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 Chapter One 
 
    I stood outside the wooden doors of the grand hall and listened to the distant chatter of aristocrats. People pushed past me, most of them high-class women dressed in ball gowns. A few of them glared at me out of the corners of their eyes, and I lowered my head as I’m supposed to do. 
 
    “Isn’t that Charles?” A woman whispered under her breath as her icy blue eyes cut into me over her shoulder. “Charles Rayburn?” 
 
    My hands curled into fists at my sides as a tall woman with perfectly styled blonde hair turned halfway around to glance in my direction. Then the blonde placed a perfectly manicured hand on her corseted waist and turned entirely around to stare at me in the foyer of the Grand Duchess’ home. With a loud snap, the blonde woman pulled a large, embroidered fan from the inside pocket of her dress and hid her face from me.  
 
    I didn’t need to see her lips to know she was smirking in my direction, I could tell from the sparkle in her hateful, blue eyes. 
 
    “Strange,” the blonde hissed as her eyes narrowed on my face. “Is he a guest or here to serve us?” 
 
    A second shorter woman erupted into giggles, and the blonde simply cooled herself with the elaborate fan.  
 
    I cleared my throat and avoided both of their gazes while they disappeared from the foyer into the grand hall. I couldn’t help but feel the age-old shame bubble up from the pit of my belly, but there was more than that, there was also anger. This was how our society had always been, men were seen as second-class citizens, while the magic-wielding females sat at the highest point of society. 
 
    But as much as I hated them, I was still a bit pleased I’d been invited to this gathering. As far as I knew, I would be the only male non-servant in attendance. 
 
    A few men brushed past me, and I watched them as I stood deliberately in front of the doors. Each one of them wore pristine white suits, and their shiny dress shoes clicked loudly against the marble floors. Each of them kept their heads low, and their shoulders slumped, and I felt the rage burning within them, too. Every man I came into contact with had suffered the same discrimination as me, but there was nothing we could do about it. Women in this society were more powerful than other beings, maybe even the gods residing in the heavens. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there all goddamn night or are you going to open the door for me, swine?” a voice snapped from behind me, and I barely had time to react before I was shoved aside. 
 
    The accent was thick as if the speaker’s tongue was swollen to three times its normal size, and I breathed calmly as I turned and leveled my gaze with the rotund woman standing behind me. I didn’t know her, but I had seen her around the city and in the Duchess’ courts.  
 
    “Ahhh, I know you.” Her muddy brown eyes traveled across my face as I stood a little straighter, I knew this look, I’d seen it a hundred times before. Here and all across the country, men were seen as three things, workers, servants, and consorts, and from the way this old toad looked at me, I was the latter to her. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “The alchemist Rayburn,” the rotund woman purred. “Fancy meeting you here, but then again, I suppose you are the only male that does deserve to be here. How goes your work for the Duchess?” 
 
    I inwardly seethed at that but plastered a smile across my features despite it. I wasn’t an ‘alchemist.’ I was a doctor, a scientist, a seeker of truths and the power of the gods. I was a man in constant pursuit of discovery, and not a charlatan promising to turn coal into gold or other such nonsense. Not that any of these women would understand the depths of my professional intellect and capabilities, especially this ugly creature before me. 
 
    “Good Evening,” I finally breathed as I offered her a hand. “I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance yet.” 
 
    “Delphine Vallantine,” the stout woman replied as she hastily covered her hand with a handkerchief, gripped my pointer and middle finger, and shook it. “Charmed, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I prefer to be called Dr. Rayburn,” I cleared my throat as the soft texture of the handkerchief touched my fingers. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Ahhh, yessss.” Her voice was a cross between a purr, a growl, and a frog trying to croak. “I’ve heard of your intellect, but you do know that only women are allowed to be doctors, yes?” 
 
    She pulled her hand away, and I took in her appearance while I attempted to ignore the revulsion roiling deep in the pit of my belly. Delphine stood barely to my elbow, and her sickly gray hair was curled and styled on top of her head in a disarrayed pile. Feathers billowed from the mass and shifted in the air as her brown eyes moved over my tailored clothes. The rotund woman’s skin hung in folds and looked so thin that it could’ve been made entirely from crepe paper. Delphine’s cheeks were bright pink with too much rouge, and when she spoke, her breath reeked of whiskey, but I had to be on my best behavior tonight. 
 
    “The Duchess has given me that title because of the work that--” 
 
    “Which brings me back to my first question, Good Doctor, how goes your work?” Delphine asked, “Ohhh, I know she has tight lips, and has probably told you to keep your simple male lips tighter, but I can be very persuasive and enticing, don’t you think?”  
 
    Delphine winked pointedly, and I inwardly cringed, I didn’t want to know what her implication was, so I shook my head as I allowed light laughter to spill from my lips and pulled my invitation out of my breast pocket. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I nodded. “The project is somewhat secretive. If she tells you, then fine, but I am not allowed to speak of it.”   
 
    “Oh, that’s too bad,” the grey-haired woman smirked as she waggled her bushy eyebrows in my direction. “Are you looking for other projects, Doctor? I could think of a few things you could work on for me.” 
 
    Her meaning wasn’t subtle anymore, and I fought the wave of nausea as I stared down at her. I ignored the comment as I kept the smile in place and shook my head. 
 
    “It’s of the utmost importance to the Duchess, and I’m afraid that it takes all my time. Besides, you never know who could be listening in.” 
 
    I glanced around us, and Delphine nodded decisively as she glared at the servers moving to and from inside the grand hall. The men barely looked at us, and I hated to speak of my own kind this way, but there was nothing else for me to do. If I wanted to rub elbows with the upper-class, I had to be like-minded as them. I hated the way men were treated, but to get what I wanted from the Duchess, I had to pretend that I saw males in the same light, despite my own gender. 
 
    I had to be on my best behavior here because regardless of my silver tongue or blameless actions, I was still a mongrel to them… a mongrel with a few redeeming qualities. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Delphine nodded as she grabbed me by the upper arm and steered me toward the door. “You never know what the nasty beasts will do or say, that’s why we have to keep them on such short leashes. I am so glad the Duchess found you, Charles, you are one of the good ones… which makes me wonder how good could you be for me?” 
 
    I stiffened instinctively but plastered a grin over my features as I gazed down at the vile woman. I had met her only a few moments ago, but I already knew that I hated her. I wasn’t here to be a servant and certainly not to become a consort to one of the upper-class, I was simply here to speak to the Duchess. 
 
    Two of the men stationed in front of the wooden door bowed low to Delphine and I, and then swung the doors open with a flourish. The lit lamps above our heads bathed everything in a golden glow, and I moved my eyes over the room as I searched for the Duchess. I wanted nothing more than to speak to her about the task she’d asked of me, and then return home to my experiments, but I couldn’t see her through the massive crowd of upper-class women. 
 
    A few men milled about the room, but their number was nothing compared to all of the women. I could tell from the males’ clothes that these weren’t servants or workers, these were the consorts of the wealthy women in the room. Each of them was scantily clad with their chiseled chests revealed and long leashes tied around their necks. I knew it was something that the aristocrats did with their consorts, but seeing it in person caused my hands to curl into tight fists. It was unfair and disgusting, but… there wasn’t much the population of men could do, we were utterly powerless compared to the females of our society. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Delphine gasped as one of the aristocrats passed by with her consort trailing behind her on a length of woven cord. 
 
    I glanced down at the chubby woman in surprise, and from the tone of her voice, she almost sounded shocked by such a display, but when my eyes met hers, I knew it wasn’t true. Delphine’s hand tightened on my forearm, and she practically salivated as her muddy eyes cut into mine. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you look just dashing in that style of collar?” the gray-haired woman purred up at me, and this time, I couldn’t muster even a twitch at the corners of my lips. “I personally didn’t like the idea of collars and leashes until a few months ago. They are all the rage in the capital, all of the wealthy women have them, and I see they finally made their way to our tiny town.” 
 
    I’d been trained my entire life to nod my head and agree with the women in charge, but this, I certainly couldn’t agree with Delphine on this. We were already treated less than animals in our daily lives and seeing men pulled around like literal beasts made me sick to my stomach. Delphine waited patiently for my agreement with her face upturned to mine, but thankfully, I didn’t have to force it out. 
 
    “Excuse me?” a voice as soft as a mouse murmured from the other side of the gray-haired woman. 
 
    The server standing on the other side of Delphine reached out to tap the plump woman on her shoulder, and quick as a flash, the gray-haired woman slapped his wrist away from her body. Delphine’s gullet wobbled as the corners of her wrinkled lips pulled down into a scowl. I physically felt the rage pour off of her as she raised her hand again toward the servant, but Delphine’s hand froze in the air as a clear voice rang out. 
 
    “Charles,” the voice stated in a frigid tone from a few feet away. “There you are.” 
 
    “Ahhh, fantastic.” I wouldn’t say relief washed through my body with the Duchess finally in sight, but it was something akin to it, so I plastered a large grin over my lips as I wrenched my arm free from the gray-haired woman before I took two steps closer to the woman who ruled over our small city. 
 
    The Duchess was tall and willowy like a tree without its summer foliage. Her small round face was almost childlike with bulbous, pink cheeks and small, puckered lips. Her corseted waist was tiny, and the fabric of her dress looked too heavy for her slight frame. 
 
    Her long honey-colored curls were styled similarly to Delphine’s, but I could tell the difference in quality, the same with her dress and jewelry too. The gray-haired woman may have been wealthy, but her riches were nothing in comparison with the Duchess. Our ruler’s strange violet eyes burned in their sockets like flames in the darkness, and I couldn’t help but feel unsettled in her commanding presence.  
 
    Even though she was beautiful, I wouldn’t say I was attracted to Edony, in fact, her presence caused my stomach to form itself into knots, but she was my patron, and I might have had to conduct my experiments in secret if she had not offered to support me.  
 
    Not only was the Duchess wealthy, but she was powerful in more ways than one. Most of the women in the hierarchy wielded massive magical power and the overwhelming aura that surrounded the Duchess had the crackling charge of lightning right before it strikes. I’d never seen her magical abilities at work and I had to admit, from the oppressive feeling that oozed from her very pores, I didn’t want to. There was no doubt the reason why she was the dominant Duchess in our city, if she didn’t receive something she wanted, she could simply take it with her abilities. 
 
    “Edony, my dear,” Delphine purred as she attempted to follow after the Duchess and me. “You look stunning as ever and the gardens of the duchy! You must tell me what flowers you’ve planted, they are so gorgeous!” 
 
    Edony Lockton turned and glanced over her shoulder at Delphine. It was clear from the look in her violet eyes that she wanted nothing to do with the plump, gray-haired woman at this moment.  
 
    “They are Juliet roses,” the Duchess replied over her shoulder as she gestured for me to follow. “The rarest in the world, I doubt you’d be able to afford them, Delphine. Now, Charles, come.” 
 
    The way she called me reminded me of the way one would call a faithful dog, but nonetheless, I had to obey. Duchess Edony’s presence was massive, and as she moved through the crowd, her guests stepped out of her way and bowed their heads slightly. Voices all around us whispered her name from behind raised hands, and I felt their eyes as they burned into my back.  
 
    Of course, I’d receive this type of attention, the Duchess wanted a private conversation with a man who wasn’t her favorite consort, and it caused quite a stir. I followed in the open space behind her and ignored the whispers around us until she led me to a closed-off area with very few people milling about. 
 
    Finally, Edony turned to me as she snatched a flute filled with golden liquid off a passing tray. The beautiful woman studied me for a moment as she pursed her lips, and her long fingernails tapped against the glass of her drink. 
 
    “How is the project coming?” the Duchess asked in a low voice as her violet eyes scanned the crowd in the distance. “I need results, Charles, I’m becoming impatient with both the process and you.” 
 
    I licked my lips and cleared my throat as Edony tilted her head at me curiously. Earlier in the year, the Duchess sought me out and contracted me for something she only referred to as the ‘project.’ No one but the two of us knew what she’d asked of me, and we rarely spoke about it openly. The Duchess of Edenhart wanted ‘super-soldiers,’ beasts with the strength of twenty men in a single body, and I was the one who would give them to her. I wasn’t my place or my right to ask her why she wanted these ‘super-soldiers,’ but from the way she acted, she was maddingly desperate. 
 
    “Hello?” Edony asked as she snapped her fingers inches in front of my face. “Answer me, Charles. I need to know what’s happening with my pets, you haven’t kept me updated in weeks. You know what I can do with you if I don’t see results, and I need to see results.” 
 
    I already knew that I needed to give her updates, but what I had to tell her would only enrage her. The tests, every single one of them had failed, and horribly at that. I’d built a machine, especially for the creation of these creatures, it was impeccable, magnificent if I were completely honest, and yet, every time I used it, it failed horribly. I wasn’t sure what was missing from the equation, the Duchess had given me access to male test subjects from the local jails to use in the experiments, but I wasn’t sure if the issue was with the patients or the crystals I used to infuse with their mortal bodies. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Duchess,” I stated as I squared my shoulders and looked evenly into her harsh, violet eyes. “The experiments are going… terribly.” 
 
    “I figured as such,” Edony hissed through her teeth as venom dripped from her tone. “The warden told me that you’ve been asking for more and more prisoners. Why isn’t it working, Charles? I gave you the funding, I gave you the viable prisoners to work on, I practically gave you the goddamn machine you’re using, why aren’t I getting the results that I want?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I don’t know what variable is missing. Every time I experiment with a new prisoner, it malfunctions, and… the patient is burnt to a crisp in the second compartment of the machine.” 
 
    “Then figure it out,” Edony snarled as she raised a hand to slap me across the face, but then she stopped herself and instead jabbed a single finger in the middle of my chest. “I’m not funding this whole endeavor just for you to fuck around and take my money, Charles. Do I need to remind you that your life is on the line and this isn’t a fucking game?” 
 
    The Duchess was nearly shouting, and a few passersby stared in our direction. Edony hastily lowered her voice as she jabbed her finger once more into the middle of my chest, her violet eyes heated with rage. 
 
    “I understand,” I cleared my throat. “I will make sure that--” 
 
    “Figure it out, Charles,” the Duchess rolled each word off her tongue like an exploding bomb. “Do you know how easily I could have you taken from your home and lynched in the street? With a snap of my fingers and my men would be on you within seconds. Your body would hang from the gallows for all of the city to see for months until you’ve rotted away to nothing but bare bones. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I stated with a slight nod, and Edony breathed out slowly as she sipped her drink. “Maybe I need more funding to make changes to the machine. I just don’t know what’s going wrong each time I repeat the experiments. I place the crystals and minerals in the first compartment and the prisoner in the second, but something goes wrong between the two. My calculations say that it should work, I just need a bit more time, and more funding, and then I will deliver what you need.” 
 
    “How confident are you in the structure and build of this machine?” Edony asked over the rim of her glass as her eyes slashed into me. “What is the quality of work that went into it?” 
 
