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  Chapter 1

Aftermath of Her Passing

In the world of Eden very little compared to the pain of losing a loved one. Whether prepared for or even able to handle it, the loss would often bring many challenges with it, some being more daunting than ever imagined. Living through the tragedy, finding the strength to accept it, healing wounds that cut the deepest, or even knowing where to go or what to do next; losing that special someone could scatter all sense of direction and purpose for many. However, even those that fell into despair from the loss would once again find their way eventually.

And with their renewed stride, they would walk boldly alongside the memory of their dearly departed.

*****

The sunlight remained mostly hidden behind a sea of clouds that day, sparse veils of sunbeams piercing through what little openings they could onto the countryside below. Birds flew through the sky above the vast woodland while amidst the shadowy canopies a few deer pranced about in their peaceful forest. The wandering stags came to a halt on a worn dirt trail, stopping only for a moment before quickly scattering as hooves clopping ever closer and louder sent them running.

Riding along the road Lucky was swiftly galloping ahead, kicking up dirt in his wake while two riders atop him kept a sharp watch on the passing surroundings. Daniel held the reins for their trusty steed, his piercing gaze taking notice of everything around him while his dark leather gloved hands clenched the harnesses tightly in his apparent frustration. Holding onto him from behind was Clover, the elf’s sharpened eyes on high alert while her twintails flowed freely behind in the wind. The arrows in her quiver remained still in their dense bundle while her bow wavered slightly on her back. Her hands remained firm on Daniel’s hips, the left bumping against the dark hilt of a sword sheathed at his side in a white scabbard. Her eyes drew onto the weapon he now had then moved to the small rounded shield holstered on his left arm, the silver-plated defense sporting golden edges and a distended cross on its front that gleamed from a passing beam of sunlight. Slowly she looked over her mate who now wore a black cape and shoulder guards befitting a noble or journeyman of The Outerlands. A troubled frown appeared on Clover’s face as only silence once again filled the air around them, her eyes shifting to the back of his head as something had finally become too much to remain quiet about.

“Dan?” Clover softly spoke, pausing for a minute as she awaited his reply that never came. “Dan? Can we… stop for a little bit?”

“No we can’t,” Daniel sharply replied shaking his head.

“Please.”

“Clover, we have a job to do. We can’t stop right now.”

“Please.”

“Clover!” Daniel shouted. Clover remained still and quiet while watching her mate struggling to suppress his anger. “We cannot stop. We have to keep looking. We have to search every inch of Eden out here. We have to-”

“I’m begging you,” Clover softly said. “Please stop Lucky.”

“Why?” he loudly demanded. “We stopped not too long ago to eat. There’s no reason for us to stop again so soon. Dammit, Clover, we can’t-”

“Please!” Clover insisted. Daniel lowered his head as the elf rested hers against his back. “I’m begging you, please stop the horse. Please. Please, Dan.”

Daniel heavily sighed and began slowing down Lucky, the horse gradually coming to a small trot then halting completely. Clover took a few slow breaths before she hopped off, taking a moment to search the nearby area before turning her eyes up to Daniel who kept his gaze firmly fixated ahead. She walked around to his right and took hold of his hand, tugging on his arm to get him to dismount as well.

“Clover-”

“Please, Dan,” Clover begged, tugging on his hand again and again. With a more disgruntled sigh Daniel got off Lucky and touched down on the dirt beside the elf.

“What is it?” he demanded, finally turning his harsh gaze onto her. “Why are we-”

“Please stop,” Clover shakily said. “You need to stop this, Dan.”

“I will do no such thing. I have a missing mate to find. I have to find Kroanette and I have to find her now! I have to find her before it’s too late! I have to-”

“Stop!” Clover cried out. She struggled to hold back her tears as Daniel fell silent. “Stop doing this, Dan. Stop it. Just… stop running from it.”

“I’m not running from anything,” Daniel argued. “I’m trying to find my lost mate. Our mate. My Kroanette is out there and I’m going to find her no matter what! We can’t waste time with this, Clover, we have to get going right now and-”

Without pause Clover slapped Daniel across the face, stunning him, before he slowly turned back to see her on the verge of breaking down in her distress.

“It’s been three days,” she struggled to get out. “For the past three days you’ve been solely focused on finding Kroanette. For the past three days you’ve hardly spoken a word to your family. For the past three days you’ve blocked out everything except finding Kroanette.”

“Clover, I have to find-”

“Stop it!” Clover screamed out. “Dammit, Dan! This isn’t just about finding Kroanette and you know it! Stop using that as an excuse to run away from what happened!”

“Clover…” Daniel breathed out.

“Squeak died!” Clover shouted at him. “She’s dead, Dan! It broke all our hearts to accept that truth, it killed all of us on the inside, and worse yet it pushed you away from us! It’s been three days! You won’t even talk to us about anything, you won’t even listen to us when we beg you to stop for a moment, you won’t even acknowledge everything we still have to deal with since the fall of Green Haven! You just rush out here at first light and search all day for Kroanette!”

“I’m trying to find my mate!” Daniel defended.

“You’re not the only one,” Clover snapped. “Triska and Kitten fly out every day with Pip to search for her. Twilight is scouring the land from her prison in search of her. Apoch and Astreal are looking too. And I come out here with you every day. I join you in your search and hold my tongue every day, but I can’t keep quiet about this anymore. We’re all looking for Kroanette, we’re going to find Kroanette, none of us have lost faith in her being alive out here, we know we’re going to have her back with us soon. But fucking hell, Dan, your family needs you too!”

Daniel remained speechless as Clover screamed loudly before she quickly clung to his chest, burying her face with tears now running down her cheeks.

“We lost one of our family, we lost Squeak. I lost my home and so many of my fellow sisters. We all lost something that day. As worried about Kroanette as we are, we’re still struggling to hold ourselves together because of what happened. We don’t know how to recover from it, we don’t know how to deal with it, and on top of that we don’t even know what exactly happened in Green Haven because of it.”

“Clover… I…”

“What?” Clover desperately asked him. “What did you do, Dan? What the fuck happened? It’s been three days and none of us know what the hell happened with you and the gemini. I was there and I don’t even know what the fuck happened! Please, don’t keep running away from your family like this! We’re scared! We’re confused! We need our man, goddammit!”

Slowly Daniel held Clover around her waist, the elf wiping away her tears before quickly holding onto him around his neck.

“What did you do to the gemini? What was that sword you pulled out of the ground? What happened to you? What happened to them? And what are we supposed to do now, Dan? I’m begging you, we can’t go another day like this, we need you to help us stand again!”

“Clover,” Daniel softly said, eyes closing while he for the first time in three days slowed down his stampeding anxieties in the wake of Clover’s plea.

“We’re going to find Kroanette,” Clover whimpered. “None of us are doubting that. We can’t. We can’t bear the thought of losing another of our family, we can’t live through such another painful blow. She is alive, just like you said. She has to be. And we’re going to find her. Just, please, help your family live long enough to see her again. We’re falling apart. We don’t know what to do next. Please, Dan. We need you now more than ever.”

“I’m sorry,” Daniel gently said as he caressed the back of her head. “I just… wanted to find Kroanette. I don’t want to lose her too. I can’t. I can’t lose another mate. I just can’t…”

Slowly they lowered down onto their knees, with Daniel feeling tears welling up in his eyes as the painful truth again flooded his mind.

“I already lost Squeak. My ant girl… is dead. My heart still feels the painful stab that I shared with her on that day. It’s horrible, agonizing, and never-ending. Losing her… it was too much. I can’t lose any more of you. Not a single one. I can’t. I can’t lose those that mean the world to me.”

“We won’t lose anyone else,” Clover said shaking her head in his shoulder. “I promise, Dan. I promise you won’t. Just please, don’t let us be alone right now. We need you. We need you so badly.”

Slumping down onto their legs Daniel and Clover broke down into quiet sobs in each other’s arms, both feeling their hearts aching from their loss and praying that another of their own hadn’t been taken from them as well. After a long while they slowly settled down, with Daniel wiping away his tears and then Clover’s as the elf sniffled with timid eyes at him.

