivered. As she did she saw Daniel was no longer sitting in the driver’s seat, the witch feeling her heart skipping a beat before she turned to see Triska once again bent over her duffel bag inside the cabin, holding onto it with a flushed face and a coy smile while Daniel was riding her vigorously from behind. He was holding onto her hips as he watched her with a confident smile, breathing steadily as he rode the girl over her bag. Specca and Squeak were nowhere to be seen as Alyssa watched with horror at the repeat of the sight.


  “I never want him to stop. Never,” Triska said with a cold glare in her eyes.


  “NO!” Alyssa cried out as she shot up, again sitting inside the caravan as she stared ahead with wide eyes. She looked around with fright at seeing everybody where they were before and once again staring at her.


  “Alyssa? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked, riding in the front of the caravan again with a curious expression.


  “Why did you scream like that just now?” Specca asked as she regained herself.


  “Bad dream?” Triska asked with a smirk. Alyssa looked around with fright and shook her head.


  “No… make it stop.”


  “Make what stop? What are you talking about?” Triska asked puzzled.


  “What’s wrong, Alyssa? You’re shaking,” Specca asked as she examined the witch.


  “Alyssa? What is it?” Daniel asked with worry.


  Alyssa ran to the front of the cabin and looked outside, again seeing the same sights as before. The old trees, fields of tall grass, dark clouds above, fog that was starting to form around the area, everything appearing the exact same as in her dreams.


  “Make it stop, make it stop!” she cried out as she grabbed her hair.


  “Alyssa, calm down. What’s gotten into you?” Daniel asked as he gently took her and held the girl close. She trembled and shook her head, burying her face into his chest.


  “I keep having the same dream over and over again, it won’t stop! I keep waking up and seeing this happen all over again!” She whimpered and held onto his chest then slowly looked up as he didn’t say anything. He was just looking down at her with a calm smile as Lucky continued to pull the caravan along the trail.


  “It’s okay, Alyssa,” he reassured. “You were just having a bad dream. It’s all over now, you can relax.”


  “But… but…” she said softly. He held a finger to her lips, the girl looking at him with wonder as he shushed her gently.


  “It’s alright, Alyssa. You’re safe now. I promise.”


  He traced the finger around to the back of her head as he held her gently, the witch looking at him with loving eyes. She then watched as he pulled her into a gentle kiss, staring with wide eyes as she felt him kissing her while holding the back of her head.


  ‘Daniel!’


  Alyssa’s eyes fluttered then slowly closed, feeling her heart beating steadily as the world faded around her. She felt his tongue gently rolling around hers as he held her gently, sighing happily as she let her worries vanish.


  ‘Daniel…’


  Suddenly she screamed into her kiss with wide eyes, her head being held tightly as a carving sound was heard. She cried and whimpered as he held her in the kiss, his eyes glaring at her with a cold gleam in them. Blood dripped out of the corners of her mouth as she trembled, the girl slowly being let go as he leaned back. She stared at him with shock and a hoarse cry as she felt his dagger digging into her heart, the girl shakily looking down to seeing him holding the blade in her. Slowly she fell back, her vision turning dark as Daniel chuckled with a cold smile.


  She hit the seat with her head, the witch snapping back from the impact to seeing she was now sitting up against the wall inside the caravan. After a moment her senses came back to her, her eyes looking around franticly as she was inside the cabin while the other girls were minding their own business. Specca was reading a book next to her, Squeak was sitting across from them looking over towards the front of the cabin at Daniel, and Triska was looking up with a blank expression as the caravan bumped slightly on the road. After a moment Triska looked over to Alyssa and raised an eyebrow as she saw the witch breathing heavily.


  “You okay?”


  Alyssa looked around in a panic as she tried to keep calm. Everybody turned to her as she whimpered and shook her head.


  “Alyssa? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked, sitting in the front seat again while looking back at the witch.


  “No… not again… not again!” Alyssa cried out as she looked around with fright.


  “Not what again, what are you talking about?” Triska asked puzzled.


  Alyssa scrambled to the front of the cabin and looked around outside, seeing the same sights from before once again playing out.


  “Lucky, stop! Stop now!”


  Lucky neighed and started to slow down as the group looked at the witch with surprise.


  “Alyssa, calm down. What’s wrong?” Daniel asked as he rested his hand on her shoulder. She snapped away and backed up into the cabin, staring at him with wide eyes.


  “I need to wake up… I need to wake up… I need to wake up!” she cried out as she grabbed her hair. The other girls all looked to each other then back to Alyssa as Daniel turned back to face her.


  “Alyssa, calm down. What are you talking about?” he asked worriedly.


  “She looks frightened of something,” Specca said examining the witch.


  Alyssa screamed as she dropped down onto her knees, shaking her head as she closed her eyes. Squeak sat up and moved closer to the witch, holding her in a gentle hug with a soft squeak.


  “Calm down, Alyssa. What’s gotten into you?” Triska asked with concern.


  Alyssa stammered something as she tried to control her breathing, being held gently by Squeak while having a panic attack. Squeak looked around at the others with worried eyes as they moved closer to her.


  “Alyssa, try to calm yourself,” Specca gently said. “Just lie down, you probably had a bad dream.”


  Squeak laid the witch down as Daniel moved back into the cabin and sat near them, watching Alyssa with worry while the sunlight outside started to fade.


  “It’s okay, Alyssa. Just breathe,” Specca said as Alyssa clung to Squeak’s arms, the witch shaking a bit as she glanced around at everybody above her. They were all looking down at her with worried smiles while the light seemed to dim. Alyssa looked out the front of the cabin to seeing fog forming outside while it got darker and hazy.


  “No… not again…” she whimpered.


  “Not what again? What are you freaking out over?” Triska asked.


  “It’s okay, Alyssa. You’re safe. I promise,” Daniel said gently. Alyssa looked around at seeing everybody smiling down at her.


  “I… it was… but…”


  Squeak leaned down closer to the witch and squeaked softly while tilting her head slightly, her antennae twitching a bit as she gently rubbed Alyssa’s arms. The witch looked up at her for a moment then slowly let go, her arms gently dropping to her sides. Squeak smiled at her and squeaked softly before her mouth snapped open, her jaw unhinging as dozens of razor sharp teeth were seen inside her mouth while two pincers struck out. Her eyes widened as her pupils shrank, the ant girl screeching as Alyssa stared at her in horror. Before Alyssa could scream the monster lunged down and began to maul her face viciously with a howl. Alyssa’s muffled cries of agony were heard as she thrashed around, being held down by the monster as blood splattered around on the floor. As she kicked and screamed the others smiled wickedly down at her, all of them watching with a cold glare in their eyes as the witch was devoured by the monster.


  “AHHHH!” Alyssa screamed as she shot up from her dream, her arms flailing around as everybody looked to her with surprise. She screamed again as she looked around to seeing everybody as they were before, all of them staring with surprise at the witch who was crying out in horror.


  “Alyssa? Alyssa what’s wrong?” Daniel asked urgently.


  “Why are you screaming? What is it?” Specca asked as she jumped from the outburst.


  “Um… bad dream?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow as Squeak watched the witch with curiosity. Alyssa looked around with fright as she backed up against the wall, her eyes darting around at everyone before she screamed again. She grabbed her hair and looked down as she shut her eyes tight, her voice echoing outside as the caravan rolled along the dirt trail near the same surroundings yet again.


  “MAKE IT STOP!”


  *****


  Squeak yawned as she slowly uncurled from her ball, sitting up inside the cabin of the caravan while she gently rubbed her eyes. She blinked a few times and looked around as her antennae twitched a bit. Specca was sitting across from her reading a book, her tail lying next to her as the tip swayed around every now and then on the floor. Next to her Alyssa was sleeping, lying back against a pillow with her hat next to her and her staff sitting back against the corner near the group’s bags. Squeak looked over to see Triska tilting her dagger in her hand as she examined the blade with a calm expression, her hair swaying a bit near her shoulders as the caravan rocked slightly. Sitting up in the front was Daniel, the boy holding the reins to Lucky and looking around at the passing surroundings.


  Squeak smiled and moved towards the front of the cabin, with Triska and Specca glancing to her with blank expressions as she made her way up onto the seat next to Daniel. He glanced over to her and smiled as she looked around at the surrounding landscape. Old trees and fields of tall grass were seen passing by while the sky above was dark and cloudy. Small banks of fog could be seen forming around the dirt trail as Lucky kept running at a brisk pace.


  “So much for our sunny weather, huh?” Daniel chuckled. Squeak nodded as she looked around with curious eyes.


  “Daniel?” Specca called up curiously. “Do you think it would be alright if we stop at the next lake or river? Just for a moment?”


  “Again?” Triska groaned. “We just stopped at a creek an hour ago.”


  “I’m sorry, I get dry scales. I can’t help it,” Specca quipped defensively.


  Daniel smirked and nodded as he kept looking around at the passing landscape, the fog starting to build more around the land.


  “I think we can do that, Specca. That’ll be fine.”


  “Thank you, Daniel,” Specca said with a timid smile. Triska sighed and sat back against the wall with a dull expression.


  “We can’t keep stopping at every body of water we come across you know,” she said flatly.


  “Daniel said it would be alright, and he knows best,” Specca said, looking back at her book with a bashful smile.


  Triska rolled her eyes as Squeak looked around at the increasing fog, not being able to see much near the caravan as the sky above grew darker. Small beams of light managed to pierce through the clouds, the rays casting the fog into a soft bloom. Daniel looked around with a curious eye while Squeak showed some concern. She slowly glanced up to her antennae as they twitched slightly, the girl then looking around carefully. The fog was increasing still, with visibility dropping rapidly. Squeak looked over to Daniel, the boy still looking around with a calm expression. She then looked back inside the cabin, seeing Triska looking down at her dagger while Specca was reading. The interior of the cabin was darker now, with light from the entryway and window fading from the gloomy skies above. Yet nobody else seemed to notice.


  Squeak looked around at everybody then over to Lucky, the horse running along at a quickened pace even though the road ahead of him was shrouded by a thick veil of fog. The ant girl showed an uneasy expression, squeaking softly as she looked around slowly. The rolling and clacking of the wheels along with Lucky’s footsteps were all that was heard as Squeak showed an increasingly worried look. Her antennae twitched more as she quickly looked around the side of the caravan, only seeing fog passing by in rolling wisps.


  She looked over to Daniel and squeaked a few times, the boy glancing to her with a curious eye as she pointed around at the passing fog.


  “It’s alright, Squeak. It’s just a little fog. It should clear up soon,” he said before looking back ahead. Squeak looked at him puzzled then down, getting a bad feeling in her chest while she couldn’t see anything around the caravan. Looking back to Daniel she squeaked a few more times while pointing to the fog.


  “What’s she trying to say this time?” Triska asked glancing over to them.


  “I’m afraid I haven’t figured out her type of language yet to even make an educated guess,” Specca commented, glancing over to Squeak with a raised eyebrow.


  Daniel looked at Squeak curiously as she shook her head while squeaking worriedly at him.


  “It’s okay, Squeak, really. It’s just some fog, nothing to be afraid of,” he said reassuringly. Squeak shook her head then up ahead, seeing something through the fog. Daniel looked over to seeing an overturned carriage near the side of the road up ahead, with wooden crates and carrying bags strewn about near it. The wheels of the wagon were spinning slowly as it was upside down and crushed in slightly. A dead horse was seen at the front of it, the animal lying on the ground as it appeared to have been ripped apart.


  “What the… whoa, Lucky! Whoa!” Daniel called out. Triska and Specca looked over to him curiously as Lucky started to slow down.


  “What’s wrong? What is it, Daniel?” Triska asked, sheathing her dagger and moving towards the front of the cabin.


  “Is everything alright?” Specca asked as Alyssa continued to sleep next to her. Daniel, Triska, and Squeak looked around at the sight of the overturned carriage with careful eyes.


  “What happened here?” Triska asked cautiously. Daniel carefully peered around the area but was only seeing fog drifting about nearby.


  “Hello? Is anybody there?” he called out.


  “Hello? Anybody still alive?” Triska called out.


  They waited and heard nothing, the sound of Lucky snorting as he stood still in front of the caravan all that was being heard.


  “What is it, what’s out there?” Specca asked.


  “Looks like some travelers ran into trouble. I don’t see anyone here though,” Triska said carefully. Daniel looked around then spotted an arm slowly poking out from the torn cover of the carriage, the hand shakily grabbing the dirt as it trembled weakly.


  “Wait, somebody still in there,” Daniel said standing up.


  “Oh my god, hey! Are you alright?” Triska called out before she got out and stood up on the seat next to Daniel. Specca put her book down and headed towards the front of the cabin while Alyssa continued to sleep, the witch having a calm expression on her face.


  “Hey, are you okay?” Daniel called out as he hopped off of the caravan. Triska jumped off after him while Specca poked her head out of the cabin.


  “Oh my, what happened here?” Specca asked looking at the overturned carriage. Squeak looked around carefully, not seeing anything but fog all around them. Daniel and Triska ran up towards the carriage as the hand shakily reached out for them, the arm having cuts and bruises on it.


  “A survivor,” Daniel said. “Hey, speak to us. Are you okay?”


  Triska ran over and pulled the cover aside then screamed as she and Daniel backed up. Squeak and Specca watched with surprise as Alyssa woke with a jump, the witch looking around quickly from the sudden shout.


  “Huh? What’s going on?” she said as she slowly came to her senses.


  “What is it?” Specca called out.


  Daniel and Triska stared with wide eyes at seeing an ant-lioness reaching out towards them from inside the carriage, her lower body under the ground and poking up through the broken wooden planks. Her mouth was opened wide as she screeched hoarsely at the two humans, her teeth having scraps of flesh stuck in them while blood was smeared over her face along with the inside of the carriage from her recent kill. Triska backed up a step before she screamed in pain, being pulled down as her foot sank into the dirt. Daniel grabbed onto her as her leg dropped down below the ground, the girl screaming as the dirt below them shifted around.


  “Something’s got me!” Triska screamed.


  “Triska!” Daniel cried out as his friend was being dragged down, the girl clawing at him franticly as Specca and Squeak watched with shock.


  “What the heck is that?” Specca cried out. Squeak watched as Triska thrashed around, the girl being dragged down into the ground up to her waist while Daniel desperately tried to pull her up.


  “Daniel!” Triska cried before she was pulled under, her hands letting go of him as she vanished into the ground with a loud scream.


  “TRISKA!” Daniel yelled out as he looked down at the ground. Alyssa ran up to the front of the cabin and looked outside with surprise.


  “What’s going, what happened?” she called out.


  “Something ate Triska!” Specca screamed as she grabbed her head in fright. Squeak stared at where her friend was pulled under with shock, frozen in fear as she had witnessed an ant-lioness devouring her friend right before her eyes.


  “What?” Alyssa cried out.


  Lucky neighed and bucked back, the group seeing the dirt under him shifting around and shooting up. The animal bucked around before the ground below him gave away, the horse then dropping down into a sandpit while loud screeches were heard below.


  “Lucky!” Alyssa screamed out as she watched her horse fall down into the pit. Lucky cried out as he thrashed around while a few ant-lionesses were biting into him from all around underneath him. Their mouths and heads popped out enough to latch onto the horse while their arms clawed at him franticly.


  “No!” Alyssa shrieked as she saw her horse pulled under, the reins and straps for him yanking down then snapping off.


  “What the hell is this? Were those ant-lionesses?” Specca screamed.


  “LUCKY!” Alyssa screamed out as she started to cry, shaking her head as she looked down at the torn up dirt where her horse was dragged down to its death. Daniel looked around at the two patches of torn dirt then screamed out in anger and horror.


  “NO! TRISKA!” he cried out with agony.


  Specca looked at where the horse was pulled under with shock before the caravan shook about, the rear wheels sinking into the dirt as the ground below it gave away. Daniel watched as the caravan rocked back before dropping down from the rear as dirt shot up around it. Specca and Alyssa tumbled into the cabin and rolled to the back wall while Squeak held onto the entryway’s frame, the ant girl looking around with wide eyes as the ride rocked about. Screeching sounds were heard as the ground around the caravan shot up in small bursts. Daniel watched as the back half of the caravan sank into the dirt while the front half lifted up off its wheels.


  “No!” Daniel yelled out as Squeak struggled to keep her balance. Inside the cabin Alyssa was rubbing her head with a groan while Specca slumped against the back wall, the nixie looking around with blurry eyes as her glasses had fallen off.


  “Lucky, no!” Alyssa cried out. A pair of hands broke through the wooden wall behind and grabbed her, the witch screaming as she was pulled back through the wood and into the dirt. Specca grabbed her hand and tried to pull her back, only seeing a dark and blurry image of Alyssa’s body thrashing around while blood splattered out of the opening her upper half was being pulled into. Alyssa screamed in agony before being pulled back into the dirt, being viciously devoured by the ant-lioness as Squeak stared down through the entryway with horror. She saw her friend being torn up by the monster’s mouth and vanishing into the dirt while Specca started crying.


  “No! Alyssa!” Specca cried out. She looked around franticly while whimpering as everything was blurry to her. Squeak reached down towards her, squeaking loudly as she held onto the frame of the doorway. Specca looked up towards the dim source of light, her eyes not able to make out much detail other than Squeak’s silhouette.


  “Squeak!” she called up with tears forming. Suddenly the floor below her gave away, the nixie screaming as she was pulled down into the dirt with loud screeches coming from below. Squeak watched in horror as Specca was dragged down into the ground, her arm and outstretched hand dropping and shifting down through the dirt. Squeak shook her head as tears started to form, the ant girl letting out a loud squeak of anger and sorrow.


  “AHHH!” Daniel’s cry came from nearby.


  Squeak quickly looked over to seeing the ant-lioness in the broken carriage trying to pull Daniel towards it by his leg, the boy holding onto the ground as the monster screeched loudly at him. Squeak let out a high pitched squeak and leapt off of the caravan, the ant girl then landing down on the ground and racing towards him. He screamed before he lost his grip, being dragged towards the monster as it shifted down through the ground. Squeak lunged over and grabbed his hand, desperately trying to pull him back as his legs sank into the ground inside the broken carriage. He screamed as the dirt flew up around behind him, his grip trembling as Squeak watched with horror.


  “Squeak!” he cried out, the boy then being yanked from her grip and dropping down into the dirt with a scream. Squeak stared in fright as she watched him vanish, his voice fading away down below the ground. She trembled then squeaked loudly, tears forming as cried while shaking her head.


  Suddenly the ant-lioness shot up in front of her, the monster grabbing Squeak by the shoulders and biting onto her face. The ant girl squeaked franticly as she thrashed around, the girl then being pulled down head first into the ground. Her legs kicked and flailed about then fell limp as they were pulled under into the ground.


  Squeak shot up with a loud squeak, her eyes wide as she was breathing heavily from her dream. She looked around quickly to seeing that she and the other girls were all sitting back in the caravan again, with Daniel riding in the driver’s seat while looking around outside. Lucky was running along just as before while the sky above was getting cloudier. Alyssa murmured quietly as she slept while lying back against her pillow while Specca and Triska were looking at Squeak curiously, with the nixie holding a book in her hands while Triska had her dagger in hers.


  “Squeak? Are you okay?” Specca asked.


  Squeak looked around with a stunned expression then down as she closed her eyes, slowly breathing out in relief as she squeaked quietly.


  “Bad dream?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  Squeak nodded and looked at her with a worried expression, squeaking while moving her hands around as she seemed to be describing her nightmare. The other girls just watched her as she tried to explain her bad dream then glanced to each other.


  “Well… that sounds… bad,” Triska said with a shrug.


  “Indeed. But you can relax, Squeak, it was just a dream,” Specca reassured before looking back to her book.


  Squeak nodded and leaned back against the wall, slowing her breathing down as her antennae twitched slightly. Specca scratched her hands a bit then looked up towards Daniel.


  “Daniel? Do you think it would be alright if we stop at the next lake or river? Just for a moment?”


  Squeak looked at her with a careful glance as the caravan rocked a bit.


  “Again?” Triska groaned. “We just stopped at a creek an hour ago.”


  “I’m sorry, I get dry scales. I can’t help it,” Specca quipped defensively.


  Squeak showed a troubled frown then slowly looked over towards Daniel. He smirked and nodded as he kept looking around at the passing landscape, the fog starting to build more around the land.


  “I think we can do that, Specca. That’ll be fine.”


  “Thank you, Daniel,” Specca said with a timid smile. Triska sighed and sat back against the wall with a dull expression as Squeak looked back to Specca with worried eyes.


  “We can’t keep stopping at every body of water we come across you know,” Triska said flatly.


  “Daniel said it would be alright, and he knows best,” Specca said, looking back at her book with a bashful smile.


  Triska rolled her eyes in response while Squeak looked around at everybody. She glanced to Daniel then back to the girls as she started to get a bad feeling in her chest again. The other girls went back to minding their own business while Squeak looked towards the front of the cabin, the girl then moving towards it and looking outside. She saw the clouds above turning darker again as well as fog that was creeping around the surrounding landscape which looked exactly like before. Daniel glanced to her as the ant girl slowly looked over to him.


  “So much for our sunny weather, huh?” Daniel chuckled. Her eyes widened a bit before looking around again, seeing the fog building around the area as the horse and caravan continued along the dirt road. She looked over to Daniel and squeaked a few times, the boy glancing to her with a curious eye as she pointed around at the passing fog.


  “It’s alright, Squeak. It’s just a little fog. It should clear up soon,” he said before looking back ahead. She stared at him with surprise, looked back out towards the foggy surroundings, then to him with fearful eyes. She franticly squeaked a few more times while pointing to the fog.


  “What’s she trying to say this time?” Triska asked glancing over to them.


  “I’m afraid I haven’t figured out her type of language yet to even make an educated guess,” Specca commented, glancing over to Squeak with a raised eyebrow.


  Daniel looked at Squeak curiously as she shook her head while squeaking with a worried expression.


  “It’s okay, Squeak, really. It’s just some fog, nothing to be afraid of,” he said reassuringly. Her jaw dropped as she heard everybody repeating their lines from her dream, feeling frightened even more while shaking her head and squeaking urgently at the boy.


  “Squeak, calm down. What’s wrong?” Daniel asked.


  She pointed around at the fog while squeaking franticly, having a fearful expression as she waved her hands around. Daniel just stared at her as she finished her speech then glanced to the other two girls, both of them having puzzled looks.


  “I got nothing,” Triska said shaking her head.


  “I’m not following either,” Specca said shaking hers.


  Daniel looked at Squeak curiously then up ahead, the boy suddenly holding the reins tightly as he saw something.


  “What the… whoa, Lucky! Whoa!”


  Triska and Specca looked over to him curiously as Lucky started to slow down. Squeak looked ahead and jumped with a loud squeak, watching as the overturned carriage from her dream came into view from the veil of fog ahead.


  “What’s wrong? What is it, Daniel?” Triska asked, sheathing her dagger and moving towards the front of the cabin.


  “Is everything alright?” Specca asked as Alyssa continued to sleep next to her.


  “What happened here?” Triska asked cautiously as she looked at the carriage with a careful eye. Daniel looked around as he only saw fog around them.


  “Hello? Is anybody there?” he called out. Squeak pulled him closer and shook her head, staring at the carriage with fright. She squeaked and pointed to it as he looked at her puzzled.


  “Squeak? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked as he looked back to the carriage.


  “Hello? Anybody still alive?” Triska called out. Squeak looked to her and shook her head franticly.


  “What is it, what’s out there?” Specca asked.


  “Looks like some travelers ran into trouble. I don’t see anyone here though,” Triska said carefully. Daniel peered around then spotted an arm slowly poking out from the torn cover of the carriage, the hand shakily grabbing the dirt as it trembled weakly.


  “Wait, somebody still in there,” Daniel said standing up. He was then pushed back into the cabin by Squeak as she stared at the hand with shock. He rolled back and knocked into Alyssa, the witch waking up with a jump as Triska and Specca watched him land back on the floor.


  “Squeak, what are you doing? Don’t throw Daniel like that!” Triska yelled at the ant girl. Alyssa blinked then looked to seeing Daniel lying on the floor in front of her.


  “What… what’s going on?” she asked looking around.


  Squeak pointed towards the crashed carriage as she squeaked loudly at her friends, the group watching her with puzzlement as Daniel slowly sat up.


  “Why did you do that, Squeak? What’s gotten into you?” Daniel asked, rubbing his head with a confused expression.


  “Why did we stop?” Alyssa asked as she grabbed her hat and put it on.


  “What’s out there?” Specca asked curiously.


  “It looks like some travelers were attacked, I think one of them is still alive,” Triska said looking back outside. She started to move to get off the caravan before Squeak grabbed her hand and pulled her back, the teen watching the ant girl shaking her head at her.


  “Squeak? Let me go, somebody’s still in that thing, they need our help,” Triska said as she tried to pull free from the ant girl’s grip. Squeak shook her head and pushed Triska into the cabin, the teen stumbling back and crashing into Daniel.


  “Hey, what are you doing?” Alyssa exclaimed as Daniel and Triska landed down on the floor.


  “What are you doing, Squeak? We have to help them,” Daniel said as he and Triska slowly got back up. Squeak shook her head and pointed towards the carriage with fright, squeaking and waving her hand around. The group just watched her with puzzled expressions as she squeaked many times at them.


  “What the hell is she trying to say?” Triska asked shaking her head.


  “We don’t have time for these games, Squeak,” Daniel urgently said. “There could be survivors in there.”


  Squeak shook her head then looked over to her pickaxe. She grabbed it then stood up on the front seat of the caravan, the girl then throwing the tool towards the moving arm in the overturned carriage. Daniel and Triska gasped as they rushed towards the entryway, the two watching the digging tool whipping towards the arm. It struck through the covering with a loud whack, the cloth covering then dropping down to reveal nobody inside. Squeak stared at it with surprise as the arm seemed to have vanished along with what it was attached to. Squeak slowly pointed to it and squeaked a few times, then looked back into the cabin. In the entryway she saw two ant-lionesses staring at her, their mouths opened wide revealing their rows of razor sharp teeth as they screeched at her. Squeak let out a loud squeak before they grabbed her feet, the monsters pulling her into the cabin as she franticly clawed at the entryway’s frame. Inside the cabin loud screeches along with crunching sounds were heard, with Squeak thrashing around as blood splattered out onto the front seat. She was dragged back into the cabin, her grip on the wooden frame holding a few more seconds before letting go followed by loud squeaks and screeches.