    This was an obvious trick, and she tried hard to hide it in her eyes, but I caught it easily without much effort. I’d asked for more funding, and she expected me, as a lowly man, to talk up my prowess. I was smarter than her, that I already knew, but she thought that my ego as a man would trip me up? Not a chance. 
 
    “If I’m completely honest,” I lied through my teeth as I feigned disappointment across my features. “Not good, I’ve had to make changes to the size and shape of each piece of it. If you want this done, Duchess, I’m going to require more funding.” 
 
    Edony thought for a moment as she stuck her tongue into her cheek. She looked understandably annoyed, but I kept my expression calm and almost pleading. Finally, the blonde sighed and rolled her eyes as she threw back her head and downed the rest of her drink. 
 
    “Fine, Charles, if it’s funding you need, you’ll receive it,” Edony sighed exasperatedly as she rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Funding and as many prisoners as you need, but if I don’t see results within the next few months… no, the next few weeks, your ass will hang from the nearest tree. Now, get out of my sight before I change my mind and cut off all of your funding.” 
 
    “Yes, madam,” I whispered as I lowered my eyes from her face. “Of course, I’m very sorry for the inconvenience. I will return home at once and begin the trials again.” 
 
    The Duchess watched me out of the corner of her eyes, and I gritted my teeth and launched myself forward into a bow so low that my nose nearly brushed the tops of my polished shoes.  
 
    “Enjoy the party for a while if you like, Alchemist.” The blonde woman grabbed another drink from a passing tray, nodded in my direction, and gestured toward the rest of the party. “It may be your very last.” 
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” I said as I slowly stepped away from her. 
 
    I maneuvered my way through the crowd, and without the Duchess in front of me this time, it was more difficult. The aristocratic women didn’t move out of my way, and if anything, seemed to go out of their way to block my path. Through the mass of towering hair, feathers, and bulky dresses I spied the towering doors that led to the foyer in the distance over the heads of the Duchess’ guests, but my stomach gurgled loudly as the scent of freshly prepared food wafted over to me, and my mouth watered at the sight of the delicious spread to the left of me.  
 
    “Might as well eat before I head home,” I shrugged to myself as I snatched up a sparkling plate. “Can’t work on an empty stomach.”  
 
    I piled my plate high with one of each of the steaming containers and stepped away from the crowd of cackling women. Then I ate quietly as I leaned against the wall and expertly avoided the gazes of the female aristocrat’s. The food was quite delectable, especially since I normally sustained myself with simple bread, butter, and the occasional ration of dried meat. My work was all encompassing, and I didn’t have time for foolish endeavors such as preparing food. 
 
    I caught snippets of different conversations as I kept my head low by the feasting table, and my eyes roamed over the crowd of cackling women. I couldn’t really pick out any of their individual conversations, but my eyes drifted from the powered and powerful women to their male consorts. Each of the men stood by their mistress’ sides, and the male’s empty eyes glanced at me. I pitied them, since they lived a different life than me, and I couldn’t help but think that the aristocrat Delphine would gladly enslave me if I wasn’t under the Duchess’ protection. 
 
    “Congratulations, Winifred!” a woman to my left cried out, and I peeked over my plate at her and her companions as they held their glasses filled with glittering champagne aloft. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” a redhead who I assumed was Winifred smiled as she placed a hand over her pregnant stomach. “It wasn’t planned, but I am grateful for the chance to finally have a baby with my third consort.” 
 
    I glanced at the man directly beside her, and his green eyes stared off into space with absolutely no emotion. It was almost as if his body was held in place by invisible wires or struts. The redhead patted his bare shoulder as she smiled to her friends, and finally, he seemed to awaken from his trance, and an almost pained smile spread over his pale lips. 
 
    “I’m surprised you wanted to have another child,” the dark-haired woman to Winifred’s left whispered. “Since the other two were… you know… male.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Winifred grinned as she rubbed her hands over her swollen belly. “The poor bastards will be taken care of humanely and trained to serve as all others of their idiot sex are. The doctors assured me that this baby is pure and female.” 
 
    I sighed softly under my breath and stepped away from the group of women. I felt sick to my stomach every time the conversation was brought up, and it was one of the many reasons I stayed locked away in my manor. I wasn’t interested in their conversation. It was all the same vile rhetoric that I’d heard my entire life: Women were more powerful than men, and men were useless.  
 
    “Dio and I came together to create a third being,” I heard the woman continue over my shoulder as I walked away. “A new living creature from two others, it’s such a strange and beautiful notion, isn’t it amazing to think about?” 
 
    I froze with one foot raised above the floor, and then I turned to face the women. 
 
    “I’ve never thought about it,” one of the other women snapped as she avoided Winifred’s gaze. “I would never soil my body by laying with one of those beasts.” 
 
    “But Dio is a tamed brute, look how docile he is.” The redhead chuckled as she stroked her consort’s cheek. 
 
    The empty plate nearly clattered to the floor as it slipped through my sweaty fingers. I grabbed it at the last second and hastily set it down on the edge of the table with a clatter. A few of the aristocrats glanced at me out of the corners of their eyes but paid me no mind. 
 
    “A third component…a third component!” I muttered under my breath. It was so simple, and yet so complicated, and all I needed was this small push to figure it out! It was as if something within my brain clicked, and all of my neurons fired at the same time.  
 
    I was doing it all wrong. I was trying to create something new from two components, but I hadn’t thought to design a third container to hold the new entity in.  
 
    This was the strike of brilliance I had been waiting for, and to think that it could come to me from the conversations of a bunch of idiot women. Still, when opportunity stuck, one must be ready for it. I had to return to my manor and start work on the machine immediately. 
 
    I slithered my way through the crowd toward the doors as excitement pumped through my entire body. 
 
    “The machine couldn’t rely on two components,” I muttered to myself as I dodged through the crowd. I knew my voice was just repeating my thoughts, but it felt good to review my theory again. “No, if I inputted two objects, the crystals, and the prisoner, there had to be a third element.” 
 
    I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. This entire time, I’d assumed that all of the powers of the minerals and crystals would simply transfer over to the prisoner, but maybe that wasn’t it at all. Maybe the third capsule would allow the power of both components to flow and create an entirely new being. I couldn’t believe that it could be so simple, it was almost so mind-blowingly inane. How many sleepless nights had I spent tirelessly working on the machine only to have it fail time and time again? 
 
    “Charles!” Delphine’s voice rose above the low din of the crowd, and I cringed at the sound. “Charles Rayburn!” 
 
    “Shit.” I ducked down, scrunched my shoulders, and continued my race toward the door.  
 
    I soon broke from the large mass of women, and two men at the doors swung them wide for me to escape. I nodded to them before I scrambled down the stairs into the darkness of the night, and then I shrunk back into the shadows underneath an oak tree as Delphine stepped out onto the landing behind me.  
 
    “Charles? I know I just saw you leave!” The gray-haired woman lifted a pair of glasses to her eyes and squinted out into the night. 
 
    I’d only met Delphine once, and she was already becoming obsessed. I wouldn’t allow myself to become her consort. Damn it, I was a man of science, I had a purpose in my life other than to pleasure a vile woman like Delphine. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” Delphine groaned after she searched the dark trees on the other side of the street for a few minutes. Then she turned on her heels and stomped up the front steps back toward the Duchess’ front door. “Another handsome one got away!”  
 
    “Excellent,” I sighed to myself once Delphine had entered the Duchess’ mansion again. “Now I can return to my laboratory in peace.” 
 
    The night was pitch-black away from the front of the duchess’ house, so it took me a few minutes to find the post where I had tied off my horse. But as soon as I untied him, I quickly settled myself into his saddle, took the reins into my hands, let out a shrill whistle, and kicked his sides with my heels. The horse reared back with a loud neigh and broke off in the direction of my manor.  
 
    For the first time in months, excitement flowed through my veins. In the beginning, I hadn’t wanted to take on this project for the Duchess, but now I’d made an actual breakthrough, and I couldn’t help but be excited about testing my new theory.  
 
    My horse’s hooves beat at the dirt road until my manor came into view atop a far hill. From the distance, I saw only a few lit windows, and I knew that most of my butlers had already gone to bed. Unlike most grunt men, I was a man of intellect and science, so the Duchess had allowed me a small manor house with a handful of servants. It wasn’t much, but compared to how other men in my city were treated, I lived in a certain amount of luxury.  
 
    “Master Rayburn!” a manservant called from the side door as soon as I rode my horse into the stable. He held a lantern aloft and shuffled toward me as I pulled the saddle from my steed’s back.  
 
    “Hello, Nathanial,” I greeted him. 
 
    “Back from the Duchess’ party so soon?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded as I offered him the reins, and then brushed off my hands. “I didn’t want to stay too long because it gets… you know.” 
 
    I waved a hand in the air vaguely, but Nathaniel nodded knowingly. It was quite nice to have all-male servants, they understood what it was like to be a man in today’s society.  
 
    “I know.” Nathaniel pressed his lips into a firm line as he led my horse away toward the stables, and I turned on my heel. 
 
    Time to get to work. 
 
    My laboratory was located in the sprawling basement of my manor house, and the only entrance was from the outside, so I hastily descended the stairs and ripped the reinforced door open. It was dark and chilly inside, and I flipped the switch to the lights in one swift movement. 
 
    Despite the location of the room, it smelled sterile, almost like the hospitals downtown. A light buzzing reached my ears as the overhead tubes flickered three times and then held steady. The stone flooring looked wet to the touch as I strode across it, and my eyes landed on my precious machine. The great beast was made entirely of metal and took up the entire far wall. The massive structure reflected my face in coppery hues, and I stood in front of it with my hands on my hips. 
 
    “You’re finally home,” a crabby voice snapped from behind me, and I smirked softly as I turned. “Was the party shit? Oh, I can tell just from looking at your expression that the party was shit.” 
 
    The voice spoke directly into my mind instead of echoing across the laboratory, and with each word, an eerie green light flickered in the darkened far corner.  
 
    “Yes, it was shit.” I sighed loudly, shrugged, and headed straight for the green light. The sound of flowing water reached my ears as the speaker came into view from inside the confines of his jar, and I set my eyes on my assistant. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” the brain suspended in neon green liquid asked. “Is there something on my jar? A smudge? Come on, Charlie, help me out, you know I can’t see for shit.” 
 
    “There’s nothing on your jar.” I snickered as I reapplied the tape label on the glass that read ‘A.B. Norman.’ 
 
    “Can you take me out of the goddamn corner?” A.B. huffed. “No one puts brainy in the corner.” 
 
    “How do you know you’re in the corner?” I questioned as I grabbed his cart and wheeled the brain out into the open. “You just said that you couldn’t see.” 
 
    “Because it’s colder than a witch’s titty in the corners of your laboratory,” A.B. snickered directly into my consciousness. “The rest of the room is nice and toasty.” 
 
    I shook my head as I placed A.B. in his rightful position beside my main workbench, and then I grabbed an apron from the far wall and tied it around my middle as A.B. seemed to watch, or at least, float in his jar to face me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the brain could see, sometimes he did, and sometimes he didn’t. A.B.’s existence was a complete mystery to me, but when I found him at the back of a decrepit curio shop, and he desperately called out to me, I knew I had to take him home. I had considered the possibility that he only spoke to me as a sign that my sanity was slipping, but I dismissed that thought immediately. 
 
    There was no way I was insane. I was a doctor after all. A great scientist. A man who would change the world.  
 
    “So, what’s on the agenda today, Charles?” A.B. asked from behind me as I walked toward my machine. 
 
    “I’ve got it figured out, A.B.,” I cackled as I grabbed a wrench and worked at taking apart the copper paneling. “I finally got it, and this time! This time it’s going to work!” 
 
    “You said that the last fifty times, Charlie-boy,” the brain grumbled, and from across the room came a loud crash from the spare paneling I’d placed there months ago. “Oh, yeah, the cat’s back, too.” 
 
    “What cat?” I asked as I pulled a single copper sheet back, leaned it against the wall, and looked inside at the electrical mechanisms. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” A.B. gasped, and I glanced at him over my shoulder with furrowed brows. “We have a cat, her name is Clementine. She snuck in a few days ago, and I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d kick her out. We’re keeping her, and that’s final.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and stared at the space where all of the paneling rested against the rock wall. Then I spied the glowing blue eyes of the cat in the darkness underneath the paneling, sighed heavily, and glanced toward A.B.. There was no way I was going to allow a cat in my house, let alone in my laboratory, so I walked toward the paneling, lowered myself to the ground, and offered a hand out to the feline underneath. The cat hissed loudly and swatted at my offered palm, and I quickly withdrew with a low whistle. 
 
    “Why’d you name the cat Clementine?” I questioned over my shoulder as the cat retreated even farther behind the paneling. 
 
    “Because she’s a pretty orange color.” A.B. giggled back, and I shook my head as I rose to my feet. 
 
    “Sorry to crack your jar, bud,” I snickered as I went back to removing the paneling of the machine. “But that cat’s Siamese, not an orange tabby.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” A.B. pouted.  
 
    “Absolutely positive.” I grinned as I began to craft the adjustments to my machine. 
 
    I worked tirelessly late into the night, and A.B. watched, or at least, floated in his jar and looked as if he watched the entire time. I didn’t speak to him, I simply wanted to remain concentrated on the task at hand. I tore the entire front of the machine out and built a third, much larger compartment, and then gave it locking doors. I screwed the paneling into place and peeked into the third compartment through the glass. Then I added the conduits between the original two vats so that they could connect to the new third one. 
 
    Then, finally, it was done.  
 
    “It is perfect.” I stepped away from the new and improved machine with a sense of satisfaction. With the new compartment, it spanned out almost to the middle of the room, and I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The machine, which the Duchess or myself had never named, was grotesque but beautiful, and I was nearly vibrating with excitement to try it out. 
 
    “So,” A.B. uneasily uttered, and I barely glanced at him as I moved toward the cabinets at the far side of the room. “You’re just going to… go for it? Shouldn’t you rest or something? I know you’re a scientist, Doctor Charles, but you’re starting to look pretty insane around the eyes without any sleep.” 
 
    “I’m fine, A.B.,” I waved over my shoulder as I dug through my supplies and grabbed a palm-sized crystal. “Why don’t you worry about yourself?” 
 
    “I’m just a brain in a jar.” A.B. snickered as I crossed the room and jammed the glowing crystal into compartment A. 
 
    “No,” I cackled. “You are my very important assistant. Never forget that.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, I like that,” the brain cooed. 
 
    “Now,” I whispered. “To collect the components.”  
 
    I headed to the darkest corner of the room, stood outside of the small cell, and stared inside at the unconscious body lying on the floor. Then I quietly unlocked the cell door and slipped inside as I kept my eyes hard on the prisoner lying on the cold stones.  
 
    The prisoner was out cold, and as I turned him over with the toe of my boot, I realized he weighed no more than a sack of potatoes. I wondered for a second if I should handcuff him or use the complicated pulley system to get him into compartment B, but then I decided against it. The pulley system was made for the heavier, hostile prisoners. Most of the patients sent to me were heavily drugged when they arrived, and I drugged them even more before each experiment.  
 