“You’re right,” Daniel spoke as he tried to steady his voice. “I have to tend to my family right now. I… I shouldn’t be out here like this. All I’m doing is making things worse. I’m sorry, Clover.”

“I understand why you’re doing this,” Clover reasoned. “I do. And we will find her. I just… we just can’t keep going without some sort of closure… without some sort of comfort. Without a plan of what to do next. You’re the only one who can give us that.”

“Then that’s what I need to do,” Daniel said standing up. He helped Clover to her feet and gently held her cheek, the elf grabbing hold of his hand while nodding a few times in agreement. “Alright. Let’s head back. I need to tend to my girls.”

“About fucking time,” Clover remarked with a small smile. Daniel smirked then pulled her into a kiss, the elf holding onto his shoulders in his embrace while Lucky at this point was just walking around the edge of the trail in search of tasty grass to eat.

With their kiss ending Daniel and Clover held each other for a moment longer before heading over to their horse. Mounting their ride Daniel turned Lucky around before they took off with a hasty gallop, with Clover holding her mate closely from behind while resting her head on his back.

“Does this mean you’re going to tell us what happened?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Daniel answered with a focused gaze, eyes then glancing to his right hand as he felt an ominous presence faintly holding onto it. “I’ll tell you everything that happened.”

*****

Flying through the air Kitten had a solemn look on her face, her glowing blue eyes scanning the passing countryside below while her tail gently swayed behind. Zipping around in a blue blur at her side was Pip, the fairy spiraling around the cambion and flying off into tight loops before coming back near her airborne companion.

“Where is she?” Pip whined. “Where is she? Where is Kroanette? We looked that way, and this way, and that way over there! She’s not anywhere! Where is she?”

“She’s out here somewhere,” Kitten reasoned with a shrug. “We just have to keep looking until we find her.”

“But what if she’s not out here somewhere?” Pip worried. She flew over and landed against Kitten’s cheek, hugging the girl’s face while crying with fluttering wings. “What if something bad happened to her? I don’t want to lose her! We can’t lose her too! We already lost… Squeak. She… she… she… died! Waaaaaaah!”

With a heavy sigh Kitten plucked the sobbing fairy off her face and placed her between her breasts, the tiny girl quickly snuggling down low in her cleavage while crying in sorrow.

“It’s like this every thirty minutes with her,” Kitten muttered. “Can’t I just search for the centaur on my own? I can’t deal with this one constantly crying into my ear and onto my face.”

“She’s sad about Squeak’s death,” Triska snapped in her mind. “We all are. You may not feel anything about this but we’re all a little broken up in case you couldn’t tell!”

“Believe me I noticed,” Kitten groaned. “I’m not trying to be disrespectful about my master losing a-”

“If you dare speak about Squeak as if she’s just Daniel’s property at a time like this I swear to god I’ll never let you out again!”

“Mate,” Kitten finished. “My master lost a mate, Triska. I may not share the same fondness for that ant girl as you all do, but I saw very clearly the pain of losing her upon my master’s face. That’s what killed me inside, Triska. Seeing him hurt in such a way. He says she’s her mate. I will not disrespect my master in his time of mourning by sullying his words. Losing her hurt him to his very core, I’m not oblivious to that.”

“Losing one of our own was soul-crushing for all of us. Daniel… he’s trying to be strong… he’s trying to find Kroanette before we lose… before…”

Hearing Triska breaking down into a sobbing mess in her mind Kitten shut her eyes and tried to block it out. Between hers and Pip’s, Kitten could only hear crying in her ears as she struggled not to lash out in response.

“Back to my original question,” Kitten spoke up. “Why can’t I just search for her alone? Pip can stay home and… pull herself together if at all possible.”

“Because your master ordered you to take Pip with us.”

“But why? She’s clearly too upset to help with the search.”

“Because not too long ago we were nearly killed out here while searching for Kroanette by two succubi. It’s bad enough Kroanette is still out there somewhere, but the last thing we want to do is lose even more of our own. Pip’s out here to help us in case we run into trouble again.”

“I feel safer already,” Kitten flatly replied, glancing down to the weeping fairy who was hugging her chest.

“Don’t worry, boobies!” Pip whined as she caressed Kitten’s right breast. “I’ll protect you! I’ll keep the boobies safe! And Kitten too! And Triska! And the boobies! I won’t lose… any more boobies! Waaaaaaaah!”

“You do realize that an emotionally upset fairy is extremely dangerous, right?” Kitten dryly asked with a raised eyebrow. “She could blow us to pieces any moment now if she loses control of herself.”

“She won’t hurt you, Kitten. She likes you.”

“Uh huh. I think the only thing keeping me safe right now is the fact that if she blows me up you go too.”

“She likes you. Just leave it at that.”

Rolling her eyes Kitten then resumed searching the passing landscape beneath them while soaring through the air. After a while of seeing nothing she showed a curious look as something finally caught her eye.

“Master?” she wondered, her sights now focused on Daniel and Clover riding Lucky along a dirt road between the trees. “Wait, he’s riding back towards camp now.”

“He’s heading back already?” Triska questioned. “That’s odd. He’s usually further out by this time. Why is he returning so soon?”

Swooping down in a speedy glide Kitten followed after her master. She kept her distance behind Daniel, watching closely as he rode Lucky through the woods and up along a tall hill towards their home. As they made their way over the bend and onto the hilltop Kitten flew further behind and touched down on the ground, keeping close to the trees while watching Daniel curiously. Alyssa’s lantern was lit on its perch beside the carriage as usual, a small campfire was going with Sheal sitting very close to it, seven elven archers were keeping guard all around the perimeter, and sitting on the roof of their ride Alyssa was looking up at the sky with a distant gaze while idly rolling her staff back and forth in her lap. Upon hearing Lucky’s approach everyone turned to see Daniel riding into camp with Clover, with the elven women quickly rushing over while Sheal kept still and quiet where she was with her radiant eyes focused on Daniel.

“Daniel?” Alyssa asked as she hopped off the carriage. “You’re back already?”

“Welcome back,” an elven archer greeted with a wave.

“Are you alright? You’re back awfully early.”

“Any luck finding your friend?”

“Not yet,” Clover answered shaking her head. She got off the horse with Daniel dismounting after, the two walking past the elves who closely followed behind them and over to the campfire where Sheal lowered her head slightly with a quiet murmur.

“You know you can go inside if you want,” Daniel spoke up. “You don’t have to stay out here day and night like this.”

“I don’t belong in there,” Sheal raspingly replied shaking her head. “It’s okay. I’m fine staying out here. I don’t mind. At least here nobody will be upset for me keeping a fire going.”

“Daniel?” Alyssa asked walking over to him. “Why are you back so soon? Did something happen?”

“I had to come back,” he answered, bringing the witch closer and holding her near. “I… I’ve been neglectful with my duties as your mate. My family needs me right now. I can’t put that aside any longer.”

“Daniel,” Alyssa whimpered, grabbing hold of his arm and nuzzling closer to him.

Daniel lifted the witch up into his arm and kissed her, the girl holding onto him closely while the elves behind were watching curiously.

“One man is really the mate of all these girls?”

“Even Clover’s?”

“Clover, you really share him with them?”

“No,” Clover said shaking her head. “They share him with me. They had him first after all. I’m just lucky to be chosen as his and allowed to be with him as well.”

“I’m sorry,” Daniel said breaking from the kiss. “I’m sorry for not being here when I should have been. I was so focused on not losing another one of my mates that I pushed all of you aside in the process. Please forgive me.”

“It’s okay,” Alyssa replied as she hugged him around his neck. “We know you wanted to find her before something bad happened to her. I’m just glad you’re here now. And I’m really glad for that kiss, I’ve missed you so much even when you were here.”

“I missed you too,” Daniel said as he set her down. “I missed all of you. Tell me, where are the girls right now?”