  Squeak jumped up with a loud squeak as she woke from her dream, thrashing around wildly before freezing in place. She blinked then looked around to seeing that she and the other girls were all sitting back in the caravan again, with Daniel riding in the driver’s seat while looking around outside. Alyssa was asleep still while Specca and Triska were staring at Squeak with surprise from her outburst.


  “Squeak? Are you okay?” Specca asked.


  “Bad dream?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow. Squeak looked at them with fright then towards the front of the cabin, seeing Daniel looking back to her while the cloudy sky above was growing darker.


  “Squeak? What’s wrong?”


  Squeak looked at him for a moment then around at everybody. She shook her head and started squeaking franticly, waving her hands around as she tried to explain her dream to them. The group just watched her with puzzled expressions as the ant girl squeaked quickly while looking around at them. After she was done Daniel scratched his head with confusion while Specca and Triska glanced to each other.


  “Well… that sounds… bad,” Triska said with a shrug.


  “Indeed. But you can relax, Squeak, it was just a dream.” Specca reassured before looking back to her book. Squeak yanked the book away and shook her head more, squeaking franticly as Specca looked at her with a jump.


  “Hey, I was reading that,” Specca informed firmly before she grabbed the book back. “Would you try to calm yourself, it was just a bad dream.”


  Squeak looked around at the group then to Daniel, the girl then rushing up to him and squeaking franticly as he just watched her. After she finished saying whatever it was she was trying to say he merely glanced to the other girls.


  “I got nothing,” Triska said shaking her head.


  “I’m not following either,” Specca said shaking hers.


  Squeak looked back to them with fear then back to Daniel, the ant girl pointing ahead at the fog that was building around outside. Daniel looked out towards it then back to her with a gentle smile.


  “It’s alright, Squeak. It’s just a little fog. It should clear up soon,” he said before looking back ahead. She grabbed him and turned him around, squeaking again at him franticly while he watched with surprise.


  “Hey, would you get a grip already?” Triska said moving forward and pushing Squeak off of Daniel. “It was just a bad dream, settle down.”


  The ant girl looked at her worriedly then down as she squeaked a few times, the group watching her curiously. Squeak closed her eyes and held her arms around herself, squeaking softly as she trembled while sitting on her legs.


  “She’s really frightened about something,” Specca said worriedly.


  Daniel moved down into the cabin and held the ant girl in a gentle hug. She squeaked with a jump as she looked over his shoulder with a quickly beating heart.


  “It’s okay, Squeak,” he gently said. “It was just a bad dream. You’re safe now, I promise.”


  She closed her eyes and gently nuzzled against his cheek as she squeaked quietly. He leaned back and lifted her gaze up to his by her chin, then leaned forward and kissed her. She went wide eyed as she jumped a bit, the girl then being gently laid down by him as she kept staring at him with wonder. After a moment she closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of him holding and kissing her while having a hand resting on her cheek. He leaned back from his kiss and looked down at her with a loving smile, the girl blushing and slowly opening her eyes. She blinked then glanced over to the side, seeing the others were no longer in the cabin. Squeak looked around then back up, her expression turning to horror as she saw an ant-lioness above her with its open mouth and wide eyes. It screeched before lunging down on Squeak, the ant girl squeaking loudly as the monster held her down while eating her face. Squeak kicked and thrashed around as blood splattered around the empty cabin, the ant-lioness’s loud howl echoing out of the caravan.


  Squeak shot up with a loud squeak from her dream, thrashing about before looking around to seeing everybody sitting where they were before again. Specca and Triska looked at her with surprise as Alyssa was still asleep against the wall.


  “Squeak? Are you okay?” Specca asked.


  “Bad dream?” Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  Squeak frantically scooted back against the wall in the corner, shaking her head while she squeaked at the group with terrified eyes. Daniel looked back at seeing her huddled in the corner while Specca and Triska watched her curiously.


  “Squeak? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked. Squeak covered her eyes with her hands as she let out a loud squeak, shaking her head furiously. She looked back ahead at the group with fright, letting out a high pitched squeak as the cloudy sky above started to turn dark again.


  *****


  Sunlight was starting to fade as the cloudy sky above blocked out the light. A small amount of fog was drifting around slowly through the fields of tall grass and old trees that covered the nearby landscape. Flying around the trees two butterfly sisters were following a dirt road below, their wings flapping gently and quietly as they surveyed the area for their elusive human.


  “Are you sure he came this way?” Luna asked. “Maybe he went a different way.”


  “The road only goes this way,” Falla grunted with annoyance. “He had to have come through here. Just keep an eye out for him.”


  “What are we going to do about the other girls with him?” Luna mentioned. “I don’t think they’re going to let us mate with him, they seemed against that idea before.”


  “That doesn’t matter,” Falla said while scanning the land below them. “That human promised to help me get pregnant, and I’m damn well going to hold him to that. If those other girls don’t like it then too bad, a promise is a promise!”


  “But we can’t fight them,” Luna pointed out nervously. “And they didn’t seem to like us very much. I don’t want to die before I get pregnant.”


  “Then we’ll just have to take Daniel somewhere that we can be alone with him,” Falla retorted. “Once we’ve got him all to ourselves he’ll give us what we want, one way or another.”


  Luna giggled then flew around erratically behind her sister.


  “I CAN’T WAIT TO BE A MOTHER! JOY OF JOYS!” she shouted before she laughed hysterically. Falla glanced back to her then looked ahead with a dull expression.


  “Those lucky children of yours,” she said flatly.


  The two girls flew up over the trees and looked around carefully, soaring over the land as they kept a sharp eye out for the traveling caravan. After a while they spotted something and darted down into a nearby tree, the two sitting on a branch as they carefully peered through the leaves. Up ahead they saw a familiar caravan parked near the side of the dirt road. Small banks of fog were drifting by as a calm breeze caused the tall grass nearby to sway slightly. They saw a white horse hitched to the front of the caravan, the animal remaining quiet while just looking around casually.


  “Is that them?” Luna asked under a whisper while leaning close to her sister. “It looks like them. Is it them? I can’t tell if it’s them or not. Is it?”


  “Yes, it’s them,” Falla grunted while pushing her sister back. “And why are you whispering? They can’t hear us from here.”


  Luna slowly nodded then peered closely at the caravan.


  “NOW WHAT DO WE DO?” she yelled out while keeping her eyes locked onto the ride. Falla whacked the back of Luna’s head with frustrated growl.


  “Not so loud!”


  Luna rubbed the back of her head with a confused expression.


  “But you said they couldn’t hear us from here,” she whined. Falla sighed with exasperation then looked closely at the parked caravan.


  “Why did they stop here?”


  Luna looked around the area curiously then shrugged.


  “I don’t see anybody, do you?”


  “C’mon, let’s get a closer look,” Falla said before she flew off towards the caravan. Luna nodded and quickly followed after, the sisters fluttering over and landing in a tree close to the caravan. There were a few banks of fog drifting by through the tall grass next to it.


  “Where is everybody?” Falla asked as she looked around, seeing nobody anywhere near the caravan. Luna looked around carefully then pointed down towards something.


  “There, look,” she said, with Falla peering down with a sharp eye. As the fog drifted by they saw a figure lying on the ground. The tall grass swayed slightly revealing Alyssa lying next to her staff.


  “That’s the witch that’s traveling with them. Why is she just lying there like that?” Falla asked confusedly.


  “Maybe she’s taking a nap,” Luna reasoned with a curious smile.


  Falla looked around then slowly flew over towards the caravan. She quietly landed down on the roof then glanced back over the edge to seeing Alyssa remaining still in the grass. Falla motioned Luna over, the butterfly sister then fluttering out of the tree and landing down next to her. They slowly made their way towards the front of the caravan, the two peeking over the edge and seeing Triska sitting on the driver’s seat while slumped against the wall next to the entryway. Her dagger was lying next to her feet while one of her arms was hanging over the edge of the seat. Falla and Luna glanced to each other then back to the unconscious girl.


  “Why are they all taking a nap now?” Luna whispered.


  Falla slowly lowered herself down onto the seat next to Triska while watching her carefully. The human seemed to be peacefully asleep, her breathing quiet while her head was tilted to the side.


  “Is she dead?” Luna asked nervously.


  Falla snapped her fingers in front of Triska then flicked her nose. After a pause she pushed the teen out of the seat, the girl dropping to the ground with a soft thump. Falla and Luna looked over the edge to seeing the teen lying on the ground out cold still.


  “They’re not dead, they’re breathing still. But they are really dedicated sleepers,” Falla said with a shrug. She looked at Triska carefully then inside the cabin. There wasn’t much light coming in from the doorway or window, but she saw Specca lying on the floor with her glasses on while Squeak was curled up into a ball near her, the two monster girls seeming to be asleep as well. Daniel however was nowhere to be seen.


  “He’s not here, where did he go?” Falla asked quietly. She looked back down to Triska, the human seeming to be in a deep sleep despite having been dropped out of the front of the caravan onto the ground. Luna leaned down from the roof and peeked inside the cabin with curious eyes. Specca and Squeak remained perfectly silent as they appeared to be in a deep sleep.


  “Why are they all asleep like this? This doesn’t seem normal,” Luna said shaking her head.


  “And if you think it’s not normal, then it’s definitely not normal,” Falla commented dryly. She looked back into the cabin then around with a careful eye while Luna dropped down next to her. “But a better question is where’s Daniel? Why isn’t he here?”


  Luna looked back into the cabin then around the area as well, showing a worried expression before she hopped off of the caravan next to Triska then slowly knelt down next to her.


  “Hey, wake up. Hey!” she called out as she gently shook the girl.


  “Don’t wake them up,” Falla hushed out. “This might be our chance to take Daniel away.”


  “But we don’t know where he is. And what about them? Something’s not right here.”


  “They’re not our concern, Daniel is,” Falla said looking around the area carefully. “If he’s all alone now’s our chance to take him.”


  Luna watched Triska with concern for a moment then slowly stood up. The two sisters looked around at seeing the fog drifting by across the trail and through the woods and grass nearby.


  “Where do you think he went though?” Luna asked.


  Falla flew up into the air above and looked around, seeing nothing close to the caravan as visibility was very poor. She shook her head with frustration then flew back down next to her sister.


  “I can’t see anything around here,” she snapped impatiently. “He could have gone off in any direction.”


  Luna looked around worriedly then back down to Triska.


  “Sister, I’m getting a bad feeling about this,” she said softly.


  Falla looked down to Triska then over to Alyssa, both girls appearing to remain in a very deep sleep. She then peered around the area carefully, seeing the fog surrounding them while the sky above was dark and cloudy.


  “Daniel, where are you?”


   


  


  Chapter 10


  Endless Nightmare


  Throughout the world of Eden there was one common factor with the monsters that roamed the lands, and that was their desire to breed. To multiply, to continue to exist, it was a driving force in all of them. Some would breed like a plague, and spawn dozens of new daughters in a short amount of time. Others may only have one or two in their entire life. However, although it was in their nature to breed, how they did it varied greatly from monster to monster. Some gave birth to their offspring live, some laid eggs and waited for them to hatch, and some would convert or mutate their victims and turn them into monsters or breeders themselves. And there were also a few monsters unlike the rest that would take something else from their prey to breed, something that very few monsters had a taste for.


  Their soul.


  *****


  Inside the moving caravan Specca was sitting against the wall with her tail curled up beside her, resting against one of the dozens of pillows that Triska had somehow managed to pull out of her duffel bag along with the blanket that was spread out as a soft carpet for everybody. Alyssa was sitting up front next to Daniel, holding the reins for Lucky while the boy was looking around at the passing sight of old trees and fields of tall grass. Inside the cabin Triska was sitting back against a pillow while holding her dagger in her hand, tilting it slightly while she had a bored expression on her face. Next to her Squeak was sitting back against the wall, her abdomen sticking out to the side as she lay on her legs. Across from them Specca continued to read one of Daniel's books, her eyes slowly moving side to side as she focused on the story about a daring knight who wished to slay a horrible demon in order to save his true love. The nixie blushed slightly and glanced to Daniel, the boy just looking around at the passing sights while Alyssa was humming a happy tune.


  'Daniel, my knight in shining armor…'


  She remembered back to when he got her out of the library in Ashwood during the monster attack, and how he guided her away from the monstrous serpents that were running wild in the city.


  'It's like a dream come true. He's just like the men from the stories. So brave and caring, and he treats me like a normal girl and not a monster. I could never find a more perfect match for a mate if I searched all of Eden.'


  "That must be some book, Specca,” Triska commented. “What with the way you're smiling while reading it.”


  Specca jumped from her voice then looked over to see Triska and Squeak watching her.


  "Oh, yes,” she said before looking down to the book. “It is. It's about a man who fights back a demon from hell to save his loved one. It's so romantic and exciting.”


  Squeak crawled over next to her and looked at the pages curiously while Triska smirked amusedly at the nixie.


  "It must be, since you're blushing," she pointed out.


  Specca looked down timidly as Triska shook her head slightly, knowing that the book wasn't the real cause of the nixie's excitement. Squeak looked at the pages closely then tilted her head with a simple squeak. Specca glanced to her then looked back to the book.


  "Did you want to read it after I'm done?"


  Squeak looked at the book curiously then showed a puzzled expression.


  "Does she even know how to read?" Triska asked.


  Squeak glanced to her then back to the book. After a moment she looked to Specca and squeaked a few times.


  "Um… what?" Specca asked. Squeak pointed to the book and squeaked a few more times. Specca glanced to it then looked back to the ant girl. "Something… about the book?"


  Squeak nodded and pointed to the words then back to Specca. The nixie looked at the book quizzically then smiled and glanced to Squeak.


  "Do you want me to read it to you?"


  Squeak nodded with a simple squeak and a happy smile. Specca nodded and looked to the book as Squeak sat close to her and eyed the pages curiously. The nixie started to read the chapter she was on, about how the brave human knight was riding his horse across the land towards the demon's castle. As she did Daniel and Alyssa looked back towards them, neither of them noticing that the surrounding landscape had small veils of fog forming while the sky above turned darker and cloudy. Specca read about how the knight was riding through an old creepy forest during the night, his horse racing across the dirt path while fog clouded his way. Along the way he ran past dark shadows that slinked around through the forest, all of them seeming to follow him slowly with a ghostly moan.


  As she read the story, with Squeak listening closely while looking at the book with wonder, Specca started to get a bad feeling in her chest. She paused and looked around to seeing the others watching her.


  "Um… is something wrong?"


  "No, keep going. Squeak's loving it," Triska said looking at the ant girl. Squeak nodded with a few quick squeaks as she kept looking at the words in the book, her antennae twitching slightly as she looked from it to Specca then back to the book anxiously.


  "We're just listening to you, Specca. Please continue," Daniel said kindly. Alyssa nodded with a curious smile, also wondering how humans told such stories about the man coming to rescue the woman. Specca smiled a bit then looked back down to the book, continuing her story as the others listened to her. After a while the feeling in her chest started to get worse, the nixie then stopping and looking around with worry.


  "Specca? What's wrong?" Triska asked.


  "Are you okay?" Daniel asked. Alyssa looked back ahead at seeing the fog building around them.


  "Whoa, Lucky. Slow down," she called out. Daniel looked back outside and around as Triska watched Specca curiously.


  "So much for our sunny weather," Daniel said with a shrug.


  "Specca?" Triska asked. Squeak looked at the nixie as the girl was showing a concerned expression.


  "I'm not sure, it's just… something feels off," Specca said doubtfully. Squeak nudged her with a few squeaks, the ant girl looking to the book then back to the nixie.


  "What's wrong, Specca, what do you mean something feels off?" Triska asked curiously.


  Specca blinked then looked to the book she was holding as something didn’t seem right about it. She slowly closed it and examined the cover closely.


  "Wait a minute…"


  "Wow, it got foggy,” Alyssa said while peering around the area. “I can hardly see anything out there.”


  Lucky slowed down to a casual trot as the fog surrounded the caravan in thick clouds.


  "Specca?" Triska asked again.


  Specca stared at the book with disbelief and shook her head.


  "Wait… how… where did this come from? This isn't one of Daniel's books," she said puzzled. Everybody looked over to her as she examined the book, remembering having read it before but not seeing it with Daniel’s collection that he had brought along with him. She stared at it for a moment then looked over to Triska.


  "I haven't seen this book since I was at Ashwood. Where… did it come from?" she asked looking back to it.


  From within the fog a dark shadow flew by the caravan, the shade passing Alyssa and grabbing hold of her. The witch screamed as she was plucked from her seat and carried off into the thick fog, her voice fading away as she shrieked in terror.


  "Alyssa!" Daniel called out as he darted over and looked around over the side of the caravan.


  "What happened? Where is she?" Triska asked rushing up to the front.


  Another dark shadow flew past in the fog, with Daniel being yanked forward and pulled into the unseen with a loud scream.


  "DANIEL!" Triska yelled as she jumped out of the cabin. Specca and Squeak watched with wide eyes of fright as Daniel's scream echoed out before vanishing. Triska yelled as she unsheathed her sword, looking around franticly as Lucky came to a stop.


  "Daniel? Daniel!"


  A ghostly howl echoed out around in the fog, with the girls looking around nervously. Suddenly Triska was yanked up out of sight, her scream echoing out as Specca and Squeak watched with wide eyes. Triska's sword dropped down onto the seat with a clank as a dark shadow flew around in the fog.


  "What's happening?" Specca cried out.


  Squeak grabbed her pickaxe and looked around franticly as Specca trembled with fear. A dark shadow engulfed the back of the cabin, the girls looking over to it before it flew towards them. It raced by in a black wave towards the front, with Squeak letting out a high pitched squeak before she was dragged out by it and into the fog outside.


  "Squeak!" Specca cried out as she scrambled towards the front of the cabin. She looked around franticly, seeing nothing around her as the fog lingered inches away from the caravan.


  "No… Daniel… everybody… no…" Specca whimpered as a few tears started to form. She gasped and started to back up fearfully as a dark shadow emerged from in front of her, the shade creeping towards her as a ghostly howl was heard. Specca scrambled back toward the rear of the cabin, pressing against it as the dark shadow crept into the caravan and toward her.


  "No… Daniel… help me…"


  She screamed and shut her eyes, curling up into a ball as the shadow moved towards her, the cabin turning pitch black as she peeked through her fingers at the approaching darkness. As it got closer a skeletal hand reached out towards her with a ghostly moan.


  "DANIEL!" Specca cried out, shooting up from her dream with fright. She breathed heavily as her eyes were wide with fear, the girl then quickly reaching over and grabbing her glasses. Putting them on she saw she was sitting up inside the cabin with the others staring at her with surprise. Alyssa and Daniel were sitting in the front again while Triska and Squeak were sitting across from the nixie against the wall like before.


  "What? What is it?" Daniel asked quickly.


  "You okay?" Alyssa asked curiously.


  Specca caught her breath and held a hand to her head.


  "Oh my… it was just a dream," she said shakily.


  "About Daniel?" Triska asked with a raised eyebrow.


  "Like you haven't had the same," Alyssa commented flatly.


  Specca shook her head and slumped against the wall as she calmed her breathing.


  "Are you okay, Specca?" Daniel asked worriedly. She nodded and looked to him with a relieved smile.


  "Yes, I'll be fine, Daniel. Just… a bad dream," she said before looking down.


  "About Daniel?" Triska asked puzzled.


  "How could that be a bad dream? He's so dreamy," Alyssa said happily as she looked at the boy with a giddy laugh. Daniel chuckled and shook his head amusingly at that comment. Triska rolled her eyes while Squeak watched Specca curiously. The nixie shook her head to gather her senses then reached over to grab a nearby book.


  "It was nothing,” she reassured as she opened the book and adjusted her glasses. “Just my imagination running wild about creepy monsters out there. I just need to focus on something to take my mind off of it.”


  Squeak crawled over next to her and looked at the pages curiously while Triska scratched her head in puzzlement.


  "So you're going to read a story about monsters to take your mind off of a nightmare about monsters?" Triska asked flatly.


  "Reading helps me relax, Triska,” Specca replied with a smirk. “And I'm well aware these are just stories. Besides, I feel in control of my own imagination when I'm reading a book, reading about such things doesn't frighten me.”


  Squeak looked at the pages closely then tilted her head with a simple squeak. Specca glanced to her then looked back to the book. She paused for a moment then slowly looked back over to the ant girl.


  "Did… you want to read it after I'm done?" she asked carefully.


  Squeak looked at the book curiously then showed a puzzled expression.


  "Does she even know how to read?" Triska asked.


  Squeak glanced to her then back to the book. After a moment she looked to Specca and squeaked a few times, the nixie watching her with a careful eye.


  "Um…" Specca said slowly, and then looked back down to the book. Squeak pointed to it and squeaked a few more times. Specca glanced to her then back to the book.


  "Do you want me to read it to you?" she asked looking over the ant girl. Squeak nodded with a simple squeak. Specca hesitated for a moment then showed a small smile. "Sure, I'd be happy to, Squeak.”


  Squeak sat close to her and looked at the pages, her eyes darting around at the words with wonder while her antennae twitched a bit. Specca started to read from the book, the story about a lone woman who crossed through The Outerlands while being chased by murderous bandits. The heroine ran through tall fields of grass and tried to lose her pursuers in an old forest, hearing horses and yelling behind her as she was hunted down like an animal.


  The group listened to Specca's telling of the story about the human that tried to outsmart and elude the bandits while hoping to cross The Outerlands and reach her love far away. As the nixie told the tale she started to get a bad feeling in her chest again, reading another page then pausing with a concerned expression.


  "Don't stop now, Squeak's loving it," Triska said looking at the ant girl. Squeak nodded with a few quick squeaks as she kept looking at the words in the book, her antennae twitching slightly before she looked from the book to Specca then back again.


  "Yeah, keep going. This is getting interesting," Alyssa added as she and Daniel were looking back at the nixie, neither of them seeing the fog starting to form ahead of them as the caravan traveled along a dirt road through fields of tall grass and old trees.


  "Please, Specca. Continue," Daniel said kindly.


  Specca slowly looked around at them then smiled slightly.


  "Of course," she said softly before looking back down to the book. She continued through another two pages, the group listening how the murderous bandits were catching up to the woman of the story. After a while Specca stopped reading as she felt that uneasy feeling growing in her chest.


  "Specca? What's wrong?" Triska asked.


  "Are you okay?" Daniel asked. Alyssa looked back ahead at seeing the fog building around them.


  "Whoa, Lucky. Slow down," she called out. Daniel looked back outside and around as Triska watched Specca curiously.


  "So much for our sunny weather," Daniel said with a shrug.


  "Specca?" Triska asked.


  Squeak looked at the nixie as the girl was showing a concerned expression. Specca glanced around as everything seemed to be playing out just like it did in her dream before. Slowly she looked down to the book and closed it, staring at the cover with worried eyes.


  "No…" she said under her breath.


  "Specca? Are you okay?" Daniel asked as he and Alyssa looked back to the nixie.


  "This book…" Specca said nervously, recognizing it as one of the many books she read at the Ashwood library before. However it wasn't one of the books that Daniel had packed for his trip. Specca blinked then looked over to Daniel with fright.


  "Where… did this come from?" she asked nervously.


  "What do you mean where did it come from?" Alyssa asked puzzled.


  Suddenly a crashing sound was heard in front of them, the witch quickly looking back to seeing a large tree falling down onto the path through the fog.


  "Whoa! Lucky, watch it!" she yelled as she yanked on the reins. Lucky neighed and tried to change direction, the horse running alongside the large tree as it crashed onto the ground. The caravan banged against the trunk of the tree and scraped against it, with a large branch passing by and striking off one of the wheels. Daniel was thrown off of the driver's seat to the side as Alyssa fell back into the cabin, the other girls bracing from the shock before the caravan clipped another large branch and flipped onto its side.


  "Daniel!" Triska cried out before all the girls slammed into the wall as it became the floor, the caravan crashing to a halt as fog billowed around it. Lucky snapped free from his reins and took off into the unseen as all the girls groaned weakly inside the cabin before losing consciousness.


  Specca slowly opened her eyes, regaining her senses as she was lying down on the dirt path. She heard rowdy laughter and shouting along with a few horses nearby, her eyes slowly focusing as she felt her body aching from the crash earlier. She saw through her glasses that had a crack in one of the lenses bandits surrounding her, the men dressed in darker clothing as they all had wicked smiles on their faces. Specca tried to move only to realize that she was tied up, the nixie lying on her side while her arms and feet were bound with rope. She looked around frightfully at the humans that were surrounding her, the bandits laughing and eyeing the girl with cold smiles while a few others were standing around the wrecked caravan. Some of the men had axes held over their shoulders while a few of them were rummaging through the travelers belongings. A few dark horses were standing off to the side as a group of men walked towards the dirt path with Triska struggling in their grip. She was tossed down onto the ground next to Specca, the human having her hands tied behind her while her feet were bound as well. Her sword and dagger were missing while she had a few tears falling from her face.


  "Triska… Triska, what's happening?" Specca asked fearfully as Triska thrashed around with loud screams.


  "YOU BASTARDS!" Triska yelled as the men laughed at her.


  Specca looked at her with fright then over to the side, gasping as she saw an ant girl tied to a tree. Squeak’s body was bloodied as her hands were tied in chains and held up around a branch, the girl held up onto her feet as she squeaked weakly. There were a few men standing around her, some of them holding clubs while others had torches. Squeak shakily looked over to them as she squeaked fearfully, her mouth dripping with blood.


  "No… no! Squeak!" Specca cried out.


  A bandit swung his club across Squeak's face before another did the same, the men ruthlessly beating on the ant girl as she squeaked weakly.


  "Leave her alone! LEAVE HER ALONE!" Triska yelled before a man pushed her head down with his boot. He chuckled and looked over to the other men with a nod. Specca watched as one of the men wound up and struck down on the head of the ant girl with a sickening crunch. Squeak twitched then dropped limp in her restraints as the man laughed.


  "NO!" Specca screamed before one of the bandits dropped his torch next to the dead girl's body, the fires flaring up and spreading onto the tree and monster.


  "SQUEAK!" Triska cried out. The bandit holding her down laughed and looked down to them amusingly.


  "You actually care for a monster? And you named it too, how cute, haha!" he laughed, twisting his foot as he pushed her down into the dirt. She screamed out in anger as she thrashed around while Specca stared at the burning tree with horror. The man laughed a bit then motioned others towards him.