    “Throw the deadbeat in, and let’s get this party started!” A.B. shouted, and I gritted my teeth against the sound. 
 
    “Yes.” I grabbed the petite, unconscious man, shook him to make sure he wouldn’t wake up, and then slung him over my shoulder. 
 
    “A.B.,” I stated in a calm voice as I rested my eyes against his bulbous surface. “You’re a literal brain. You should not yell like a buffon in his cage.” 
 
    “Y-yeah, w-well--” A.B. stuttered, but I was broken away from our conversation as the prisoner slipped from my grip, and I had to grab him before he fell to the hard stones. 
 
    My hands clenched him around the back with a single hand pressed to the middle of his chest, and I held him there for a second as the realization hit me. What I was feeling wasn’t the hard, flat chest of a man but instead, the round, soft plush of two breasts. 
 
    “Uh, oh,” I sighed. 
 
    “What?” A.B. asked. 
 
    “This is not a man,” I groaned. 
 
    “What?” the brain scoffed. “What else could it--” 
 
    “It’s a woman,” I cut him off. 
 
    “Ohh, shit!” my assistant gasped. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I muttered as I weighed my options. 
 
    Had the Duchess sent me a female prisoner by mistake? Could I go forward with the experiment knowing that the patient was female? This prisoner was the last one in the cells, and I wouldn’t receive any more for a few more days. 
 
    And I had a two-week deadline.  
 
    I stared into the sunken, dirt-streaked face of the prisoner as I questioned my moral code. I couldn’t harm a female, not in this society. 
 
    Or could I? 
 
    If it were found out I used a woman in an experiment, I’d be killed. 
 
    If anyone found out. 
 
    If I went forward with this, if I used this woman in the machine, I would effectively sign my own death warrant. 
 
    But I’d die if I didn’t produce results to the Duchess in the next few weeks, and I didn’t know how long it would take to get a new male prisoner. 
 
    “I think they must have sent her to me by mistake,” I said over my shoulder to A.B. “That’s the only logic that makes sense. They probably don’t know this is a woman, so I think I will be okay to experiment on her--” 
 
    “Uh, Charles,” A.B. murmured into my brain, but I didn’t hear him over my inner turmoil. “Hey! Charles! Be careful, she looks--” 
 
    As I held the prisoner away from my body, her eyes shot open, and a hellish scream erupted up her throat.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    “Charles!” A.B. screamed, but the yowling face of the female prisoner filled my eyes as she reached up to claw at me. 
 
    “Fuck!” I roared as I grabbed her by the filthy lapels and ripped her away from my body. “Shit!” 
 
    “Do something, Charles!” A.B. shrieked in my head. 
 
    “I’m trying!” I grunted through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Let go of me, you bastard!” the female patient shouted as her filthy nails swung past my face. “I’ll rip your eyes out, you goddamn male mongrel!” 
 
    I did the only thing I could think to do in this situation: I quickly charged forward with all of my weight and threw the female prisoner into open compartment B. She tumbled onto the metal, corrugated floor of the cell, and I slammed the door shut before she could scramble to her feet. Then I leaned against the closed door and listened as the prisoner clambered up and slammed her slight frame against the obstacle.  
 
    “Damn.” I moved away with wide eyes as my brain raced a mile a minute, and then I took a ragged breath as I stared through the glass of the compartment, and the female prisoner screamed spittle against the small window.  
 
    “Let me out, filthy Alchemist!” Her grime-streaked face split into a roar as she launched herself at the door and smashed her forehead against the small window. I watched in horror as at first, the glass stayed in place, but as she reared back and hit it again, it cracked once. 
 
    “How about no,” I cleared my throat and took a step back. 
 
    “Just wait until they find out what you’ve done to me!” the prisoner screamed, and her voice warbled with insanity. “You will hang! The Duchess’ guards will split open your belly and play jump rope with your entrails! Do you hear me, sicko? They’ll slaughter you for what you’ve done to a higher being such as me! I’m a woman! I’m a wooommmaaaannnnnn!” 
 
    “Shit, fuck,” I muttered as sweat broke out over my forehead, and I glanced over my shoulder at A.B. “What do I do? What have I done?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” the brain cried as he trembled in his jar. “I’m not the one who put her in the machine! I don’t even have arms!” 
 
    I pressed my lips together as my hands trembled. There was no coming back from this, I simply couldn’t let the prisoner go, not after what I’d already done to her. What she’d said was true, even though I was working hand in hand with the Duchess, if Edony found out I’d tested on a female subject, I’d be killed without even the chance to defend myself, there was no question about it. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Charles?” A.B. asked, but his voice was nothing more than a distant echo in my mind. 
 
    “I’m going to do the right thing,” I snatched up the crystal I’d retrieved from the cabinets, took three long strides, and tossed it into compartment A. 
 
    I snapped the much smaller glass case closed, stepped back and surveyed the scene. If there was a hell, which I wasn’t entirely sure there was, I would surely go to it for my crimes against the ‘higher beings’ of this world. 
 
    “Charles!” A.B. cried as he shook inside the green liquid of the jar. “If she keeps smashing her face against the damn window, we’re not going to have a patient to test on at all!” 
 
    “I can see, A.B!” I snarled as I moved from compartment A and toward compartment C. 
 
    Then my hands froze on the open door as I prepared to close it. 
 
    My eyes connected with the gaze of the female prisoner through the cracked window as blood streamed from the gash on her forehead. The female bared her teeth at me and snarled like a wild animal. My heart raced in my chest, and the sound vibrated in my ears like a hammer against moist cloth. Fear filled every cell in my body as she threatened me from inside compartment B. Try as I might, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her as she reared back her head once again. The prisoner’s forehead connected with the glass window, and more blood streamed down her filthy face as she shrieked in anger. 
 
    No doubt about it, she was going to break free soon if I didn’t do something. 
 
    I set my jaw as my hands curled into fists. I’d started this, and I had to finish it, there was no going back now. The prisoner was already within the machine, and even if I did let her go, it meant the end of my life. I was stuck between a rock and a hard place, and if the Duchess found out I’d used a female prisoner… I’d be dead, and if I let the patient go, I’d be killed for keeping a higher being prisoner…  
 
    Either way, I’d end up dead. 
 
    All of this brought forward more questions, like what had this female done to be imprisoned by the Duchess? Not only that, but how had she gotten mixed up with the male prisoners? Now that I knew she was female, I couldn’t avoid seeing it in her face. Women were rarely imprisoned in our society, most of them were of the aristocratic class and didn’t need to commit crimes for money or food. A thief or a burglar maybe? Or had the Duchess’ guards simply made a mistake?  
 
    Blasts of blue flames engulfed the cracked glass window as the female prisoner used all of her elemental powers against the door. I couldn’t see her through the curling smoke and fire, but her screams rose in pitch as she pushed all of her strength forward.  
 
    “If this is how it ends,” I growled in the back of my throat as I forced my body to move. “Then, so be it.” 
 
    “Is this really the best idea?” A.B. questioned in a worried voice. “What will happen to you if you’re found out, Charles? Think about the consequences!” 
 
    “I have, A.B,” I breathed heavily as I lowered my eyes. “All of it will end the same, so why does it matter as long as I make some type of progress in the name of science? I can’t just give up now, we’re doing this.” 
 
    In one swift movement, I slammed closed the doors to compartment C with both hands, but the two doors pinched the flesh in between my pointer finger and thumb, and I hissed through my teeth in pain.  
 
    “Shit.” I gripped the broken flesh between two fingers as blood dripped into the seam of the compartment’s doors.  
 
    Nothing was going right today, not the party, and certainly not this. Blood dripped down my hand and soaked the fabric of my shirt, but I ignored the pain throbbing through my right hand as I reached the wall panel of buttons and switches. 
 
    “For science!” I smashed the blood-red ON button of the switchboard, and the massive wall of bulbs and lights illuminated with a low hum and bathed my face in an unearthly scarlet glow.  
 
    I turned as the female prisoner smashed against the window for the fourth time. Blood streaked her wild features and flowed into her wide, terrified eyes. 
 
    “They’ll kill you, Alchemist!” she shrieked as her flat palms slammed against the broken glass. “You warlock! They’ll kill you for what you’re doing to me, you goddamn vermin-trash!” 
 
    “Maybe so,” I sighed as I reached for the last lever above my head. “It is too late now. It was too late when they brought you to my jail cell.” 
 
    “Let me out!” the prisoner pleaded much softer this time as her hands beat bleakly at the copper door and tears dripped down her cheeks. “Please, sir, let me out!” 
 
    My eyes connected with the prisoner’s for the last time, and I pressed my lips together in a firm line. Electricity flowed through every inch of the motherboard, and I felt the crackle in the air as I prepared myself for what I was about to do. Either this would work, or it would end horribly, but no matter what, it needed to be done.  
 
    If it did work, and I suddenly had a female super soldier, how would I explain myself to the Duchess? How could I bring myself to ask her for female prisoners in the future if this came to fruition? The Duchess of Edenhart would have me slaughtered in the street without a second thought, there was no doubt about it. 
 
    “Charles!” A.B. whined in a worried tone, and I set my jaw as my hand tightened on the lever. “Do something, she’s going totally bat-shit crazy in there!” 
 
    “It’s done!” In one swift movement, I brought the lever down into its cradle.  
 
    At first, nothing happened, and I stood in shock as I stared at the illuminated lights of the motherboard. I reached forward with my injured hand, and then quickly drew it back as sparks exploded upward with a loud crackle. My first thought was that the controls had caught fire, but that wasn’t it. My eyes followed the movement of arcing electricity as it flowed from the board, through the thick, snake-like wires, and finally reached the machine. 
 
    “The cat, Charles!” A.B. screamed in my head, and I winced at the painful sound. “Clementine! Here, kitty kitty! Bad cat!” 
 
    My squinted eyes settled on compartment A as the crème colored cat hopped up onto the ledge, batted open the glass jar, and slipped inside. The feline meowed curiously and batted at the palm-sized crystal as if it were a toy, and it seemed to have no idea of the danger it was in.  
 
    There was no time, even if I tried to save A.B’s pet, I’d be burnt to a crisp along with it. I could do nothing but stand back and watch as the machine took two lives at once. 
 
    “Don’t look,” I commanded the brain as I hastily shielded him with my torso so he wouldn’t see his precious pet electrocuted.  
 
    Ten thousand volts of electricity reached the machine, and blinding white light flashed through all three of the compartments. A loud crash and then explosion reached my ears almost like a crescendo, and unbearable heat blasted forward from my machine. Breaking glass and more metal ripped itself apart from the sheer power of the electricity, so I tightened my grip on my ears, ducked down closer to the ground, and gritted my teeth. 
 
    Metal crunched and clanged, and I wondered if the machine had survived this experiment. If the machine was destroyed after this… I wasn’t sure what I would do. I’d spent so much time and effort creating the copper monstrosity that the thought of it being destroyed would probably kill me if the Duchess didn’t. 
 
    Just as suddenly as it started, the noise ended, but I still stayed crouched on the cold floor for a few passing seconds.  
 
    Silence slowly fell over the room, and I let my hands drop to the cold stones at my feet. I took a deep breath, and then immediately choked on a lungful of smoke. When I opened my eyes, they burned and watered instantly, but I ignored it as I stood and peered through the gray haze. The room was filled with a thick haze, and I wafted the smoke away from my face with the back of my hand so that I could make out the shape of my machine.  
 
    “Clementine!” A.B. wailed from his jar, and I stepped closer to him. “My pet! My only friend! Oh, cruel world! You’ve taken the only thing I’ve ever cared for!” 
 
    “Hey, I thought I was your friend,” I coughed out as a bit of smoke got into my lungs again. 
 
    “My second best friend!” A.B. bemoaned. “What a cruel world this is! Ohhhh, the horror! I barely knew you, but in the time we spent together, I came to love you as a sister.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and stifled a chuckle as I scooped a small piece of shattered debris from the liquid in A.B.’s container, and then stood next to the brain’s cart while I waited for the smoke to clear. In a way, sometimes I liked to think of the brain as my pet, but I’d never admit it aloud to A.B. since it was sure to offend him.  
 
    I was almost certain that the experiment had failed. I’d gotten so many of the variables wrong this time, and I’d have to wait for another shipment of prisoners to try again. Not only that, but I hadn’t even seen the damage to the machine yet, and that was probably the worst part of it all. 
 
    “My Clemmy-bear!” A.B. sobbed softly from within his container, and I laid a hand against the rim as a sign of comfort. “You were just a kitten! So young! So full of life!” 
 
    “She was a fully grown cat, A.B.” I murmured as I waved the smoke away from my face. 
 
    “But she was my cat,” he groaned. “I feel responsible.” 
 
    “It is not as if you could have stopped her. Cats are naturally inquisitive.” I breathed a shaky sigh as I let my hand drop from the rim of A.B.’s jar and took a tentative step forward.  
 
    I pressed my lips together as the smoke finally cleared from the room. Sparks rained down from a jagged hole in one of the machine’s copper panels and a low humming death-rattle emanated from the entire structure.  
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I glanced back at the motherboard, but all the lights and bulbs on it were dark and dead.  
 
    I fanned the remaining haze away from my face as I peered in at compartment A, but there was nothing inside the glass bell-jar, not even a burnt husk of the feline. 
 
    “Ugh,” I sighed, since I didn’t have the heart to tell A.B. that his new pet had been broiled to a state of non-existence. 
 
    I kept my lips tightly pressed together as I crossed to compartment B, but this time, there were charred remains inside. The female prisoner’s corpse looked nothing like a body, it was just a curled remnant of grey ash that shifted and disintegrated as I swung the door wide. 
 
    I withdrew from compartment B as sparks rained down, and I lifted an arm to shield my face away from their unbearable heat. Then I retreated a few steps and took in more of the destroyed paneling and let out a low whistle. The damage wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it was, but it would take a few days to replace the destroyed paneling. I didn’t even want to peel away the copper sheets and look inside at the engines and electrical components, since they were probably fried and unusable. 
 
    “Goddamnit…” I muttered as my shoulders slumped. 
 
    Rage bubbled up in the pit of my stomach as my hands curled into fists. How many times did I have to rebuild the machine and make improvements only to have all the experiments fail in the end? It was an utter waste of time. No matter how much of a genius I was, the Duchess would never receive her super-soldiers, and I would end up dead just as Edony planned. I had no escape, or plan to make the machine work. 
 
    “Goddamn piece of shit, hunk of junk!” I roared as I let all of my anger flow through my body, and I kicked out at the shredded copper paneling nearest to me. “Fuck, shit, motherfucker!” 
 
    I slammed the heel of my boot against the side of the machine, and low thuds banged back to my ears, but no matter how hard I kicked my creation, it didn’t quell the disappointment in my heart. Part of me wanted to destroy the machine and allow the Duchess to do whatever she wanted to me, but the second part of me wanted to push on. Each time I failed, it added kindling to the fire that yearned for discovery. Despite my society’s hatred for men, I wanted to be a great scientist and have my discoveries known all around the globe. They all seemed like pipe-dreams, but they were what kept me going, at least. 
 