“Falla and Luna are in the bedroom,” Alyssa answered looking down with concern. “Falla… she’s still in pieces after losing Squeak. All this time and she still hasn’t managed to find the strength to get out of bed. Specca’s in the library, nose deep in a book as usual. Though I think many of Twilight’s tomes have a few tearstains in them now. Kitten and Pip are out searching for Kroanette.”

“No they’re not,” an elf interjected. Everyone turned to her as she pointed behind them, with the group then seeing Kitten standing near a tree while watching them with a wagging tail. “Your demon friend landed there just as you rode into camp.”

“Kitten?” Daniel asked.

“How did she see me?” Kitten demanded with a stomp of her foot. “Goddammit, how sharp are the eyes of elves anyway?”

“I actually heard you,” the elf called over before she tapped her ear. “These big ears aren’t just for show you know.”

“Kitten? What are you doing over there?” Alyssa asked.

Kitten flew over to the group and landed in front of Daniel, the cambion smiling weakly with a shrug at him before looking down to the crying fairy in her chest with a dull grimace.

“We were searching for Kroanette as my master ordered, but this one again broke down into a sobbing wreck. I was going to continue the search before I spotted my master returning. Sorry, master, but I got curious seeing you coming back so soon. Is everything alright?”

Without a word Daniel pulled Kitten closer and kissed her, freezing the cambion with a stunned squeak while her wings swooshed open wide behind her. Sheal tilted her head curiously as she saw Daniel holding Kitten close, the embrace finally coming to an end as he backed up and saw the demon staring at him with a deep blush.

“Master…”

“I wanted to come back and see my family,” Daniel answered.

“Your family,” Kitten repeated. “Oh, right. So, you mean Triska then? Was that kiss for her?”

“And you,” Daniel corrected, with Kitten gulping while her tail quickly wagged behind her. “I consider you both as my girls, Kitten. Your current standing with your co-mates aside, you’re still part of this family and I have missed seeing you as well.”

“You… have?” Kitten faintly replied with a growing smile.

“Of course,” Daniel replied with a nod. “Should I lose you I would be just as distraught as I have been during these past few days.”

“You would?” Kitten stammered out. She squealed and hopped about excitedly on her feet while the elves backed up a bit as her wings swung around near them.

“You just made her day,” Clover mentioned.

Kitten jumped around with joy before Daniel grabbed her hand, the girl looking to it then him as he showed a faint smile briefly before he reached into her bosom and took hold of Pip.

“Master…” the cambion purred with a blush.

“Pip?” Daniel asked as he brought the fairy closer.

“Daniel?” Pip whimpered. She quickly lunged onto his face with swiftly beating wings, the tiny girl whining and nuzzling against the bridge of his nose while Daniel could very easily see the gloom in her eyes.

“Daniel! We couldn’t find Kroanette! I don’t know where she is! I couldn’t find her or her boobies! What if she’s… what if she’s… what if she’s…”

“She’s going to be fine, Pip,” Daniel assured, gently taking the fairy off his face and holding her in his hands. “She’s going to be just fine. We’re going to find her and bring her back safely. We will not lose her, I promise.”

“I miss her so much,” Pip sniveled as she held onto his thumb. “I hope she’s okay. I really do.”

“Me too, Pip,” Daniel agreed as he lightly brushed the fairy’s hair. Glancing to Alyssa he saw her eyeing over his sword and shield before catching his gaze. “And the others? Where are they?”

“Cindy’s inside with Snapper and her mother,” she replied, turning to the open doorway of their home for a moment before over towards the nearby landscape beneath them. “And Doku and Star are keeping busy down there again today.”

Walking over to the edge of the bluff Daniel surveyed the area with a quiet sigh. Before them in what was once the centaur homeland of Koskaysil was now a massive scar that occupied the space where a monster kingdom had stood before. And between the giant crater in Eden and the hill that he stood upon was a large encampment of elves that had taken refuge in the land. Tents and slants were erected and spanned all over the base of the knoll where campfires were set and elves were seen moving about. Some were running between their camp and the woodlands to the south and west while others were standing guard at the base of the hill to keep their people from disturbing the ones who rescued them from The Sisterhood.

“How are they doing?” Daniel asked.

“They’re doing just fine thanks to you,” Clover commended.

“They’re better survivalists than we gave credit for,” Alyssa added. “They foraged the surrounding woodlands for fruits and animals to eat, fashioned shelters to sleep under, and brought fresh water to their people from the river that runs to our south. They had pretty much made a new home for their community in less than a day.”

“We’re used to living off the land,” Clover humbly admitted. “Drop us in the middle of nowhere and we’ll thrive just fine.”

“Your friends have been an amazing help though,” an elf from behind spoke up. “Your shaman has been healing our wounded. Your twin-tailed neko has been helping our hunters. And you, Daniel Sorres, have lifted the spirits of our people to new heights.”

“Me?” Daniel asked looking back to her. “But I haven’t spoken to them at all since they arrived here. I haven’t done anything.”

“You saved us,” another elf dearly said. “You saved us from The Sisterhood, from those horrible demons that enslaved our people and murdered our priestess. Your name has spread to every single elf down there in that camp. Everyone, mother and child, sends their prayers to you in thanks for all that you’ve done. You’re our hero, Daniel Sorres.”

“Hero?” he softly repeated.

“If it wasn’t for you we would all be fucked,” Clover told him. “I would have died long before reaching my home again and my people would have been doomed to being slaves of war by those murderous fuckers. Every elf here, myself included, owes you their life.”

Daniel turned his gaze down towards the encampment of elves, taking in their words and coming to realize how many lives he had touched by embarking on his quest.

“If it wouldn’t be too much to ask,” an elf hesitantly spoke up. “I’ve been very curious. What became of The Sisterhood’s leaders? I heard from our rangers that you challenged them to combat in the name of our salvation. What happened to them? Did they… did they flee with their accursed followers?”

“Something happened to them,” Clover mused while watching Daniel closely. “Right, Dan?”

“Yeah,” he agreed with a slow nod. “Kitten? Please go down there and tell Doku and Star to return home. I need to speak with all of you right away. We have much to talk about.”

“As you wish, master,” Kitten replied with a bow. She flapped her wings and took off into the air, flying out ahead of the group then swooping down towards the elves with a swift glide.

“A succubus flying down into their camp, and not a single scream is made,” Alyssa pointed out. “Now that’s something I never thought I’d witness.”

“Your demon friend is quite revered amongst our people as well,” an elven archer commented.

“We’ve seen her flying around this land, watching over us and reporting back to Daniel Sorres here. We know she’s with him, and find great comfort knowing a succubus is protecting us as a personal slave of his.”

“Personal slave?” Daniel repeated with a startle. “Wait, who told you about that?”

“She did,” an elf answered with a shrug. “That’s actually how she’s been introducing herself to our rangers. She is, and I quote, ‘your personal bitch’. If I may ask, how in Eden did you make a succubus your bitch? I swear, every time we hear something new about you it just blows our minds away.”

“Has Kitten really been going around telling everyone that?” Daniel tiredly asked.

“I think she’s just trying to brag to everyone that she’s yours,” Alyssa reasoned with a roll of her eyes. “I overheard her yesterday telling a few elves about how you fucked her into submission and made her your slave.”

“How did that conversation even come up?”

“She just brought it up,” Alyssa dryly replied. “Just started talking about it out of the blue. And she really went into detail about how you raped her senseless too. Like, stretched it into an hour long tale.”

Daniel sighed and shook his head before seeing the elves now staring at him with wonder and noticeable blushes.

“Is that how you accumulated so many mates? Did you fuck them all into submission?”

“Clover too? Oh my god. Clover? Is this true?”

“You bent Clover to your will by raping her to the point she lost her senses? You animal!”

“You brute!”

“You beast!”

“You bastard!”

“Why are you all saying that while smiling at me?” Daniel asked as he saw the elves showing nothing but excitement and eagerness towards him now.

“Our savior is a horny warrior,” one of them purred.

“With never-ending lust and stamina. His seed must be divine just as he is.”

“How many more women did you plan on subduing? Is there no end to your lustful cravings?”

“Are we next on your list? Are we all going to be blessed by our savior now?”