  "What about this one? Does she have a name too?"


  Triska and Specca looked over with teary eyes to seeing Alyssa being dragged towards them, the witch kicking and screaming while her focuser was in the hands of a nearby bandit.


  "Alyssa… Alyssa!" Triska cried out.


  "Alyssa, huh?” the bandit chuckled. “Aw, such a sweet little name for an accursed little witch.”


  Alyssa was thrown to the side as she kicked around, collapsing down on the ground as the bandits laughed at her. She shakily looked up to seeing three large dogs rushing through the crowd of humans, the animals snarling and barking as they raced towards her. They got to an inch away from her before their rope leashes snapped taut, the animals halting in place as the witch stared with wide eyes. She screamed and franticly scooted back on her rear before a bandit grabbed her by the shoulders, the girl staring with fright at the wild dogs.


  "What's wrong?” the man laughed as he nudged her forward. “They want to play with you, sounds like they want to be your new friends.”


  Alyssa shrieked as she tried to scramble away, the bandit laughing before lifting her up and walking her closer to the dogs.


  "Stop it! You're scaring her!" Triska yelled out. The bandit looked back to her with a laugh as Alyssa screamed and kicked wildly while watching the dogs with fright.


  "Scaring her? But all little girls love to play with puppies, see?" he said, the bandit then throwing the witch over to the dogs. She landed down with a thump as the animals swarmed her with vicious snarls, the girl screaming in pain as the men around laughed at the sight. Triska and Specca watched with horror as they saw the dogs mauling Alyssa, the girl's screams being heard over the animals as they tore her apart. One bit down on her arm as another snapped at her leg. The third went straight for her throat, the animal biting down and crushing in the girl’s windpipe as she let out a gurgled cry.


  "ALYSSA!" Triska screamed, crying shakily as the witch fell silent while the dogs chewed on her. Specca stared at the sight with wide eyes as she saw the witch's hand slowly drop down lifeless while the dogs ripped off scraps of flesh from her body.


  "No… this isn't happening… this isn't happening!" Specca screamed as she shook her head.


  "I'm going to kill you! All of you!" Triska yelled as she thrashed around under the bandit's foot. He laughed and shook his head.


  "This one's got some fire in her, I love that in a woman!" he called out with a laugh. Others around laughed as well while Triska yelled out in anger. From the crowd of bandits two came forward holding Daniel up by the arms, the boy beaten and bloodied as his head was hung low. They dragged him over to the path and dropped him down, with Triska and Specca staring at him with fright as he collapsed in front of them.


  "DANIEL!" Triska screamed.


  "What did you do to him?" Specca cried out as she struggled to move. A man stomped down on her back and kept her pinned, the girl coughing as she stared at Daniel with teary eyes.


  "Aw, is he special to you? Is that your boyfriend?" the leader asked as two others walked over to him, the men grabbing hold of Triska and holding her down. The leader unsheathed his dagger and held it close to her face, the girl staring at the blade with wide eyes.


  "So would it make you sad if I slit his throat?" he asked with a chuckle. Triska looked at him with fright as the other men held her down. "Tell you what; I'll spare his life, since I'm so nice like that. But you're going to have to make it worth our while.”


  Triska trembled nervously as the men brought her up to her feet, seeing the way they were looking at her. The bandit held his blade to her throat then slowly drew it down the middle of her shirt between her breasts, the girl shaking her head as she was held firmly.


  "Get away from me you goddamned-"


  Before she could finish the bandit punched her across the face, the girl coughing out before he grabbed her shirt.


  "Put out or it's lights out for you and your worthless boyfriend," he scoffed as he ripped the shirt off of her. She was thrown to the side as she screamed, the bandits around grabbing her and bringing her down onto the ground.


  "No! Triska!" Specca cried out as she heard her friend shriek as the men laughed and ganged up around her. She heard them ripping the clothes off of the human, with some of the men whistling and calling out playfully as the teen was held down on the ground screaming. Specca struggled to move before she heard a sword sliding out of its sheath, the girl looking back to seeing the bandit holding her down pulling out Triska's blade.


  "You however aren't even worth a go with. Too bad for you," he said as he geared back with the sword. Specca trembled then looked down as she shut her eyes in fear.


  "NO!" she screamed, thrashing around wildly as she shot up from her dream. She looked around franticly then quickly grabbed her glasses, shakily putting them on to seeing Triska and Squeak staring at her with surprise. The girls were sitting back in the cabin of the caravan as it rocked slightly while on the move.


  "No what?" Triska asked.


  Specca stared at them with a stunned expression then over to see Daniel and Alyssa sitting in the front of the caravan, both of them looking back at the nixie that had suddenly screamed out in terror.


  "Specca? What's wrong?" Daniel asked.


  "You okay?" Alyssa asked curiously.


  Specca caught her breath and held a hand to her head.


  "Bad dream. Very bad dream," she said shakily. Daniel smiled gently at her and nodded.


  "Well you're safe now, Specca, you can relax," he said kindly. Specca nodded slowly and breathed out in relief.


  "Oh my, that was a rather frightful one.”


  "What was it about?" Triska asked curiously.


  "I don't want to discuss it, I'd rather not think about it again," Specca shuddered before looking down and closing her eyes. Triska nodded and glanced to a few books that were lying next to the nixie.


  "It's all those stories you read, and about monsters no less," she pointed out. Specca smiled slightly and glanced to the books.


  "Reading helps me relax, Triska. And I'm well aware these are just stories. Besides, I feel in control of my own imagination when I'm reading a book, reading about such things doesn't frighten me.” She then froze in place at realizing what she just said. Her own words seemed to echo in her mind, hearing what she said from her dream. She smiled nervously and let out a small laugh.


  "What's so funny?" Triska asked.


  Specca shook her head and looked down again as she breathed out slowly to calm her mind.


  "Nothing, just…" she said quietly before trailing off and glancing to the books next to her. She hesitated for a moment then slowly reached out and picked one up, her eyes widening with surprise at the title.


  "Wait…" she breathed out, the girl then quickly flipping through the pages. Triska and Squeak watched her curiously as the nixie shook her head worriedly. "No… no no no… this… this can't be…"


  "What's wrong?" Triska asked.


  Specca froze then glanced up to the girl from the book, her breathing quiet as she felt that bad feeling forming in her chest again.


  "This book… it shouldn't be here," she said shakily.


  Triska just looked at her puzzled as the nixie turned her eyes back to the book. It was a story about a girl who was in love with her neighbor, but was too shy or scared to say anything to him. However one day when a few other girls tried to court him she went crazy, and murdered them violently to keep the boy she loved all to herself. It was a dark tale of corrupted love and sorrow as the girl killed anybody that got close to the boy, until finally she killed him out of insanity. Specca stared at the book with disbelief as she slowly ran her fingers over the cover.


  'This… this is another book I read at Ashwood… how… how did it get here? Unless…'


  She jumped a bit and slowly looked up with wide eyes, realizing the truth as she felt that horrible feeling in her chest again.


  "I'm still dreaming," she breathed out as she saw Triska glaring at her, the human having her dagger struck out at her side and into Squeak's neck. The ant girl was gripping her hand with a frightful expression, her squeak coming out as a gurgled whimper as blood spurted from her neck. Specca backed up against the wall with fright as Triska yanked out the dagger, the blade slicing out of the ant girl's neck with a slick crunch. Squeak dropped down with a thump as Triska smiled wickedly at Specca.


  "Triska," Specca breathed out in horror.


  "He's mine… mine…" Triska hissed as her eyes slowly glanced over to Alyssa. She lunged over and grabbed the witch from behind, shoving her dagger into the girl’s throat as Daniel looked over with surprise. Alyssa cried out hoarsely as blood spurted out from her neck, her arms flailing around before dropping at her sides.


  "Triska! What are you doing?" Daniel cried out.


  Triska laughed erratically as she yanked the dagger out then pushed the witch over the seat, the girl falling down in front of the caravan. As the ride bumped a bit from the witch's body being pulled under the wheels Triska grabbed Daniel and yanked him into the cabin, the boy landing on his back as Triska leaned down close to him with a deranged smile.


  "I love you, Daniel. I LOVE YOU!" she screamed before she struck her dagger into his chest. He yelled out in agony as he struggled to push her off, the girl laughing maniacally as she carved upward with her blade. The razor edge sliced through his body and up into his neck, the girl pushing it down with frustrated growls and grunts as blood splattered around on the floor.


  "How could you even consider choosing them over me, Daniel? How? I loved you! I loved you!" she yelled out as Daniel coughed out blood, his arms flailing about before dropping down limp. Triska yanked the blade out and looked to Specca with a twisted smile, the nixie backing up fearfully as she stared at the girl with shock.


  "No… it's just a dream… it's just a dream… it's just a dream!" she screamed, watching as Triska laughed manically before lunging at her with the dagger. The human tackled her down and jammed the blade into her chest, the nixie crying out as she kicked around underneath the girl.


  "He's mine… he's mine, you bitch!" Triska screamed as she carved upwards through the nixie’s body, the blade slicing through her flesh as blood poured out and formed into a puddle around her. Specca coughed out blood as her tail flailed around behind them, watching with fright as Triska smiled devilishly down at her.


  "TRISKA!" Specca screamed as she shot up from her dream, thrashing around in a fearful state. She stopped and looked around to seeing everything blurry nearby, the girl quickly grabbing her glasses and putting them on. Looking ahead she saw Triska and Squeak staring at her with surprise as they sat against the wall, the girls sitting in the cabin as it was moving along like before.


  "What?" Triska asked startled.


  Specca breathed heavily and shook her head with fear in her eyes.


  "Specca? What's wrong?" Daniel asked up front in the driver's seat of the caravan, the boy and witch looking back at Specca with surprised expressions as well after her outburst.


  "You okay?" Alyssa asked curiously.


  "Make it stop… make it stop!" Specca cried out as she scrambled back away from everybody, huddling up in a corner by the back wall as everybody looked over to her with wonder.


  "Specca, calm down. What's wrong?" Daniel asked as he entered the cabin and slowly moved towards her.


  "She's freaking out. Triska, what did you do to her?" Alyssa asked looking to the human.


  "I didn't do anything,” Triska said defensively while shaking her head. “She was asleep peacefully then she just screamed out my name.”


  "Great,” Alyssa said flatly. “She's having nightmares about you. That explains everything.”


  "What? Why, what did I do?" Triska asked in disbelief.


  Squeak moved towards Alyssa with a worried expression along with Daniel, the nixie screaming and shaking her head in terror at them.


  "Make it stop, make it stop, make it stop!"


  She looked down to seeing a book lying in front of her, shakily grabbing it and looking at the cover. Her mouth quivered as she shook with fear, her eyes reading the title of the book before she threw it away and held her hands to her face as she screamed.


  "Not again! Wake me up! Wake me up! Wake me up, somebody, please!" she cried out as the book bounced past Daniel and the others, all of them watching the nixie as the clouds above started to turn darker. Slowly fog started to creep around the fields of tall grass and old trees that passed by, all while Specca curled into a ball and screamed in fear for what story from Ashwood she would be living out next in this endless nightmare.


  "WAKE ME UP!"


  *****


  "Wake up! Wake up already!" Falla shouted as she shook the sleeping nixie inside the caravan. Next to her Luna was trying to pry open Squeak from her curled up sleeping position, straining herself to even budge the ant girl who was as sturdy as a rock.


  "Wake up, please!" Luna grunted before dropping back onto her rear, looking at Squeak with wonder as the ant girl slept quietly while tucked into a ball. “Wow, she’s really a dedicated sleeper.”


  "I said wake up!” Falla yelled before she slapped Specca across the face, not even getting a flinch out of the sleeping nixie. “Tell me what happened to Daniel! Tell me right now!"


  "They're not waking up, what's wrong with them?" Luna asked worriedly.


  "What the hell is this, how can they all be so goddamned tired anyway?" Falla shouted as she looked between the sleeping monster girls with disbelief. She and Luna ran out of the cabin while Lucky continued just look around casually while standing still. All that was seen around them were thick veils of fog while the sky above was dark and cloudy.


  "What do we do now?” Luna asked while looking back down to Triska and Alyssa, the two girls sleeping quietly in the grass next to the caravan. “They won't wake up at all. How are we going to find Daniel if we don't even know what happened here?"


  Falla and Luna looked at the fog drifting around them cautiously, both of them feeling like there was something else nearby that couldn't be seen. Falla slowly shook her head then glanced to her sister.


  "Luna, I don't think we're alone out here."


  *****


  Triska yawned as she held a hand over her mouth, sitting in the driver's seat of the caravan while holding Lucky's reins. The horse was running along a dirt road at a brisk pace, with fields of tall grass and old trees passing by while the sky above was starting to get cloudy. Small wisps of fog were beginning to creep through the landscape as Triska looked around with a calm expression. She glanced back to seeing the others sitting inside the cabin, with Daniel reading his monster book while Specca and Alyssa were sitting on either side of him looking at the book as well. Squeak was sitting across from them, lying on her legs with her abdomen sticking out to the side, and watching the boy with a gentle smile.


  "This is amazing, Specca,” Daniel said as he turned the page. “I can't believe you wrote all of this from memory alone.”


  "It was nothing, Daniel,” Specca bashfully replied. “I'm just glad to be of some service to you.”


  Alyssa looked at the nixie with a dull glance then up to Daniel as she scooted closer to his arm.


  "But, Daniel,” she said holding onto his arm with a pouty smile. “I know about lots of monsters too. I was going to be your guide out here before she was, remember?"


  Daniel chuckled as he looked over to her while Specca gave the witch a dull glance.


  "I know, Alyssa,” he reassured her. “And I'm still thankful you're out here helping us as well.”


  Specca smiled bitterly at the witch then held onto Daniel's other arm.


  "Don't be jealous, Alyssa,” she quipped. “It's nothing against you personally. It's just Daniel needs a more knowledgeable guide out here in the wilderness.”


  Alyssa held in her growl as she forced a smile, holding Daniel's arm tightly.


  "I'm not jealous, Specca,” she replied through bared teeth. “I'm glad you're with us on this trip. And I absolutely don't mind protecting you as well from other monsters and bandits. After all I am Daniel's guardian out here.”


  Squeak pointed to herself with a dull expression and squeaked a few times, once again being ignored as Specca and Alyssa kept staring each other down with forced smiles. Triska was just looking back at them with a raised eyebrow while Daniel was trying to keep his eyes on the book and not the obvious tension between the two girls.


  "For your information, Alyssa,” Specca shot back. “I don't need your protection. Daniel's the only protection I need out here.”


  "I am?" Daniel asked nervously, glancing to the nixie. She nodded and rested her head on his shoulder with a gentle sigh.


  "Yes, I only truly feel safe when you're near. If it wasn't for you I might have perished in Ashwood during that monster attack. You're a real knight in shining armor, Daniel.”


  He smiled curiously as the nixie looked at him with adoring eyes. Alyssa growled then hopped onto Daniel's lap, hugging him close as she shot Specca a glare.


  "That's nothing,” Alyssa asserted. “Daniel saved my life by fighting off a bunch of wolves. He nearly died trying to save me. If anything he's my knight in shining armor.”


  "Hey, get off of him, both of you!" Triska ordered with annoyance. Alyssa looked over to her as she clung to Daniel's chest.


  "Excuse me, Specca and I are having a private conversation, do you mind?”


  Triska growled loudly then gasped, her eyes widening as she stared at something. Alyssa looked at her puzzled then over to see Daniel holding Specca close and kissing her, the nixie's head being held by his hand as she stared at him with surprise. Squeak stared at the sight as her jaw dropped while Alyssa trembled in shock.


  "D-Daniel?" Alyssa stuttered in disbelief.


  Daniel kissed the nixie then leaned back, with Specca staring at him with a deep blush.


  "Daniel…" she said under her breath.


  "I had no idea you felt that way about me, Specca,” he gently said while running his fingers through her hair. “Why didn't you ever tell me?"


  Everybody watched with surprise as he held Specca with his arm and brought her over onto his lap, knocking Alyssa off as he kept his eyes fixated on the nixie. Alyssa tumbled back then shakily sat up as she stared with disbelief while Squeak and Triska slowly shook their heads with mortified expressions. Specca looked up at Daniel as he held her with both of his arms, her head resting against his shoulder as she held onto his chest.


  "Daniel… I…" she said quietly.


  "I'll always protect you, my beautiful nixie," he said as he pulled her close to him. She gasped quietly as tears started to form, her tail twitching as she clung to him tightly.


  "Daniel… I love you," she said before he pulled her into a kiss, the nixie wrapping her arms around the back of his neck as the other girls stared in shock.


  "No… no! Daniel!" Alyssa cried out, breaking down into tears as Squeak shook her head while crying. Triska stared in shock at the sight of Daniel kissing Specca, her heart feeling like it was run through with a rusty dagger. She trembled while breathing heavily then reached towards him with teary eyes.


  "DANIEL!" she screamed, jolting out of her dream as she looked ahead with wide eyes while breathing heavily. She blinked then saw Lucky ahead of her, the horse still pulling the caravan along the dirt road. Triska caught her breath then quickly looked back behind her, seeing the others sitting where they were before and all staring at her with surprise.


  "What? What is it?" Daniel asked as he held his monster book in his lap. Alyssa and Specca looked to him as he was sitting between them then back over to Triska with puzzlement. Squeak was just looking at Triska curiously as she sat across from the three like before.


  "You… um… I…" Triska stuttered as she looked from him to Specca then back to him again. After a pause she breathed out and shook her head. "Nothing, never mind.”


  "Are you okay, Triska?" Specca asked curiously. Triska nodded and smiled with relief at them.


  "Yeah, I'm fine. Just… a bad dream," she said before looking down with a shudder.


  "About Daniel?" Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow. Triska glanced to her then looked away with annoyance.


  "I said never mind, it's nothing," she snapped firmly. Alyssa giggled then hopped up onto Daniel's lap with a playful smile.


  "How could you have bad dreams about him?” she purred while gazing into his eyes. “I only have good dreams about him at night. Well, sometimes they're bad, but those can be good too.”


  Daniel smiled nervously as the witch bounced up and down playfully on his lap while Specca and Squeak watched her with discontent.


  "Hey, get off of him this instant," Specca demanded pulling on the witch. Alyssa clung to Daniel's chest and looked over to her with annoyance.


  "I was only reassuring Daniel that there's nothing wrong with dreaming about him, even if Triska claims to have nightmares about him.”


  Triska looked back to the witch with anger as the fog outside started to build more.


  "I never said I had a nightmare about him! And get off of him, Alyssa, right now!"


  Alyssa looked over to her with a dull expression as she continued to cling to Daniel as if for dear life.


  "You screamed out his name in terror after having a 'bad dream'. I would call that a nightmare, and to tell the truth I'm a bit hurt knowing somebody had a nightmare about Daniel. He's the reason I have sweet dreams now, and nothing could be better than dreaming about him.”


  Triska growled and shook her head with frustration while Specca and Squeak narrowed their eyes at Alyssa.


  "For the last time,” Triska sternly said. “I didn't have a nightmare about-"


  "Is that true, Alyssa?" Daniel asked.


  The girls all looked to him as he was watching the witch with a curious expression. Alyssa nodded as she held her hands to his chest.


  "Every word," she said softly.


  Daniel looked at her with wonder then slowly held the girl around the waist as he smiled gently at her.


  "Alyssa, I never knew you felt that way about me," he said softly. Alyssa jumped with surprise as he held her close, the witch then showing a gentle expression while the other girls stared with shock.


  "Daniel? What are you doing?" Triska asked in disbelief. She cringed slightly as she felt the pain in her chest again; feeling like a knife was going through her heart.


  "It's true, Daniel,” Alyssa confessed with a blush forming. “You mean the world to me. I couldn't live happily without you.”


  Daniel smiled and gently held a hand to the back of her head.


  "Did you cast a spell on me, Alyssa?" he asked softly with a smile. Alyssa slowly shook her head as the other girls stared at them with stunned expressions.


  “No, why?” she breathed out.


  "Because you look more enchanting now than before," he said pulling her closer to him. She shakily breathed out as her blush intensified, staring at him with adoring eyes.


  "Daniel… I love you," she said before he pulled her into a kiss, wrapping her arms around him as the others watched with mortified faces.


  "No, Daniel! Daniel!" Specca cried out as she tried to pull the witch away from him. Alyssa held out a hand and waved the nixie off, in doing so causing the girl to fly back and slam into the other wall. Squeak tried to rush towards them, the witch again flicking her hand to the side while still kissing the boy deeply. The ant girl was thrown to the side and slammed into the rear of the caravan while Alyssa held Daniel in her embrace. Triska stared with wide eyes at the sight, feeling like the wind was knocked out of her. Slowly she started crying as she shook her head.


  "No… no… you can't… not her… not you… you can't!" She shook with frustration and sorrow then screamed out with all her might.


  "DANIEL!" she yelled, jumping forward slightly and waking from her dream. Once again she was sitting at the front of the caravan, staring ahead with wide eyes while breathing heavily. Lucky was still running along the dirt road with the same sights being seen passing by. Triska quickly looked back inside the caravan, seeing everybody staring at her with surprise from her outburst. Daniel was holding his book again while Specca and Alyssa were sitting on either side of him. Squeak was sitting across from them just as before, her antennae twitching slightly as she stared at the human that screamed suddenly.


  "What? What is it?" Daniel asked.


  "Are you okay, Triska?" Specca asked curiously. Triska looked at them with a stunned expression before her eyes darted around slightly as her senses came back to her, then breathed out as she closed her eyes.


  "It was just a dream. It was just a bad dream," she thankfully said with relief.


  "About Daniel?" Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow. Triska looked back to her with a dull expression and shook her head.


  "No, it was a bad dream about… never mind, just forget it," she grunted before looking back ahead.


  The others looked at each other curiously as Triska leaned back against the caravan while breathing out slowly. She looked up at the cloudy sky as it started to get darker, the light slowly fading around the land as fog began to build up nearby.


  'I should have known it was just a dream, that they both were even. No way would Daniel pick one of them like that.'


  She smiled slightly as she closed her eyes, feeling her mind settling down as Lucky continued to pull the caravan along the dirt road.


  "This is amazing, Specca,” Daniel said from within the cabin. “I can't believe you wrote all of this from memory alone.”


  Triska opened her eyes slightly as she listened to them talking.


  "It was nothing, Daniel,” Specca bashfully said. “I'm just glad to be of some service to you.”


  Triska blinked then slowly glanced back towards the cabin.


  "But, Daniel,” Alyssa whined. “ I know about lots of monsters too. I was going to be your guide out here before she was, remember?"


  Triska looked ahead and shook her head, trying to shake off the bad feeling that was once again starting to build inside of her.


  "I know, Alyssa,” Daniel reassured her. “And I'm still thankful you're out here helping us as well.”


  Triska looked back into the cabin with a careful eye, seeing Specca and Alyssa holding onto Daniel's arms and smiling rather forcibly at each other.


  "Don't be jealous, Alyssa,” Specca quipped. “It's nothing against you personally. It's just Daniel needs a more knowledgeable guide out here in the wilderness.”


  "I'm not jealous, Specca,” Alyssa replied through bared teeth. “I'm glad you're with us on this trip. And I absolutely don't mind protecting you as well from other monsters and bandits. After all I am Daniel's guardian out here.”


  Squeak pointed to herself with a dull expression and squeaked a few times, once again being ignored while Triska watched the scenario from her dream play out again.


  "No… it can't be…" Triska said quietly.


  "For your information, Alyssa,” Specca shot back. “I don't need your protection. Daniel's the only protection I need out here.”


  "I am?" Daniel asked nervously, glancing to the nixie. She nodded and rested her head on his shoulder with a gentle sigh.


  "Yes, I only truly feel safe when you're near. If it wasn't for you I might have perished in Ashwood during that monster attack, you're a real knight in shining armor, Daniel.”


  He smiled curiously as the nixie looked at him with adoring eyes. Alyssa growled then hopped onto Daniel's lap, hugging him close as she shot Specca a glare.


  "That's nothing,” Alyssa asserted. “Daniel saved my life by fighting off a bunch of wolves. He nearly died trying to save me. If anything he's my knight in shining armor.”


  Triska stared with a stunned expression as she heard the girls having the same argument word for word from her dream, feeling that uneasy sensation building up again while the fog around the caravan started to become thicker. She then looked to Daniel, fearing if he too would act the same way as in her dream. He smiled curiously at the witch then calmly lifted her up and set her back down next to him.


  "I appreciate that, Alyssa, I really do,” he said gently. “But I just did what was right by protecting you, I would have gladly done that for any of you here, just like I did so with Specca.”


  Specca blushed and nodded as Triska smiled in relief at them.


  "You're still the most caring and perfect human I know, Daniel," Alyssa said holding onto his arm with a gentle smile. Specca jumped a bit then quickly grabbed onto his other arm again.


  "Yes, and you'll always be my knight in shining armor," she added gratefully.


  Daniel chuckled as he looked between the two while Squeak rolled her eyes. Triska breathed out in relief then showed a dull smile as she watched Specca and Alyssa continue to hang onto the boy.


  "Okay you two,” Triska said through a forced smile. “I think he gets the message. You can let go of him now.”


  Specca and Alyssa glanced to her then reluctantly let go of Daniel as he smiled slightly. Triska watched the two girls then started laughing softly to herself, the group looking to her as she shook her head with amusement.


  "What's so funny?" Alyssa asked.


  "Nothing, it's just… for a minute there I thought he was going to kiss you two," Triska mused with a smirk.


  "Kiss us?" Specca asked with a blush, the nixie then looking to Daniel timidly while Alyssa raised an eyebrow at Triska. Daniel looked at the two monster girls curiously then over to Triska with an amused smile.


  "What? Why did you think I was going to do that?"


  "I know it's silly,” Triska said with a shrug. “It's just… that's what my nightmare was about. I dreamt that you… kissed each of them.”


  Specca and Alyssa looked to Daniel curiously then back to Triska.


  "Why is that silly?” Alyssa asked, and then twitched with annoyance. “And what do you mean that's what your nightmare was about, how is that a nightmare?"


  Daniel chuckled and shook his head.


  "I wasn't going to do anything like that, Triska.”


  Triska nodded and looked down with a small smile.