    “Goddamnit…” I croaked, formed my right hand into a fist, and banged it against the copper metal of compartment C. 
 
    “Hey!” A high-pitched yelp reached my ears, and I slowly raised my head with a crooked eyebrow, and turned to look over my shoulder. 
 
    “Did you say something?” I asked, but A.B. floated in his neon green liquid on the table behind me, and there was no way he could have made the sound.  
 
    The left side of his bulbous brain wrinkled almost as if he were raising an eyebrow right back at me. The brain swiveled slowly in the viscous liquid and stared toward the window of compartment C. 
 
    “Charles…?” A.B. whispered into my head in an awestruck tone. “I think you’re going to want to see this…” 
 
    “What is it?” I stepped back from compartment C and looked at the window. 
 
    “Just…wait.” The brain whispered back. 
 
    I gulped and pressed my lips together as I glued my eyes to the small window. The fog only seemed to thicken on the glass but bright, pulsing light I hadn’t noticed before emanated from inside.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” My mouth dropped open, and my eyes widened in shock as a long, lithe shadow passed over the fogged glass.  
 
    I gasped loudly and took an instinctive step forward. A strange, eerie feeling fell over my shoulders as if, somehow, this was meant to happen. Had the experiment worked? Had I finally created the super soldier that the Duchess asked for? My heart hammered against my ribcage, and I peeked over at A.B. as sweat dripped down my neck. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” the brain cracked sarcastically. “So…are you going to go look, or are we just going to stand out here and wait for it to burst through the door and attack?” 
 
    “Why would you say such a thing?” I asked as I reached for a stray pipe and rested it against my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m just saying what we’re both thinking,” A.B. offered, and I rolled my eyes in response. “Do you know how nutritious brains are? In some parts of the world, we’re considered a delicacy.” 
 
    “That information isn’t really relevant right now,” I whispered under my breath as I took a step closer to the door. 
 
    “But your brain is probably fresher than me,” A.B. snorted. “All it’d have to do is crack open your skull, and there it is, a yummy snack. I’m not very fresh, I’ve been floating in whatever type of goo this is for… months… years? I’m probably not very tasty at this point.” 
 
    My extended hand shook as I held the length of pipe aloft, and I gritted my teeth as my fingers fully closed over the handle. I glanced at the fogged glass once more, braced myself, and then ripped the door open.  
 
    The hiss of steam reached my ears as a mixture of condensation and smoke billowed out around my ankles. The air in compartment C was boiling hot, and I lifted my forearm to protect my eyes while I squinted, tightened my grip on my weapon, and raised it above my shoulder so I could swing it easier. 
 
    “Charles?” A.B. questioned anxiously from behind me, and I attempted to ignore his cloying voice. “Can you see anything? Be careful, okay? I can’t change my own jar without you, again, I have no appendages to speak off! Unless you consider my brain stem an arm but it doesn’t really do anything but float around like the tail of a sperm, but you get the ide--” 
 
    “A.B,” I warned. “Please, be quiet!” 
 
    “H-Hello?” a tiny voice called from just inside of the smoking compartment C, and I froze with the pipe raised. 
 
    The voice was too small, too feminine to be the ‘super-soldier’ that the Duchess wanted, and I knew that the entity inside was female. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked as I took a small step toward the compartment’s copper walls. 
 
    I saw the creature again. It was the same movement both A.B. and I’d seen weaving through the fog of the door’s window. The female moved and slithered through the air like the lithe body of a great snake, but that wasn’t right… it wasn’t a snake, but instead, a chocolate colored tail. I blinked quickly to clear my eyes and make sure that it wasn’t just my mind playing tricks on me, but the tail clearly weaved through the curling smoke, very much alive. 
 
    “Charles?” A.B. whispered in a concerned voice from outside the compartment. “I can’t see you through the smoke. Are you dead? If you’re dead, does that mean I get all of your equipment and the lab to myself? Oh, man…this means I get to have as many cats as I want… no more Charles telling me, ‘no pets allowed, A.B.’” 
 
    Glowing blue eyes cut through the smoke and connected with my own. It took my mind a moment to process what I saw in front of me, and when I did, my legs nearly gave out and I gasped at the nude, female form on the floor. 
 
    The woman sat on her knees with her legs splayed out beside her wide, smooth hips. Her hair was long, darker brown at the roots but crème colored blond at the length and tips. Her delicate hands cupped her bare, but very full, breasts as she stared up at me in confusion. But her nakedness wasn’t what took me by surprise. No, it was the two fluffy, dark brown cat-ears that stuck out of her luxurious ash-blonde locks. The pointed tip of her left ear twitched once, swiveled, and then righted itself as her clear blue eyes shone in the light. 
 
    Her tail, which matched the chocolate color of her feline ears, whipped out behind her excitedly, and my eyes widened even more as an alluring smile spread across her beautiful plump lips. 
 
    “Charles?” the strange woman echoed as she tilted her head at me curiously. 
 
    “U-Uh…yes?” I croaked out through dry lips. 
 
    “Charles!” the feline cried as she threw her hands into the air and exposed her perfect breasts and nipples to me. 
 
    My brain went blank as the cat-girl scrambled up from the floor and flung her arms around my frame. Then my mouth opened and closed in shock as I barely registered the sensation of her firm body pressed against mine. 
 
    “Charles?” A.B. cried frantically from his jar in the other room. “What’s happening? What is it?” 
 
    “C-Cat.” I stammered out frantically. 
 
    “Clementine?” the brain questioned back excitedly. 
 
    “I-I don’t think it’s Clementine anymore…” I stuttered as I gazed down at the naked blonde feline-woman rubbing against me. 
 
    The cat-girl nuzzled into my chest as I gawked down at her, but then she seemed to sense my confusion, grinned up at me, flushed pink, and then traced her fingers over my body inquisitively as if she’d never seen a human before. 
 
    “Uhhh, hi?” I asked as she continued to fondle my chest and arms. I didn’t have much muscle on my frame, but she managed to find the biggest ones on my bicep and squeeze them. 
 
    “Charles! Charles!” the cat-girl squealed as her arms tightened around my middle, and she rested her head against my chest. “Hiiiiii! I love you!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    I grabbed the feline by the shoulders, pushed her away from me, and then stared down at her as the rest of the smoke in the compartment cleared.  
 
    It worked. The machine worked! Well, it wasn’t exactly the result that I wanted, but for the first time in months, my work was successful!  
 
    “Wow.” I smiled as I ran my hands over the cat-woman’s perfect, blemishless skin, and I almost laughed as my eyes drank in all of the blonde woman’s exquisite features. 
 
    “Wow,” the woman echoed as she grinned up at me. She was almost as tall as me, but she still had to look up a bit. 
 
    I breathed “I can’t believe it…” 
 
    “Yes!” the cat-girl nodded along with me excitedly as her round cheeks flushed even pinker. “It worked!” 
 
    “Hello?” A.B. called from outside the compartment. “Hello, yes? You’ve left your lovable, brainy, and astutely handsome companion all alone in the lab, and he is wildly curious about what’s happening in that compartment over there! Charles! Come on! …maybe if I rock myself back and forth in my jar, I’ll move a couple of inches at a time, alright, A.B, let’s do it.” 
 
    My brows slammed down as my lips pressed into a hard line, and I grabbed the feline-woman by the shoulder. 
 
    “A.B,” I warned as I brought the ash-blonde forward toward the welded door of the compartment. “The last time you did that, you tipped over the cart, and I found you on the floor the next morning. You didn’t rehydrate to your normal state for six days.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the cat-girl beside me gasped. “We don’t want your friend to get hurt. We should go out and see him.” 
 
    “You can hear him?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!” she giggled. “He sounds nice. But if he is a friend of yours, then he should be. Did I mention that I love you? I really do, Charles. Can we go out now? It’s small inside of this place.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” I took a shaky breath and helped guide her toward the door.  
 
    I half expected her bare feet to be fully formed paws with pink pads, but no, they were utterly human and shaped with perfect toes and a high dancer’s arch. Her legs were also incredibly long and shaped with the taper and muscle ratio that only a painter or sculptor could imagine. 
 
    “You like looking at me,” she stated as her gaze met mine, and she tilted her head as she clung to my side happily.  
 
    “Uhhh, yesss,” I admitted as I helped her out into the open space of the lab, and A.B. gasped loudly in the confines of my consciousness. 
 
    “A woman! She has cat ears? And a tail!” The brain cried as he rocked forward in the viscous green liquid. “Wait one goddamn second, Charles… the experiment worked? It really worked?” 
 
    “I’m just as surprised as you are, A.B,” I uttered breathlessly as I guided the woman-feline toward the spare medical table I kept at the far side of the room. “Is it alright if I examine you?” 
 
    “You can do whatever you want to me, Charles. I belong to you.” The cat-girl giggled, and my eyes nearly bulged out of my skull at her response. 
 
    “Uhhhh… I just need some data.” I cleared my throat as I attempted to brush off her sexual comment. “Because, honestly, I’m not exactly sure how you came into existence…” 
 
    “Well, I’m here now, why does it matter?” the cat-girl pouted as I helped her up onto the table. 
 
    “That’s true,” I snickered as I pulled a small tray of medical equipment closer to the two of us. “But as a scientist and a doctor, I need to know how you got here. What I did for you to be, ‘born’ per se.” 
 
    “Why?” the blonde tilted her neck to the side as her right ear twitched twice and then laid flat against her head. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been given a task,” I explained without really telling the woman-feline what Edony wanted from me. “And part of this task is creating… other beings.” 
 
    “Soooooooo,” the blonde drew out the single word as she looked pointedly in my eyes. “I’m the first? Yay! I’m the first, I’m the first!” 
 
    The cat-girl raised her arms and pumped them excitedly, and I averted my gaze from her jiggling breasts. Then I hastily grabbed her by the wrists and lowered her arms as I glanced around the room for any type of fabric I could use to cover the female-cat-woman. I wasn’t accustomed to seeing the nude female form, not that I was a virgin by any means, but women in our society rarely showed their bodies to lowly creatures such as men. I’d never been a consort, but a few of the aristocratic women chose to lay with me for pleasure. The way that the cat-girl looked at me was unnerving, since I wasn’t used to being gazed upon affectionately in such a way. 
 
    “I’m going to need you for this one, A.B,” I breathed as I turned, grabbed the brain’s cart, and wheeled him closer. 
 
    “Anything you need, Mr. Rayburn, whatever you need,” A.B. chuckled into my head. “As long as I’m close to the pretty lady.” 
 
    “Just take notes for me.” I nodded. 
 
    “Take notes?” A.B cried. “I don’t have hands, Charles!” 
 
    “In your head,” I sighed as I tapped my pointer finger against my temple. “Like you’ve done for me hundreds of times before.” 
 
    “Fine,” A.B. grumbled. 
 
    I turned back toward the cat-girl and nearly toppled from my chair as I came nose to nose with the blonde. 
 
    “Am I pretty?” the cat-girl whispered as she wriggled closer. 
 
    “Yes.” I muttered as my cheeks flushed with heat. 
 
    The blonde giggled softly, sat back on her haunches, lifted both arms over her head and stretched so her bare breasts were in full view. If she kept doing things like this, I was going to have a goddamn heart attack. 
 
    The women in my society didn’t look at men the way that the cat-girl did, and those that did look at us affectionately only wanted us as consorts. No woman in this world married a man, let alone loved them, but the way the feline brightened each time I looked in her direction... shit, it was nice. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get started,” I shook off my nervousness and smiled gently. “A.B., ready?” 
 
    “Yup,” the brain echoed cheerfully. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    “Now, if you will open your mouth for me,” I instructed her as I gently placed my hand under her chin and lifted it higher. “I’m going to examine your mouth and throat.” 
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the cat-girl giggled as she nuzzled into my touch. “Anything you need.” 
 
    I gulped, reached for the small side table, grabbed a small flashlight I’d constructed, and flipped it on. 
 
    “Patient One’s weight seems to be average for her height though a bit plump at the hips and breasts. Height is roughly estimated at five foot seven,” I spouted off to A.B. as I lifted the flashlight higher and gazed into the cat-girl’s mouth. “Teeth are similar to a human’s, except for the two front canines which are more pointed and sharper in nature.” 
 
    Without glancing behind me, I grabbed a small wooden tongue depressor from the side table and inserted it into her mouth. I shined the light deeper, moved my eyes over the hanging uvula, nodded once, and then pulled the depressor back. 
 
    The blonde’s tongue snaked out and lapped at my pointer finger with a low purr. The sensation rocketed up my hand, and the flashlight slipped from in between my fingers in slow motion. I awkwardly juggled it in the air before it could clatter to the floor and then held it close to my chest. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” I gasped. 
 
    “Why not?” the cat-girl snickered as she pushed her hands forward and slid across the tabletop in one swift movement. “Did you not like it?” 
 
    “W-Well,” I stammered as my hand tightened around the flashlight. “It’s… it’s a bit…” 
 
    “Improper?” A.B. answered. 
 
    “Yes, it’s improper,” I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It’s not improper.” The cat-girl shook her head with a wide smile. “I love you, I’m just showing you my affection.” 
 
    “W-well, please refrain from showing your affection while I’m examining you.” I instructed her as I stepped closer to the table. “It’s very distracting and I’m trying to concentrate.” 
 
    “Fine, Charles.” The blonde sighed as her ears lowered. 
 
     I gently held the cat-girl’s chin as I admired the soft texture of her skin, lifted the light, and first shined it at an angle into her right eye. 
 
    I brought the light closer to her eye, watched the pupil constrict to a pinpoint, and then I quickly switched off the light. I watched awestruck as the pupil swelled and took up almost all of the circumference of the cat-girl’s eye as it made up for the lost light. 
 
    “Patient One’s eyes dilation expanded to one-hundred and fifty-fold.” I gasped as I leaned even closer and took in the massive expanse of black within her pupils. 
 
    “Is that a lot?” A.B. pondered. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I confirmed as I peeked at him over my shoulder. “In comparison, human dilation, at most, is fifteen-fold. Therefore, I believe that Patient One possesses the ability to see in the dark, just as most feline’s do.” 
 
    “Yay for me!” the cat-girl giggled. “Now I can watch you when you are sleeping. Sooooo much fun!” 
 
    “Alright,” I coughed. “Second part of the eye test. We’re going to see how far you can see since cats have pretty good vision.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have her focus on the anatomy charts on the wall?” the brain offered. 
 
    “Good idea, A.B.,” I nodded and then pointed. “Here, see those two pieces of paper on the far wall? Can you tell me if they’re blurry or clear to you?” 
 
    “Alright, Charles.” She tilted her head at it, squinted her eyes, stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth. “One part is a bit hard to see.” 
 
    “If they’re too far away, it’s okay,” I assured. “You may not have received all of your traits from the cat. Which part is hard to see?” 
 
    “The… ‘de facto imbilis regency’ part,” The feline-woman squinted. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked as I glanced at the chart. “It is the anatomy of the female body, I just need you to see if the parts are clear or blurry. So which--” 
 
    “The only kinda blurry part is that ‘de facto imbilis regency’ part,” the cat-girl sighed. 
 