“Surely he wouldn’t… subdue us all, would he? Or would he?”

“Oh my fucking god, our people are going to be so pumped! And I mean that in both the figurative and literal way!”

“Hold it!” Clover shouted at them. “Don’t get the wrong idea here! Dan’s already got his mates and that’s us, we’re not taking in any more girls! The only ones he’s going to be fucking senseless are us!”

Daniel lowered his head, covered his eyes, and shook his head with a quiet exhale while Alyssa glared at the elves as she nodded in agreement. The women sulked and pouted as Clover stepped closer to Daniel’s side and firmly grabbed hold of his hand that she held near, with Daniel keeping Pip close to his chest and feeling the elf squeezing his hand tightly now.

“She’s right,” he had to agree with. “I’m not looking to take in any more mates. Please don’t go around spreading those rumors with your people. The last thing I need to deal with right now is a horde of lustful elves who all have the wrong idea about me.”

“Very well, if you say so,” an elf reluctantly replied.

“I do indeed,” Daniel said before leading Clover towards the carriage. He stopped next to the campfire and noticed Sheal just watching him from under her bangs. “Sheal, you need to come inside with me now.”

“What?” she exclaimed with a hop. Her eyes quickly looked down to his crotch then back up to his face and around at the girls. “But… me? But why? You… you just said that you weren’t going to… that you wouldn’t… I… I’m not worthy of such a blessing, I’m really-”

“Not for that,” Daniel corrected shaking his head. “I’m going to be explaining to my family what happened during that night in Green Haven. I want to know more about what happened between you and Squeak when we were separated.”

“I already told the girls everything,” Sheal insisted. “They can fill you in on what happened.”

“And now you can tell my man everything,” Clover retorted. “Including any other questions he may have for you. He said you need to go inside with him, do as he says.”

“But…” Sheal worried as she turned her eyes back down to the fire. “I don’t… belong in your home. In… Squeak’s home. I’m not worthy of that. I shouldn’t…”

“Sheal, please,” Daniel gently requested. The salamander glanced up to him as he gestured towards the open doors. “I’m asking you kindly. Please come with us and tell me everything that happened with you and Squeak. I want to know what my mate did before… we made our last stand together. And I want to hear it from the one she treated like a trusted friend. Please.”

Sheal paused for a moment then slowly nodded and stood up, eyes nervously looking away from everyone before peeking back at Daniel.

“If I do, could you help me understand something that I want to know?”

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Why did Squeak save me?” Sheal wondered with a saddened frown. “Why… why did she save me of all monsters in that forest? Why did… why did she think I was worth the trouble?”

“I have a pretty good idea,” Daniel answered with a shrug. “Based on how you’ve been behaving with us these last few days, I’d say Squeak was right about you. Come, let’s go inside and sort everything out together. Squeak considered you a friend before she died. That’s good enough for me to invite you into our home.”

“If you say so,” Sheal worried as she again lowered her head.

Daniel led Clover into the carriage with Alyssa and Sheal following after. The elven rangers watched them enter the small ride with amazed looks before turning to one another in question.

“I still can’t wrap my head around how that little cart is able to hold so much inside.”

“That man and his mates can do anything and make anything possible, I swear.”

“He said he was going to talk about the battle. Should we go in and listen as well? I want to know what happened.”

“Don’t you dare,” another sternly warned. “Our heroes have done more than we can ever repay them for. We shall not defile their generosity and kindness towards our people by showing such disrespect.”

“Clover will tell us what we need to hear. Until she does, back to your posts. Do not let anyone disturb our heroes while they commune in their home.”

“I suppose you’re right. Still, I do wonder what it’s like.”

“Living in a mind-boggling home that defies all fucking logic?”

“No,” the elf giggled with a blush. “Being taken as a mate by that man. Clover, that witch, that demon, all these strange and nice girls who have cared for us. If one man is able to subdue all of them into being his mates… what would having sex with him be like?”

“I can only compare it to one thing,” another reasoned with a shrug. “Having sex with a warrior from the heavens. Honestly, I do fear he would destroy me should he take me to bed. He has the stamina and strength to fuck all those girls by himself. If I was alone with him I’d be fucked to death, no question.”

The elves nodded with immoral grins to that thought, all of them obviously imagining such a thing as they walked off-balance back to their positions around the campsite while giggling and purring to themselves as they became noticeably distracted from guard duty.

*****

Inside their bedroom Daniel stood before the shelves that held small framed pictures of scenery and marble pottery, as well as the fragment of Twilight’s key that he gently picked up and distantly gazed at. Sitting on his shoulder Pip watched the artifact being tilted around in his hand before they noticed more of their family entering through the archway. Doku and Star walked into the bedroom, both turning their heads slightly to see their mate watching them with a solemn expression before passing by towards the bed. Behind them Specca and Triska walked in, the nixie wiping her eyes behind her glasses before she looked at Daniel with a worried glance. Triska gently pushed her forward towards the bed before stopping and leaning against the archway as she rested her eyes on Daniel. Feeling as though he had everyone’s attention now, Daniel set the artifact down and turned to see a large gathering of monstergirls waiting for him to speak.

Sheal kept to herself while sitting on the floor near Triska, the salamander having her legs tucked up close to her chest and tail wrapped around her feet. Sitting on the cushioned stool by the mirrors Specca gently straightened out her skirt while keeping her eyes on Daniel. Cindy was seated on the edge of the bed with Snapper in her arms, the youngling again having her face buried in the girl’s sandy bosom as she growled and chewed on her with a small buzz of her wings. The sand wraith’s expression was of sorrow just as many of her co-mates displayed, her saddened eyes and quiet demeanor bringing out a concerned look from Felucia as she stood beside her daughter while gently petting the girl’s head. Next to Cindy was Clover, the elf having an arrow in her hands that she fiddled with while she kept her eyes locked onto Daniel with heightened interest.

“Sister,” Luna softly said, sitting on the bed and gently nudging Falla who remained curled into a ball atop the covers with her face buried in a pillow. Beside them Doku sat down and gently brushed her wing against Falla’s head, the butterfly slowly peeking up at them with watery eyes before she sat up and struggled with holding in her sobs. Star warped into her hammock above the bed and watched Daniel with slowly waving tails, a worried look easily noticed on her as she remained silent just as the other girls. Alyssa placed her staff against the wall and sat down on the edge of the bed, her eyes going around at the girls in the room before resting on Daniel as she wiped a single tear away.

“Before Daniel begins,” Triska spoke up. “Where’s Rolian? I haven’t seen her in a while.”

“In the dining room sleeping,” Alyssa answered.

“I checked the dining room before getting Specca. She wasn’t in there.”

“Did you look up?”

“Um… no.”

“Last I saw her she was passed out from drinking too much again,” Alyssa sighed. “Hanging upside-down in her canopy of spider webbing over the dining room entrance.”

“She’s still living in there?” Specca tiredly asked.

“Would you rather she move her web into the library?” Alyssa dryly questioned her. “That chamber is a lot bigger after all.”

“God no,” Specca quickly replied shaking her head. “It’s bad enough we have her hanging above us while we’re eating. The last thing I want her doing is hanging on the ceiling above me while I’m trying to read.”

“It’s been rather difficult to move her out of the dining room,” Doku hesitantly admitted. “Any of the other rooms aren’t much better of a location for her to… nest, as she has. And I just don’t have the heart to tell her to leave. If it wasn’t for her we never would have known about the elves in Green Haven being in trouble.”

“What are we going to do with her?” Triska groaned with a face palm. “She’s been a big help but now she’s being a big pain.”

“We’ll deal with her later,” Clover said, eyes never leaving Daniel. “Right now this is more important.”

“Daniel?” Pip wondered, herself and the girls turning their focus to him as he was staring at his right hand in silence. After taking a slow breath he gazed around at the hushed looks of unease everyone had, everyone except Snapper who was again busy coughing out sand without a care in the world.