  "I know, I just thought-"


  "Why would I kiss them when Squeak's kisses are the best?" Daniel asked. Triska nodded once then froze in place, the girl then slowly looking up to him as he had a calm smile on his face. Specca and Alyssa were staring at him with wide eyes while Squeak smiled arrogantly at them.


  "Wh… what did you say?" Triska breathed out nervously.


  "I said why would I kiss either of them when Squeak's are the best?" Daniel said looking over to the ant girl. Triska stared at him with shock as the feeling in her chest worsened, feeling like a knife was run through her heart. She and the other girls looked over to see Squeak smiling seductively at Daniel, the ant girl blowing him a kiss then giving him a wink with a simple squeak.


  "What… what are you talking about? Daniel?" Specca asked worriedly.


  Squeak crawled forward on her hands and knees towards Daniel, slowly putting her hands on his chest as he held her close.


  "What the hell, Squeak?" Alyssa asked in disbelief. Squeak glanced to her with a smirk then looked back at Daniel with adoring eyes.


  "Such a strong beauty,” Daniel said as he ran his fingers through her hair. “And yet so fragile and caring on the inside, not to mention her kisses are unlike anything else in Eden. Why would I want any other girl as my mate?"


  Squeak squeaked softly as she gazed into his eyes, wiggling her hips and abdomen slightly as the other girls stared with shock at her.


  "You can't… you can't pick her. Daniel, please…" Specca begged as she started to cry.


  Triska stared with disbelief and heartache as she watched the boy she loved hold the ant girl close to him. Squeak moved closer to his lips and squeaked softly.


  "I love you too, Squeak," Daniel said before he pulled her into a kiss, the boy moaning quietly as her saliva sent waves of euphoria rippling through his mouth. The other girls stared with horror and disbelief, with Alyssa and Specca breaking down into tears while Triska breathed heavily and shook her head as she felt her heart ache once again.


  "No… this… you can't… no… no!" Triska cried out, grabbing her head as she struggled not to scream out in agony. After about two seconds however she failed with that attempt.


  "NO!" she screamed, lurching forward suddenly as she awoke from her dream. She froze in place as she saw herself looking ahead at Lucky pulling the caravan down the same dirt road. Her body trembled as she franticly tried to catch her breath, the girl quickly looking back behind her to seeing the others sitting in the cabin where they were before and looking at her with startled expressions.


  "No what? What's wrong?" Daniel asked worriedly as he had his monster book in his lap. Alyssa and Specca were looking at the girl with surprise still from her outburst while Squeak was watching her with a curious eye.


  "Are you okay, Triska?" Specca asked curiously.


  Triska shakily shook her head as she stared at the group with a frightened expression.


  "No… make it stop…" she breathed out. Looking around quickly she saw the same sights from before once again passing by, along with the sky above growing darker while patches of fog were forming nearby.


  "What are you shouting about this time?" Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow.


  "Make it stop," Triska said shaking her head, feeling the strange sensation of dread and fear forming in her chest like before. Squeak tilted her head slightly and squeaked a few times, watching as Triska held her hands to her head.


  Triska looked back to the others with fright, seeing the other girls looking at her curiously. Slowly their expressions changed to cruel smiles as Daniel just watched Triska with surprise still. Her mouth quivered as she saw the cold eyes of the girls watching her, her breathing increasing as she gripped her hair.


  "MAKE IT STOP!"


  *****


  Next to the caravan Falla and Luna were looking down at two girls who were lying in the grass. Triska and Alyssa remained motionless as they appeared to be a in a deep sleep, the two having been unresponsive to various attempts to be woken up by the butterfly sisters.


  “Okay,” Falla said crossing her arms. “Shouting at them doesn’t work, slapping them doesn’t work, pinching them doesn’t work, and holding a hand over their nose and mouth doesn’t work. If it weren’t for the fact that they were still breathing I would swear they were dead.”


  “We’ll never find out what happened to Daniel now,” Luna whined with teary eyes. “It’s not fair, now we’ll never get pregnant.”


  Falla growled with frustration then quickly knelt down next to Triska, grabbing the teen by the shoulders and shaking her yet again.


  “Wake up human, wake up! Where is Daniel, what happened to him?”


  Luna wiped her tears away as her sister relentlessly shook the teen. Triska’s head bounced around as she slept through being shaken about wildly before Falla finally let go and stood up with a frustrated yell.


  “What the hell is going on here anyway?” she shouted out looking around. Luna slowly looked around as well, both feeling as if something else was near them. The sky above was still cloudy and dark while the surrounding area was obscured with a thick fog. Lucky continued to gaze around slowly while still hitched to the caravan, remaining silent as only the breeze of the wind and the gentle rustling of leaves and grass were heard nearby.


  “Sister, something feels wrong,” Luna said worriedly.


  “I know, I feel like we’re being watched,” Falla said as she cautiously glanced around. She shook her head then looked back to her sister. “Go in the caravan and see if they have any water or anything, maybe splashing that in their faces will work.”


  Luna nodded then quickly fluttered up to the front of the caravan. She darted into the cabin where Specca and Squeak were still asleep, looking around carefully for any water as there wasn’t much light inside.


  “It’s so dark in here, I can hardly see anything,” she said softly, the girl then tripping over something and stumbling forward. As she did Daniel’s monster book slid over towards the entryway, the open book’s pages flipping over to a monster entry as it became visible in the soft light from outside.


  Outside next to the caravan Falla was examining Triska’s face closely, the butterfly watching her with an annoyed expression. She opened one of the Triska’s eyelids and peered close to her eye, the human remaining still and not even flinching while her eye wasn’t focused. Falla groaned as she leaned back and looked around.


  “This is stupid,” she muttered as she stood again. “Trying to wake these girls up just to find out what happened to Daniel. I should be having sex with him right now, not having to go through all this bullshit.”


  After a while she looked back over to the caravan.


  “Luna, did you find anything?” she called out. There was a long pause of silence before Falla growled with annoyance. “Luna, hey! Did you find anything in there?”


  Again nothing but silence was heard. Falla rolled her eyes with an annoyed sigh then fluttered up towards the front of the caravan.


  “Hey, Luna, I’m talking to you. Did you find anything in there?” she asked looking inside. She saw Luna near the front of the cabin sitting back on her rear while staring at something with fright, her green eyes wide while her mouth quivered. Falla looked at her puzzled then toward the back of the cabin, only seeing a darkened interior.


  “What are you doing?” Falla asked her sister. “Did you find water or anything in there?”


  Luna screamed and darted outside, hiding behind her sister as she trembled.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Falla asked looking back at her.


  “In… there…” Luna squeaked as she pointed into the cabin. Falla looked inside, seeing Specca and Squeak sleeping on the floor among a few pillows. There was a duffel bag and a carrying bag near the back corner as well while a lantern was hung up near the small window, but nothing else was noticeable.


  “What? What are you talking about?” Falla asked shaking her head. Luna peeked out from behind Falla’s wings, staring with wide eyes at something.


  “It’s in the back… next to the window,” she said under a whisper. Falla glanced back to her then looked inside again, only seeing darkness in the back of the cabin.


  “There’s nothing back there, Luna,” she said with exasperation. “Your crazy little mind is playing tricks on you again.”


  Luna shook her head franticly and held onto her sister’s shoulders out of fear.


  “My mind isn’t playing tricks on me, something’s back there, it touched my wing,” she whimpered quietly.


  Falla showed a cautious expression then peered around inside the cabin closely. She looked at the back wall, her eyes focusing on it as much as she could. It was dark, but she could still make out the travelers belongings easily enough. As she stared into the dark cabin she felt that strange sensation like she was being watched, like something was looking back at her.


  “Luna… what is it?” Falla asked quietly.


  Luna shakily peeked from behind her sister’s shoulder, staring into the cabin with fright. As they did the back of the cabin seemed to become hazy and shift around slightly. Falla’s eyes widened as she saw the distortion.


  “What is that?” she whispered.


  “I don’t know, I was going through the bags before I felt it behind me,” Luna said shakily.


  Slowly a set of small dark blue orbs appeared, the two eyes watching the butterfly girls with a narrowed glare. A dark shadow seemed to manifest all around the back of the cabin as something started to take shape. The head shifted into form out of the darkness, the monster’s soulless blue eyes watching the sisters closely. It had long black hair that flowed around it like a shawl, covering most of its body from view. It slowly became visible, with the top half being that of a woman wearing a tattered gray dress. The lower half slowly phased into view, revealing a skeletal serpentine frame that coiled around behind her. The bones were dull and had a few lingering strands of black flesh hanging from some of the sections. Her hair flowed around gently as if it were weightless, the extensions seeming to float around in the air.


  “What is that thing?” Luna asked frightfully.


  Falla stared at the monster with shock then glanced down as she heard a paper rustling, spotting Daniel’s monster book opened in front of her. She slowly knelt down and picked it up, her eyes reading the page it was opened to.


  Monster Class: Nightmare. Mostly found near cemeteries and burial grounds, these monsters are known to wander around aimlessly in The Outerlands searching for anyone to haunt, human or monster. An ethereal based monster, it is considered undead as it technically isn’t alive and isn’t able to be killed by physical weapons. These creatures have a high magical affinity for curses and corruption. They are unable to breed by normal means; instead they reproduce by stealing the souls of their victims until it is powerful enough to split into two. Those that it curses fall into a deep sleep where they are haunted relentlessly, without being allowed to wake, until they finally dream about their worst fear. Should they succumb to that fear their soul will fall into an endless state of torment, and be taken away by the nightmare. The only way to survive is for the victim to kill the nightmare in their dreams, something that is nearly impossible if the fear is too great.


  Falla read the entry then looked back to the monster in front of her. She glanced down to Specca and Squeak, the two girls in a deep sleep along with Triska and Alyssa who were outside. Slowly Falla looked back to the monster with fearful eyes.


  “It’s a nightmare,” she said quietly.


  “I know, it’s horrible, but what is it?” Luna asked shakily.


  “No, I mean, it’s a nightmare.”


  “I know that, but what is it?”


  Falla growled and glanced back to her with a stern expression.


  “I just told you, it’s a nightmare. That’s what it is, it’s a type of monster,” she said before looking back at the monster.


  “A… nightmare?” Luna asked nervously.


  The nightmare let out a ghostly moan as her hair swayed away from in front of her, revealing Daniel who was held close in the monster’s arms. She breathed out a ghostly whisper while holding Daniel closer to her, the boy’s head resting against her chest.


  “Daniel,” Falla said with wide eyes.


  “Daniel, it’s got Daniel,” Luna exclaimed in a hushed whisper, pointing to the boy while hiding behind her sister’s wings. Falla looked at the monster then to Daniel, the boy appearing to be in a deep sleep just like the others.


  “What do we do now?” Luna asked quietly.


  “We can’t do anything for them, not now,” Falla said worriedly. She looked at Daniel and then back to the monster that was holding him close to her.


  “Either they wake up on their own, or they never will.”


   


  


  Chapter 11


  Wake Up


  The world of Eden is home to many monsters that roam the lands, creatures that instill fear and terror into mankind. However, they are not the only things that can be frightening in the world. Being trapped in a nightmare can be terrifying for anyone, man or monster. Even if you realize you’re dreaming, often times it’s impossible to wake up, regardless of you constantly telling yourself it’s nothing but a bad dream. The fear can often be too great, the danger too real, the sense of weakness too overwhelming when faced with your twisted fantasies and fears that you are unable to do anything to fight back. As difficult as it may seem, the only way to free yourself was to either wake up on your own, or remain at the mercy of your nightmare.


  The only one who could save you was yourself.


  *****


  “What do you mean they’ll never wake up?” Luna asked fearfully, hiding behind her sister as she watched with fright at the nightmare class monster staring at them while holding Daniel in her arms. It let out a low ghostly howl while its hair flowed around in small waves. Falla looked back at the book in her hands then to the monster.


  “It’s a nightmare. It’s the reason why everybody here is asleep. The nightmare cursed them.”


  “C-C-Cursed?” Luna stammered out.


  Falla glanced to Specca and Squeak, the two girls asleep in the cabin while the ethereal monster floated in place near the back wall.


  “That’s what this book says,” she said softly before looking over to Alyssa and Triska on the ground outside. “It places it’s victims into a deep sleep, then it takes their souls.”


  Luna looked around at the sleeping girls then over to the nightmare, the monster holding Daniel who was also in a deep slumber.


  “Their souls? But don’t they need those?” Luna asked worriedly. Falla twitched slightly then glanced back to her.


  “Yes, they do,” she replied flatly. “They’ll die if they don’t have those.”


  Luna jumped in surprise then looked towards Daniel.


  “No, I don’t want him to die, sister,” she whimpered. “If he dies then he can’t impregnate us. And he was nice to me. I don’t want him to die at all, especially before he can knock me up.”


  Falla looked back to the nightmare with frustration, the monster watching them with unblinking eyes while its skeletal tail coiled around behind it near the wall. Falla looked back at the book entry and reread it quickly, her eyes darting around franticly for a solution on how to stop the monster from killing Daniel.


  “It says physical weapons can’t hurt it, it’s not even alive. It’s undead. It’s just a spirit monster.”


  “Then how do we stop it?” Luna whined fearfully.


  “We can’t,” Falla answered. “Those that are asleep have to wake up on their own. They have to kill the nightmare in their dreams, or else they’ll die.”


  Luna shook her head then looked around at the sleeping girls.


  “They’re all going to die in their sleep, we have to do something. We can’t let them die like this.”


  Falla growled with frustration then glared at the nightmare.


  “Hey! That one belongs to me! You already have four others to take souls from, give him back to me!”


  The nightmare narrowed its eyes as it let out a ghostly moan, holding Daniel closer to her chest as her hair flowed around her gently.


  “Dammit, he’s mine!” Falla shouted out throwing the book down with frustration.


  “What about the others?” Luna reminded her. “We can’t let their souls be taken away, it’s not right.”


  “Forget about them,” Falla scoffed. “We came here for Daniel, remember? He’s the only one who can get us pregnant. Those other girls aren’t our responsibility.”


  Luna looked at her worriedly then down at Specca and Squeak, the two still sound asleep.


  “Give me back my human!” Falla shouted at the nightmare, the girl then darting into the cabin and racing towards Daniel. Before she could reach him the nightmare let out a ghastly shriek, the monster then shooting upwards, shifting through the ceiling with Daniel in her arms. The coiled tail whipped around and just missed Falla who stopped in her tracks, watching with surprise as the skeletal extension missed her by a hair.


  “Hey! Hey, get back here!” Falla yelled before she darted back and out onto the driver’s seat of the caravan with her sister, the two looking up to seeing the nightmare drifting high above them. It floated in place while looking at Daniel with a cold gaze.


  “Dammit,” Falla grunted. “C’mon, Luna, we can’t let that thing take away our human.”


  Luna looked at the nightmare then down to the ground, seeing Alyssa lying in the grass motionless. Slowly a dark silhouette of the witch seemed to form around her, the outline showing a frightened expression as it slowly trembled while trying to move.


  “Falla… look,” Luna said quietly.


  Falla looked down to seeing the witch’s shadowy outline trembling, the face showing fearful eyes as it wavered slightly above the girl’s body. Falla and Luna then looked over to seeing Triska’s body forming a similar outline, with the teen’s shadowy outline showing fear while trembling slightly.


  “What’s… happening?” Falla asked carefully.


  They looked inside and saw a darkened silhouette forming around Specca, the image’s expression of agony as her shadowy outline trembled in fear. Squeak’s body showed a similar outline, however being curled up into a ball it was difficult to see any facial expression of the ant girl.


  “What’s going on? What’s happening to them?” Luna asked worriedly.


  Falla glanced up to the nightmare then down to the girls as her eyes widened slightly.


  “Their souls…”


  Luna looked around and gasped as Falla watched Triska’s outline trembling slowly, the shade having a heartbroken face while crying quietly.


  “Their souls… it’s taking their souls! It’s happening!” Luna cried out.


  Falla gasped and looked up, seeing Daniel being held in the nightmare’s arms still. The ethereal monster floated high above the caravan while glaring down at the butterfly sisters, its tail swaying around behind her and coiling up slightly. Daniel remained motionless in her arms, his legs dangling down while his head was hanging back. However no outline was seen around him just yet.


  “He’s okay still,” Falla said with a glare at the nightmare. “We have to try to get him away from that thing now, there’s still time to save him.”


  “But what about them? They’re going to die any minute now,” Luna shakily asked looking around at the four cursed girls.


  “Forget about them, we have to get Daniel now before it’s too late!” Falla shouted out at her. Luna looked at her with fearful eyes then up at the nightmare.


  “But how?” she nervously asked. “You said it can’t be killed, what are we going to do?”


  The nightmare held Daniel close while her tail swayed around underneath, the skeletal extension letting out an echoing crackling sound as the monster glared down at the sisters.


  “I don’t know, but we can’t just sit here and do nothing! Dammit, I saw that human first!” Falla yelled up at the nightmare.


  “No you didn’t, these other girls did,” Luna pointed out.


  “That’s beside the point! Whose side are you on anyway?”


  “I’m on yours, but we can’t fight that thing, it can’t die and we’re not fighters at all.”


  “Then what are we supposed to do? We have to try something!” Falla yelled out with frustration, looking up at the nightmare.


  Luna looked down at Alyssa and Triska, eyeing them over carefully before turning back to her sister.


  “We can’t fight, but they can.”


  Falla looked at her with a quick glance then down to the sleeping girls.


  “Them?” she scorned. “They did a piss poor job protecting Daniel from this thing in the first place. Besides, in case you’ve forgotten, they’re asleep!”


  “We need to wake them up, we need help,” Luna urged desperately.


  “We can’t wake them up, we already tried, remember?” Falla argued. “And even if we could wake them up then they’ll just keep Daniel from us too, we’re better off with them asleep.”


  “They’re going to be dead soon, they won’t be sleeping then,” Luna said shaking her head.


  “That’s still four less obstacles in our way of getting Daniel.”


  “If we don’t get their help there won’t be a Daniel left for us to get,” Luna shakily reasoned.


  Falla growled then looked up to the nightmare that was holding Daniel closely. Luna looked up at the monster for a moment then back to Falla.


  “Sister, you can’t be this cruel,” she whimpered. Falla looked back to her as Luna was shaking her head slowly with saddened eyes. “Please, don’t just walk away from helping them, they don’t deserve to die and you know it.”


  “They’re not our problem,” Falla scoffed. “Our only concern is finding a human to get pregnant with.”


  Luna looked up at the nightmare, then over to Triska as the human was suffering in her dream, and then back to her sister.


  “You’re not like that monster above us, you can’t be so cold,” she said softly. Falla looked at her curiously as Luna gently held her hands. “I want to have a daughter; I want to have as many as I can, just like you do. But please, don’t become a heartless monster like that nightmare to get that, you’re better than that.”


  Falla looked at her curiously then down to Alyssa and Triska. Luna sniffled and looked down to them as well.


  “We may have tried tricking humans with your plans and lying to them, but we never hurt anybody doing it. We never used force or endangered them in the process. We’re not like that monster up there, we’re not cruel.”


  Falla looked down for a moment then up at the nightmare, the monster letting out a ghostly howl as it hovered above the caravan. Luna looked up to it, then back to her sister with hopeful eyes.


  “But…” Falla said quietly.


  “Sister,” Luna said, getting her sister’s attention. She slowly shook her head with remorseful eyes as Falla looked at her worriedly. “I don’t want to have blood on my hands while I hold my newborn daughter.”


  Falla looked at her with wonder then down to Triska. She looked over to Alyssa, then inside the cabin at Specca and Squeak.


  “But… we can’t wake them up,” she reasoned hesitantly. “They have to do it themselves, they’re alone in this.”


  Luna shook her head then looked down to Alyssa, the witch’s silhouette showing a frightful expression as her arms and legs twitched, phasing through the girl’s body that remained motionless.


  “No, they’re not alone, we’re here with them,” Luna declared, the girl then darting off of the caravan and running over to the witch. Falla looked over and watched as Luna quickly dropped down next to Alyssa, holding her around the shoulders.


  “Wake up! You’re having a bad dream, wake up!” she screamed into the witch’s ear.


  Falla watched as Luna tried shouting again and again, desperately trying to reach the sleeping witch.


  “She’s asleep, Luna, she can’t hear you,” Falla said shaking her head. Luna looked to her with frustration, her eyes forming tears.


  “We have to try!” she cried out. “We have to tell them to wake up! We need them to save Daniel!”


  Falla looked at her with wonder then up at the nightmare, the monster watching them as it held Daniel close in its arms. Luna tried screaming again and again into Alyssa’s ear, franticly trying to wake the girl up. Falla looked over to her for a minute as her hand flinched at her side then darted off the caravan and ran over. She knelt down next to Alyssa’s side and yelled into her other ear.


  “Wake up! You’re dreaming, wake up!” she screamed with her sister.


  The sisters tried again and again, both of them watching the witch’s outline staring ahead with fright. They continued shouting as loud as they could, hoping their words would reach the witch inside her dream.


  “WAKE UP!”


  *****


  “NO!” Alyssa screamed, running franticly through a darkened hallway. It was nearly pitch dark, with only small beams of moonlight being seen through the wall’s boards. She ran while looking back with fright, hearing the sound of claws scraping along the wooden floor while snarls and howls echoed out behind her.


  “Daniel! Daniel!” she cried out, looking ahead with fearful eyes. She ran down the endless hallway, never seeming to find the end as she desperately tried to outrun what was behind her. Howls and roars were heard in the darkness that crept along behind at her feet, the witch stumbling and balancing herself as quickly as she could while running without her staff.


  “What’s happening?” she screamed out with horror. “Where is everybody? Daniel? Triska? Squeak? Anyone, where are you?”


  *****


  “Wake up! You have to wake up right now!” Luna cried out, shaking Alyssa by the shoulders as Falla watched with worry. She looked along the girl’s body at seeing the image of the soul, the spectral shade seeming to be slowly running in place while the facial expression was of fright.


  “If she dies by her worst fear in her dream, she’ll die for real.”


  *****


  Alyssa ran through the endless hallway, stumbling every now and then as she whimpered and looked around quickly. The small cracks in the walls allowed moonlight to shine in through both sides of the corridor, just enough to illuminate the pathway.


  “Get me out of here! Get me out!” she screamed as tears were forming in her eyes.


  After running for what seemed to be forever she barged through a wooden door, coming to a quick halt as she looked around with shock. She was standing inside her home; with her living room just as she left it while outside it was night with the forest being dead and decaying. The fireplace was dark and lifeless while moonlight from outside illuminated the home with a soft bloom. Alyssa looked back then quickly shut the door, which was the way into her storeroom. She quickly backed away as the door banged and rattled around, with the sounds of claws scraping against it along with howls being heard from the other side.


  “Why is this happening?” she cried out. “How did I get here, what’s going on?”


  The door cracked and creaked as it was clawed at from the other side, the sounds of vicious snarls and howls echoing out as Alyssa backed up frightfully.


  “No… go away… leave me alone!” she shouted out, holding her hands to her ears while shutting her eyes tight. She couldn’t block out the howls, she couldn’t calm her breathing down, and she felt the feeling in her chest worsen to a cold chill inside her heart. Slowly she staggered over towards the fireplace, trying to block out the sounds while whimpering in fear.


  “This can’t be real, it can’t be… wake up… wake up, Alyssa… wake up!”


  Suddenly the door blasted apart, with Alyssa looking back over with wide eyes. She gasped as she backed up against the stone bricks of the fireplace, staring with horror as a large black wolf walked into the home. The animal’s cold blue eyes glared at her while its fangs were bared, the beast snarling as its tail swayed behind it. Alyssa felt her body freeze up as she stared with terror at the monster, her mouth quivering as she slowly slumped down against the wall.


  *****


  Falla and Luna watched as Alyssa’s spectral image showed absolute terror while staring ahead with unblinking eyes, the mouth quivering as she slowly shook her head.


  “It’s not real… it’s not real,” Luna whimpered as she tried shaking the witch. Falla looked up at the nightmare in the sky, then back to the witch. She shook her head then held the witch closely on the ground, her mouth next to the girl’s ear.


  “WAKE UP!”


  *****


  “Wake… up…” a faint voice echoed in Alyssa’s head. She stared at the wolf before her, unable to move or make a sound. Her body was frozen in fear while her breathing was short and quiet. After a pause she heard another voice, a girl’s that seemed to be shouting at her from far away.


  “If you don’t… Daniel…”


  Alyssa blinked then slowly looked up.


  “…Daniel?” she breathed out.


  The wolf snarled loudly, gaining Alyssa’s full attention again. She blinked then shut her eyes tightly.


  ‘Daniel...’


  “He’ll die!”


  Alyssa snapped up with a gasp, staring at the wolf with surprise as it slowly approached her.


  “Daniel? Daniel!” Alyssa cried out, looking up at the ceiling. The wolf roared at her, the girl looking back to it with fear as it got ready to pounce on her. She slowly clenched her fists as she showed a frustrated and strained expression.


  “No…” she said quietly.


  The fireplace behind her started to smoke slightly.


  “No…” Alyssa forced out through bared teeth, her eyes forming into a glare at the wolf.


  A small flame ignited in the fireplace, the fire seeming to grow as Alyssa slowly stood up.


  “You won’t… take him… from me…” she growled, her body trembling as she forced every ounce of courage she had forth. The wolf scared her to death, she felt her body shaking and struggling to stand, and she couldn’t calm her breathing. But something else was more prominent in her mind, something that was fueling her willpower.


  “You won’t take him from me… you’ll never take Daniel away from me!”


  The fire behind her blasted into a powerful blaze, the flames flaring around the edge of the opening as the wolf snarled at the witch. Alyssa looked around at seeing her home illuminated by the fire’s light, her eyes then looking back to the wolf, sheer anger and rage seen in them as she glared at the animal before her.


  “This is my dream… this is my mind… you won’t scare me in here!”


  The wolf roared at her, the witch standing firm as the fire behind her turned a deep crimson. The flames blasted out and up around behind the witch, searing the walls and igniting the wood and bookshelf as the ceiling caught fire. The wolf looked around at the blaze then towards Alyssa, the witch glaring at it with purple glowing eyes. She screamed loudly, but not out of fear. Her yell was filled with anger and power, the call causing the fires behind her to flare around wildly.