    “But that’s not on the chart,” I sighed. 
 
    “It is!” the beautiful woman whined as she pointed. “I would never lie to you, Charles. I love you so much. It’s in the bottom right corner. It’s a bit blurry, but I can still read it.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I mumbled as I walked across the laboratory toward the chart. It was about fifty feet away, and I had to admit that the “Anatomy of the Female Body” title was a bit blurry to me. 
 
    “I’m not seeing where you…” I started to say, but then my voice trailed off as I leaned closer to the chart. There, in the bottom right corner of the paper, was the tiny inscription of what I guessed was either the print house or the institution that printed the chart: de facto imbilis regency. 
 
    “By the science,” I gasped. “These letters are small. I have to push my nose to the paper to read them, but you saw them all the way from over there?” 
 
    “Well,” she chuckled, “I’ll never lie to you, Charles my love, it was a bit blurry.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I said. “A.B., take note of her remarkable vison. 
 
    “Very cat-like,” the brain stated. “Of course. Also, how is she reading?” 
 
    “Of course I can read!” the cat-girl wriggled excitedly on the examination table. “It was a little difficult at first, but after I concentrated real hard, I remembered how to do it! Aren’t you proud of me, Charles?” 
 
    “You remembered?” I stammered. 
 
    “If she can remember how to read…” A.B. trailed off. “What else can she remember?” 
 
    “Lots of stuff!” the feline-woman purred as her tail whipped out behind her. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed. “What… what else can you remember?” 
 
    I tentatively stepped closer, placed my hands on her shoulders, and looked deeply into her eyes. 
 
    I had so many questions, but I was afraid to speak them aloud and hear the answers. If she remembered how to read, what else could she remember? Was this like muscle memory, like learning how to ride a bike for the first time, or were these real memories? All of these questions brought forward the most terrifying ones of all, would the cat-girl remember the bias and hatred of men? Would she remember what I’d done to the prisoner moments before her death? 
 
    I didn’t want to find out, but… I had to. 
 
    “Weeeell, it’s kind of blurry, but I’ll concentrate hard again.” the feline-woman scrunched up her nose. “Ohhh! I remember one! One time, I was lounging on some nice and warm brick pavers, and this really nice lady came over. She scratched me behind the ears, rubbed my tummy, and didn’t pull my tail or nothing! That happened a few times before, I think, but those were just mean children who didn’t know any better. It was so niiiiice to be petted like that, Charles, you should pet me on the tummy, I’d love that.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly, glanced over at A.B., but the brain’s surface simply wrinkled in confusion. What did that mean? It didn’t sound like a memory from the female prisoner, it seemed like something a street-cat may have experienced. Had the cat-girl received memories from her past life as a cat? 
 
    “Anything else?” I pressed on. 
 
    “Hmmmm,” the cat-girl hummed as she tapped her lips with her finger. “Well, one time, I caught a delicious bird, and I ate it up on the roof of this tall building. The view was beautiful, and my meal was tasty, so I settled down and took a nice nap in the hot sun.” 
 
    “Is she… is she reliving memories as a cat?” A.B. breathed. 
 
    “I-I think so,” I chuckled and then shook my head. “Wow… you don’t remember anything else? Like life as a human or anything like that?” 
 
    “Nope!” the feline-woman giggled. “I do remember having a name, though. I think it was something like… Clem… Clin…” 
 
    “Clementine?” A.B. forced out. 
 
    “Yeah!” the cat-girl grinned. “That was it! Clementine!” 
 
    “This is insane,” I chuckled. “So, you don’t remember life as a human woman? At all?” 
 
    “Nope!” the feline-woman shook her head. “Absolutely nothing, but that’s alright, Charles, we can make new memories together!” 
 
    “But she can read?” A.B. asked. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Well,” I began as I cleared my throat. “Science might often not make sense at first, but once we repeat the process a few times, I’m sure it will become more clear to us.” 
 
    “I know you love science, Charles,” the cat-girl sighed, “but I love you more than all the science in the world. It’s like magic. Magic-science. Magice-science-love!” 
 
    “Uhhh, okay,” I coughed as I felt my cheeks heat up a bit. “Moving on to the ears.” 
 
    I turned back toward the blonde and nearly jumped out of my skin when her oceanic eyes filled my whole view. The cat-girl purred loudly, sniffed my cheek, licked it, and then sat back on the examination table. 
 
    “I told you to stop that!” I cried as my cheeks burned with embarrassment. 
 
    “You said not to lick your fingers,” the woman-feline sighed as she reclined back, stretched out over the examination table, and then lifted a long leg lazily into the air so that her toe pointed at the ceiling. “I licked your cheek, there’s a difference. I want to lick other parts of you.” 
 
    I barely had time to slap a hand over my eyes and step out in front of A.B.’s jar before the young woman put on a full show for the both of us. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Charles,” the brain groaned. 
 
    “We have to be respectful,” I declared. “We are gentlemen and she is a lady.” 
 
    “I’m a lady, but you are allowed to look, Charles,” the woman purred. “I love you. I belong to you.”  
 
    “No, my dear,” I said as I held my fingers up over my eyes. “We just met, and I am a doctor. It is important that your parts are covered up so that I can conduct a thorough examination. 
 
    “Ohhh, phooey,” she sighed, and then I heard her shift around for a few moments before she spoke again. “Okay. You can look now.” 
 
    I peeked out between two fingers at the beautiful naked woman and saw that she had flipped over to lay on her stomach with her bare, and quite perfect, ass facing me. Her tail lazily drifted through the air, and she wore a sly smile on her face as she glanced over her shoulder at me.  
 
    “Do you like me better like this?” she purred. 
 
    “By god,” I think I whispered as my eyes drifted over the back of her long legs, up the curves of her ass, and across her slightly muscled back. Her body was amazing, and the tail was mesmerizing. 
 
    Suddenly, I realized that I had lowered my hand from my eyes, and my mouth was also open. I closed it with a sharp click of my teeth, and then cleared my throat again. 
 
    “I suppose I can not see any of your womanly parts, so let us continue.” 
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the cat-girl piped with a decisive nod. “Whatever you want to do. But first, can you do me a small favor?” 
 
    “Uhhh, yes?” I said. 
 
    “Can you run your fingers through my hair?” she asked as her crystal blue eyes stared into mine. “Just for a few moments? I wonder how good it would feel. I feel like it would feel really good if you did it. Can you try it? Then we can continue with this other stuff you need to do to me.” 
 
    “Uhhh, okay,” I choked out, and then I carefully reached my hand out and ran my fingers through her ash-blonde mane as if they were a brush. 
 
    Each time the soft strands stroked against my fingers, it felt like tiny sizzles of electricity shooting through my flesh, and I let out a soft sigh as my fingers continued down the long locks. Her hair was long, almost down to the middle of her back and silky smooth as I ran my fingers through it. Once I reached the tips, the cat-girl leaned her head back, closed her eyes with a loud sigh and wriggled closer for more. I chuckled softly as I pushed my fingertips into the dark roots, scratched at her scalp lightly and then brushed the thick length out.  
 
    “Ohhhh, yesssssssss,” she purred. “That actually feels better than I could imagine.” 
 
    “Yeah, it feels good,” I whispered, and then I realized I’d actually spoken my thoughts out loud and I felt my cheeks heat up a bit.  
 
    “I’m getting a funny feeling in my lower brain stem,” A.B. said. “A very funny feeling.” 
 
    “Can I continue?” I whispered to the beautiful woman as I continued to stroke her hair?  
 
    “Sure,” she sighed. “But maybe you could do that some more afterward? 
 
    I cleared my throat again and then moved my hand up her hair toward the top of her head. “A.B. Let’s move on to the ears.” 
 
    I raised my hand over the cat-girl’s head, and her oceanic blue eyes followed along with the movement as a tiny smile spread over her lips. As soon as my fingers reached her furry chocolate-colored ears, I snapped, and they swiveled and nearly brushed my hands. I chuckled deep in the back of my throat as I brought my hand to the left side of her head and snapped my fingers for the second time. The cat-girl’s left ear twisted back to its normal position as the right ear laid flat against her head. I repeated this experiment on the right side, and the same thing happened with the opposite ear. 
 
    “Very impressive,” I grinned down at the cat-girl. “Patient One’s ears can move as a single unit or independently, depending on the location of the sound.” 
 
    I smiled to myself, nodded once, turned halfway around and moved my hand back to my side but it stopped midair. 
 
    “Please let go,” I pleaded as the cat-girl’s tail wrapped tightly around my wrist. “You promised no more distractions. I’m trying to work.” 
 
    “I didn’t promise,” the cat-girl bubbled as she sat up on her forearms and her body wiggled closer. “You’re curious about me, Charles, but I’m curiouser about you.” 
 
    The blonde’s tail tugged me forward until we were nose to nose and I took in the depth of her oceanic eyes. She was so beautiful with her large, glowing eyes, small, upturned nose, and plump lips that begged to be kissed. I imagined what it’d be like to taste those lips and run my fingers across her smooth skin. 
 
    “You’re a very handsome man, Charles,” the cat-girl murmured as she scooted even closer. “Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
    “…no.” I cleared my throat as I stared deep into her slanted eyes. 
 
    “Then I’ll tell you every day,” the blonde whispered. “Every single day.” 
 
    The cat-girl slipped forward as her hands encircled my neck and laid a quick but tender kiss to my lips. Her mouth was soft, tasted a bit like apricots, and the contact sent a bolt of electricity down my spine all the way to my toes. 
 
    “Whhaaa?” I gasped as I turned away and coughed loudly to cover up my obvious embarrassment. “D-Don’t do that! Or if you’re going to, just warn me or something!” 
 
    “Did you not like it?” the blonde pouted. “I liked it.” 
 
    “No,” I sighed as my shoulders slumped. “That’s not what I meant. I… didn’t mind it, at all. Well, I liked it. It just took me by surprise.” 
 
    “I love surprises,” the cat-girl said as she gave me a mischievous smile. “I also love giving you surprises. Since you liked this one, I’d like to give you more. Okay?” 
 
    “That’s not--” 
 
    “Can we move on?” A.B. interrupted. “Your brainy friend is starting to feel very much like a bumpy third-wheel.” 
 
    “Yes, sorry, A.B.,” I cleared my throat as I turned away from the cat-girl and stared down at the small side table. “Moving on… now, where was I?” 
 
    “Reflexes,” A.B. pointed out. 
 
    “Ahh, yes,” I said as I pulled my reflex hammer out. 
 
    “I’m going to guess they will be cat-like,” A.B. snickered. 
 
    “Oh,” I groaned as I rolled my eyes at my assistant. 
 
    I turned back toward the cat-girl with my small reflex hammer in my hand, but then I realized that there was a bit of a problem: I was going to need to tap her gently on the knee to test her reflexes, but she was still naked, laying on her stomach, and smiling at me innocently. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I hummed as I looked down to the hammer in my hand. 
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Ahhh, I just need to use this hammer on you, but--” 
 
    “Oh, no, have I been bad?” she sighed. “I’d prefer that you spank me instead of hit me with that hammer--” 
 
    “No!” I blurted as my face fully heated up. “No. Ahhh. No. As I said earlier, I just need to test your reflexes, so--” 
 
    “What are those?” she asked as she reached her hand forward and slowly traced her fingers down the front of my labcoat. “Are they fun?” 
 
    “They are…” I started as I tried to ignore the feeling of her fingers tracing down my chest. “Just… uhhh. Maybe you should wear this coat for a bit? Yes, I should have thought of that earlier. My apologies.”  
 
    “You don’t have to apologize to me, Charles,” she purred as I stepped back from the woman half a step, shrugged off my white coat, and then stepped back close to her so I could lay it on the table. 
 
    “Just put that on and button all the front buttons, please,” I said as I stepped back in front of A.B. and faced away from her. 
 
    “Awww, this isn’t very fun to wear,” I heard the woman-feline say. I also heard movement, and then she let out a final huff. 
 
    “It’s on,” she said, “but I’d prefer to be naked. Can I take this off right after you finish exploring me?” 
 
    “Ahh, it’s an examination,” I clarified as I turned back around to face her. 
 
    “Those words sound the same and probably mean the same,” she said as she scrunched her nose. 
 
    The labcoat fit her tight around the cat-girl’s chest, and I tried to ignore the small slivers of her breasts that pushed against the seams where the buttons held as I moved back to her. The coat only covered to the tops of her luscious thighs, and I tried to remind myself that I was a scientist and doctor, as I rested one hand below her knee so that I could get the proper angle with my hammer. 
 
    Her skin was deliciously smooth though. 
 
    “Relax your leg, please,” I instructed. 
 
    “I like it when you touch me,” she giggled as she reached up and ran the tips of her fingers through the hair at my temple. “Do you like it when I touch you?” 
 
    “Please, madam, your leg?” I cleared my throat. 
 
    “I’m having a hard time relaxing my leg because you are touching me and my whole body is just going: ‘sqweeeeeeeeeeee!’” she giggled. 
 
    I sighed and then removed my left hand from under her knee. “Better?” 
 
    “No,” she pouted. “Can you put it back?” 
 
    “Is your leg relaxed?” I asked as I tried to avoid looking into her playful eyes. “This will only take a moment.” 
 
    “Fine,” she groaned. “It’s relaxed.” 
 
    I gently tapped on her knee with the hammer, and her foot kicked up quickly. Then I repeated the same motion on her other leg and she giggled when her leg bounced. 
 
    “Patient One seems to have quicker than human reflexes,” I commented to A.B. 
 
    “Soooooo, cat-like?” the brain chuckled. 
 
    “Moving on.” I glanced back to the blonde once more who smiled sweetly up at me. I reached for an instrument I really didn’t want to use, and I wasn’t sure how she would react when I did. 
 
    “I’m very sorry about this,” I started, “but I need to take some blood.” 
 
    “Take blood?” The blue-eyed beauty tilted her head at me with pursed lips, and her eyebrows knit together in confusion. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded as I showed her the needle, tubing and collection vial. “I need to do a few tests on it, possibly find out what blood type you are.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” The cat-girl said firmly as she shifted on the porcelain table. “What do you mean, Charles?” 
 
    “It’s just a simple pinprick,” I told her as I showed her the sterile needle, but the feline’s brows didn’t smooth. “I just need a small amount, and I’ll be here the entire time, there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “As long as you are here, Charles,” the cat-girl nodded shakily as she held her arms protectively to her chest, and then let them drop. “Then everything will be alright, I know that you will never do anything to hurt me.” 
 
    I grunted out of embarrassment as the tips of my ears burned red hot, but I smiled despite myself. I gently took the feline’s left hand in mine and probed her arm for veins. She watched me patiently the entire time with wide, curious blue eyes, and I attempted to keep a level head under her heated gaze. I finally found a viable vein, tied off her arm at the elbow, and lifted the prepared needle. The cat-girl watched me silently as I pressed the sharp end into her flesh, and she barely cried out as it broke through. The feline’s eyes watered at the corners, and she pressed her lips together in a firm line, but made no other noise. 
 