“I want to start by saying I’m sorry,” he began with a remorseful frown. “Losing Squeak… cut me deeper than anything ever had before. I couldn’t stand to think that I would never see her again, never hear her squeaks again, never feel her touch again, that she was really gone. I’ve been pushing myself so hard to find Kroanette these past few days, but not just because I’m scared of losing her too. I was scared… to accept the truth about Squeak. To talk about it. To think about it. To see you cry from it. I ran away in my pursuit of Kroanette, and in doing so I left you all alone without any comfort that you so desperately needed. I’m so sorry, all of you. I hope you can forgive me.”

“We don’t blame you for any of this,” Specca said. “Losing our co-mate… has been unbearable and something none of us are going to recover from so easily. But her death wasn’t your fault, Daniel.”

“I let her come with us,” Daniel argued. “I let her go to Green Haven. I could have stopped her.”

“It was her choice to go,” Triska countered. “It was all of your choice to go to Green Haven to save the elves. She wanted to be brave and help others, just like you.”

“If anyone is to blame for her death it’s me,” Clover regretted. “I was right there. I could have saved her, if only I had one more fucking arrow. Just one more goddamned arrow and I could have stopped her from being killed like that. It’s all my fault she’s gone.”

“It’s none of your fault,” Triska decisively stated. “Squeak… knew the risks of going. You all did. She chose to go because she placed the lives of those elves over her own. She’s a goddamned hero for helping them escape The Sisterhood. And the gemini… they’re going to pay for what they did. You can mark my words I’m going to kill them for taking her from us. I’m going to fucking slaughter them the first chance I get.”

“They’re already dead,” Daniel said, with everyone turning to him in confusion. “Jovian and Jacqueline, they’re both dead.”

“What?” Alyssa asked. “They’re dead? But… how? Nothing can kill them but a simultaneous strike with the Archlight’s Blade and Hellfire’s Edge. How could they have been slain when we only have one of the swords?”

“Was the Archlight’s Blade there too?” Specca wondered, then gasped in surprise. “Wait, that swordsman, Daemon, he has the Archlight’s Blade. Was he there in Green Haven with you?”

“No,” Daniel said shaking his head. “It was just me and the gemini during that last fight.”

“Then how could they be dead?” Triska asked. “Nothing else kills those monsters, something we’ve seen firsthand.”

“What happened, Dan?” Clover inquired with a careful eye on him. “When you were fighting the gemini, something really fucked up happened. Something that I can’t even begin to understand. What exactly did you do to them? And how?”

Daniel stared at his right hand while slowly turning it, feeling the faint presence of something holding onto it still as all eyes were keenly focused on him now.

“Daniel?” Falla sniffled. She and Luna crawled forward on the bed to the edge and sat together near the girls, both of them showing watery eyes as he turned his gaze onto them. “What happened to them? What happened to those monsters that took Squeak from us?”

“I killed them,” Daniel answered, earning surprised looks from everyone. “I killed them for what they did to Squeak, for what they did to so many innocent people.”

“You… you did?” Triska slowly asked. “But… how could you have? How…”

Daniel carefully lifted his right hand up in front of him, the girls looking to it then him as he showed a focused expression while remembering that fateful event.

“It’s another reason why I haven’t wanted to talk about that night. Something… very strange did indeed happen. Something that I’m still cautious and a little concerned about to this day, and for good reason. I’ll tell you all what happened, you deserve to know. The truth is… it wasn’t just me that slayed the gemini during that battle. I had help from… something else.”

*****

Within a narrow corridor of sleek white metal and neon golden engravings pulsating across the walls and ceiling, two small girls were flying straight through the hallway with soft blue light trailing behind in their wake. Their ridged, square wings hummed while remaining suspended just behind their backs, their white togas fluttered around their hips and shoulders, the white puffball antennae atop their heads bounced slightly in their flight, and their cups filled with warm glowing yellow liquid didn’t spill a single drop despite the two girls traveling through the ever-extending corridor that quickly veered straight down, then to the left, then right, then down, and then up again.

“Did you get a load of the new girls?” one casually asked before sipping her drink.

“Yeah. Luckily they’re not in our division,” the other muttered with a roll of her eyes. “New pixies are always a pain to properly train.”

“They looked pretty eager. Though maybe a little too eager. I don’t like it when they’re that eager. You just know they’re going to bite off more than they can chew.”

“Whatever. Not our problem, thank the Creator,” the other praised with a small hand wave. “We don’t get new girls in the private division, at least not brand new ones like them. Too much risk of one of them making an error.”

“True. Though I wouldn’t mind getting to know some fresh faces. Seriously, there’s only 5,607 of us in this division. I know everyone here way too well by now, there’s just nothing new to see or hear from any of them. Even you. I know everything about you. And you’re boring, you know that?”

“Hey!”

“I just want something new to happen,” the pixie groaned as they veered straight down in their flight followed by a sharp left within the square corridors. “We’ve been doing the same thing for 1,578 years now. I’m so bored!”

“Watch your tongue,” her friend snapped. “The fact that nothing has happened in all that time is a good thing, remember? It’s our job to make sure nothing happens, especially if that means nobody else has to know about all of this. If all goes well everyone will eventually forget about our division and it can fade away from the memories of everyone in the world.”

“Oh Creator,” the pixie groaned before taking a drink. “I’m going to be so bored for the rest of my existence. I just want one exciting thing to happen. You know? Just one.”

As the pixies flew towards an intersection they saw a dozen more quickly zip across in a barrage of blue and green lights. The two girls glanced to each other in question then followed after their sisters, seeing the whole flock of pixies racing through the corridor in frantic distress. As they did flashing red lights were seen going off along the walls and floor in foreign shaped emblems, the images also lighting up as outstretched signs in the tunnel that the pixies flew right through with flickering distortions of light.

“This is bad! This is bad!”

“How could this happen? Who was in charge of it?”

“We don’t know! All we know is that it’s out!”

“This better be a bad joke or something!”

“Oh Creator! Oh Creator! What are we supposed to do now?”

“Panic! Just do as I do if you don’t know how! It’s actually pretty easy!”

“What’s going on?” one of the two pixies in back called out.

“We’ve got a Code Red!” another shouted back, with the two pixies gasping in shock before speeding up their flight with their sisters. The flock of pixies zipped forward, up, left, down, and then forward through the angular corridors as more warning lights were flashing the deeper they went.

“Please tell me this is just a test,” one of the pixies whined. The group zipped forward before going up, up, down, down, left, right, left, right and then full speed ahead past two intersections where more pixies quickly joined them from. The flock of flying girls panicked more and more as the number of warning emblems were rapidly increasing, all of them nervously shouting at one another before racing out into a larger square chamber with dozens of others tunnels connecting to it from all sides. Buzzing around in straight flight patterns were hundreds of other pixies, all of them screaming and crying in distress as they rigidly circled a central cube that was slowly spinning on its axis in the middle of the room. The box was nearly transparent, having hundreds of tiny golden lines sprawling all over its sides and through it that pulsated with neon glowing light. And on one side of the cube was a specific red emblem that was flashing with rippling red lines bleeding away from it. One by one pixies kept flying by in front of the crown shaped icon that was flashing, screamed and shook their head in fright, then continued on their flight as other pixies passed by and did the same.

“Is that…” one of the little flyers who just entered the chamber nervously asked.

“Oh dear Creator, no,” another dreaded before zipping straight towards the flashing emblem. She stopped in front of it and held a hand against the diagram, stopping the cube from its spin while all the pixies quickly halted with their flights as well. The lone pixie shakily eyed over the neon red diagram then tapped her other hand onto the cube beside it, the golden lines shifting to blue and then back again as sharp white letters in a foreign language appeared in the air above it. The pixie read the writing before gulping and slowly turning to see everyone anxiously staring at her.

“Sivee?” her friend called over. “Tell me that’s not… that it’s not…”

“It is,” Sivee whined, with the pixies in the chamber turning pale as they started to nervously shake in the air. Turning back to the flashing red diagram Sivee slowly hovered away from it while being stunned to her core, the white letterings in the air fading away while the constant flashing of the crimson emblem drew out only fear from the tiny woman.

“Sovereign Armament Ragnarok… has been freed.”