  “Go to HELL!” she roared, the flames blasting past her in a torrent. The wolf howled as the fire washed over it in a wave, the animal crying out as it was incinerated in the inferno. The fire crashed into the other side of the home and flared around the dwelling wildly, the window shattering from the heat as Alyssa slowly walked towards the center of the room. Her eyes were locked into a glare as she felt her fear melting away along with her surroundings. The remains of the wolf turned to black ash and smoke, a hoarse howl being heard before being consumed by the blaze. Alyssa growled loudly as the fires swirled around her, incinerating everything into a hellish blur. Looking up with a cold glare her eyes gave off a purplish glow, the girl baring her teeth as the fires consumed everything around her in an unstoppable torrent. She breathed heavily then arched back with a furious yell.


  “DANIEL!” she screamed out, shooting up from her dream with her arms flailing around her. She looked ahead while breathing heavily and saw a veil of fog lingering around old trees and tall grass, then over to see Falla and Luna staring with surprise while sitting on either side of her.


  “You’re awake, you’re awake!” Luna cheered with relief.


  “Wha… Luna? Falla? What are you doing here?” Alyssa asked scrambling back to her feet.


  “We’ve been trying to wake you up,” Luna said nervously. “We were worried you were going to die.”


  “What? Die? What’s going on, where’s-” Alyssa started before she looked over to the side, the witch then seeing Triska lying on the grass as her spectral image was shaking her head with agony.


  “Triska? Triska!” Alyssa cried out running over to her.


  Luna and Falla quickly ran over as well and looked down while the teen lay motionless on the grass, her spectral image trembling and crying.


  “What… what the hell is this? What happened to her?” Alyssa demanded looking over to the butterfly sisters. Falla pointed up, with Alyssa then looking up and gasping as she saw Daniel in the arms of a monster above the caravan.


  “Daniel!” Alyssa screamed out.


  “That’s what happened to you all, a nightmare,” Falla said as the sisters looked up as well.


  Alyssa stared at the airborne monster with shock then glared at it as she held out her hand, her staff flying over into her grip as she growled loudly.


  “Let him go!” she yelled as she aimed her staff up towards Daniel. The nightmare held onto Daniel tightly as it let out a low howl at the girls, with a rippling effect surrounding it from the witch’s magic. “The hell? Dammit, I can’t even budge it. What the hell is that thing anyway?”


  “It’s a nightmare, a spirit monster,” Falla explained while glaring at the ethereal monster.


  “It was going to take all of your souls, you were all going to die in your dreams,” Luna added with a worried expression. Alyssa looked at her with surprise.


  “My dream… wait, that was you I heard?”


  Luna nodded as Falla glanced away with annoyance.


  “Yes,” Luna said. “It was about to take your soul away. If you die by your worst fear in your dream, you die for real.”


  Alyssa looked at them with surprise then down to Triska, watching as the teen’s shadowy projection showed heartache and fear in her eyes. Falla glanced down to her then to the caravan.


  “You were all cursed by that monster, we just managed to reach you before it took your soul.”


  “Oh my god, Triska!” Alyssa cried out kneeling down and budging the girl. She looked to the caravan then to the sisters, with Luna nodding with a worried expression while Falla was looking back up at the nightmare again.


  “Your friends inside the caravan are also suffering from the curse,” Luna explained. “They’re about to die in their sleep as well.”


  “Daniel doesn’t appear to be suffering yet,” Falla mentioned while watching Daniel closely. “There’s still time to save him.”


  Alyssa looked up to Daniel then back down to Triska, the witch then running over and hopping up onto the front of the caravan. She looked inside to seeing Specca and Squeak on the floor, both asleep with spectral images of themselves wavering around above them.


  “We were all cursed, that’s why the nightmares never ended,” she said to herself. “I don’t even remember falling asleep.”


  “That nightmare’s going to kill Daniel, we need to do something!” Falla called out.


  Alyssa looked up at the monster holding Daniel then down to seeing Luna shaking Triska franticly.


  “But they’re going to die any minute now; we have to save them first!” Luna cried out.


  Alyssa looked down to Triska then up at Daniel, then down to Triska again before back up to Daniel. She growled with frustration and looked down to Triska then hopped off the caravan and landed down next to her.


  “You two get inside and wake up Specca and Squeak, hurry!” she called out as she tried shaking Triska again. Luna nodded and dashed into the caravan as fast as she could while Falla just looked down at Triska. Alyssa glanced to her with a growl.


  “Get going, now! Wake them up like you did with me. Hurry!”


  “You’re just going to keep Daniel away from me again, aren’t you?” Falla accused sharply. Alyssa slowly looked back to her with a glare as Falla crossed her arms before her. “If I help save your friends then I want you to promise that I’ll get my seed from Daniel.”


  Alyssa growled loudly, her eyes glowing purple while glaring with rage. Falla watched her nervously as Alyssa’s hair flowed around her ears as she pointed to her.


  “Either you wake up my friends from this, or I’ll show you what a real nightmare is,” she threatened. Falla stared at her with frustration and fear as Alyssa glared at her. After a pause Alyssa held out her hand towards her, with Falla then being lifted up into the air as a magical force surrounded her body.


  “Wake. Them. Up. Now,” Alyssa ordered with a cold glare, her words echoing inside of Falla’s head. Falla trembled and nodded shakily then was slowly put back down as the magical force around her vanished. Alyssa looked back to Triska with worried eyes, shaking her franticly in an effort to wake her up. Falla hesitated for a moment then flew back up to the front of the caravan, looking inside to seeing her sister shaking Specca while screaming into her ear for her to wake up.


  “Wake up,” Luna cried out. “You’re in a very, very, very bad dream! Wake up!”


  Falla ran into the cabin and tried to uncurl Squeak, grunting with frustration as it was incredibly difficult to even budge the ant girl.


  “I hope you’re happy, Luna,” she muttered. “Now that witch is going to keep us from getting pregnant.”


  Luna glanced over to her then resumed shouting into Specca’s ear while shaking her franticly.


  “PLEASE WAKE UP!”


  *****


  Specca whimpered fearfully, looking around inside a darkened room while her shaky breathing was heard amongst the silence. Her hands were bound behind her along with her tail, her body tied down over onto a table while her feet were secured to the wooden legs. She could see faint traces of moonlight coming through a few cracks of the wooden boards on the walls, the nixie alone in the small room while the quiet rolling of waves were heard close by. The room swayed slightly to the left before returning to the right, as though inside a ship out at sea.


  “What is this… how did I get here?” Specca quietly whispered as she struggled to free herself from her binds. The rope going around the table and her back holding her hands and tail remained strong and taut, the girl unable to budge in the least as she was bent over on the table.


  A wooden door to the side of the room opened with a loud bang, swinging out and slamming into the wall as three men walked in with a lantern. Specca looked over to see the humans in the warm light that brightened the room, the men wearing ragged and dirty clothing while their boots tracked in water.


  “Haha, look at our latest catch, boys,” one chuckled with a slick grin on his face. “This one looks a lot better than most of the fish out here, wouldn’t you say?” He walked around in front of Specca before setting the lantern on a hook on the wall while the other two men walked over to either side of her. She quickly looked around at them with fright through her glasses as they eyed her with hungry eyes.


  “I’ll say, for a monster she sure filled out nicely,” another commented before licking his lips in an unsavory manner. The third man ran his hand along her thigh up to her rear, the girl squirming and yelping in response.


  “Haha, her scales don’t feel so bad really, very slick and wet,” the man laughed before pulling up her skirt. “I wonder if everything under there is wet.”


  “Get away from me! Get away!” she cried out.


  The men laughed as they watched her look around at them with fright.


  “Get away?” one of them questioned with a smirk. “I thought monsters like you wanted men to fuck you, don’t you want a daughter or two?”


  “Yeah, here we are, willing to give you what you wanted, and you’re saying no? Say it isn’t so.”


  “She says no, but I bet she wants it. All of them damn things want a good hard humping.”


  Specca shook her head franticly as she shut her eyes.


  “I want no such thing from the likes of you, get away from me!”


  The humans laughed as she franticly tried to free herself, her arms and legs held tightly while her tail was unable to slip out of its binds.


  “Sure you do,” one of them said walking behind her, grabbing her hip and holding it securely. “I bet you’ll be begging for us to keep you after we get started with you.”


  Specca screamed and shook her head, tears starting to form in her eyes.


  “I want nothing of the sort from the likes of you, only Daniel can have me!”


  The men laughed as the one behind her started to unbuckle his belt.


  “Daniel you say? Well, if we ever see him we’ll be sure to tell him that we’re taking very good care of his little monster,” he chuckled before he slapped her rear. She yelped loudly and looked back to him with fright.


  “No, I said no!” she screamed as she saw him pull down his pants. The other two men held her down forcibly while the third grabbed her hips with both hands. Tears started to drop from Specca’s cheeks as she felt a cold chill sinking into her heart.


  “NO! My first time is just for him, only Daniel can have me! Only him!” she shrieked as she felt her heart aching.


  The men laughed before the one behind her took hold of the girl’s hips and pushed in from behind, the nixie screaming as she felt him entering her. The pain she felt between her legs was nothing compared to the one in her heart, the girl feeling as if she had a knife plunged through her chest. The cold feeling began to spread throughout her body as the human started to vigorously ride her from behind. She grunted and gasped quietly, crying as she looked ahead with wide eyes as his hips spanked against her rear repeatedly. Slowly she dropped down onto the table as the human started going faster and faster, the girl feeling his hard member repeatedly thrusting into her.


  “No… no, that… was just for… Daniel…” she sobbed quietly, feeling her mind starting to blur. The cold feeling in her heart started to worsen, her body slowly losing strength as her sorrow and agony consumed her.


  ‘Daniel… I’m no longer pure… I’m… I’m sorry.’


  “Wake… up…” a girl’s voice quietly echoed in her mind.


  Specca slowly closed her eyes as the man grunted and chuckled, holding the girl’s hips while thrusting in and out of her forcefully. A trickle of blood traveled down her thighs from her loss, her heart feeling cold and dead as she lost something important to her. She felt all hope slowly fading from her mind as the men laughed and continued to have their way with her, knowing she was going to be raped, assaulted, and possibly even killed.


  ‘I’m… I’m no longer… pure. I’m spoiled… defiled… unworthy of him. I… I’ve lost everything.’


  “Daniel needs you!”


  Specca’s eyes shot open as the voice shouted in her mind, her breathing short and ragged as the man continued to push into her forcibly from behind.


  “D-Daniel…” she stuttered between quiet grunts.


  “Wake up!”


  Specca shut her eyes tightly, clenching her fists as the man behind laughed at her.


  “You ready to be a mother, you scaly bitch?” he grunted as the others laughed wickedly at the girl. She growled and looked ahead with narrowed eyes, her tears dropping down onto the table near her chin as she bared her teeth slightly.


  “You’re dreaming! It’s not real!”


  Specca growled and trembled, her legs quivering as the humans stopped and looked down at her curiously.


  “Daniel…” she grunted, shutting her eyes tight as she was breathing heavily.


  “Haha, looks like she likes it rough,” one of the men laughed.


  “Good, glad she’s enjoying it. Not going to lie, it feels rather good and tight in her,” the one behind her chuckled.


  Specca’s scales started to shimmer slightly, the men falling silent as they looked at her cautiously. The room rocked to the side as the waves outside were heard more loudly, with the lantern swaying on its hook while the men looked around curiously.


  “This isn’t real… this is just a dream…” Specca said quietly.


  The men looked down to her as she stared ahead with a focused expression, her eyes narrowed while her teeth were bared.


  “Only Daniel… may ever have this body. Only Daniel may ever have my virginity… only Daniel!” she raged, being followed by a loud crashing sound as the room rocked violently to the side. The men stumbled to the side of the room while the table rocked slightly.


  “What… what the hell was that?” one of the humans called out as they stood upright again. Specca yelled out into the air, her scales shining as the room rocked to the other side suddenly. Water was heard splashing and crashing into the walls and decks outside while thunder and lightning crackled above.


  “What’s going on?” another one of the men shouted out. They looked over to see Specca glaring at them, her eyes filled with unbridled fury.


  “ONLY DANIEL!”


  A mighty wave of water smashed through the side of the room, the broken wooden boards blasting apart as the seawater barreled through. The men screamed as the water quickly filled the small chamber, with the lantern being extinguished and snapped off the wall. Specca’s scales illuminated the water around her as she yanked free from the rope, the table beneath her being snapped to pieces as she floated in the water while the men franticly flailed around. They were crying out while being suspended up in the seawater, all of them staring at the nixie who floated there with grace. Her tail whipped behind her as she took off her glasses, her eyes letting off a warm glow as they glared at the humans.


  “Only he may ever touch me, to all others that dare try, may you be damned to the deepest sea,” she spoke in a cold voice. The men screamed, their gurgled voices muffled in the water as the ship started to spin and tilt around, being pulled into a powerful whirlpool in the raging sea. Specca held out her hands to either side of her, the nixie letting out a piercing shriek causing the water in the room to spin around viciously. The walls and floors shattered and flew into the spinning torrent while Specca floated in the center, her power over the water fueled by her anger and willpower. As the humans and remains of the ship were flung around and pulled down into the dark sea she looked up with a determined expression, her mind focusing on one thing. Gearing back with her arms she growled loudly then swung them forward, causing a powerful torrent of water to erupt around her and decimate the remains of the ship.


  “DANIEL!” she screamed, lunging forward out of her dream while flailing her arms around. Falla and Luna looked at her with surprise as Specca tried to catch her breath, the nixie quickly looking around at them with shock.


  “What… what happened? Where… what?”


  “You’re awake, you’re okay!” Luna cheered as she quickly hugged Specca, the nixie looking at her with surprise still.


  “That’s great, now would you shut up and give me a hand with this one?” Falla grunted as she tried to pry Squeak out from her sleeping position. “I can’t even get her out of her damned ball.”


  “Luna? Falla? What are you doing here? What’s going on?” Specca demanded looking around franticly. Luna quickly rushed over to Falla’s side and struggled to help pry the ant girl out of her ball, both sisters grunting with frustration.


  “There’s no time, please!” Luna cried out. “We have to wake your friend up before she dies in her sleep!”


  Specca looked at them with surprise then to Squeak as she saw her friend’s shadowy silhouette above her.


  “Squeak? Before she dies? What happened to her?”


  “Shut up and help us, she’s going to die any second!” Falla shouted out. Specca jumped then darted over, the nixie then trying to pull Squeak out from her ball as Falla yelled in the ant girl’s ear again.


  “Wake up! You have to wake up now!”


  *****


  Squeak ran as fast as she could, her footsteps echoing out inside the darkened tunnel underground as she looked around frightfully. Ant girls were capable of seeing in the dark, at least to a small degree, and although there was no torch in hand she was able to see around her a few feet out before it cut off into total darkness. She didn’t have her pickaxe, she didn’t see her friends anywhere around her, and she couldn’t even remember how she got down in that tunnel to begin with. All she knew was she wasn’t alone, as the screeches and sharp howls of ant-lionesses echoed out behind her along with the skittering sound of their legs as they hustled through the tunnel after their prey.


  Squeak ran up to an intersection, looking around franticly as the darkened tunnels that were once her home had turned into an endless maze filled with predators after her. She squeaked loudly as she searched for any sign of Daniel or the others, only to find nothing but darkness inside the empty corridors. From behind her the sounds of the ant-lionesses were heard closing in, their screeches and rustling growing louder in the unseen. Squeak looked around quickly in a panic then raced ahead as fast as she could. From the ground and walls pincers shot up through the dirt, with Squeak looking around at them with fright as she stopped in her tracks. More pincers from the underground predators appeared around her while a few arms stretched out through the dirt, clawing towards her franticly. Squeak ran through the tunnel as fast as she could, jumping over the pincers and racing around them. A few ant-lionesses shot up from the ground behind her while some tried to snatch their moving prey with their pincers.


  “Wake… up…”


  Squeak glanced around as a girl’s voice echoed in her head, the words seeming like a distant echo over her breathing and short squeaks. She ran towards a door with a lit torch next to it, smiling with relief as she approached one of her nest’s dens. An ant-lioness popped up in front of her out of the ground, with Squeak quickly leaping up and stepping onto the monster’s head, then lunging towards the door with a desperate reach. She rolled onto the ground then barged through the door, the wooden boards breaking apart as she stumbled out into the rolling plains. The sky above was cast into a dark night with only a few stars being seen while all around were heavy veils of fog clouding the surrounding landscape. Squeak looked around with surprise then back to seeing the door gone, the ant girl appearing to be all alone outside.


  “It’s… a dream…”


  Squeak rubbed her ear and looked around puzzled, hearing the voice from the girl again without seeing where it was coming from. After a moment of silence she heard something else, a horse’s neigh from nearby. She looked over to where a white horse slowly walked out from the fog, trotting towards her as it grunted a bit. Squeak smiled with relief at seeing Lucky, waving to him with a joyous squeak. She then watched with surprise as the horse shifted into its demonic form, its hair turning pitch black while skeletal wings extended out above. Its tail lit on fire with a bright blaze while its eyes turned blood red, smoke coming from its mouth while it snarled at the ant girl whose expression turned to horror. She trembled as she stared wide eyed at the demonic horse, watching as it started to grow in size while its mouth extended out, the teeth enlarging and sharpening into fangs as the ground around them cracked apart slightly.


  “Please… wake up…”


  Squeak stared at the demonic horse with sheer terror, her body becoming rigid as she was frozen in fear. The ground behind her caved in with a loud crumbling sound, revealing a steep incline down towards several ant-lionesses who were all screeching and clawing up towards her. The ground around her collapsed down into the predator’s pit, with her still standing on a small overlook above the pit while the demonic horse stood before her. A cold feeling started to etch into her heart, the girl feeling her body losing strength as the world around grew darker. The monstrous horse snarled as it slowly took a step closer to Squeak, the girl’s eyes locked onto it as her mouth quivered.


  “It’s not real…”


  The demonic horse let out an ear-piercing screech as its wings arched back, the monster’s tail swaying behind it trailing flames and black smoke. Squeak wavered slightly back and forth, her body frozen solid with fright as the ant-lionesses below screeched loudly while they kept trying to reach up towards her.


  “Wake up! Daniel’s going to die, hurry!”


  Squeak blinked then slowly looked up, her antennae twitching slightly as she squeaked quietly to herself. She heard the girl’s voice in her head somehow, the words seeming to reach her.


  “Please, you have to wake up now!”


  Squeak slowly looked back to Lucky, the demonic horse snarling viciously at her as it slowly closed in. Behind her the ant-lionesses in the pit were howling with anticipation for the girl to fall back down to them, their arms outstretched as they clawed towards her wildly. Squeak stared at Lucky for a moment then looked down with closed eyes, her fists slowly clenching as she trembled with fear.


  “It’s not real!”


  Squeak slowly opened her eyes, glaring down at the ground as she squeaked once.


  “It’s just a dream!”


  Squeak looked up towards Lucky, the horse being three times its normal size now as it roared at her.


  “Don’t let it scare you!”


  Squeak bared her teeth slightly, squeaking in a firm tone repeatedly. She glared at the monstrous horse as it took another step towards her, the ground underneath them cracking as the thin overlook started to shake slightly.


  “WAKE UP!”


  Squeak took a deep breath, and then let out a long and powerful squeak, almost shifting into a screech as she stared down the monster with anger and determination. Lucky snarled then lunged towards her, the ant girl dashing towards it with every ounce of courage she had. She ran towards the monster as it lunged down towards her with its open mouth, smoke and flames coming from the sides while it roared at her. With a mighty jump she leapt up onto its head and ran along its spine, gearing back with both fists then swinging down onto the monster’s wings. The bones may have been larger than before but were snapped down instantly from the powerful girl’s swings, the skeletal extensions nearly breaking off as the monster stumbled forward onto the overlook with a wail. Squeak ran along the back towards the swishing tail of fire, the ant girl then leaping through a fiery blaze and landing into a roll on the ground. She quickly jumped back to her feet and spun around, watching with a cold glare as the monster turned to face her, its wings broken and hanging down by a few strands of sinew. It snarled at Squeak viciously as she slowly walked towards it. However her expression showed no remorse, no tears, and no fear. Her eyes were fixed into a cold glare at the beast, her fists were clenched, her teeth were bared slightly, and her stride was proud.


  Lucky let out a vicious snarl before Squeak ran towards it, squeaking in a loud and firm tone repeatedly as she closed in on the monster. The demonic horse lunged towards her with its open mouth, smoke and fire shooting out from both sides. Squeak geared back then sent a right hook directly to the monster’s nose as it closed in. Lucky jerked back and screeched before Squeak sent another powerful punch to its head, knocking out a few of its teeth as she squeaked loudly. The horse backed up to the edge of the overlook as Squeak stood there, glaring at it with fury. A massive crevice snapped apart in front of her, the ground and overlook shaking wildly as Lucky screeched loudly. Squeak slowly reached over with her foot and pushed down on the other side of the crevice, the girl squeaking once before shoving the broken overlook away. The ground beneath the horse crumbled to pieces and fell down with the monster, crashing into the dirt pit with a massive dust cloud kicking up. Squeak glared down at the sight as the horse was clawed and bitten into by the underground predators, its legs flailing around as it was pulled under with dozens of screeches and howls being heard from below. As the monster was dragged down under Squeak looked up at the sky, letting out a victory screech, her cry echoing out across the land.


  *****


  “WAKE UP!” Luna screamed into Squeak’s ear, the ant girl being partially held apart from her curled up position by Falla and Specca both pulling on either side with all their strength.


  “It’s not working, she’s not waking up,” Falla grunted with frustration.


  “What’s going on, why is she going to die in her sleep?” Specca demanded through bared teeth, straining herself to pry her friend out from her ball.


  “Please wake up! Please!” Luna cried out desperately into Squeak’s ear. Falla and Specca continued to try to pull Squeak apart from her ball, both struggling to budge the girl even an inch.


  “This isn’t working!” Falla shouted out.


  “Wake up!” Luna cried out.


  “What’s going on?” Specca yelled out.


  Suddenly Squeak shot open from her ball, squeaking loudly as she scrambled around on her side while the other girls were tossed into the walls of the cabin with surprise. Squeak looked around franticly as she regained her senses then over to Specca with a quick squeak.


  “Squeak? Are you alright?” Specca asked worriedly.


  “She’s awake, success!” Luna cheered, followed by a small burst of maniacal laughter with a twisted smile. After a second she quickly returned to normal as Falla sat up while rubbing her head with annoyance.


  “About time,” Falla spat out.


  Squeak looked around quickly, then to Falla and Luna with confusion, then over to Specca while squeaking something urgently. Specca just watched her for a moment then looked over to the butterfly sisters.


  “What is going on here, explain this instant!”


  “TRISKA!” Alyssa shouted out from nearby. The girls all quickly looked towards the entryway of the cabin as Falla and Luna scrambled towards it.


  “Come outside, quickly!” Luna called back as they raced out of the cabin. Squeak and Specca glanced to each other then dashed after them, the two stumbling out onto the front seat of the caravan while looking around franticly. They saw the surrounding sights of old trees and tall grass near the dirt road masked by a thick cloud of fog while the sky above was dark. And on the ground next to the caravan they saw Alyssa shaking Triska with a frightened expression, while the teen was lying on the ground unconscious with a shadowy spectral image of herself floating above her body. The image’s facial expression was of agony and sorrow, almost appearing like it was crying. Falla and Luna were standing over them, with Luna looking down at Triska with fearful eyes while Falla was looking up with frustration.


  “Alyssa? Triska? Triska! What’s going on here?” Specca called out. Squeak looked up and jumped with a loud squeak, her eyes going wide as she pointed up to something. Specca looked up then screamed in fright, seeing Daniel in the arms of a monster above the caravan.


  “Triska, wake up! Please wake up!” Alyssa screamed as she shook the girl.


  “Daniel!” Specca cried out as she and Squeak saw the boy in the arms of the airborne monster, its cold blue eyes glaring at them while its skeletal tail coiled around behind it slightly.


  “She’s going to die!” Luna cried out. “Wake her up! Hurry!”


  Specca and Squeak looked down to them, then back up to Daniel, then down to the girls as they jumped off the caravan over to them.


  “What’s going on, what is that thing up there holding Daniel?” Specca asked franticly.


  “It’s a nightmare, that’s what cursed all of you,” Luna nervously explained. “You were all going to die in your sleep when it stole your souls.”


  Specca and Squeak looked at her with shock then to each other.


  “Our… souls?” Specca asked fearfully, with Squeak nearly turning pale with fright. Specca then gasped then looked up at the ethereal monster with wide eyes.


  “That’s a nightmare?” she asked with shock. After a pause she blinked then looked at the monster carefully, noticing something that seemed off to her.


  ‘Wait, if that’s a nightmare, how is it…’


  “Triska! Dammit, wake up!” Alyssa shouted into the teen’s ear.


  All the girls looked down to them while Alyssa was franticly trying to wake the human, all her efforts seeming to have no effect.


  “Triska! Wake up, wake up!” Alyssa yelled out again, watching with desperation as Triska remained sound asleep. Her spectral image was slowly shaking its head while crying out quietly in sorrow.


  “It’s going to take her soul, do something!” Luna cried out.


  Specca and Squeak quickly knelt down next to Triska and tried shaking her while Alyssa straddled the girl’s lap and shook her by the shoulders.


  “Triska, you have to wake up now, please!” Specca cried out. Squeak kept shaking the human by the shoulders while squeaking franticly with a fearful expression.


  “Wake up, Triska!” Alyssa shouted out.


  Falla watched them shake the girl then glanced to Alyssa.


  “Just out of curiosity, what is her greatest fear anyway?”


  Alyssa glanced to her then back down to Triska, showing a worried expression while still trying to shake the girl back to her senses.


  *****


  “Daniel… no,” Triska whimpered, her eyes tearing up as her expression was of devastation. She stood in a field of flowers, the sky above being clear and bright while a warm breeze rolled by. The flowers swayed slightly at her feet while Triska shakily held out a hand towards something, her sobs being faintly heard as she shook her head.


  Over in the field of flowers she saw Daniel, dressed with black dress shoes, white pants and shirt along with a gray and black dress shirt on. He was facing towards Triska, but wasn’t looking at her in the slightest. Instead he was looking at three others that were kneeled before him, three girls that were looking up at him with adoring eyes.