    I tugged at the inserted needle until scarlet blood flowed through the tubing and slowly began to fill the prepared vial. Right as the crimson liquid reached the halfway point of the bottle, I grabbed a small bandage, held it ready over the needle, and then swiftly pulled it out. Then I swiped the bandage onto the place where the needle entered into her skin and held it there for a few seconds. With my other hand, I unwrapped the tourniquet and set the filled vial aside. Once I was done, I breathed a sigh of relief, and the cat-girl’s ears twitched as she inclined her head to me. I chuckled good-naturedly as the blonde slumped her shoulders, smiled, and copied me with an even louder sigh. 
 
    “Blood tests now?” A.B. murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed softly as I crossed the room toward the built-in cabinets and counter. “It may take some time, but the new machine I developed specifically for this should help. I barely have to do any work because of it.” 
 
    I tapped the silver-encrusted, squat apparatus on the counter with my knuckles and smiled over my shoulder at both A.B. and the feline.  
 
    The cat-girl watched enrapt from her position while A.B. did what he always did and simply floated lazily around his jar.  
 
    I rested the vial of blood on the counter as I reached for a long glass dropper and two glass slides. 
 
    “What are you doing, Charles?” a sweet voice asked over my shoulder, and I smiled at her curiosity. 
 
    “Placing the samples of your blood onto slides,” I told her as I let two tiny droplets of the crimson liquid fall onto the square glass pieces. “Then, I’ll place it within the apparatus where it will be analyzed for any abnormalities. Once it’s finished, we’ll have a chart with all of your biological information, along with your blood type. Isn’t it fascinating?” 
 
    “Bi-o-logical,” the cat-girl repeated back in a slow voice, and a tiny smile spread over my lips. “Will there be any other type of information on this print-off?” 
 
    “Out,” I corrected as I rested the dropper on the counter and slid the two bio sequencers into the allotted slots of my machine. “What do you mean? Other types of information?” 
 
    The apparatus vibrated to life before our eyes, and the cat-girl jumped back at the strange sound. Her huge eyes dilated and then narrowed on the squat box as the pistons slowly rose and fell. Before long, the metal rods rose and fell and steam blasted out as the compressed air inside released. Then the small machine hummed even louder, and I placed my closed fists on my hips with satisfaction.  
 
    “Like… my favorite foods or my favorite color,” the ash-blonde finally said. “Those are real things in this world, correct?” 
 
    “Oh,” I uttered as my eyes fluttered for a second. “No, I’m sorry. Those are things that you will have to figure out on your own over time.” 
 
    “I see,” the feline breathed in a melancholy tone. “What is your favorite color then, Charles?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never really had a favorite color,” I shrugged as the machine on the counter began to thrum pleasantly in the background. “But I’ve always been partial to blue.” 
 
    “Like my eyes!” the feline cried happily as she pointed toward her reflection in the machine’s copper surface.  
 
    “Yes,” I said as I glanced at her over my shoulder, but she wasn’t behind me, so I whipped my head around but only saw my assistant's jar on the work table where I had left him.  
 
    “Where?” I started to ask, but A.B. shook in his jar, and his laughter was clear and loud in my head. I glared at him but didn’t speak, and then I glanced back over behind the copper compartments to see if she had somehow dashed over there. Then the light above my head shifted, and I raised my gaze to the space above the mounted wall-cabinets. 
 
    “Hiiiiii.” She was lying on top of one of my bookshelves, and she slowly raised her hand so that she would wiggle all her fingers at me. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I questioned in a firm tone with a single, crooked eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t know.” The cat-girl shrugged with a nonchalant expression. “Felt the need to climb up here. It’s nice and high, and I can see everything. It’s quite comfortable to lay here. Do you want to try?” 
 
    “It’s not safe,” I warned as I raised a single finger into the air and waggled it at her. “Get down, right now.” 
 
    “It’s only natural for cats to want to climb to high spaces.” A.B. forced out through chuckles. 
 
    “Did I ask you, A.B.?” I groaned.  
 
    “You sure didn’t,” the brain cackled even louder in my head. 
 
    “P-Patient One,” I started and then stopped myself as I realized that I couldn’t just go around calling her that. “We… have… work to… do… so--” 
 
    “Uhm, that’s the name you’re going with?” A.B. questioned as if he’d caught my train of thought. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I answered back as I let my arms drop to my sides. 
 
    “Why not?” the feline asked in a singsong tone. “Patient One is such a pretty name, and Charles gave it to me. I love it!” 
 
    “We can’t keep calling you that, I simply referred to you as that for the sake of our notes,” I told her in a calm voice. “Now, come down from there, and we’ll decide on an even better name.” 
 
    “Will it be as pretty?” the cat-girl inquired down at me with squinted eyes. 
 
    “Of course!” I grinned as I lifted my arms into the air and reached for her. 
 
    The cat-girl giggled and then launched herself full force off the top of the cabinet. The ash-blonde slammed into me and the whole room tilted for a second as my feet twisted underneath me.  
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as I curled my right arm around her back. 
 
    The two of us stumbled backward, but I managed to regain my balance and hold her tightly to my chest. I sighed softly into her hair and attempted to calm the pounding of my heart as my arm brushed the soft curve of her breasts and ass.  
 
    “Wasn’t that fun?” The blonde exploded into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “You’re going to give me a heart attack if you keep doing things like this,” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t care what your heart attacks, Charles, as long as your heart belongs to me.” The blonde snuggled into my neck, and I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Why is she in love with you of all people?” A.B. questioned. 
 
    “What’s so wrong with me?” I snorted as I turned back toward the much smaller blood-testing apparatus.  
 
    I had to admit, I thought the same thing. Why did the feline already have an affinity for me? We’d known each other for barely half an hour and she was already proclaiming her love for me. Even though our society’s views on men were skewed, I knew that this wasn’t normal for a female. There had to be a logical reason for it and I wondered if something in the creation process made her love me from her conception.  
 
    A low buzz broke me away from my clouded thoughts, so I focused on the thin strip of creme-colored paper coming out of the small machine’s side. As soon as the machine had finished printing the data, I grabbed the still warm paper and read the complicated symbols. My brow furrowed and I blinked as I tried to comprehend what I’d just read. 
 
    “What is it?” A.B. inquired from across the room. “I am ready and prepared to take more notes, Charlie.” 
 
    “It’s strange?” I murmured as I ripped the paper away from the machine and read it in its entirety for the second time. “The device detected two blood types…one of them that’s already been inputted once before.” 
 
    “Mine?” A.B. questioned. “When you first built the machine, you used your blood first, and then extracted what was left of mine from my brain stem. Which was painful, by the way, I should get some type of special treatment for that, you know? I was patient and didn’t even wriggle around when you inserted the needle--” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It’s mine.” 
 
    “Yours?” he asked. “Huh, that’s kinda weird. How did your--” 
 
    “But it barely registered,” I cut him off as I tapped the paper. “The second blood sample is so small, it’s almost insignificant.” 
 
    “So, what does it mean?” A.B. asked. 
 
    “What does it mean?” I echoed, and then I slapped the paper down on the counter, turned, and gazed over at the copper metal of the machine’s outer shell. 
 
    Why had the experiment worked this time? Was the cat-girl somehow infused with my blood? If so, then how? How had the teeniest amount of my DNA become a part of hers? There had to be a logical reason why this happened. All the variables for the experiment were different from any other time I’d tried them, why had they worked this time? Was it the third compartment? Was it the use of the female prisoner? The cat? My blood, however it had gotten into the machine? 
 
    I stepped across the room, stood in front of the monstrous apparatus, and moved my eyes over every inch of it as if the reason why it worked this time would appear before my very eyes. The door to the glass bell jar of compartment A sat open on its hinges, and I shook my head, no that wasn’t it.  
 
    I stared over at compartment B, where the dried ashes of the prisoner still laid on the cold ground. Maybe she was the reason? I sighed and stepped toward the largest and newest compartment.  
 
    Then my eyes snapped open, and my left hand instinctively clutched my right. 
 
    The pain was still there but not as vivid and alive as when I’d first caught the thin flesh of my pointer finger and thumb between the two doors. There was dried blood clearly smeared across the seam, and I opened both of the doors in one swift movement so I could look inside. My eyes widened as I examined the door lock and then the floor just below it. The droplets of my own blood weren’t large, in fact, they were so small I wasn’t sure how I saw them in the first place, but yes… clearly, I’d gotten my blood inside of the third compartment. 
 
    “The cat, the female prisoner, and…” I trailed off as I rubbed my temples and thought hard about the differing variables. “My blood… what could it have been?” 
 
    I paced the room with my head in my hands as I wracked my brain for any type of different combination of the variables in the experiment. Could it be replicated with or without the cat? Without the female prisoner? Was that why all of my other tests failed; because I used male prisoners? Was it because females were the only living creatures able to wield magical powers? Was it my blood? What made my blood so special? Or was it a combination of two out of the three or just one of them? 
 
    I didn’t realize I was asking all of these questions aloud until I turned and saw the expression on the cat-girl’s face, even A.B. looked a little shocked despite his lack of facial features. I breathed a heavy sigh and rubbed my eyes with both hands as I tried to puzzle it all out in my head. 
 
    “Charles,” A.B. cautiously started, and I leveled my eyes at his form in the neon green liquid. “Maybe you’re overthinking this?” 
 
    “How so?” I snapped as I ran my hands through my thick, black hair and slumped back onto my stool. “How can I know what to try if there are so many things to add to it?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, maybe it’s simpler than you think.” The brain uttered in a calm tone, and my brow furrowed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I inquired as I spun on the stool to face him. “How could any of this be simple, A.B?” 
 
    “What if all four of the things were what made the difference?” A.B. questioned. “It’s not just one of them that’s needed for the experiment to work, but all of them. The cat, the female, the third compartment, and the blood. Nothing’s worked so far, and now, with four variables changed, we finally got results? That has to be something.” 
 
    “Then…we need to replicate the experiment,” I stated as I stood from the chair and pounded my closed fist into my open, right palm. “I want… no, I need to know how this works before I create the soldiers for the Duchess. It isn’t science if it can’t be duplicated.” 
 
    “W-wait, C-Charles?” the cat-girl whimpered as she rushed forward and grabbed me by the forearm. “Does this mean you’re going to create more women like me? More cat-girls?” 
 
    “I believe so,” I nodded with furrowed brows. “Why? What’s the matter?” 
 
    The feline shifted from foot to foot as she pressed her body into mine and pushed out her bottom lip. I’d seen this look before, though it’d never been aimed directly at me. She was clearly pouting about something, and I had to say, I didn’t mind the way she looked while doing it. 
 
    “I…well, I want to be the only cat-girl…” the feline sniffed as she batted her long lashes at me. 
 
    I had to stifle a chuckle as she silently pleaded with me with her luminous blue eyes. Her hands held tightly onto me, and I was more than aware that she was still nude under the tight labcoat. I sighed as a small smile spread over my lips, and I reached out for her. I ran my fingers through her feather-soft hair, and the feline leaned into the contact with a soft purr. 
 
    “Sure,” I murmured as I took in all of her gorgeous features. “You’ll be my one and only cat-girl. We’ll find some other type of animal to use, but yeah, you’ll be the only feline in the house.” 
 
    “Oh, the calamity” A.B. cried pathetically. “That means I’ll never get a pet cat!” 
 
    “But first, we have to give you a proper name,” I nodded decisively, and then glanced at her naked body pressed into mine. “And some clothes…definitely clothes first.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
     “Alright,” I breathed a sigh of relief as I sat back on my haunches and surveyed my work. “How does it feel? Better?” 
 
    The cat-girl twisted her head and frowned as she tugged at the tight-fitting fabric. She pursed her lips and shook her head as her oceanic blue eyes met mine. 
 
    “No,” she snapped as she threw her hands down at her sides. “I hate it, I can barely move. Why can’t I just be naked?” 
 
    “Because it will be upsetting to people,” I explained. 
 
    “But it isn’t upsetting to you,” she purred as she wiggled her eyebrows at me. “I see the way you look at me, Charles.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it,” I chuckled as I offered her my hands and helped her hop off of the examination table. “You must wear clothes when walking around the manor. This is fine. I cut the thighs enough so that it’s easier for you to maneuver around in, especially if you’re going to be climbing on top of cabinets from now on.” 
 
    I took a few steps back as the feline turned and examined herself in the reflection of the copper paneling. The outfit I’d hastily constructed for her wasn’t much, but she filled it out perfectly. Since the cat-girl was a bit shorter than me, I’d used one of my rarely worn smocks, cut it into pieces in the shape of something like a leotard, and had roughly sewn it together while the female hung over my shoulder. 
 
    The neckline of the soft, dark brown fabric came down low between her breasts and stretched almost all the way to her belly button. Long cords from the smock’s ties were threaded through the fabric across her stomach to create something like a staggered ladder. The hips of the leotard came up high and exposed most of her lean, smooth thighs. I’d cut out a small hole at the back, and as she slipped into it, I helped her pull her long silky tail through. The feeling of her tail’s fur as it brushed against my fingertips sent pleasant shivers up and down my spine that I tried to ignore. 
 
    The blonde-cat-girl turned this way and that as she examined the outfit, and then she made eye contact with me through the reflection. She seemed to think for a moment and then placed her closed fists on her hips. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn, do you want my honest opinion?” the cat-girl questioned as she cocked her hip. 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask for anything less.” I grinned as I waited for her response. 
 
    “If you like it,” she started and then turned to face me fully with the widest grin. “Then I will like it too! You made it for me, and that is something very special, a handmade gift from my darling Charles! I’d prefer to be naked around you all the time, but this does look very… what is the word?” 
 
    “Uhhh, attractive?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes! Thank you so very much.” 
 
    “Hey, now,” A.B. whined, and I glanced over at him as a wicked smile spread over my lips. “It was my idea to use the smock in the first place and to make her something like a jumpsuit so she could move around easily, where’s my thank you?” 
 
    “You’re so needy, A.B.,” I snickered, and then I turned back toward the cat-girl as she plucked at the plunging neckline of her new outfit. “The brain over there would also like a thank you.” 
 
    “The brain?” the ash-blonde questioned as she leaned out from behind me and stared at the grey matter floating in the neon green liquid. “What is a… brain, Charles?” 
 
    Since she’d appeared, it became clear to me that I’d have to teach a lot of things to the cat-girl. It wasn’t as if she were a toddler or small child, she knew some things already, but a lot of things I considered arbitrary, she didn’t understand and needed them explained to her. Each time she asked a question, I’d explain it to her with as much detail as I could, and I quickly learned that I liked teaching her new things. Every time the feline-woman learned something new, her wide oceanic eyes would sparkle excitedly, and I wanted nothing more than to show her more of my world. 
 
    “Formally introduce us!” A.B. shouted, and I winced against the harsh sound. 
 