The pixies holding their cups dropped them as they gasped in horror, the drinks falling quite a ways before hitting the ground and splattering their golden liquid that crackled with snaps of electricity.

“Oh… Creator…”

“You just had to ask for something to happen. You just had to ask for it.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“You should be!”

Sivee held her hands over her face and struggled to breathe steady, the pixie then screaming and rushing back to the cube as she struck her hand onto the flashing diagram.

“Inform Central that Sovereign Armament Ragnarok is loose! Right now!” she ordered. Dozens of pixies took off in every direction through the multiple adjoining passageways. Many others resumed flying around in a panic while some quickly gathered close behind Sivee as she brought up more information from the cube with her hand.

“How could this have happened?”

“What does this mean?”

“What do we do now?”

“Does this mean we’re going to be punished?”

“Be quiet!” Sivee cried out. She quickly swiped her hand to scroll through the writing that zipped past her. Her eyes hastily scanned what was passing by before she halted the listing with her hand, the pixie carefully examining the emblems before she glanced back to the others.

“It didn’t break free. It was pulled out. Someone took Sovereign Armament Ragnarok from its containment.”

“Someone… took it? But… how?”

“Who took it? Was it… oh no, was it…”

“It wasn’t her,” Sivee said shaking her head. Looking back to the floating writing she carefully scrolled through the information they had. “She’s still isolated in her prison according to the last report. There have been no incidents of her barrier being disrupted or any odd activity in her area.”

“She’s still locked away? But then how could it be taken out from containment? Who could have done such a thing if not her?”

Sivee read through the scrolling info while trying to keep her hands steady as the rest of her was trembling a little in fear.

“I don’t know. There’s no further info regarding the event. Only that it was still in containment during one cycle and then gone the next. The barrier is still intact! How… how in the Creator’s name could it have been taken out of containment without the barrier being removed? That’s impossible. Who could have done that?”

“So what do we do now?” a pixie whined. “I don’t remember the directive we’re supposed to follow in case of this event.”

“We have to find it and put it back in containment, that’s what!” Sivee yelled at her. “Inform all divisions, get every pixie on alert right now! This is a Code Red, this is our highest priority! We need to find it before everything falls apart!”

“We can’t disclose information about this to anyone,” another argued. “This is super-duper classified. We’re the only ones allowed to handle this information. Protocol says we can’t just-”

“Protocol is suspended!” Sivee shouted out. “We need to get Sovereign Armament Ragnarok back in containment right now and keep it locked away! That is our code! That is our job! That is the command of the Creator! We cannot fail with this! We have to do whatever we can to get this problem taken care of, and we need to do it now! Do you understand?”

“Well… if you say so,” the pixie worried as she slumped back. “But if we get in trouble for operating outside of our specified parameters I’m blaming you.”

“If we don’t get this problem fixed soon we’re all in trouble,” Sivee warned as they looked back to the floating scroll of writing. She hesitantly held her hand over it for a moment before quickly swiping through the ledger in search of something else that poked into her mind. After a while she stopped at a different listing of information, swiftly reading through it before she sighed in relief.

“Thank the Creator,” she softly praised.

“Is it good news?”

“I hope so, I’m feeling sick to my stomach right now.”

“It’s good news,” Sivee assured. She read over the information again to make sure she wasn’t imagining what she had hoped to find before she swiped her hand to close the floating scroll. With a slow breath she turned to the others as they anxious awaited any good news to hear at that moment.

“Sovereign Armament Aegis is still safely contained. At least that’s one thing to be happy about. Now, let’s get to work and find what went missing before it’s too late. Someone took that weapon out of containment, and we need to find out who.”

*****

Inside their spacious bedroom all was quiet as every girl there was rendered speechless from what they were told. Standing before them Daniel was staring at his right hand with a focused demeanor, feeling all too well the ominous presence of the one he had revealed to be the true killer of the gemini sisters. After a while of nobody speaking one of the girls finally broke the silence.

“Are you fucking serious?” Felucia blurted out.

“Yes, I am fucking serious, Felucia,” Daniel dryly replied.

“Ragnarok?” Triska repeated. “A sword that both the Hellfire’s Edge and Archlight’s Blade derived from… one that not even angels or demons could control… is now bound to you? It’s… inside you now?”

“I believe so. Sort of like how it is with you and Kitten I suppose, except Ragnarok hasn’t spoken or appeared to me since that night.”

“That’s what happened during the battle?” Clover marveled. “You… you pulled a legendary sword straight out of the fucking ether… and destroyed the gemini with it?”

“Yes,” Daniel confirmed, remembering the last moments with the twisted twins. “When I first heard Ragnarok speaking to me I honestly couldn’t believe any of what she was saying. Everything happened so fast and unexpectedly. However… I wanted to believe her. I wanted what she promised to be true. I wanted Jovian and Jacqueline to pay for what they did.”

“So you just trusted her?” Specca questioned.

“Not entirely,” Daniel admitted with a regretful glance towards her. “Trusting the gemini when we first met them nearly resulted in all of us dying. I knew better than to trust someone I had just met, but… I felt I didn’t have a choice. If Ragnarok was lying to me then I was as good as dead anyway. We all were. Trusting her was the only choice I saw to make, one that I hoped would be the right decision. And as it turned out, it was.”

“The gemini are really dead?” Alyssa carefully asked. “Ragnarok really destroyed them for good? You’re sure of this?”

“Yes,” Daniel answered. He walked closer to Falla and wiped her tears away, the butterfly and her sister quickly grabbing hold of his hands as he smiled a little at her. “I struck them down, and they did not get back up again. Nothing was left of either of them afterward. They even felt real pain from Ragnarok’s blade, and although it wasn’t nearly enough in reparation for all the pain and suffering they caused, it was enough to invoke true fear in their eyes. They’re dead, Falla. The ones that took Squeak from us are gone for good. Our mate was avenged. I made sure of it.”

“Thank you… thank you, Daniel,” Falla whimpered before she grabbed hold of him and buried her face in his chest. She broke down crying with Luna and Cindy letting out their tears as well, with the other girls all feeling the same wave of comfort hitting them in knowing Squeak’s killers got what was coming to them in the end.

“They’re dead,” Sheal praised. “Those monsters… finally paid the price for their lies. For killing my only family. For killing my friend. May they burn in hell forever.”

“Amen to that,” Triska said before struggling to hold in her voice. Holding a hand over her mouth she lowered her head as the memory of her co-mate again struck at her heart, though at least this time it was somewhat softened compared to before.

“Those stupid jerks,” Cindy sniveled as she coddled Snapper, the youngling squirming in her arms with her face buried in the wraith’s sandy bosom. “I’m glad they’re gone. They were so mean. I really hated them.”

“You and me both,” Felucia agreed. “Those two were a real nightmare.”

“Oh, we know, Felucia,” Specca said while slowly nodding. She wiped her tears away then smiled slightly at Daniel. “Thank you for telling us, Daniel. I think we’ll all sleep a little better tonight knowing Squeak can also rest in peace.”

“I pray she finds rest in the afterlife,” Doku hoped. “The poor dear. It won’t be the same around here without her.”

Star nodded with a quiet mew as she distantly gazed up at the ceiling, her tails slowly waving behind her as she absently pondered to herself before she blinked then showed a dull expression as she saw spider webbing covering a side of the ceiling. With a roll of her eyes and a quiet murmur she then turned her focus down to Daniel as he backed up from the butterfly sisters and rested his hand on the sword sheathed at his hip.

“Although I suppose that sword and its spirit are bound to me, I haven’t heard or seen her since that fateful night. And to be honest, I was hesitant on changing that. On top of everything that happened and what still needs to be done, I didn’t want to add dealing with her… it… whatever she is, into the mix as well. She’s… very unnerving to speak to and see in person.”

Pulling the sword out slightly Daniel admired the polished crimson edged steel, the blade and shield he now owned bearing a striking resemblance to armaments seen before in his travels.