  There was Alyssa, who was dressed with sparkling white shoes, gray and blue striped knee-high socks, and a white dress with flowers that were on the straps going over her shoulders. Her witch’s hat was white, the skull ornament still strapped to it with a light blue belt. Next to her Squeak was wearing white high heels, a long flowing white dress that was pulled up over her abdomen sticking out behind her, and had a wreath of flowers on her head with her antennae sticking out over them. Kneeling beside her was Specca, barefoot while wearing a beautiful white dress as well, the nixie’s tail swaying slowly behind her while she had a white flower behind one of her reptilian fins. All three girls were looking up at Daniel with loving eyes, all wearing white wedding dresses, and all holding bouquets of colorful flowers.


  “Daniel… please…” Triska whimpered, her voice seeming to be lost as nobody even glanced over to her. The three monster girls slowly stood up as Daniel smiled at them with loving eyes.


  “Thank you, Daniel,” Alyssa said softly. “For choosing all of us to be your wives.”


  “You’ve made us the happiest girls in all of Eden,” Specca adored gratefully.


  Squeak merely squeaked something in a soft and gentle tone.


  “Of course,” Daniel said with a gentle smile. “I love each of you with all my heart.”


  “Daniel!” Triska cried out, her words still having no reaction with anyone as she sobbed quietly. She felt a cold feeling etching into her heart, the girl slowly dropping down onto one knee as she stared with heartbroken eyes at Daniel. He walked up to Alyssa and knelt down, the boy then gently kissing her as she sighed happily.


  “Daniel… don’t leave me…” Triska breathed out, the feeling in her heart spreading throughout her entire body.


  Daniel stood up then walked over to Squeak, the boy then kissing her as she slowly wiggled her abdomen with a quiet sigh.


  “Please, you can’t… leave me…” Triska coughed out, her world fading to black around the field of flowers.


  Daniel then walked over to Specca, the boy then kissing her as her tail swayed gently behind her.


  “Daniel… Daniel!” Triska cried out, dropping down onto her hands and knees as she felt the cold feeling in her chest turning into a sharp pain. She clutched a hand over her heart as she struggled to look up at Daniel with weary eyes, her vision blurring as she felt weak.


  “No… Daniel… I…” she strained herself to say, her breathing slowing down as her mind started to blur.


  “Triska!”


  Triska wavered slightly as she thought she heard Alyssa’s voice in her head, the witch’s call seeming like a distant echo. Slowly she dropped onto the ground, her eyes closing as everything started to fade to black. Daniel and the other girls looked over to her with cruel smiles and cold glares in their eyes, all of them watching as Triska lay motionless in the flowers.


  *****


  Alyssa and the other girls watched as Triska’s spectral image stopped moving completely, seeming to lose consciousness and lay still above the sleeping human. The image remained motionless as the girls stared at it with surprise.


  “Oh no… no… no!” Alyssa cried out.


  “Triska! Triska, please wake up!” Specca screamed, tears forming in her eyes.


  Squeak looked down at the human with teary eyes and shook her head, squeaking a few times as she tried nudging the girl again. Luna held her hands over her mouth with a sorrowful expression while Falla glanced away.


  The spectral image wavered then slowly started to lift up, the middle rising up first as if being pulled up by the waist. The girls looked at it with sorrow then up to seeing the nightmare smiling wickedly down at them, letting out a ghostly moan.


  “It’s taking her soul!” Luna cried out with tears forming.


  Specca and Squeak tried to grab the spectral image, their hands flailing through the air as it slowly started to rise up. The head and shoulders phased through Alyssa while the feet were still connected to Triska’s body. Falla glanced to the image then down with closed eyes as Luna shook her head while watching the sight with sorrow. Alyssa stared at the image of her friend then down to the body, the teen remaining motionless as her breathing had stopped.


  “No… no! Triska!” Alyssa cried out lunging down and hugging the girl, holding her close as she shook her head franticly. She choked back a sob as she shut her eyes tightly. “You can’t die; dammit you can’t leave like this!”


  The others looked down at her as she held onto Triska for dear life.


  “You came after me,” Alyssa sobbed as she grabbed hold of the girl’s shirt with clenched fists. “When I was heartbroken and falling into despair, you came after me. Even after I was so rough on you and mean to you, you wouldn’t let me be alone, you wouldn’t let me cry alone, you wouldn’t let me fall alone.” She trembled slightly as the others watched her, lying atop the teen’s body while the spectral image started to rise up through her.


  “You’re proof… you’re the proof Daniel needs as well,” Alyssa shakily said through her short breaths. “Proof that humans can coexist peacefully with us monsters. You’re just as much proof for his beliefs as I am.” She shook her head as she held onto the girl tightly.


  “You can’t die, Triska! Daniel needs you, we all do! Do you hear me, WE NEED YOU!”


  *****


  “Daniel needs you!”


  Triska slowly opened her eyes, unable to breathe as the world was dark around her. Alyssa’s words echoed in her mind as she struggled to move, her body feeling like it was made of stone. Slowly she started to feel a warmth in her chest, the sensation gradually spreading throughout her body as Alyssa’s crying was heard.


  “We need you, Triska! You can’t leave us! Please!”


  “Alys... sa?” Triska breathed out, her eyes slowly focusing again.


  The field of flowers started to become visible, the plants now being dead and decaying while Daniel and the three monster brides were standing around her glaring down at the girl. Slowly she took a breath and started to get up, pushing up onto her hands and knees as her body felt warm again.


  “Just stay down, Triska,” Alyssa scoffed. “You’re not wanted by him.”


  “Please, Triska, don’t leave us!”


  “Daniel loves us,” Specca hissed down at the teen. “He chose us to be his, just face facts and let go already.”


  “Daniel needs you!”


  Squeak merely squeaked down at the girl with a harsh glare.


  “We need you!”


  “How could I ever love somebody like you, Triska?” Daniel sneered down at her. “How could I, when I have such beautiful girls such as these three with me?”


  “I’m begging you, Triska, with all of my being, WAKE UP!”


  Triska clenched her fists as she slowly stood up, looking down with a low growl as her hair dropped down in front of her face. Daniel and the other girls glared at her as she slowly shook her head.


  “How dare you…” she growled with anger. Daniel and the others watched her cautiously as she reached back and grabbed her sword.


  *****


  Alyssa and the other girls watched as Triska’s spectral image stopped moving suddenly, the apparition wavering slightly in the air before lowering back down into Triska’s body. Alyssa sat up with a gasp as the others looked down at the body with wonder, all of them seeing the cold glare in the image’s eyes.


  “She pulled her soul back,” Specca said with wonder.


  “She’s not dead,” Luna said hopefully.


  Triska’s image reached back, pulling out an image of her sword and holding it tightly. Alyssa glanced to the blade then smiled slightly.


  “Better than that, she’s angry,” she said softly with a confident smile.


  *****


  “How dare you play with my heart like this, how dare you!” Triska roared as she gripped her sword tightly. Daniel and the girls looked at her with surprise as they slowly stepped away.


  “Triska,” Daniel said with anger. “How could you pull your own sword on us like that, how could you threaten me like that?”


  Triska brushed away her hair from in front of her face and glared at him with fury, the first time she had ever done so. With a powerful swing she struck back and sliced through Specca’s body with a clean cut, then swung around and struck down through Alyssa’s body with a loud yell. As the two slain girls dropped down, their bodies dissolving into black smoke and ashes, Triska swung around and pierced her blade through Squeak’s head, the ant girl staring with shock as her expression remained frozen on her face. Daniel watched with surprise as Triska yanked the blade out, the ant girl then collapsing down into dust and smoke as well.


  “You’re not Daniel!” she roared with fury. “You’re not my friends, you’re the reason I’ve been having these nightmares. You’re the one screwing around inside my head!”


  Daniel stepped back and held up his hands defensively before him.


  “Triska, what’s come over you?” he asked gently. “It’s me, Daniel. Don’t you care about me at all?”


  Triska growled and walked closer to him, sword held tightly in hand.


  “You’re not Daniel…” she hissed with anger as she geared back with her sword. “You dare toy with my heart like this? You dare to take the one that means more to me than anything in the entire world, and twist him around like this? You dare try to taint Daniel’s precious image in my head like this?”


  Daniel stepped back with fearful eyes as the sky above crackled with lightning and thunder, a powerful wind gusting through the field and blowing away the dead and decaying flowers. Triska’s hair fluttered around behind her as she held her sword up high, sheer anger seen in her eyes as she glared at the image of Daniel, the image she knew wasn’t the real Daniel at all.


  “Triska… calm down,” he said nervously.


  “Calm down? Calm DOWN?” Triska yelled out. She growled with fury in her eyes, her hands clutching her sword’s handle tightly. She shook her head slowly and then swung down with a vicious roar, cleaving through Daniel’s image with a powerful strike. The blade carved down through the body and struck into the ground, the image of Daniel exploding into ash and smoke as Triska screamed out with unrivaled anger.


  “YOU MONSTER!”


  *****


  Alyssa and the girls watched as Triska’s image swung forward with her sword, the phantom blade phasing through Alyssa as she smiled down at her friend. The image seemed to let out a powerful yet silent roar before fading away completely. All the girls watched Triska closely, noticing that her chest started to rise as she was breathing once again.


  “Triska…” Alyssa said softly.


  Slowly Triska’s eyes opened, looking up at seeing all the girls looking down at her with wonder. Specca and Squeak smiled with relief along with Luna while Falla merely watched the girl with a blank expression.


  “What… happened?” Triska asked quietly. Before she could move Alyssa lunged down and hugged her close, with Triska looking past her with surprise.


  “Don’t you dare leave us again, do you hear me? Never never,” Alyssa pleaded while holding the girl tightly. Triska glanced to her with wonder as Alyssa smiled with closed eyes.


  “Alyssa… was… that you I heard?”


  Alyssa nodded and leaned back from her hug.


  “Yes, and if you ever tell Daniel I said any of that I’ll make you so sorry,” she said softly, smiling with relief. Triska looked at her with wonder then smiled slightly. She blinked then noticed Falla and Luna looking down at her still.


  “Falla? Luna? What are you two doing here?”


  “Oh, us?” Falla said before pointing up. “Well, we’re here because of that.”


  Triska looked up then gasped as she saw Daniel in the arms of a strange monster.


  “Daniel!” she cried out as she and Alyssa quickly got back up on their feet. Alyssa held out her hand, summoning her staff into her grip as she glared at the airborne monster.


  “That’s what cursed all of us,” Alyssa explained with anger. “It put us in those endless nightmares to break our spirits and take our souls. It’s a spirit monster, a nightmare.”


  “That thing is to blame for all of this,” Specca added. “It was trying to take all of our souls by killing us with our worst fears. And it nearly got yours, Triska.”


  “Yeah, we just barely woke all of you up in time,” Luna said worriedly.


  Triska looked at her with surprise then over to Falla.


  “You two… saved us?”


  “Hey!” Falla barked out at her. “We only needed your help to save Daniel. He can’t knock me up if he’s dead and soulless!”


  Triska looked at her with bewilderment then up at the nightmare that was holding Daniel, the monster letting out a hoarse howl while glaring at the girls below.


  “We need to hurry and get Daniel away from it,” Luna said urgently. “It’s going to try to take his soul next.”


  Triska growled furiously as she reached back and unsheathed her sword, the metallic ring echoing out as she held her weapon at the ready.


  “So… this monster’s to blame for those accursed nightmares.”


  “You can’t kill it with physical weapons, it’s undead,” Falla pointed out glancing to her. Triska shook her head as she continued to glare at the nightmare, the girl then aiming her sword up at it with a sharp thrust.


  “That’s not going to stop me from hacking it into goddamned pieces!”


   


  


  Chapter 12


  I Love You


  In the world of Eden, tragedy could strike at any time. For those that ventured out into the world or marched off to battle, there was always the risk of never coming back. With bandits, monsters, and even nature itself posing a threat to those that traveled the lands, disaster could strike even when least suspected. No matter how skilled a warrior may be, or how cunning a traveler may seem, there was no way of knowing what lay around each corner. In this world inhabited by lustful monsters and treacherous humans, one must always prepare themselves for the unknown. Tread carefully when in the wild, keep your wits about you, trust only those closest to you, and if you have anything significant to say to somebody, tell them as soon as possible.


  Or forever hold your peace.


  *****


  "Alyssa, can't you snatch Daniel away from that thing?" Triska asked quickly, glancing to the witch. Alyssa shook her head as she kept her staff aimed up at the nightmare.


  "I've been trying to, it's like my magic goes right through it!”


  Specca watched the airborne monster closely, with something about it poking at her mind.


  "Through it…" she repeated quietly to herself.


  "Dammit, we can't let it get away with him," Triska raged as she glared up at the monster.


  Alyssa waved her staff towards the nightmare with a sharp thrust, again doing nothing to budge the monster while the air around it rippled away slightly.


  "I can't even grab onto it or Daniel,” she said with frustration. “How powerful is this thing anyway?"


  Specca looked carefully at the nightmare, seeing how it was holding Daniel close to it while letting out a ghastly moan.


  "Something's not right," Specca pointed out cautiously.


  "Falla, Luna, fly up there and-" Triska started before the butterfly sisters looked to her with disbelief.


  "And what, die horrifically and painfully? No thanks," Falla argued shaking her head.


  "We're not fighters like you,” Luna nervously said. “That's why we needed to wake you up first, so you could fight this thing.”


  "Yeah, we did our part,” Falla ordered before waving up to the nightmare. “Now do yours and get Daniel away from that thing. I can't get his seed if he's dead you know.”


  Triska, Alyssa, and Squeak looked to her with discontent while Specca continued to watch the nightmare carefully.


  "Excuse me?” Triska yelled out. “Like hell you're getting Daniel's seed!"


  "I helped save you and your friends' lives just now,” Falla barked back. “Not to mention he promised to help me get pregnant earlier. It's rightfully mine!"


  "No it isn’t, he promised you no such thing!" Alyssa yelled at her.


  "I just saved your life, witch,” Falla snapped at her. “Show some goddamned gratitude and quit trying to get in my way of having a daughter!"


  Squeak shook her head and pointed to Falla accusingly while squeaking in discontent. Falla just looked at her bewilderedly then shook her head.


  "I have no idea what you just said, but I don't like the way you said it!”


  "Hey!" Specca called out. The girls all looked to her as she was watching the nightmare carefully.      "Aside from Falla's illegitimate claim to Daniel's seed, this isn't right at all. Look," she said, pointing up towards the monster. The group looked up as the nightmare was still just watching them, floating in place while its tail coiled slowly around behind it again.


  "What are you talking about,” Falla demanded looking back to Specca. “And what the hell do you mean by 'my illegitimate claim'?"


  "Look, its holding Daniel," Specca pointed out.


  "Yeah, we can see that, what's your point?" Triska asked.


  Alyssa blinked then slowly peered closely at the nightmare.


  "Wait a minute, how is it holding him?" she asked carefully.


  The girls looked to her then back up to the nightmare as Specca adjusted her glasses, examining the airborne monster cautiously.


  "What do you mean?” Falla scoffed at the witch. “With its arms. What are you, stupid?"


  Alyssa glanced to her then shook her head.


  "Nightmares are ethereal monsters. Spirits. Ghosts," she explained with annoyance.


  "How can it hold onto Daniel, it doesn't have a physical body," Specca said shaking her head with confusion.


  "Wait, you mean nightmares can't grab onto their prey?" Triska asked.


  "No,” Specca said while watching the nightmare carefully. “They don't have bodies, it's impossible. They can only interact with you in your dreams, in the real world they're just spectral entities.”


  "But… it's holding onto him right now," Luna said pointing up at the nightmare.


  "Yes, but it shouldn't be able to,” Specca clarified. “It's been scratching into my mind since I saw it up there, and now I understand why. A nightmare holding Daniel like that just can't be possible.”


  Alyssa blinked then looked over to Lucky, the horse still standing peacefully while looking ahead at the foggy surroundings.


  "Lucky isn't screaming or anything…" she said cautiously.


  The girls all looked to the horse that was somehow remaining perfectly calm while a nightmare was floating above the caravan, then back up to the monster with puzzled expressions.


  "How can Lucky be so calm about a nightmare flying over our heads, can't he see it?" Triska asked.


  Alyssa looked over to Lucky then back up to the nightmare, the ethereal monster just hovering in place while looking down at them.


  "Why isn't it flying away with Daniel?” Falla asked. “Why is it just floating up there watching us?"


  "Nightmares always stay close to their prey when they’re haunting them," Specca said softly, slowly looking around at the veils of fog surrounding the area. After a pause she looked up at the nightmare, her eyes widening as she watched it just stare back down at them.


  "It's not holding Daniel!”


  "What are you talking about?” Falla argued before waving up at the nightmare. “We can all see it clear as day up there holding him.”


  Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the nightmare then held her staff out to the side, yanking Triska's blade out of her hand and casting it into the air in a wild spin.


  "Alyssa! What are you doing?" Triska yelled out as they watched the sword whip around in an arc and strike at the nightmare, the blade phasing right through the monster’s head without a sound. Alyssa stared at the nightmare with surprise as the airborne sword flew down and struck into the ground next to Triska.


  "It… went right through the nightmare," Triska said in disbelief.


  "It's not real, it's an illusion!" Alyssa called out.


  "It's just taunting us, stalling us so it can steal Daniel's soul,” Specca explained. “Nightmares are very adept with using magical trickery and illusions, their curses are proof of that alone.”


  The nightmare let out a quiet wail before slowly dissolving into black smoke that drifted away along with the image of Daniel in her arms.


  "What, but… then where's Daniel?” Triska asked looking around quickly. “And the real nightmare, where are they?"


  "They have to be close by,” Specca reasoned. “The nightmare was trying to steal our souls as well. It couldn't be far off from here.”


  Alyssa glanced around carefully then slowly lowered her staff as she looked down at the ground.


  "Girls… do you remember what we were doing when we stopped here?"


  Triska, Squeak, and Specca looked to her then to each other.


  "We… um, we stopped for something," Triska said unsurely. Squeak looked down in puzzlement as Specca thought about it, scratching her head as she tried to remember what happened before falling asleep.


  "I was wondering that myself,” Falla mentioned. “You were all lying around asleep after stopping in the middle of nowhere. What were you doing here anyway?”


  "I… don't remember exactly,” Specca said worriedly. “I can't remember what was real or one of those accursed dreams I had.”


  Squeak shook her head and squeaked something while Triska looked around quickly.


  "Dammit, I… I don't remember either,” Triska said. “We stopped here for something, but I have no idea what.”


  Alyssa looked down in thought, struggling to remember where Daniel went before they all lost consciousness to the nightmare's curse. She remembered they stopped for a reason, and Daniel offered to take care of that reason so the girls could relax. After a moment she slowly looked back towards Lucky.


  "Lucky," she said softly. The girls all looked to her as she stared at the white horse nearby. "Daniel… was going to take Lucky off to graze somewhere. We stopped so he could get something to eat.”


  All the girls looked to the horse that was still hitched to the caravan with confusion.


  "But… the horse is still there," Falla said puzzled.


  Alyssa watched Lucky carefully, the horse not showing any fear or reaction to anything around him. After a pause she quickly glanced around then looked back to the horse with urgency.


  "Lucky, bandits!"


  Lucky didn't budge an inch. The girls just watched him stand there casually, not making a sound or even looking over to Alyssa.


  "What the… he's not doing anything," Triska said.


  "Lucky?" Specca asked worriedly. Alyssa narrowed her eyes as she clutched her staff tightly in her hand.


  "That's not Lucky!" Alyssa declared, the witch then throwing her staff towards Lucky. The group watched as it flew through the horse, the image of the animal washing away in swirling clouds of black smoke while the relic shot out the other side and struck into the dirt road. As the smoke cleared the girls saw the nightmare where the horse was before, glaring at them with glowing blue eyes as a dark shadow circled around beneath it. The monster floated above the ground while its coiled skeletal tail slowly unraveled, phasing through the caravan slightly before moving forward and turning to face the group.


  "Lucky was never with us, it was that damned thing the entire time?" Triska asked with surprise.


  "Daniel took Lucky off to graze, we were waiting for them to come back," Alyssa explained as she glared at the nightmare that mirrored her horse's image for them.


  "But then where's Daniel?" Falla shouted out with frustration.


  "He could be anywhere out there with the real Lucky,” Triska said looking around at the fog. “Asleep and having his soul being taken away.”


  Specca examined the nightmare carefully then slowly shook her head.


  "No, it wouldn't try to isolate Daniel,” she reasoned. “It doesn't need a male to breed, it needs souls. It doesn't matter if they're from a man or monster, male or female, it just wants souls, and lots of them.”


  "It wanted all of us, not just Daniel," Alyssa said looking over to the nixie. Specca nodded and slowly looked around at the caravan.


  "It switched places with Lucky while he was out there, and Daniel brought it right back to us. Which means…" she said before trailing off, eyes widening with the realization.


  "Which means 'Lucky' has got to be the absolute worst name for that horse!” Triska cried out at Alyssa. “Seriously, Alyssa, he's anything but lucky!"


  Alyssa looked at her with disbelief then shook her head with frustration.


  "She means Daniel's here, you idiot!"


  "No he isn't,” Falla said shaking her head. “We searched the area for him before waking you up. He's not in the caravan or around it anywhere. All we found was the nightmare inside that thing, and it flew outside as soon as we saw it.” She blinked then looked to Luna with confusion.


  "Wait a second, Luna? Didn't you say it touched your wing in the caravan?"


  The group looked to Luna as she showed a worried expression and nodded.


  "Um, well yes, I felt it brush against my wing while I was inside. Why?"


  "You felt it?” Alyssa asked. “But… the nightmare couldn't have touched you, it's just a spirit monster.”


  "I'm not making this up!” Luna cried out defensively. “I felt something brush against my wing that wasn't there, I know I did!"


  The girls looked at her for a moment then over to the caravan.


  "If it wasn't the nightmare she felt touching her wing…" Triska said carefully.


  "Something that was there, but couldn't be seen…" Specca said as the girls all looked back to each other. After a moment's pause they all jumped and looked back to the caravan.


  "Daniel!" they all cried out.


  Triska growled then quickly grabbed her sword. She ran towards the nightmare with the others following behind her. The nightmare howled loudly at them before Triska swung down with her blade, slicing through the ethereal image causing it to billow away to the sides in darkened wisps of smoke. The girls all raced past where the monster was split in half, the nightmare then slowly reforming and looking back to seeing them scrambling into the caravan.


  "He's in here! He's being hidden by the nightmare!" Specca called out.


  "That's why it lured us outside,” Falla growled with frustration. “To keep us from getting close to Daniel. How dare that damned thing try to deceive me like that, nobody can trick anyone better than me!”


  The other girls merely glanced to her briefly with dull expressions from that remark before looking around inside the cabin quickly again.


  "Where was it, Luna, where did you feel him touch your wing?" Alyssa asked urgently.


  Luna looked over to Alyssa then pointed to her left bottom wing segment.


  "Right there, it scared the hell out of me," she whined.


  Triska growled then shook Luna by the shoulders.


  "She means where in the cabin did you feel him touching your wing, where was he?" she yelled out with frustration. Luna nodded fearfully then quickly scrambled around on her hands and knees, patting around the floor franticly as she searched towards the back wall.


  "I don't know, it… it was over here I think?"


  The nightmare floated over towards the entrance of the cabin, letting out a ghostly wail as it glared at the girls.


  "Hurry and find him, we're running out of time!" Triska shouted out as she and Specca started patting around franticly inside the cabin, both working their way towards the back wall while the others watched with anxious eyes.


  "I can't see anything in here, it's too dark," Specca said while searching for the hidden boy.


  "Just find him, hurry!" Alyssa yelled out looking back to the nightmare before over to the girls again. Luna searched around hastily then jumped in surprise as her hand touched something that couldn't be seen.


  "Wait, I found him! He's here, he's over here!" she called out with a bright smile.


  The other girls rushed over to her as the nightmare slowly started to enter the cabin, the monster's body partially phasing through the floor as it wailed quietly at them.


  "Daniel? Daniel!" Triska cried out as she ran her hands franticly across something that wasn't there in plain sight, the body of a human that was lying on the floor near the back wall.


  "It's him, it's him it's him it's him!" Alyssa cheered as she patted down the boy's leg.


  "Here's his arm, and his shoulder," Specca exclaimed as she felt along the boy's shirt up to his collar.


  "Here's his chest, he's still breathing!" Triska called out with renewed hope as she could make out his chest moving up and down gently with each breath he took.


  "Here's his pants, and his-" Falla said as she felt along the boy's pants, right up to something that she immediately took notice of. The other girls all looked over to her as she licked her lips slowly, her hand gently gripping something as she smiled slightly.


  "Um, are we sure he's having a nightmare? Because he seems pretty har-" Falla started before she was thrown back into the wall by a magical force, coughing out on impact before slumping down while Alyssa had her hand held out towards her.


  "Thank you, Falla,” Alyssa growled through her teeth. “We can take it from here.”


  She looked back down to the invisible boy as she set her staff down then held both her hands to his chest, her eyes glowing purple as a few rings of light appeared on the floor.


  "Hey, what's the big idea?” Falla grunted with annoyance as she rubbed her head. “What was… that… for…" She trailed off as she watched the sight with wonder. Alyssa focused her magic, her hands glowing brightly as the circles below formed into strange and erratic symbols.


  "You won't hide him from us," Alyssa declared firmly as the lights from the symbols shifted around, brightening up erratically while the girls all watched with hopeful eyes. Slowly Daniel's body started to appear from trails of light running along his arms and legs, his chest and head gradually becoming visible in a faint outline as dark streaks of light rippled away and dissolved with short hisses. Alyssa showed a focused expression as a pulse of light shot out from her hands, spreading over Daniel's body and lighting it up brightly. The group shielded their eyes as a veil of black haze shattered around Daniel followed by a flash of light. Alyssa breathed out as the light faded, with the glowing circles on the floor remaining while they started to slowly fade away. The girls all looked back down to him as he became fully visible then gasped as they saw his shadowy spectral image above him, its face showing a heartbroken expression.


  "No… no! Daniel!" Alyssa cried out.


  "It's taking his soul!" Specca screamed as she and Squeak stared at the spectral image with fearful eyes. Falla and Luna watched the image waver slightly above Daniel's body with surprise while Triska looked down to him with fright.


  "DANIEL!"


  *****


  Daniel was standing out in the open plains, the sky above being dark and cloudy while all around were thick veils of mist drifting about. His expression was of disbelief and sorrow as he saw three monster girls glaring at him with anger.