    “A brain is an organ housed within the bone structure of our skulls,” I explained as I brought her closer to A.B.’s jar. “It is the most complex organ in our entire bodies, it exerts control over our nervous system and other organs, conscious decision, mobility, and so much more than I can explain in a matter of minutes. All living creatures have brains, except for a select few like the cnidarians and echinoderms.” 
 
    The cat-girl’s eyes widened, and she blinked rapidly as if she were trying to process all the words I’d just spoken. Then she stared at me for a few seconds and then looked back at A.B.’s hovering form. 
 
    “Stop with the scientific jargon, Charles, you’re confusing the poor thing.” A.B. chuckled, and I nodded with a soft sigh. 
 
    “But anyway,” I stated through a small smile as I gestured toward the suspended brain. “This is A.B. Norman, A.B., just for short.” 
 
    “And he is… a brain?” the beautiful cat-girl asked as her right ear twitched twice. 
 
    “Correct,” I nodded excitedly, but the girl watched me with wide, horrified eyes. “A.B. is a wonderful specimen I collected from the back of a decrepit curio shop. He desperately called out to me, and I had to bring him home after that, kind of like a stray kitten on the street, meowing for food.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” A.B. shrieked as his entire bumpy form vibrated with indignation. “I’m not some stray cat, Charles! I am the epitome of the miracle of human life, I am the cortex of Homosapien thought, how dare you insult the creator of all emotion and human consciousness?” 
 
    My lips pressed into a hard line as my eyes squinted down at the obviously agitated brain. 
 
    “Yes, yes, A.B.,” I uttered sarcastically. “The brain is the most important organ in the body, but that doesn’t mean that you specifically are all those things.” 
 
    “But Charles,” the cat-girl breathed as she took a tentative step closer to A.B.’s wheeled cart. “You said that the brain is housed within the skull, so where is his skull? His head? His face? His whole body? Is it missing? Is there a body out there wandering around out there without its brain?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but let my head roll back as the laughter bubbled up my throat. Then I shook my head as I ruffled the blonde’s soft, silky hair, and she giggled despite herself. 
 
    “No, the body can’t live without its brain,” I grinned down at her as I stroked her round cheek absentmindedly. “So, no, there’s no brainless body wandering around in search of A.B.” 
 
    “Then how did he come to be?” the cat-girl asked as she bent her knees and leaned in close to the glass of the brain’s container. “Do you know?” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t,” I shrugged as I stared down affectionately at the two of them. “I simply bought A.B. because he could talk. I don’t know where he came from, or who he was before. I know absolutely nothing about him, and he can’t remember anything about his past life as much as I’ve tried to probe him for information.” 
 
    “I’m an international brain of mystery!” A.B. smugly exclaimed, and I covered my eyes with a loud snort of laughter. “No one knows who I am, no one knows where I came from, and when you need me, I vanish off into the night! I’m telling you, Charles, the ladies love it, you could learn a lot from me.” 
 
    “Then how do you know his name is A.B.?” the blonde asked as she glanced at me over her shoulder. “Did you name him, or did he come with it?” 
 
    “Nah,” I shook my head as I pointed toward the worn tape on his glass jar. “He came with it, so I just accepted it.” 
 
    “Abraham Benjamin Norman,” A.B. proudly spouted off, and my eyes nearly bulged from their sockets. 
 
    “You bastard,” I snorted with laughter as I grabbed the edges of his cart and shook it. “You knew your full name this entire time?” 
 
    “Everyone knows their name!” the brain protested as he rocked back and forth precariously within the container. “What did you think the A.B. stood for, then?” 
 
    “Abnormal, an abnormal brain!” I cried as I threw my hands into the air. “A.B. Norman? It’s written right there on the label!” 
 
    “Now that’s just insulting,” A.B. cried. “I’m offended you would think such a thing!” 
 
    “I’m not the one who wrote the damn label!” I groaned as I rolled my head back against my shoulders. “Whoever had you before wrote it, not me.” 
 
    “Why does it matter either way?” the woman-feline asked, and both A.B. and I swiveled to stare at her in confusion. “A.B. is still a nice name, even if it stands for Abnormal or Abraham.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” I said as I tentatively stepped closer to her and rested a hand against her shoulder. “I thought I was the only one who could hear A.B., but you can as well?” 
 
    “Yep!” the cat-girl giggled as she grinned excitedly. 
 
    “How?” A.B. questioned loudly from behind me, and I cupped my chin with my fingers as I thought. 
 
    “I think it’s possible because of my blood,” I informed both of them, and the feline nodded along knowingly. “No one else seems to be able to hear A.B. except for me, I don’t know the reasoning behind it, but because my blood was included in the experiment, that’s the reason she can hear you, too.” 
 
    “Sounds plausible,” The brain agreed as he warbled in his green goo. “Now, Charles, introduce us properly!” 
 
    “Uhm, alright,” I shook my head as I wrapped an arm around the feline’s shoulders and brought her forward again for the second time. “Madam, I would like to introduce you to my dear friend, A.B. Norman. A.B., this is the lovely…uh, this is…” 
 
    “Hi!” the feline grinned as she confidently strode forward and leaned in close to the glass container. “My name’s Val!” 
 
    “What?” A.B. squeaked as he shifted toward me. 
 
    “Val?” I nearly shouted as I stood bolt upright. “Where in the hell did you get that name?” 
 
    “Oh!” the feline grinned as she skipped away from A.B. and crossed the room. “I saw it on this double-ended metal thingie.” 
 
    The cat-girl bent over one of my many tool-boxes and pulled out a particularly new wrench. She hurried back over, held it out to me in one hand, and pointed toward the embossed letters in the metal. 
 
    “Valstrom,” I read off as I glanced between the cat-girl and the outstretched wrench. “This… this is just the name of the ironsmith that this particular wrench came from. Are you sure that’s what you want to be named?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the blonde shrugged as she turned the metal object toward her and gazed down at it lovingly. “I just like it. Val, it sounds strong…and powerful, but also mysterious and dark and sneaky and silky and smooth and sexy. Ohhh, I like the name so much.” 
 
    “It is a bit short though,” I said as I tapped my chin. Women tend to have longer names, and then I could use ‘Val’ as a nick name.” 
 
    “Or a pet name,” A.B. prompted. 
 
    “Ohhh!” Val gasped. “You’ll give me a pet name? I want to be your pet so bad! Hooray! What will my really long name be, Charles? I’d like for you to give me a long one. Please?” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” A.B. snickered. “This just keeps getting better.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” I cleared my throat and smiled gently down at her. “What about Valerie? It’s a pretty name, and then we could call you Val. If you don’t like it, we can always choose a different name that you like bett--” 
 
    My voice was cut off as the blonde feline rushed forward and wrapped her arms around my middle. I wobbled on my feet in surprise but regained my footing as I tightly held her to my chest. The cat-girl snuggled deeply into my neck as she purred loudly, and I couldn’t help but chuckle in response. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to change it!” the blonde cried as she leaned away from my body and grinned up at me. “I love it! It’s decided, my name is Valerie! It’s even more special because my darling Charles helped pick it out!” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Valerie,” A.B. chuckled as the cat-girl let her arms drop from around me. 
 
    “Wonderful to make your acquaintance, Abraham Benjamin!” the blonde giggled as she clasped her hands to her chest and then turned to survey the room. “So, Charles, this is your lab.” 
 
    “Laboratory,” I corrected as I plopped down on my sturdy stool and gazed around the room along with her. “But I suppose you could call it a lab since you’d like me to call you Val. This is where I spend most of my days, slaving away for the Duchess.” 
 
    “Do you think I’ll ever meet the Duchess?” Valerie inquired as she scampered away and wriggled underneath the very same pile of paneling Clementine hid under. 
 
    “Oh, gods no,” I breathed as I ran a hand through my messy black hair and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Why not?” the blonde called in a muffled voice from behind the metal sheeting. “Is the Duchess not very nice?” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I sighed as I gazed over at the machine at the other end of the room. “If you ever met the Duchess, she may try to take you away from me.” 
 
    “Why would she do such a thing, Charles?” Valerie questioned as she peeked out above the copper pieces. 
 
    “Well, my dear, men in my society are seen as a lower class than women,” I explained in a calm tone. “We’re basically servants to them, we’re like vermin… trash, and if she knew that I had made you and that you were staying with me, well… she’d steal you away and have me hanged.” 
 
    “That won’t happen!” the cat-girl cried as she leaped from behind the paneling, curled her body into a ball, and rolled across the floor. “If she came here, I’d just kill her.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I snorted as I turned on my stool and stared at the beautiful feline. 
 
    “No one is going to take me away from you, Charles,” Valerie growled as she threw herself forward, cartwheeled, and stopped as she grabbed onto the bars of the cells at the other side of the room. 
 
    “And why is that, Valerie?” I asked as I leaned my chin into the palm of my hand. 
 
    “Because I’m in love with you!” the cat-girl replied as if it were the most obvious answer in the world. “No one can tear apart two people in love! You created me, and I belong by your side, forever and always. Isn’t it amazing?” 
 
    She grinned over her shoulder at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Then my cheeks heated up to the tips of my ears, but I didn’t shy away from her blue gaze. I couldn’t help but feel connected to Valerie, she was already a part of me, it was only natural for me to love her wholeheartedly. She hadn’t been in this world for long, and already, I couldn’t imagine my life without her in it. 
 
    “What are these?” Valerie questioned as she pointed to the cells and gave me a confused look. 
 
    “Cells to keep prisoners in,” I replied with a shrug, and the blonde’s brows furrowed. 
 
    “Prisoners?” Valerie inquired as her ears laid flat against her head. “For what?” 
 
    “For my experiments,” I explained to her as I crossed my knees and watched her as she peered in through the bars. “Like the prisoner I used to create you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked as her chocolate brown tail began to sway in the air. 
 
    “Well,” I began, “I was hired by the Duchess to create powerful warriors with her that are imbued with the magical powers of gems.” 
 
    “Is that how you made me?” Her light blue eyes opened wide. 
 
    “It was somewhat of an accident,” I said after I took a long breath and gestured to the machine. “We mistakenly used a woman in the Container B, and then a gem in Container A. The end result was to be in Container C. However, a stray cat jumped into Container A, and then I cut my hand on the door of Container C, and now you are here. I would not say you are a mistake at tall, Valarie. No, you are a miracle of science and my genius.” 
 
    “A miracle?” she gasped with delight, and her tail arched behind her as if someone were scratching her back. 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What a strange and interesting world you live in, Charles,” the cat-girl purred as she let go of the bars, leaned back, and bent over backward so that both her hands and feet touched the floor and her lean tummy faced the ceiling. “So, what are we going to do next?” 
 
    “I think we should repeat the experiment,” I stated and then turned to look at A.B. as the brain nodded along. 
 
    “No other cat-girls, right?” Valerie pouted as she raised her body up into a perfect handstand. 
 
    “No, I haven’t forgotten,” I snickered as I rested my folded hands in my lap. “We could probably trap another animal or one of the many magical beasts out in the forests and use that in the experiment, so no need to worry about any other cat-girls.” 
 
    “Then what’s stopping us?” Valerie cried excitedly as she launched herself forward into another cartwheel and landed perfectly on her toes with her hands on her hips. “Let’s go catch one right now and get this show on the road! Wait! Charles! Does this mean that the next monster-girl will be my sister?” 
 
    “Sure,” I laughed as the feline threw her hands out at her side and twirled around the lab impatiently. “She’ll be your sister.” 
 
    “I’m gonna have a sister!” the cat-girl exclaimed with her head thrown back. “Charles, let’s go now! Let’s make me a little sister right this instant!” 
 
    The blonde rushed forward, grabbed me by the hand, and attempted to haul me from my seat, but I pulled away easily with a chuckle.  
 
    “Not at the moment.” I shook my head doubtfully, and immediately, Valerie’s expression fell. 
 
    “Please! Please, please, please!” the feline cried as she pressed her palms together almost in prayer. “I want a sister today!” 
 
    “Valerie,” I sighed, and the blonde immediately stopped squirming as I slowly stood from my chair. “We can’t today.” 
 
    “Why not?” the blonde questioned as she crossed her arms and glowered at me. 
 
    “Well, for one, we need to trap a creature first and get it to the lab,” I explained to her, and the cat’s tail and ears drooped in disappointment. “Second, I have no more prisoners, but not only that, we need a female patient to test on. I can’t ask the Duchess for female prisoners, that’d be considered a criminal offense. I could be murdered for even using the female patient in the experiment that created you.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Valerie huffed as she crossed her arms and began to pace the room. “If we can’t ask for more female prisoners to experiment on, then our next course of action is perfectly clear.” 
 
    “And that would be?” I inquired with a tilt of my head. 
 
    “We snatch a woman off the streets.” The cat-girl shrugged easily with a crooked smile, and my eyes nearly exploded from their sockets in shock. 
 
    “What?” A.B. screamed from his container as he jolted forward and spewed neon green liquid onto the rock floor. “Put that sentence back in your mouth right now, take it back!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked breathlessly as all the color drained away from my face. 
 
    “Easy-peasy,” Valerie snickered as she paced even faster and threw her hands into the air. “If the Duchess won’t give us women, then we’ll just take them! So easy!” 
 
    “There are so many reasons why we are not doing any of that,” I stammered out with wide, horrified eyes. “Starting with: I could be killed if we’re found out, Valerie.” 
 
    “There’s a simple solution for that, too!” the blonde cried as she stopped and formed her tiny hands into fists at her sides. 
 
    “Oh, this is gonna be good.” A.B. snorted from his jar, but Valerie ignored him and continued on. 
 
    “Shut up, A.B,” I snapped over my shoulder and then turned back to the cat-girl standing in front of me. “What’s the solution then?” 
 
    “We don’t get caught!” she giggled as she began to do cartwheels in the lab. 
 
    I lost all control of my body and flopped back onto the stool. My head fell into my hands as I groaned loudly. There was no way we could do this, no fucking way we could snatch women off the street and use them in the experiments. It was totally insane, utterly mad… but how else would I continue on in my search of discovery? How else would I advance my science? How else would I create more of these… monster girls? There was no way in hell or earth that the Duchess would give me female prisoners. If I even asked that very question, I’d be thrown in the stocks or worse. 
 
    Was this really the only solution? To kidnap women off the street and then destroy them to create new life? I felt as if after so long, so many hours of working and failing at what I was meant to do, I’d finally lost my mind. It was inconceivable, and yet… it was my only choice to keep the experiment going. If I did it at least one more time, and it succeeded, would it really be that wrong? I was creating new life, a new, beautiful life where there was none before. I’d taken the disgusting, thieving female prisoner and transformed her into the most beautiful creature I’d ever laid my eyes on.  
 
    Could I do it again? 
 
    And would that be so wrong? 
 
    The Duchess wanted super soldiers after all, and I’d simply created something different while experimenting, it wasn’t my fault she’d sent me a female prisoner. I’d only done what was instructed, and if she wanted me to make progress on her project, there was no other option for me. All the other attempts had failed miserably, and the single time it worked was because the patient was a woman. I had to recreate them, even if it meant that my life was on the line… 
 
    It was the only answer. It was my only choice. I needed to do it for science. I needed to do it for my own personal growth. And I needed to create more of these animal-women. I didn’t know quite why I felt so strongly about the last point, but watching Valerie dance, cartwheel, and pounce around my laboratory was making me feel something that I’d never felt for another woman. 
 