“Apoch and Astreal were kind enough to create these for me, and I’m very thankful for their efforts. I wanted them so I didn’t have to tempt fate by calling out to Ragnarok again, or be reliant on you girls being so close to me in order to properly fight if need be. I’m sure the blade I create from the love you girls give me is far stronger than this, and even further above that would likely be Ragnarok itself, but still… having this by my side brings a bit confidence towards being a real knight for my family.”

“Can we see it?” Falla asked. Daniel turned to her as she wiped her tears away and nodded at him. “Can we? The sword… the one that allowed you to avenge Squeak… I want to see it. I want to see the weapon that put down those horrible monsters that took her from us.”

“I’m rather curious to see it myself,” Triska admitted. “Would that be alright, Daniel? Even if just for a moment, could we see the weapon that you used to avenge our fallen mate?”

“I’m not sure we should do such a thing yet,” Specca argued shaking her head. “We don’t know exactly what it is that Daniel has in him now. Is it safe to have it out in here?”

“Probably not,” Alyssa reasoned. “The thing totally annihilated the gemini, and they were near-immortal. If that sword is more powerful than the Hellfire’s Edge or Archlight’s Blade, then it’s certainly worthy of great caution.”

“Dan?” Clover asked, herself and the others seeing Daniel staring at his hand with obvious reluctance to their plea. “May we see it? Would that be okay?”

“I’m… not sure,” Daniel finally said. “To be honest, I’m not sure how exactly I summoned it like I did. I certainly haven’t tried or given any thought as to how to do it recently. I didn’t want to deal with… Ragnarok just yet.”

“If you don’t want to do it now you don’t have to,” Doku assured. “You don’t have to push yourself if you’re not sure you’re ready to hold it again. If you believe there’s cause for concern regarding that weapon then it may be best to approach this slowly and more carefully.”

“I do,” Daniel agreed. “Holding the Hellfire’s Edge was one thing, but Ragnarok… it was nothing like that. That sword… its spirit… something is very different about it. And it’s not just me I’m worried about with holding it again, it’s all of you. Like Alyssa said, and like Ragnarok boasted when we first met, it’s a very powerful weapon. I want to make sure I can properly control it the next time I have it out.”

“Then we’ll wait,” Clover accepted. “Take all the time you need to learn how to control it. What’s important is that Squeak was avenged and the gemini are gone for good. My people are going to rejoice hearing about this, and I swear they’re going to think you really are a god after all you’ve done for them, Dan.”

“I really don’t want them to start worshiping me or anything like that,” Daniel remarked with a brief smirk. After a moment to think he looked around at the girls as they appeared to be waiting for him to speak again.

“You’ll all get to see Ragnarok when the time is right. For now… let’s be thankful we still have each other, and that Squeak’s efforts were not in vain. The elves of Green Haven are safe. The gemini are dead. The Sisterhood is going to be in disarray after that battle. And we have each other. All we can do now is pick up the pieces and keep moving forward. If nothing else, we move forward for her and her memory.”

“Whatever you say, Dan,” Clover agreed.

“Her memory will never be forgotten,” Specca promised.

“Nor what she gave her life for,” Alyssa added.

“We’ll succeed with our quest,” Doku confidently said. “For her.”

“For our co-mate,” Luna said as she held Falla.

“For our family,” Falla whimpered.

“For Squeak,” Triska gently said, herself and everyone then turning their sights towards the wall next to the mirrors. Where the magical focuser that once belonged to Alyssa’s mother was hung, so too was another ornamentation that all eyes focused on. Woven together from clothing of the ant girl no longer among them by the magic of witches who were their friends, was a small blue quilt with brown and silver thread used to make a pickaxe emblem that was proudly displayed in memory of their family that was taken from them. Daniel slowly walked over in front of the memorial while holding in his tears the best he could, one hand gently reaching out and touching the insignia as he cherished his ant girl and all that she was just as he always had.

“We will succeed with our quest,” he vowed to both himself and her. “We will fight to bring peace to this world with everything we have. Just as you did, my beloved mate.”






  Chapter 2

A Mother’s Concern

In the world of Eden it wasn’t uncommon to come across those with differing views or beliefs. It was one thing to accept that for how it was, it was another to attempt changing their minds on the matter. Maybe they would see the differing path as one they too could travel, either for personal gain or genuine belief that it was right. Or perhaps they wouldn’t accept such a notion and reject it entirely, maybe even violently if they became provoked from it. Either way, it was always important to stand by your beliefs no matter what and do what you felt was right.

If it truly was the right path to take, allow nothing to lead you astray.

*****

“Alright,” Daniel said aloud with renewed focus on his current plethora of issues to handle. “No more dodging or putting this off. It’s time we handled this problem just like I promised we would. I am sorry for the wait, I know this is very important to you, so let’s discuss this issue first so we can find the best course of action to take before we move on.”

“It’s about fucking time,” Felucia growled, the sand wraith holding Daniel up by his vest against the wall next to Squeak’s memoriam quilt. Around them the girls were watching in stunned silence as the enraged wraith had interrupted their prior moment of peaceful remembrance without warning.

“Felucia!” Triska yelled as she grabbed hold of her sword. “Put him down right now!”

“Don’t hurt him, mother!” Cindy cried out. “And don’t make Triska angry, she’ll yell a lot at you! It’s horrible when she does that!”

“Hey!”

“Everyone stop,” Daniel called out, tension running high as he showed a solemn look at the angry woman before him. “Felucia, there’s no need to get physical with this. I already said we could discuss your issue with Cindy being in our care.”

“Oh, it’s more than just an issue now,” Felucia snapped. “For the past three days I’ve been holding my tongue about this matter and doing my best to comfort my heartbroken baby girl. You did manage to save me from the gemini, so I was willing to try and understand why in Eden she liked any of you in the first place. And during that time I’ve witnessed even more insanity with you people that my impressionable little girl is becoming infected with!”

“Go on,” Daniel calmly said.

“First, who the hell got my Cindy hooked on eating filthy human food? Was that you? Did you corrupt my baby with the idea that she could eat that shit? What is wrong with you? How could you people do such a thing to her?”

“Is there a problem with Cindy eating our food? She seems to enjoy it very much.”

“It’s a huge problem!” Felucia roared as she shook him. “Sand wraiths aren’t supposed to eat that garbage! I’ve been trying to get her to stop but she won’t listen to me now! She thinks it’s good to eat that crap!”

“But it is good, mother!” Cindy whined hopping up and down on the bed. “I love eating their food! It tastes so yummy and makes me happy!”

“Stop saying that, Cindy! Stop it right now!”

“You have seemed rather upset whenever Cindy ate with us,” Doku recalled.

“Oh, gee, you think?” Felucia barked at her. “What was your first clue that I was upset then?”

“Well, let’s see,” Luna said looking up thoughtfully. “You kept trying to yank her food away and tell her no whenever she wanted to eat something. You always growled and grinded your teeth angrily like you were mad when she took the food back and ate it. And you also cried a few times wondering where you went wrong as a mother now that your daughter is addicted to eating human food.”

“Anyone see any red flags there?” Falla flatly asked.

“But it’s real good!” Cindy argued. “I don’t understand why you don’t want me to eat that stuff when it’s so tasty!”

“Why is Cindy eating our food so bad?” Specca asked. “Honestly, we have been curious about the fact that she didn’t even know what taste was when we met her or that she even could eat food like us.”

“I will take some of the blame for this,” Felucia growled at Daniel. “I told her many times about this when we were together, but apparently it just went in one ear and out the other. I shouldn’t have let her leave my side so soon without making sure she knew better. But still, you’re the one who enabled her and this horrible habit, you’re the one who corrupted my daughter with that wretched concept you call taste.”

“But why can’t she eat like us?” Daniel wondered. “What’s so bad about her doing so?”

“Because eating your food is pointless!” Felucia shouted. “Sand wraiths breed by eating real food. People! Monsters! Living creatures! It’s not just their flesh and blood we devour, it’s also their lifeforce! That’s what allows us to develop and eventually breed! Your food is just empty pleasure for her! She’ll never grow up or have a daughter if she keeps eating that trash!”

“What?” Alyssa asked.