  "You lied to me, you were never going to consider me," Alyssa said through bared teeth, her eyes having a few tears dropping from them as she choked back her sobs.


  "You just wanted to use me, like a walking library, how could you?" Specca shouted out, crying behind her glasses as she trembled with frustration.


  Squeak merely squeaked something at Daniel with discontent, her eyes watering up as she clenched her fists in anger.


  "No, that's not true,” Daniel pleaded as he shook his head. “How could you all think that?"


  "You just used me to get a free ride out here!” Alyssa yelled out. “You were never going to mate with me at all, were you?"


  "You just said you'd consider me so I'd be your guide,” Specca snapped at him. “You used me like a tool. I trusted you!"


  Squeak waved her hand around threateningly, squeaking at Daniel with stern and sharp squeaks while she raged about something in her own language.


  "That's not true,” Daniel desperately insisted. “I didn't use you at all. And I was telling the truth when I said I'd consider you, that wasn't a lie.”


  "Shut up!” Alyssa scoffed before she turned to walk away. “I can't believe I fell for your lies, letting a mere human trick me like this.”


  "I used to think humans were wonderful creatures,” Specca whimpered before turning to walk away as well. “Now I see they're nothing but real monsters.”


  Squeak merely squeaked something with a few tears dropping from her face and then turned to walk away while squeaking quietly to herself.


  "No! Alyssa, Specca, Squeak! Please, come back, that's not true, I never lied to you!" Daniel called out as the girls vanished into the mist. He ran after them, looking around franticly as the endless fields of haze drifted around him.


  "Alyssa! Specca! Squeak! Please don't go, please!"


  "How could you?" Triska said from behind, her voice strained and shaky. Daniel looked back to seeing Triska standing behind him, looking at him with teary eyes. "How could you ever choose a monster over me? How could you even think about choosing a goddamned monster over me?"


  "Triska…" he said, turning back to face her with worry.


  "Are you happy now, Daniel?” Triska shouted out with anger. “Did you prove your point? I hope you're satisfied with yourself, you dragged us both out here for nothing!"


  *****


  "Wake up, Daniel!” Triska cried out while shaking him by the shoulders. “It's not real! Nothing you're seeing is real!"


  "Don't let it scare you, Daniel!” Alyssa yelled as she shook his arm. “It's not real! You’re having a bad dream!”


  "Whatever you're seeing is an illusion,” Specca pleaded as she shook his shoulder. “It's just a dream! Wake up!"


  The girls watched as Daniel's spectral image showed a heartbroken expression, shaking its head slowly as it stared ahead at something.


  *****


  Triska slowly walked towards Daniel, sobbing with a devastated look as Daniel watched her with concern.


  "You had us come out all this way, and for what?” Triska shouted out. “Face it, Daniel, humans and monsters are never going to coexist like you dreamed of, it's never going to happen!"


  "Triska… you can't mean that, I thought you believed in me as well," Daniel said shaking his head with disbelief.


  "I did, and I was a fool to trust you!” Triska yelled out with frustration. “I can't believe I let you trick me like this, everyone in the village was right about you! You're out of your mind, blind to the world around you. I nearly got raped by a succubus because of you, and for what? Because you think you can talk to these things, and that they'll just listen to you?"


  "But… Alyssa, Specca, and Squeak…"


  "They're gone, Daniel!” Triska shouted out at him. “They left us in the middle of nowhere! They were never going to help us; they just wanted you because you've got a penis! How can you be so blind? They just wanted to use you to breed with, just like all monsters do!"


  "No, they wouldn't, they're not like that…"


  "Yes they are!” Triska raged with a glare at him. “They just wanted to hump you, Daniel! Why else would they have come along with us? To help us? To help us find monsters that wanted to be our allies? Wake up and face the world for how it is, Daniel. That's never going to happen!"


  "No, you're wrong, that's not how it has to be," Daniel said shaking his head.


  Triska looked at him anger and frustration, her hand slowly reaching back towards her sword.


  "I wasted my life believing in you, trusting you, following you out here. You're going to be the death of me and all those you drag down with you in this suicidal crusade of yours," she growled, grabbing her sword and slowly pulling it out.


  "Triska, what are you doing?" he asked fearfully as the girl kept walking towards him, with him backing up nervously as she glared at him with her sword in hand.


  "My mother was right,” she said coldly. “Nothing good could have come from you or your beliefs.”


  *****


  "Daniel! Daniel, please, wake up!" Triska screamed into Daniel's ear, franticly shaking him while the other girls watched with fearful eyes. His spectral image wavered slightly above his body as it showed a frightened expression.


  "It's not real, whatever you're seeing it's not real!" Triska cried out as she desperately tried to wake him up.


  "Please, Daniel, you have to wake up! Don't leave us!" Alyssa cried out, tears falling from her face as she kept shaking his arm.


  "You promised to knock me up!” Falla shouted while shaking his leg. “You can't do that if you're dead! You promised!"


  The other girls didn't even bother glancing to her or commenting on her single-minded concern, instead they all kept watching with worried eyes as Daniel remained motionless while his spectral image was showing fright.


  "No,” Specca whimpered. “Not like this, he can't be taken away like this.”


  Squeak shook Daniel by the shoulder and squeaked loudly into his other ear, trying again and again to reach him in his dream. She then looked back and jumped with a loud squeak as the nightmare floated into the cabin, the monster phasing partially through the ceiling above so that most of its tail was sticking out above the caravan. The other girls looked up to see it suspended above Daniel, the monster watching the spectral image of the boy with a cold smile.


  "No! Leave him alone, get away from him!" Specca cried out as she franticly flailed her hands around at the nightmare. The monster's image distorted and parted around her hands with black clouds of smoke then reformed again while keeping its eyes locked onto its prey.


  "You monster, you can't take him from me!" Triska yelled before she swung up with her sword, the blade shifting right through the ethereal monster and whacking into the ceiling. The nightmare reformed again from being cut across the shoulder and chest, not being distracted in the least as it let out a ghostly moan while holding a hand out towards Daniel.


  "Daniel! Daniel, wake up, wake up!" Alyssa cried out into Daniel's ear.


  *****


  "Triska, stop," Daniel pleaded as Triska glared at him, the girl slowly moving towards him as the mist around them started to turn red. The sky above shifted to a dark night while the ground below them became dead and lifeless, the grass seeming to dissolve into ashes before drifting away in the breeze.


  "I hate you…" Triska growled.


  *****


  "Daniel! You have to wake up! Please!" Triska cried out, watching the nightmare above smiling coldly down at the spectral image of Daniel. Triska shook her head and looked back down to Daniel, quickly clinging onto him for dear life.


  "Daniel!"


  *****


  "Triska, you can't mean that…" Daniel said with disbelief, seeing Triska's cold glare as she geared back with her sword. Her eyes showed pure rage as she clenched her blade's handle, her teeth bared slightly as she stepped closer.


  "That kitsune should have left you for dead,” she hissed. “Saving your life was a horrible mistake.”


  Daniel stared at her with shock as a cold feeling started to etch into his heart, his body feeling heavier as he struggled to breathe properly.


  "Triska…" he said quietly, his voice shaky while the world around started to turn to a deep crimson.


  *****


  The girls watched as the spectral image's expression became of sorrow and disbelief, wavering slightly while the nightmare above let out a ghostly moan.


  "No… Daniel… Daniel!" Alyssa cried out with wide eyes.


  *****


  Daniel backed up another step as the ground below became barren and parched, appearing to lose all life as the mist around became a darker shade of crimson. The sky above held no stars, only pitch darkness seen overhead as Triska's blade cast a soft red bloom from the surrounding haze.


  "Triska… not you too," Daniel breathed out with sorrow.


  In a flash Triska lunged towards him with a forward thrust followed by her furious yell that echoed out into the surrounding unseen.


  *****


  Daniel’s spectral image jerked about slightly, showing a shocked expression, before slowly falling limp as all the girls stared with horror at the sight. The image wavered slightly as the nightmare above let out a ghostly wail.


  “No… he can’t… he… no!” Specca cried out.


  Triska shakily sat up and stared with teary eyes at Daniel’s image which was no longer moving, its eyes slowly closing as its head started to hang down.


  “No…” she shakily breathed out.


  "Daniel!" Alyssa screamed as she gripped her hat with fright.


  Triska trembled as she stared at Daniel's image, her heart skipping a beat as she felt a cold chill run down her spine.


  "No… no! NO! DANIEL!" she screamed out in agony, dropping down and holding onto Daniel. Squeak stared at the boy's image with shock and slowly shook her head, a few tears welling up in her eyes as she squeaked quietly. Triska cried out as she held onto Daniel, her tears dropping down onto his neck as she clung to him tightly. Alyssa stared at the image with horror then looked down to seeing Daniel no longer moving, his chest remaining perfectly still. She gasped and quickly held her hands to his chest, feeling no heartbeat or breathing.


  "No… NO!”


  Triska cried out into the air, tears dropping from her face as she shook her head violently. Specca held a hand over her mouth as she started to cry, tears welling up behind her glasses as she shook her head in sorrow.


  "Daniel! DANIEL!" Triska yelled out, holding onto Daniel from around the neck and keeping him close as she felt her own heart breaking.


  “Daniel! Daniel, please don’t die!” Alyssa sobbed loudly as she held onto his arm desperately, tears dropping from her face.


  "It's not real, Daniel, it's not real!" Triska cried. The girls looked down to her with remorseful expressions as she sobbed loudly, holding onto Daniel as her arms trembled. "Please, Daniel, wake up! Don’t die, please don’t die!"


  The group watched as she sobbed loudly while holding onto the boy that was no longer breathing, her cries being heard over Alyssa, Specca, Squeak, and Luna’s whimpers as they watched with devastated eyes. Falla clenched her fists with frustration and looked down, shaking her head slowly as she closed her eyes. Triska trembled then started to loosen from her embrace, her body feeling like it was drained of strength as she wept quietly.


  "Daniel… please don’t go…" Slowly she looked over to his face as she struggled to hold back her tears, seeing that he wasn’t breathing and lying perfectly still. “No… you can’t leave me like this…”


  Taking an unsteady breath she held Daniel close, resting her head next to his as the others watched with pained expressions.


  "Daniel… I don't know if you can hear us… or me. I don’t know if any of this is reaching you. But… you have to know something…"


  *****


  "Tris… ka…" Daniel strained out as his eyes slowly began to close, his hands holding onto the bloodied blade that was pierced through his chest. Triska glared at him as she held her sword with one hand, her other holding onto his shoulder and keeping him pulled forward.


  "Shut up, Daniel. Just die," Triska said coldly as the surrounding world started to turn dark and hazy. Slowly the red bloom from the mist faded away as everything started to vanish into the darkness.


  *****


  "I've… wanted to tell you something,” Triska choked out between her sobs. “Ever since we left Edgewood, ever since we were little. I've wanted to tell you, but… I was too scared.”


  Alyssa, Squeak, and Specca glanced to each other with remorseful looks then back down to Triska, all of them knowing what she wanted to say. However none of them felt the urge to interrupt her this time.


  "Daniel…" Triska said softly. She started breathing heavily as she glanced up to seeing Daniel's spectral image, his eyes closed as his hands had dropped to his sides. All the girls watched with sorrowful eyes as the image started to slowly rise up towards the nightmare, the monster letting out a small ghastly wail as it smiled coldly at its victim. Triska trembled as she felt her heart aching, her breathing becoming ragged, her hands shaking, and her mouth quivering. She struggled to hold in her tears, to pull back her screams, to pray that this was all just a nightmare of her own, that none of this was real and that Daniel was alive and well.


  "No… Daniel…" Alyssa whimpered as she watched with teary eyes. Specca and Squeak started crying as they watched with sorrow, both shakily reaching out for the spectral image that continued to rise up towards the nightmare. Luna started crying as well while Falla watched with frustration and despair.


  Triska started breathing heavily, her gasps for air drawing everyone's attention. She began to shake with disbelief and agony, her body unable to remain still or calm down. The group watched as she trembled violently, struggling with something that was working its way out of her throat. She breathed heavily and rapidly, her mind racing as she witnessed Daniel's soul being taken away by a monster. She couldn't take it anymore, couldn't hold it in any longer. Any fear she had before was thrown into oblivion as she quickly hugged Daniel close and buried her face into his shoulder, crying out with every ounce of strength she had the three words she so desperately wanted to tell him.


  "I LOVE YOU!"


  *****


  Daniel's eyes shot open, staring ahead with shock as Triska's voice echoed in his head.


  "I LOVE YOU!"


  Triska stared at him with surprise and disbelief as he slowly looked up, straining to move as the distant yet powerful words reached him. His body felt cold, dead, and rigid. Yet a small fire seemed to burn within, just enough to remind him what the warmth felt like from inside. Slowly he felt the impression, although faintly, of somebody holding him and their warm breath on his neck.


  "Tri… ska?" he breathed out.


  "Just die already!" Triska yelled out.


  Daniel looked back to her, seeing nothing but rage in her eyes. Not once had she ever shown so much anger, so much hatred towards him in all the years he had known her. She growled and pulled him closer, pushing the blade further out behind him as it carved through his body. Blood spilled down his shirt and pants as he struggled to stay awake, staring into the harsh glare of the girl who was his best friend.


  "I love you, Daniel! I love you!"


  Triska looked around with a startled expression, seeing that the world had stopped falling into darkness around them.


  "What is this? Who’s saying that?" she shouted out.


  Daniel slowly looked down, seeing the blade that was struck into him, his blood that was dripping down on the steel as well as his clothing.


  "Please come back, Daniel! Come back to me!"


  Daniel shakily reached out and grabbed Triska by the shirt, the girl looking back to him with surprise as he was glaring at her with weary eyes.


  "You're… not Triska," he coughed out. Triska looked down to the blade then to him with disbelief.


  "No… how can you still be alive? You should be dead by now.”


  Daniel growled then grabbed Triska's dagger, the girl looking to it with surprise as he yanked it out and geared back with it.


  "Impossible! How?" Triska cried out.


  Daniel let out a hoarse yell before striking down with the dagger, plunging the blade into Triska's head with a crunch. She jerked slightly before remaining still, staring at Daniel with wide eyes of shock. Daniel gripped the sword's handle and slowly pulled it out, cringing and straining himself as he gasped in pain. With one final pull he yanked the sword out then threw it over to the side, struggling to remain standing before he then pulled out the dagger from the girl's skull. She dropped down to her knees and wavered slightly before slowly looking up at Daniel, her eyes turning into cold blue orbs while her hair started to shift to black.


  "How… can you…" she said in a ghostly voice, her hands and legs slowly darkening and crumbling into black ash.


  Daniel breathed heavily as he held a hand over his chest wound, glaring down at her as she slowly wavered. After a pause he geared back with the dagger and growled weakly at the monster.


  "This nightmare ends now," he declared, before swinging down and jamming the dagger into the skull of the monster. It let out a hoarse screech before dropping back, collapsing and shattering into black dust as Daniel watched it with a deep glare. He struggled to remain standing for a moment then dropped down onto his knee, breathing heavily as he looked down with closed eyes. Slowly he wavered then started to fall back, his world fading to white as he lost consciousness.


  *****


  The nightmare screamed with a horrible shriek, thrashing around as the girls looked up to it with surprise, all except for Triska who remained next to Daniel, holding him close and weeping quietly. Daniel's spectral image vanished as the nightmare started to dissolve into black smoke with the girls watching it carefully.


  "What's happening?" Luna asked nervously as she quickly hid behind Squeak. Falla scrambled back away from the wall while Alyssa and Specca watched the wailing monster with cautious eyes, a few tears still dropping from their cheeks as they saw the nightmare howling in agony. Its skeletal tail started to dissolve into smoke, trailing up towards its body as it yelled out with a ghostly cry. It flailed around before looking down to Daniel with a sharp gasp, the monster staring with wide eyes at the boy as its body turned to smoke and billowed away through the ceiling of the caravan. The girls all stared at where the monster had vanished then looked down to Daniel and Triska.


  "No… is he… is he…" Specca whimpered nervously.


  Triska choked back her sobs and slowly leaned back from her embrace, looking at Daniel with sorrowful eyes.


  "Daniel… I love you…" she said softly.


  Slowly Alyssa, Specca, and Squeak all laid down and rested their heads on his chest, all closing their eyes with sorrow. Triska looked over to them, the girls all holding onto his shirt as they wept quietly.


  "I love you, Daniel," Alyssa said softly.


  "As do I, Daniel," Specca sobbed quietly.


  Squeak nodded and squeaked as she nuzzled against Daniel's shirt. She paused for a moment then jumped up with a quick squeak, staring down at Daniel with wide eyes. Triska looked at her with a slight amount of curiosity then over to see Alyssa and Specca quickly jumping up as well, both looking down at Daniel with surprise.


  "What is it?" Luna asked.


  Specca quickly held a hand over Daniel's heart, her eyes widening as Alyssa put her ear to his chest.


  "His heart… it's beating," Specca said looking to Triska, who jumped with surprise.


  "He's breathing, he's breathing again!" Alyssa cheered out as she sat up and looked down at Daniel with amazement. Falla and Luna looked closely to seeing Daniel's chest slowly rising and lowering with each breath. Triska stared with an open mouth then looked to Daniel, seeing his mouth opened slightly as he was breathing again.


  "D-D-Daniel?" Triska stuttered out with shock.


  Slowly Daniel opened his eyes, groaning quietly as he started to come to his senses. He blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the dark interior of the cabin then saw four girls leaning over him, all staring at him with stunned expressions.


  "Daniel," Alyssa breathed out as she smiled with tears in her eyes.


  "You're… alive," Specca said with great relief.


  Squeak started crying with joy as she squeaked a few times.


  Daniel blinked then slowly looked over to Triska, the girl staring at him with loving eyes.


  "Triska?"


  Without wasting a moment Triska quickly lunged down and kissed him, holding him close as a few tears of joy dropped from her cheeks. The other girls watched with surprise as Triska kissed him passionately, overwhelmed with emotions at seeing him alive once again. After a while she leaned back and looked down with longing eyes at Daniel, who was staring up at her with wonder.


  "I… heard…" he breathed out.


  "What I've wanted to tell you for the longest time," Triska finished with a warm smile. Daniel looked at her with wonder as she gazed down into his eyes. "I love you, Daniel, with all my heart.”


  Daniel stared into her eyes, rendered speechless by her words.


  "I love you too, Daniel!" Alyssa cried out, lunging down and embracing the boy. Triska stumbled back with surprise as Alyssa held onto Daniel tightly with loving eyes.


  "I love you, Daniel. I do I do I do, it's true," she said softly before kissing him, the boy staring at her with surprise. Triska growled loudly through bared teeth then yanked the witch off of Daniel, holding her up and glaring at the girl with fury.


  "Hey!” Triska roared. “Daniel and I were having a heartfelt moment, what the hell do you think you're doing?”


  She and Alyssa then looked over as Squeak was heard squeaking numerous times, nuzzling against Daniel's cheek with a loving smile as he was glancing to her with a surprised expression still on his face. Squeak then pulled Daniel into a kiss, with him staring with surprise at first before relaxing and showing a glazed look in his eye.


  "SQUEAK!" Triska and Alyssa yelled out with shock.


  Squeak pulled back from her kiss and smiled lovingly at Daniel, squeaking happily before being quickly yanked off to the side by Triska and Alyssa. Daniel blinked a few times as the euphoric sensation washed through his lips and mouth, his world blurring slightly before returning to normal. As he began to see clearly again, with his mind still reeling from the powerful kiss by Squeak, Specca gently guided his gaze over to her, the nixie lying on her legs next to him and gazing into his eyes with a loving smile.


  "Don't you ever scare me like that again, Daniel. My heart couldn't bear to be parted with you," she said gently before pulling him into a kiss. He watched with wonder while Triska, Alyssa, and Squeak, the girls having halted instantly in their three-way struggle, stared at them with surprise.


  "SPECCA!" Triska and Alyssa shouted out along with Squeak's loud squeak.


  Specca leaned back from her kiss and smiled at Daniel. He stared at her speechless before Luna quickly jumped onto his lap and looked at him with an eager smile.


  "Can I get a kiss too? Please please please?" she asked hopefully while bouncing up and down on his lap. Daniel just stared at her with bewilderment before Falla knocked Luna off of him, the red eyed butterfly girl then quickly taking her place on his lap.


  "I'll have you know that I woke up your friends for you before they died,” she said sternly while crossing her arms. “Not to mention I figured out where you were being hidden by that nightmare. Now, seeing as how you're in my debt, own up to your promise and give me your seed.”


  Daniel just stared at her for a moment then slowly glanced around at the girls. Luna was looking at Falla curiously while the other girls were staring at her with a combination of frustration, rage, and disbelief.


  "What… just happened?" Daniel asked slowly.


  *****


  The fog slowly started to disappear around the caravan as sunlight began to pierce through the clouds above, the dark and hazy weather gradually receding as the day returned to normal. The lingering power from the fallen nightmare eventually vanished, restoring the surroundings to their original, peaceful state.


  "This is bullshit!" Falla screamed out into the air, the girl struggling to move as she was bound down on the grass by green vines. Her wings were unable to flutter as she kicked around on the grass franticly, growling and shouting while her hands were tied down to her sides. As she thrashed around, unable to sit up or break free from the magically summoned weeds, Luna was kneeling down next to her, watching her sister with worried eyes.


  "Don't just sit there, Luna!” Falla yelled out. “Get me out of this mess!"


  Luna blinked then looked up to Squeak who was standing behind her with her arms crossed. The ant girl glanced to her and merely shook her head with a blank expression, with Luna then looking back down to Falla.


  "Um, sorry, I can’t," she said before looking down with remorse.


  "Don't listen to her, I'm your sister! Don't let them tie me down like this!"


  "You tied yourself up before, how's this any different?" Alyssa asked flatly as she walked up to them, holding her staff in one hand and a plate of cookies in the other. Luna glanced to her worriedly then back down to Falla who was snarling and kicking around on the ground. Alyssa shook her head then handed the plate of cookies to Luna.


  "Here, Luna, as thanks for helping us," Alyssa said kindly. Luna looked at the plate with wide eyes then to Alyssa.


  "For… me?" she asked quietly.


  "You two helped us back there, so, this is me saying thank you," Alyssa said with a shrug.


  "What?” Falla yelled out. “She gets cookies and I get tied down? This is complete bullshit!”


  Luna looked to the plate of cookies with wonder, then back to Alyssa, then back to the plate.


  "Really? Those… are for me?"


  "Yep yep, I made them mysel-" Alyssa started before Luna snatched the cookies from the plate and started munching on them with a deranged smile, shoving them into her mouth with both hands.


  "COOKIES!" Luna screamed as she savagely ate the living hell out of the chocolate chip snacks. Alyssa and Squeak stared with wide eyes while even Falla had stopped her struggling to watch as her sister devoured the cookies, laughing manically while twitching and giggling to herself.


  "Holy… shit, you could lose a hand in there," Alyssa said quietly as she stared at the girl with a stunned expression.


  Luna finished eating and quickly licked her fingers clean then looked to Alyssa with wide eyes of wonder. Before Alyssa could run away in fear Luna quickly hugged her close with a twisted smile.


  "I LOVE YOU, ALYSSA!" she screamed before laughing hysterically. Alyssa just stared at her with a shocked expression while Squeak slowly shook her head with wide eyes still. Alyssa trembled then nodded with a nervous smile.


  "I… like you too, Luna… okay?" she asked shakily.


  Luna laughed wildly for a moment then looked down to Falla, letting go of Alyssa who promptly darted behind Squeak.


  "Oh, I'm sorry, did you want one too?" Luna asked curiously, her persona appearing to have returned to normal in the blink of an eye. Falla just looked at her with frustration.


  "No, what I want is not to be tied down for being a hero!"


  "You tried to strip Daniel down naked while demanding he give you his seed a short while ago, how does that make you a hero?" Specca inquired, walking over to the group while watching Falla with an accusing stare. Falla growled then glared at her.


  "He promised me!"


  "Is that why he kept yelling out 'stop'?"


  "I saved all of your lives!"


  "And we spared yours after you tried to strip Daniel down and rape him in front of all of us,” Specca said before waving over to Alyssa. “We even brought out cookies for you as a show of gratitude for what you did.”


  "Um, actually,” Alyssa said glancing to Luna from behind Squeak. “Luna… ate them all.”


  "COOKIES!" Luna shouted out, looking around with a deranged smile again. Specca looked at her with surprise while Alyssa franticly shook her head.


  "No, Luna, no more cookies! All gone!" Alyssa cried out.


  Luna stopped instantly, blinked, and then looked down with a saddened expression.


  "Aw, I like cookies.”


  "What… is wrong with her?" Specca asked carefully, adjusting her glasses as she examined Luna.


  "Where do I begin?" Falla said flatly.


  Squeak just watched Luna with a raised eyebrow then looked over to see Triska walking towards them from the caravan. Alyssa and Specca looked over to Triska as well, noticing that she was walking with a slow stride while looking down with closed eyes.


  "Triska?" Specca asked softly. Falla and Luna looked over to the human as she walked up to the group. Triska kept her head hung low with closed eyes, her hand trembling slightly at her side for a moment.


  "Is Daniel still in shock after what Falla did to him?" Alyssa asked, looking back over to the caravan. Triska twitched slightly then looked over to her with frustration and teary eyes.


  "After what Falla did? After what Falla did? How about after what you all did!"


  The girls all looked at her curiously as she trembled with anger.


  "What we all did?" Alyssa asked puzzled.


  "I finally confess how I feel about him,” Triska snapped with teary eyes. “I finally tell him what I've been dying to tell him for years! I finally tell him I love him, and what happens then? You all interrupt us with your damned confessions too, what the hell is wrong with all of you? You ruined everything!"


  All the girls jumped a bit and watched her worriedly as she shook her head with tears dropping from her cheeks.


  "Daniel couldn't even form a sensible word after all of that nonsense,” she said gripping her head with frustration. “All he did was just keep looking from me down to the floor constantly as he struggled to say anything! You ruined everything for me! You ruined what was supposed to be a magical moment for both of us!"


  "Hey, hold on, Triska,” Specca argued. “We were all glad he was alive, we had every right to express how we felt with him too.”


  "Yeah,” Alyssa said putting a hand to her hip. “Who are you to tell us we couldn't say we love him too?"


  Squeak nodded and squeaked something that was presumably in agreement.