“Just what I said! Eating your food is completely pointless for her. She could eat everything you put down in front of her every day for the rest of her life, and it wouldn’t do a damned thing for her! She’ll never grow up, she’ll never get smarter, she’ll never have a daughter!”

“I… won’t?” Cindy worried.

“No, you won’t,” Felucia told her with a heartbroken frown. “Don’t you remember all the warnings I gave you, Cindy? Eat all the people you come across, but never eat their food. Taste is a toxic sensation to us. It tricks you into wanting more of that useless crap they call food, but it’s not food at all for you. It’s nothing at all. Your body dissolves it and nothing comes of it in return. You’ll never mature or have a daughter if you keep eating that stuff.”

“I won’t have a baby?” Cindy feared. “Never? Like, never ever ever?”

“Never,” Felucia warned shaking her head. “You can only grow and breed if you eat living creatures, things with lifeforce for you to absorb into your being. All those meals you’ve had here, all the food and sweets you say you love, they’re nothing but a waste of your time.”

“That’s why sand wraiths only devour others for food?” Triska wondered. “For their lifeforce? But… is there really no other way for her to have a daughter of her own?”

“What other way would she need?” Felucia snapped at her. “Yes, it’s the only way. And until she met you assholes she would have been perfectly happy with it. But nooooooo, you stupid bitches tricked my Cindy into eating that disgusting manure you call food and-”

“Enough!” Daniel called out. Everyone turned to see him taking a slow breath while keeping a sharp eye on the angry sand wraith. “First, don’t you dare call Doku’s cooking filthy or trash. She is a wonderful cook, and if Cindy were to taste anything in this world then she’s lucky she’s able to have Doku’s meals.”

“I-I-I am?” Doku stuttered before quickly hiding behind her wings. “No, no, I’m not that good. I mean I’ve made a few things Cindy has liked, but I’m not… I’m really not that good of a cook. Please don’t embarrass me by saying such things in front of everyone.”

“Second,” Daniel continued. “We only showed Cindy there was more to life than eating others. When we first met her she was lost and confused, not knowing what to do or even what was right. She’s not a bad girl, she’s not a bad person at all, she just didn’t know what was good or evil in the world.”

“Your daughter chose to be kind towards others because she wanted to be a good girl in life,” Triska added. “She chose not to eat us and instead wanted to be our friend, and look what became of her because of it. She’s now the happy surrogate mother to that young swarm in her arms, she’s a wonderful and kind person to those around her, and she even braved the dangers of going to Green Haven to help those elves because she wanted to save them. She’s a hero, Felucia. All because she fought against her inner nature to just blindly eat everyone she meets.”

“Your daughter is an amazing girl, Felucia,” Daniel praised. “Sand wraiths are known to be dangerous, murderous monsters in the world, but Cindy isn’t like that at all. She’s kind, caring, and only wants to enjoy life with those around her.”

“She can’t live like this!” Felucia argued, almost desperately. “She’s a sand wraith, this isn’t normal at all for her! Dammit, this isn’t what I wanted for my baby, this isn’t where she should be in her life! And didn’t you hear what I said earlier? Eating your food is worthless for her! She can’t grow or breed if she does that! She needs to-”

“She needs to decide on her own what to do,” Daniel countered, silencing the sand wraith. “And she has. This is the path she wanted to walk in life, this is what she wanted to do with her life. Can’t you see how happy she is living her life the way she’s chosen? Don’t you want her to be happy?”

“She’s not happy like this, she’s just confused again!”

“No I’m not!” Cindy shouted loudly, with everyone turning to her along with Snapper who quickly halted in place with a low gurgle. Standing up with the youngling held close in her arms Cindy showed a stern look towards her mother, the elder sand wraith falling silent while continuing to hold Daniel against the wall.

“I’ve been confused many times in the past. I’ve gotten lost, forgotten stuff, and a lot of times I don’t know what people are talking about. But this is something I know I want. I want to be here. I want to live with them. I want to be with Daniel. And I want to be a good girl.”

“But… Cindy,” Felucia worried.

“I love him, mother,” Cindy insisted with tears starting to form. “He makes me… so happy. I feel so safe and happy when I’m with him. And the girls here make me happy too. Even Triska. She makes me happy now, even though when we first met she was a real jerk and I hated her so much. I mean it, she was really loud and mean when we met. I didn’t like her at all. But I do now. So very much.”

“I get that a lot,” Triska commented with a mutual glance to Alyssa.

“I love Snapper,” Cindy continued, holding the child up and hugging her. “I love all the girls. And I love Daniel. Living like this… makes me happier than anything else ever has. Even more happier than eating stuff with my mouth. I never want it to stop.”

“But, Cindy,” Felucia protested. “You don’t understand. Living like this… it’s not normal for sand wraiths.”

“Then I’m not normal,” Cindy reasoned with a shrug. “I don’t care.”

“But you’re not listening to me. If you keep eating their food you’ll never grow, you’ll never get smarter.”

“I don’t care.”

“You won’t mature.”

“I don’t care.”

“You’ll never have a daughter!”

“I don’t care,” Cindy said, with Felucia gasping in shock. “I don’t want to eat other people. It’s wrong, it’s mean, and I hate it. I don’t want to have to do that ever again. It makes me so sad just thinking about the people I ate before I met Daniel. I was so mean to them… and I didn’t even know it. I was a bad girl then. And I can’t even say I’m sorry to them anymore because I ate them up. But I am really sorry. I’m so sorry I ate them, I wish I never did such a thing to them.”

“But… Cindy-”

“I don’t care!” Cindy shouted at her. “Do you hear me, mother? I don’t care if this is wrong to you or not! I’m not going to live my life like you do, eating people over and over again just to make a baby sand wraith! I can’t do it, I can’t do that anymore! It’s not just because eating their food tastes so wonderful, it’s because I don’t want to be a real monster like those jerks in that burning forest were! I won’t be like them!”

Slowly Felucia let go of Daniel and turned to her daughter, seeing the adamant look in Cindy’s eyes along with a few tears as she held Snapper close in her arms. The youngling gurgled and pawed at her chest with a curious murmur as Cindy wiped her tears away and nodded firmly at her mother.

“I’m not a bad girl, not anymore. I won’t be like those monsters who hurt those elves, who hurt you, who took Squeak away. If killing other people is the only way I can make a baby… then I’m not going to make a baby. I can’t do it. I can’t be like that.”

“Cindy… you can’t mean that,” Felucia worried.

“I do,” Cindy asserted, turning her eyes down to Snapper as she gently coddled the child. “Killing people is bad. Eating people is wrong. I won’t be like that. And neither will Snapper. We’re good girls now, and we always will be.”

“But… don’t you want a daughter, Cindy?”

“Not if I have to kill others in order to have one. It’s not right. I’ll be Snapper’s mom, I’ll make sure she grows up to be a good girl. That much I can do. That much is enough for me.”

Sitting back down on the bed Cindy held Snapper close, the youngling buzzing her wings and purring as she gently clawed the wraith’s sandy cheeks. Felucia stared at her in stunned silence for a moment before turning back to Daniel with a furious growl.

“You bastard! Look at what you’ve done to her!”

“We helped her avoid becoming a heartless murderer in this world,” Daniel retorted. “She’s a wonderful person on the inside, and now she’s free to show that to everyone. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“She can’t live like this! It’s not normal! It’s not right! She can’t-”

“What if she can?” Daniel shouted back. Felucia backed up a step in surprise as Daniel crossed his arms with a stern look at her. “What if there is another way for her to breed, a way that doesn’t involve eating and murdering others? What if your kind doesn’t have to live like dreaded deathdealers in Eden and there is another way you can breed without killing people?”

“There isn’t any other way! That can’t be done!”

“I won’t accept that!” Daniel argued before pointing to Cindy. “She has a loving heart and a will to help others, a caring nature that she proudly displays every day by taking care of that baby swarm that she herself took into her arms out of love and affection. Cindy is an amazing girl, she’s capable of so much good in this world, and I’ll be damned if I let anyone corrupt such an angelic soul by taking away who she really is.”
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