  "Now you know how I feel with all of you getting in my way of what's rightfully mine," Falla spat out with discontent. Triska slowly looked over to her with a furious glare, causing Falla to slowly lean back with a cautious expression.


  "Not one more word out of you, Falla, or so help me…" Triska growled through bared teeth. Falla watched her carefully, making a quick glance to the girl's sword then back to her eyes again.


  "Besides," Alyssa said, getting everybody's attention. She glanced to the caravan then down. "You told him first, isn't that what you wanted?"


  Triska looked at her for a moment then down with teary eyes. Specca and Squeak looked down as well as everything fell silent.


  "What do we do now?" Specca asked quietly, slowly holding her arms around herself.


  "He knows how we all feel, all we can do now is wait for our answer," Alyssa reasoned softly. Squeak glanced to her then looked down again with a quiet squeak. Luna looked around at them curiously then tilted her head in wonder.


  "Um, can I ask you something?" The girls slowly glanced to her as she looked over to the caravan then back to them. "How come you all love him so much?"


  The girls all looked at her with gentle gazes then to each other.


  "They probably just want his seed as well," Falla grunted. The girls twitched at that then glared over at her.


  "Shut UP!" Triska roared. Falla scooted back in her bindings, staring at the girls with surprise. Triska clenched her fist as she trembled with frustration. "I love Daniel, I have since we were just kids. He's not like other boys, not even close. He's the bravest and smartest guy I know, and there isn't any other out there that's more attractive than him. I love everything about him, from the way he snores at night, to how chivalrous and caring he is even with monsters like you, to how he has the courage to chase after his dream no matter how suicidal it may seem to others. He's exactly what this world needs, somebody who isn't afraid of what's out there, somebody who can make a real difference by seeing past what everybody else can't. He means everything to me, and I'll follow him to the ends of the world and wherever else he might go. I would kill to be his mate, Falla. I would give anything to be his, even my own life.”


  Falla stared at her with wonder then over to Alyssa who stepped forward.


  "I'm a monster, Falla, just like you,” the witch said. “I've followed my nature blindly in the past, charming and hexing men into giving themselves to me. I was alone, all alone in this world, and not even the foolish men that I bewitched brought any comfort in the slightest. I was blessed, unquestionably, by meeting Daniel. Even after I tried to take him by force, even after I assaulted him like some mindless creature of Eden, even after I treated his friends so harshly, he kept me by his side. He trusted me, believed in me; believed that I could be more than a monster driven by lust. It's because of him that I'm standing here today, because of him that I've never felt more alive, because of him that I've gone against my very nature to breed to stay by his side. No matter how much I crave him, no matter how much I desire him, I will never cast a single charm on him, I will never hex him into being a mindless slave, and I will never do anything to betray his trust that he has in me. I love him with all my heart, with all my being. And know this, Falla. For as long as I shall live, I will never mate with another human being, ever! The only one I want to be with, the only one I want to give me a daughter is him, him and him alone!"


  Falla stared at her with a stunned expression then looked over to Squeak, the ant girl stepping forward as well.


  Squeak started squeaking sternly at Falla, waving her hands around as she gave a long and one of the most heartfelt and touching speeches ever told. Even the other girls glanced to her, listening in as the ant girl squeaked repeatedly while showing frustration in her teary eyes. Triska, Alyssa, and Specca watched as Squeak poured her heart out while squeaking in a very stern yet shaky tone, showing them exactly how she felt. Even with the language barrier between them, it was crystal clear how Squeak truly felt about Daniel; she loved him with all her heart.


  After the long speech was done Falla just stared at Squeak with a puzzled expression. Luna blinked then tilted her head slightly to the other side.


  "Um, could you repeat that, you lost me," Luna said curiously. Squeak glanced to her and growled quietly before Specca stepped forth.


  "She made her point perfectly, just as we all have,” she lectured. “We're not traveling with Daniel to steal him away, or to merely gain his seed to breed with. We're traveling with him because we believe in him, we care about him. We love him. I myself have never felt more drawn to a human before, and I've spent a lot of time around them. Not because I was hunting for a mate, but because I loved their world. I wanted to stay with them, even though I'm a monster, even though I knew that they would cast me away if they found out what I was. I used to think that's how it was always going to be, hiding who and what I was from everyone just so I could live among them, until I met Daniel. Not only did he share my beliefs and hopes, but he was also so daring and brave when danger struck. If it wasn't for him I would have perished back at Ashwood, I would have been lost without a doubt. But he saved me, a human saved my life. And not because he thought I was a human, but because he genuinely cared about me, monster and all. I love him, Falla. There isn't a doubt in my mind about that. You could show me every man there is in Eden, and I will turn them all away without a second thought. Daniel is the only one my heart will go out to, the only one I see as my soul mate.”


  Falla and Luna stared at them with wonder as the four girls stood there, showing eyes that were holding back tears. After a pause Falla and Luna slowly glanced past them, looking at something that caught their eye. Slowly the four other girls turned around, jumping a bit with surprise at seeing Daniel standing behind them. He was watching them with wonder, mouth opened slightly as he slowly looked from one girl to another.


  "Daniel…" Triska breathed out.


  "How… long were you standing there?" Specca asked quietly.


  "Did you… hear us?" Alyssa asked softly.


  Daniel slowly nodded, remaining silent as he just stared at the four girls with a stunned expression. The girls glanced to each other then back to him worriedly as everything fell quiet around them. After a long pause Daniel took a step closer.


  "Is that… true?" he asked softly. The girls slowly nodded as they watched him with pleading eyes.


  "I've been trying to work up the courage to tell you for so long, Daniel,” Triska admitted. “I was so scared of what you might say.”


  "You're the only human I want to mate with,” Alyssa said softly. “Now and for the rest of my life. Only you, only you.”


  Squeak nodded with a couple of quiet squeaks, a few tears dropping from her cheeks as she squeaked something that was presumed to be in agreement.


  "I owe my life to you, Daniel,” Specca said gratefully. “Something I wouldn't want anyone else to have. You really are my soul mate, I know it for a fact.”


  Daniel stared at them in silence, stunned by their words that he had overheard walking towards them. The girls all watched him with hopeful eyes, waiting to hear what his reaction would be to their confessions. After a while of uneasy silence he slowly looked down with wonder.


  "I… don't know what to say.” The girls continued watching him, all showing worried expressions as he slowly shook his head. "I'm not… prepared for this. Trying to find monsters to talk to, to reason with about peaceful coexistence, that's all I was ready for, and even with that I don't have all the answers with me. But… I don't know what to say to you all about…"


  He took a moment to think about his options as he trailed off, pondering about what he could say to them. With a sigh he looked down with closed eyes.


  "The truth is I do care about you all,” he admitted. “Human or monster, it doesn't matter, you all have good souls in you. I know you wanted me to be fair with choosing any girl as my mate in life, but I wasn't aware you all felt so… strongly about me.”


  The girls watched him with gentle gazes as he slowly looked back up to them.


  "You all mean the world to me too, you really do,” he said with a small smile. “Triska, you and I have been through so much together, and I honestly couldn't imagine being out here without you and your sword by my side. You would have been one of the best fighters in our village had you stayed at home, yet you chose to follow me out here, to believe in me. I don't know what I'd do without you.” Triska wiped a tear as she smiled hopefully at him as he then looked to Alyssa while she was watching him with worried eyes.


  "And you, Alyssa,” he said gently. “I want you by my side as well. I know that in your past you've done things, things you couldn't help but do because of your nature telling you to, but I never once held that against who you are. If I were to pick a witch in life as my mate, you would be my first and only choice.” Alyssa smiled brightly with a few tears dropping from her face as Daniel smiled gently at her before over to Squeak.


  "Squeak, I have absolutely no idea what you are saying whenever you try speaking to us,” he admitted shaking his head. “But, I do see how you feel, clear as day. Although the words you're trying to convey are lost, I feel like I can understand you. I'm glad I picked you out of all the ant girls in your nest, you're one of a kind, Squeak, one that I’m fortunate to have found.” Squeak smiled with teary eyes as she wiggled her abdomen slightly, gently squeaking a few times as Daniel then looked to Specca who was watching him curiously.


  "And you, Specca,” he said finally. “I was lucky to have found you hiding in that library. I do appreciate everything you've done to help with my journey, from offering to be our guide and even updating my monster book out of memory alone. And I'm also glad that you can be yourself out here, and not hide who and what you are. I can see the kind of girl you are clear as day, Specca, and that's one that I wouldn't want taken out of my life ever.” Specca held a hand over her mouth as she sniffled, watching Daniel with teary eyes through her glasses. Daniel smiled gently at her then looked around at all four of them.


  "I mean it,” he promised them. “You're all important to me, irreplaceable, special. I do care for you all. I want you all to know that without any doubt. But, I just don't know if I can say those three words back, if I can say them and have them hold their true meaning. I honestly don't know if I feel that way about you like you do with me, such a feeling is… new to me.” The other girls watched him with gentle expressions as he looked down with closed eyes.


  "I'm sorry,” he said softly. “I don't want to hurt any of you, I never have. I just… I just don't have an answer for you right now, not one that I can be sure about.”


  The girls looked at him for a moment then to each other while remaining silent. Luna kept watching them with a curious expression while Falla was struggling to free herself from the vines holding her down again, not really paying attention to anything that was being said.


  "Then I'll wait," Triska said turning back to Daniel. "I'll wait until you do have your answer, until you can be sure. I don't want to be anywhere else but with you, Daniel, I mean it.” Daniel watched with wonder as she brushed her hair back around her ear and slowly shook her head at him.


  "I finally told you what I've been dying to tell you for so long, I'm not leaving your side until I get an answer.”


  Daniel watched her stand there, looking at him with hopeful eyes, then over to Alyssa as she wiped her tears away and smiled gently at him.


  "Same here,” she said softly. “I'm not giving up on you that easily, nope nope. If staying by your side and being a good little witch is what it takes to win your heart, then I'll be the best guardian witch ever for you. I promise.”


  Daniel smiled slightly at her then over to see Squeak smiling at him, the ant girl squeaking a few times as she nodded eagerly. She kept squeaking and squeaking while waving one hand around, with Daniel just watching her and wondering what exactly she was trying to say.


  After the ant girl finished saying whatever it was she was trying to say Specca smiled and walked over towards Daniel along with the other three girls, with Daniel watching them with wonder as they then stood in front of him.


  "I could never find another like you, Daniel,” Specca said as she gently rested her hand on his shoulder. “Nowhere in all of Eden. Take all the time you need to decide on what your heart wants, but just know that my heart has already made its choice. It's you, it will always be you.”


  Triska slowly reached out and placed her hand on his other shoulder while Squeak and Alyssa rested a hand each on his chest. Daniel looked around at the girls as they all were watching him with loving smiles.


  "This is all your fault, Daniel," Triska said softly. "You're just too desirable.”


  Daniel looked at her curiously then to the other girls, all of them nodding slowly in agreement. He then smiled weakly and looked down.


  "I'm really not all that special," he said with a shrug.


  "Yes you are," Triska, Alyssa, and Specca insisted, along with a squeak from Squeak. He looked around at them with a warm smile as they held their hands to him, all four girls watching him with loving eyes.


  "That is so beautiful!" Luna sobbed, holding her hands to her mouth as she cried softly while sitting down. The group looked to her as she pulled off a few leaves from the vine around her waist and blew her nose in them, sniffling as she then wiped her tears away. Falla glanced to her with disbelief while she was still struggling to free herself.


  "Oh yeah,” she scoffed. “It’s so sickenly sweet I just might throw up! Would you get a grip and help me already?"


  Luna sniffled and looked over to her curiously then back to the group as Daniel shook his head slowly at Falla.


  "Anyway," Triska said flatly, turning back to Daniel along with the other girls. "We should probably get going, don't you think? We've got a long way ahead of us still if we're going to reach the elven forest.”


  Daniel looked at her curiously as she glanced to the other girls with a shrug.


  "We're going to need more than just three monster girls with us to show the world after all.”


  Alyssa, Squeak, and Specca looked to her as the girls all lowered their hands from Daniel.


  "Wait,” Specca said curiously. “Are you saying that you're still okay with us coming with you?"


  "Even after we admitted we love Daniel?” Alyssa asked. “You're fine with us traveling with you?"


  "I'm not at all fine that you love Daniel," Triska said shaking her head. After a pause she glanced to Daniel with a small smile. "But I suppose I can't blame you for being drawn to him. I know what that's like.”


  Daniel smiled and rubbed the back of his neck before Triska looked over to Alyssa.


  "Besides, you three are proof of his beliefs, we need you.” Specca and Squeak watched her curiously while Alyssa raised an eyebrow in question. "That… and I'm not sure if my sword alone is enough to protect him out here.”


  Alyssa stared at her with a blank expression then nodded.


  "I could have told you that.” Triska twitched slightly then narrowed her eyes at Alyssa, but before she could shout at the witch Alyssa smiled playfully at her. "But don't worry. I'll protect you, Triska. After all, you're just as much proof for his cause as I am.”


  Triska showed a dull expression for a moment then smiled slightly at the witch. Alyssa giggled then looked over to Daniel.


  "It's my job as your guardian, right?" she asked with an adorable smile. He smiled at her and nodded as the girls all looked over to him. Triska crossed her arms and smiled at Daniel, feeling warmer inside after having confessed her true feelings to him at long last. Squeak smiled at him and squeaked a few times, although what she was saying was anybody's guess. Specca smiled at Daniel before looking around curiously for a moment then back to him.


  "Um, I believe we're forgetting something.”


  "Yeah, no shit!” Falla shouted out. “Let me go already! I saved your lives, I'm a goddamned hero!"


  The group looked to her as she continued to struggle in her binds then over to Specca. She glanced around then back to Daniel.


  "Where's Lucky? We need him to pull our caravan," she asked with a shrug.


  "Hey, yeah, where did he run off to?" Triska asked looking around.


  "Oh no,” Daniel said worriedly. “I hope that nightmare didn't hurt him. I don't even remember walking him out there to find some grass to eat.”


  Alyssa walked out onto the dirt road and looked around.


  "Lucky! Here boy!"


  Nothing was heard but the gentle rustling of leaves, the swaying grass nearby, and Falla's colorful language as she struggled to free herself still.


  "Doesn't he always stay close to Alyssa?” Triska asked. “He should be around here somewhere then.”


  "Good thinking,” Alyssa said with a nod. “Okay. Triska, Squeak, Specca, you three search the woods around the area. Daniel and I will wait in the caravan in case he comes back.”


  After a pause she looked over to see Daniel showing a weak smile while the three girls were giving her dull stares.


  "What?" she asked innocently. The group just looked at her for a moment before a horse's cry was heard nearby. Everybody looked over to seeing a white horse trotting through the woods towards them.


  "Lucky? Is that him?" Daniel asked.


  "Wait, what if it's another nightmare?" Specca asked nervously.


  Triska got in front of Daniel and held a hand back as the other reached up for her sword. Squeak watched the horse carefully while Luna and Falla looked over to it as well, both cautious about seeing the white horse again. Alyssa slowly brought up her staff to the ready as she watched the horse closely, quickly glancing back to the group then forward again.


  "Lucky! Bandits!"


  Lucky neighed loudly as he bucked back, crying out loudly as skeletal wings extended out behind him. His hair shifted into a dark black as smoke came from his mouth, his eyes turning crimson while his tail lit on fire. The demonic horse bucked about while screeching loudly, looking around for any sign of the bandits while the group stared him it with awe. Alyssa smiled at seeing her faithful horse then looked over to Daniel with a shrug.


  "It's him.”


  Triska lowered her stance and nodded with a small smile as Daniel and Specca smiled with relief at seeing the real lucky. Daniel then jumped and looked over to Squeak.


  "Oh no, Squeak!" He paused then looked at the ant girl puzzled along with the others, noticing that Squeak was just watching Lucky curiously. She blinked then looked over to Daniel, squeaking once as she tilted her head in question.


  "Squeak? Are you… okay?" Triska asked carefully.


  Squeak looked back to Lucky, seeing the monstrous horse screeching and kicking around while in its demon form. Slowly she smiled and nodded, no longer fearing the horse that she had taken down in her nightmare with her bare hands. The group looked at her curiously as she smiled amusedly at the demonic horse, this being the first time she didn't freeze up in fear from seeing him.


  "Um… good, glad you're okay now," Daniel said curiously. Triska smiled at her friend then looked over behind them.


  "Um, Daniel?"


  The group looked over to see Falla and Luna staring with absolute horror at the horse, with Falla having halted in her efforts to break free from her binds while Luna was pointing to the horse and sitting back on her rear with a quivering mouth.


  "What the hell is that thing?" Falla cried out. Luna shrieked as she saw the horse kicking around, her eyes wide and unblinking. After she let out a frightful cry she promptly collapsed back onto the ground, unconscious while her antennae twitched slightly.


  "Luna! Wake up, get me out of here, hurry!" Falla screamed as she franticly struggled to free herself.


  "Oh… whoops," Triska said with a shrug.


  "Sorry, Luna," Alyssa said with a weak smile.


  "Oh dear, I hope we didn't kill her," Specca said worriedly.


  Daniel chuckled slightly then glanced to Alyssa.


  "Alyssa, could you…" he asked kindly. Alyssa nodded then skipped playfully over towards Lucky, gently calling out his name to calm him down while Daniel and Triska walked over towards where Luna was unconscious next to her sister. Falla continued to scream as she thrashed around.


  "That thing's your horse?” Falla screamed out in horror. “What the hell is wrong with you people?"


  Triska and Daniel glanced to each other then looked back down to Luna, the butterfly girl remaining motionless on the grass. Triska raised an eyebrow then smiled weakly.


  "Well… at least she didn't-"


  "Yeah she did," Daniel said as he and Triska backed up a step, both seeing a small puddle of urine forming below Luna.


  *****


  After Alyssa had calmed down Lucky and hitched him back up to the caravan the group prepared to once again set off on their journey. Daniel was sitting at the driver's seat holding Lucky's reins, the white horse now quiet and peaceful while Daniel was looking back inside the caravan with a curious eye at seeing something.


  Inside the cabin he saw Specca sitting against the side wall reading a book from his bag with Squeak sitting next to her and looking at the pages curiously. Specca had shown some concern for a moment when Squeak started to get curious about the book, but she assured the group that it was nothing before beginning to read the story to the ant girl. Squeak was listening with wide eyes of wonder as she looked at the pages of the book, her antennae twitching slightly as Specca read to her with a calm and gentle voice.


  Across from them Triska was sitting back against the wall looking in Daniel's monster book with Alyssa sitting next to her and looking at it as well. Daniel watched as the two were talking casually about what monsters would be good candidates for his cause. Every now and then one of them would make a sarcastic comment to the other, but they quickly laughed it off before resuming their discussion.


  After a while all the girls looked over to Daniel as they sensed he was watching, seeing him smiling at them curiously.


  "Daniel? What is it?" Triska asked.


  "Something wrong?" Specca asked softly. Daniel shook his head with a reassuring smile.


  "No, nothing at all. So, are you all ready?"


  "You bet," Triska said with a wink, her voice assuring and confident.


  "Let's go!" Alyssa giggled happily while bouncing up and down.


  Squeak nodded and squeaked in agreement with a warm smile.


  "Always ready with you, Daniel," Specca said softly with timid eyes.


  Daniel nodded then looked ahead as he snapped the reins, with Lucky neighing before taking off and pulling the caravan along the dirt road. As they rode off into the distance Falla struggled and thrashed around in her binds next to an unconscious Luna.


  "Get back here!” Falla yelled out. “You promised me, Daniel, you promised me! You're not going to weasel out of that, you hear me? I’m going to get your seed if it’s the last thing I ever do!" She looked over to Luna, kicking her in an attempt to wake her up with frustrated grunts.


  "Wake up and untie me! Hey, Luna! He’s getting away, hurry! Wake up!" She thrashed around as the vines continued to hold her down, growling with anger and frustration.


  "This is such bullshit!"


  *****


  In a clearing surrounded by shadowy woods three figures were seen as a glowing light erupted from the grassy field, the blue and black streams of magic pulsating in front of its caster who had his gloved hand extended out before him. Sasha and Rulo watched with wonder as Daemon kept his eyes locked ahead with a cold glare, his gloved hand held out as the blue and black streams of light erupted from his palm and billowed upwards. Daemon closed his eyes then held his hand out palm forward as he brought up his other hand to his arm for support. The lights flared wildly before arcing down in a shower of lightning and blue flames. The grass scorched and dusted away as the magical spell spread out in a circle in front of the caster.


  "Wow…" Rulo breathed out. Sasha merely nodded as she stared at Daemon with awe, the two girls having their weapons held down low next to them. After a moment Daemon swung his gloved hand to the side, showering the scorched circle on the ground with black and blue flames and sparks. The ground burst into a fiery blaze before the flames took shape, with the outer edge of the circle burning with a small blue fire while inside the flames seemed to creep and etch around on the charred ground in strange waves. Daemon looked down at them as the fires rippled away from him in small waves, with a spark and black flame igniting in an area inside the circle.


  "Is that…" Sasha asked with wonder.


  Daemon nodded as he pointed to the black fires that flared repeatedly in one location, with the ripples continuing to pulsate from the edge close to his feet outward across the ground and causing the black fires to crackle.


  "The next piece of the artifact, it's to the east," Daemon stated looking ahead. The fires before him swirled around before dissolving, with a cloud of black smoke then drifting away while he showed a focused expression. Sasha and Rulo brought their weapons up, with Rulo holding her hammer over her shoulder while Sasha kept her blade at her side.


  "Do you think she's heading there as well?" Rulo asked carefully. Daemon merely nodded while looking ahead.


  "We will not fail you again, master,” Sasha declared. “The artifact shall be yours.”


  "Sasha," Daemon said flatly. Sasha twitched slightly then nodded with a nervous expression.


  "Sorry… Daemon.”


  Daemon shook his head then started walking forward, stepping across the burnt ground and ashes as he kept one hand on his sword's handle. Sasha and Rulo glanced to each other then quickly followed after, the three vanishing into the forest as the last of the black smoke faded away.


  *****


  Flying up in the sky above The Outerlands a succubus and witch were soaring through the air, with the demon flying effortlessly using her wings while the witch rode on her staff. Katie glanced down with a blank expression, spotting two carriages resting at the foot of a hill where a small campfire was going. Tora glanced down as well then over to Katie as the succubus smiled slyly, halting in the air and looking down at the human travelers with a gleam in her eye.


  "Mistress?" Tora asked. Katie chuckled then glanced to her.


  "I don't know about you, Tora dear,” she said playfully. “But I could use a little energy boost. How about we have some fun with the boys down below?"


  Tora looked at her inquisitively then down to the campsite, seeing a few humans walking around while some were sitting on a log near the small fire.


  "I'm not really in the mood for a man at the moment," she said glancing away. Katie laughed and nudged the witch with her tail.


  "Now now, Tora,” she said calmly. “All work and no play makes a woman a dull maid. Surely you could use a bit of fire between your legs, to feel alive and oh so hot.” She shook her hips with a twitch of her eyebrow as Tora smirked slightly and looked down at the campsite.


  "What about the artifact?” Tora asked curiously. “That other hunter might beat us to it.”


  "Don't worry about him, Tora,” Katie assured with a smirk. “Just relax and enjoy the moment right now. There are plenty of men down there, I don't mind if you take one or two to play with.”


  Tora nodded slowly then drummed her fingers on her staff, her ring glowing red as she glanced to Katie.


  "Thank you, mistress,” she said humbly. “But I have a better idea. How about I deal with the women and children, and leave the men to you? Take all the energy you need from them, I'll let my pets feast on the rest.”


  Katie laughed amusingly then looked down to the campsite, her eyes glowing with a soft crimson hue as she smiled slyly.


  "Well, if you insist," she said before licking her lips.


  *****


  Running along the dirt road through The Outerlands Lucky continued pulling the large caravan behind him with no trouble, the demonically enchanted horse moving along with a swift stride while Daniel was at the reins. Small forests and hills were passing by while a few clouds drifted through the sky above, with Daniel looking around at the surrounding land with a peaceful gaze.


  "For the last time, Alyssa,” Triska argued back in the cabin. “My sword is NOT useless!”


  Daniel blinked then looked back to seeing Triska and Alyssa staring each other down with narrowed eyes.


  “Yes it is!” Alyssa shouted back. “You even begged me to help protect Daniel because you know it’s true, you admitted it!”


  “I did not beg, I only asked for you to help protect him with me. I’m his guardian out here too you know!”


  “Don’t give me that nonsense, I had to save your life from that nightmare, you need me to protect both of you!”


  “That nightmare was all your fault to begin with, you didn’t even recognize your own horse being impersonated by it when it came back! How can you not tell the difference between your own dumb animal and that goddamned monster?”


  “Don’t call Lucky a dumb animal, he’s more useful by far than you are, you stupid girl!” Alyssa yelled out before diving over and tackling Triska to the floor. The two started struggling and rolling around, wrestling and shouting at each other while Squeak casually tore out a page from the book Specca was reading, the ant girl looking at the words curiously and ignoring the two bickering girls.


  “AH!” Specca cried out with a jump. “Squeak, what are you doing? That’s Daniel’s!”


  She tried to grab the page from Squeak, the ant girl holding it back as she squeaked at Specca curiously. Specca tackled her into a roll, trying to reach for the page as Squeak held it back while squeaking repeatedly.


  “Give that back, you can’t just tear out pages from Daniel’s book!” Specca shouted out as the two rolled around next to Triska and Alyssa.


  Daniel watched the four girls tumbling around yelling and squeaking at each other with a raised eyebrow, his eyes slowly moving side to side as he followed them rolling around inside the cabin. After a while he looked back ahead with a gentle sigh, shrugging with a slight smirk on his face. Lucky looked back to him and snorted, with Daniel chuckling and shaking his head.


  “Don’t worry, they’re just warming up to each other,” he said casually. Lucky looked back ahead with a grunt while he kept running at a brisk pace. As the caravan rolled along the dirt road, with the sounds of shouting and squeaking coming from inside the cabin, Daniel glanced over to a nearby tree that was passing by. From one of the branches he saw two butterfly girls watching from inside the leaves. Luna sat up and waved to him with a bright and happy smile before Falla yanked her back, looking at her sister with a stern expression before over to Daniel with narrowed eyes. Daniel watched as they passed by then looked back ahead while shaking his head slowly.


  “Yeah, this is going to be an interesting journey.”
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