    Love? Was this it? Whatever it was, I wanted to feel it more, and with as many of these beautiful creatures as possible. 
 
    I raised my head as I let my hands drop into my lap. Then I turned my eyes toward Valerie. For once she wasn’t moving. Instead, she stood at the other side of the room with her hands pressed to her chest. Her expression pleaded with me, and I had no choice but to give in. 
 
    “It is important that we proceed scientifically,” I began. “And we have to find a way to do it humanely.”  
 
    “What?” A.B. gasped in shock.  
 
    “We have to pick people for a reason,” I continued. “Not just willy-nilly, do we understand?” 
 
    “Charles…” A.B. whispered. “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “I am.” I rose from the stool and looked at the brain over my shoulder. “If I want to continue on with the experiments and see results, we have to use women. There’s no other answer, we have to do this.” 
 
    “Yay!” Valerie cried as she danced in a circle with her arms raised. “I’m getting a sister!” 
 
    “But,” the brain murmured anxiously, and my eyes fluttered closed as I listened to his concerned voice. “What happens if you’re found out? You’ll be jailed or worse, executed in front of the whole town.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do?” I questioned back in a dark tone. “If I give up on the Duchess’ endeavor, I’ll be killed. If I continue on with the failed experiments, I’ll still die, and if I’m found out for using women, it’ll all be the same. A.B., you don’t understand, this is the most progress I’ve seen in months, please let me hold on to this hope and excitement for a little while longer.” 
 
    “As you wish, Charles,” the brain muttered inside my head, and I turned my back to him as I strode toward Valerie. “But please, be cautious.” 
 
    “I know, I know, A.B.,” I snickered as I held open my arms to the blonde cat, and she fell into them with a soft giggle. “If I’m not around, then there’s no one here to change your liquid and clean your jar or pick you up off the floor and rehydrate you when you tip over.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I was going to say, but that’s very true.” A.B. guffawed, and I turned my eyes back toward him as he continued to speak. “There is something else to consider.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “You said you are going to continue this work for the Duchess?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes…” I trailed off, since I knew where he was going with this question. 
 
    “Sooooo, when the Duchess comes a callin’, and she wants her magic male warriors, are you going to turn over Val?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. 
 
    “Sooooo, then…. You are just going to string the Duchess along?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. 
 
    “Then what?” he asked. 
 
    “Then…” I began, but as I looked at Valerie, and I stared into her blue eyes, I knew my answer. 
 
    “Charles?” the brain prompted. 
 
    “Then I’ll figure out how to take care of the Duchess,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    After the first few hours of Valerie’s creation, I realized that the manservants given to me from the Duchess would be a problem. I couldn’t have them seeing a cat-woman wandering around the manor and telling everyone, so I immediately dismissed the servants. I could tell they were unhappy, but they’d left the manor with little protest.  
 
    With the servants gone, Valerie had free rein over the house when she wasn’t in the laboratory while I worked. After a few days of her exploring every part of the manor, she begged me to let her outside. I eventually acquiesced and allowed her to exit my home under the cover of darkness as long as she didn’t stray off the property surrounding the manor. 
 
    I couldn’t allow Valerie to go anywhere else, because if someone saw her or trapped her, I’d lose my goddamn mind. The cat-girl was the single most important thing in my life, she was my first successful experiment with my machine, and I wanted nothing more than to protect her.  
 
    I spent the next couple of days repairing the machine, and after the fourth day, I’d finally ripped out most of the destroyed mechanisms inside. I only had a few more to replace, and then I could move on to the next course of action:  
 
    The second experiment.  
 
    I sighed loudly as I tore out the fried electrical components, stared down at their blackened surfaces, and then dropped them into a metal bucket at my feet. Then I grabbed the replacement pieces from the workbench beside me, turned and fitted them onto the long, silver spokes inside the machine. 
 
    “What are those things, Charles?” Valerie whispered in a soft voice from over my shoulder. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I shouted with surprise and almost dropped one of the spikes. “You startled me!” 
 
    “Awww, I’m sorry,” Val said as she nuzzled her head into my shoulder. 
 
    “You are very good at sneaking around,” I sighed. “I can’t even hear you walk across the room.” 
 
    “I like being sneaky,” she giggled against me. “So, what are those fancy shiny things, Charles? They look like fun toys.” 
 
    “These?” I asked as I pointed toward the components and their rows of bulbs. 
 
    “Yes,” the blonde took her head off my shoulder and nodded as she kept her oceanic eyes on the mechanisms within. “What do they do?” 
 
    “Well, these specifically allow electricity to flow through my machine,” I told her as I clinked pleasantly on the glass tuber. “They bring all of the electrical components to life and make them work the way they’re supposed to.” 
 
    “You built this whole thing yourself?” Valerie grinned, folded her hands behind her back, raised one leg into the air so that her toe pointed at the top of the machine, and inclined her head. “By scratch?” 
 
    “I did,” I stated proudly as I scooted the bucket of ruined parts away and dusted off my hands. “Took me a long time, but I’m pretty happy with it. I think it’s the largest machine I’ve ever made.” 
 
    “And you built it for the Duchess?” the feline inquired as her ears twitched and the toes on her raised foot wiggled. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed as I lowered my eyes, grabbed the replacement paneling, and fitted it into place over the mechanics inside. “She paid me to do it, but it wasn’t an offer that I could refuse, you know?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Valerie asked as she bounced around the small side table so she could watch me bolt in the new, shiny sheet. 
 
    “If I refused her and her money,” I breathed as my eyes rested on the worn leather of my shoes. “I could be jailed or worse, killed.” 
 
    “You mention those two things a lot,” the cat-girl stated as she ran a delicate hand over the surface of the machine and stared into her reflection’s eyes. “Jailed… killed… I don’t know what they mean, but every time they pass your lips, I get a strange, awful feeling in the pit of my stomach. Why is that, Charles?” 
 
    I noticed over the passing days, Valerie had become more articulate. Her words and speech were more advanced than when I first created her, so it was clear: the feline learned through experience. 
 
    “We live in a matriarchal society, Valerie,” I explained, and the blonde’s arched eyebrows furrowed. “Women are considered a higher class than men because they are born with the ability to wield magic. Men have always been at the lowest end of the food chain, we are second-class citizens… sometimes, barely even that. Men are the servants of our betters, some of them even take us as consorts and use us for our bodies. We’re not even considered human by some of them, merely animals or beasts with the ability to talk.” 
 
    “Has it always been this way?” Valerie muttered as she lowered herself onto my stool and followed me with her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, maybe even since the beginning of time,” I sighed with a single nod. “I’ve never known anything different. There’ve been a few revolts and uprisings against the matriarchs, but each of them was swiftly squashed with little effort. The women are just that powerful.” 
 
    “And this Duchess?” the cat-girl spat out as her lips curled against her pointed teeth. “Is she as powerful as the others?” 
 
    “Even more so,” I told her as I replaced my tools into their rightful cabinets. “There are other women like her in the larger cities, but in this province, she’s our ruler. She controls everything in this city because she’s the strongest. Her family’s been in control of this town since it came into existence.” 
 
    “Then I will defeat her,” Valerie plainly stated as she rested her hands daintily in her lap. “Then she won’t own you.” 
 
    “What?” I snapped my head in her direction with a befuddled expression. “No, absolutely not, the Duchess can’t even know that you exist.” 
 
    “Charles,” the cat-girl stated calmly. “You just said that only women wield magical power, doesn’t that mean I too hold some type of supernatural essence within me?” 
 
    Valerie was right though, she had to possess some type of power within her body. The cat-girl hadn’t shown any signs of magic for the past few days, but the power would awaken eventually… it had to.  
 
    “I’m sure you do since you were created from a human female,” I nodded. “A woman’s powers develop when they’re around the age of ten or eleven, it just makes me wonder, how long will it take for you? You’re not like the other women I’d been around all of my life.” 
 
    “How will I know I’m ready?” Valerie murmured as she bent her legs, launched herself smoothly up onto the examination table, and then rolled over onto her stomach. 
 
    “Again, I’m not sure.” I turned, leaned against the countertop, and leveled my gaze at her. “I don’t know what it feels like since I’m a man, but have you felt anything… strange? Like a sixth sense coming ablaze in your body?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that feels like, Charles,” Valerie snickered, but then suddenly took on a more serious expression, hopped off the table and pressed her hands to her lower abdomen. “But I’ve noticed this strange sensation, it started in my belly the moment you brought me out of the machine.” 
 
    “Can you describe it?” I prodded, and the blonde shook her head. 
 
    “No, not that I know of,” the cat-girl shrugged and then looked pensive for a few passing seconds. “It started in my belly, as I said, and then over time, spread through all of my limbs. The only way I can put it into words is that it feels as if all of the cells in my body are vibrating at the same time.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. 
 
    “And…” she purred as she wiggled closer to me on the table. “The feeling gets stronger when I’m near you, or when you look at me, or when I think about you, or when--” 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed. “That’s not quite what I’m talking about. I’m talking about magic.” 
 
    “Ohh, this is magic,” she giggled as her blue eyes bored into mine. “You make me feel wonderful.” 
 
    “Is there any other feeling?” I cleared my throat. “Something different from when you look at me?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s definitely there,” she giggled. “So, I will get my magic soon, and then defeat the Duchess, maybe not today or tomorrow but, I will do it with you by my side, I promise, Charles.” 
 
    “I love the enthusiasm, Valerie, I do,” I snickered and then let the smile fall from my face. “But we can’t do that, we can’t take down the Duchess or anything like that. Edony is the single most influential person in this city, and if she died or went missing, I’d be the first person they’d look into. I’m the only man in the city that she’s ‘close’ with if you could even consider us that.” 
 
    A faraway bell rang, and Valerie nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound. It was the alarm bell I’d rigged to alert me anytime someone passed through the gates of the manor, so I hurriedly grabbed a stray crate, slammed it down in front of the overhead small window and peered out. It was high noon, so I squinted my eyes against the bright sun, gripped onto the stone window sill, and then gasped.  
 
    “Shit,” I breathed as the familiar carriage pulled into the drive and stopped in front of the manor. 
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Valerie asked as she skipped forward and attempted to climb up onto the crate.  
 
    “Get down,” I instructed as I jumped from the crate and then searched for a place to hide Val. “It’s the Duchess.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” A.B. cried. 
 
    “Now I shall defeat her!” Val proclaimed as she jumped to her feet and raised her fist up in the air.” 
 
    “Not now!” I groaned. 
 
    “Well, why else would she be here, if not to challenge me to a duel over your heart,” Valerie growled. “Ohhh, I get to fight to the death over you! How romantic!”  
 
    “I don’t know why she’s here,” I groaned, “but it’s not because of you. She does this every time, just shows up totally unannounced.” 
 
    “Then you should tell her to leave,” Valerie offered, but I shook my head. 
 
    “I can’t just do that,” I sighed as I ran a hand through my hair. “She’s paying me to do this, hell, she even gave me this manor.”  
 
    “Then this is the perfect time, Charles,” Valerie giggled as she dropped low to the ground and swiped at the air with her hands.  
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    “For me to kill her like I just said!” the cat-girl snickered as she tucked her arms, forced herself forward, rolled across the floor and then pounced forward with her teeth bared. “Rawr!” 
 
    “No, absolutely not.” I forced out. “Shit, we need to find you a place to hide.” 
 
    “What?” the blonde cried. “Why?” 
 
    “The Duchess is here!” I reiterated as I grabbed the cat-girl by the shoulders. “She’ll want to see the improvements on the machine, she does every time she visits.” 
 
    “Then tell her no.” Valerie repeated as she dragged her feet. 
 
    “Listen,” I stated and turned the feline to face me. “I can’t just go around telling the Duchess what she can and can’t do. I’ve told you what will happen if I go against her, I will be jailed or killed. Do either of those things sound good to you? I’ll answer that for you, no, they don’t. Will you please cooperate with me?” 
 
    “Yes…” Valerie exhaled as her oceanic blue eyes fluttered to the floor. 
 
    “Great,” I grumbled as I grabbed her by the wrist and then glanced around the room for an optimal hiding place. “Where should we put you? …Here!” 
 
    My boots pounded against the cold stone floor as I raced toward the expansive cabinets. Then I grabbed the door to the largest one I used for sizeable mechanical parts and gestured inside. Valerie glanced between me and the dark space inside with an unsure expression.  
 
    “Please, Valerie,” I begged softly as I squeezed her hand. “I don’t have much time, and you can come out as soon as she leaves.” 
 
    “I’ll do it, Charles,” the blonde finally agreed as she stepped inside and squeezed herself between two massive pistons. “But I get an extra hour of exploration time, got it?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I frantically nodded as I attempted to smear on a smile. “You can have whatever you want as soon as this is over.” 
 
    “Annnnddddd we get to snuggle under some blankets while you pet my tail?” 
 
    “Yes!” I growled. “Just get in!” 
 
    “Yay!” Valerie giggled softly and smiled as I closed the cabinet door.  
 
    I frantically glanced around the room for any sign that the cat-girl had been here, but there was nothing. I sighed loudly as my eyes closed, and I took a deep breath to clear all of my racing thoughts. I exhaled loudly as I pulled my eyelids open and grabbed the corrugated door’s handle. I whipped it open, and bright light burned my eyes as I climbed the stairs two at a time. 
 
    Blaring heat beat at the skin of my face as I stepped up the last stair onto the gravel. My boots crunched loudly as I glanced toward the stable to my left and saw that it was empty. No, the royal woman wouldn’t want her perfect carriage sullied in my dirty stable, so she had to be out front. I heard a horse’s whinny and the soft trot of impatient hooves in the distance, and I crept around the house and took in the shape of the Duchess as she paced the drive. 
 
    The Duchess of Edenhart wore a turquoise silk dress with hints of black in the detailing and lace. The tailored jacket she wore over it matched the same shining silk as the rest, and the folds of the hem brushed at the ground as she took a step forward toward the manor. Her corseted waist seemed even tinier than before as she placed a black-gloved hand irritably on her hip and sighed. Swatches of black lace covered her collar bones and chest, and a long, beaded necklace rested against the fabric and glittered in the hot sun. The Duchess held a black cane in her gloved hand and I spied the familiar ivory handle carved into the shape of a sharp hook. 
 
    Her almost white hair was styled down today and curled onto her left shoulder elegantly. A small hat the same color as her dress and jacket nestled into the tightly curled hair at the top of her head. The tiny accessory didn’t budge at all as she swung her head toward the house and then back to her carriage irritably. 
 
    Two guards stood behind her in pristine black suits, and I could tell from their stiff shoulders that they were ready to attack at any moment. I’d seen them many times, and though they’d never threatened me, the Duchess had on many occasions.  
 
    The Duchess and her guards mere presence made my hair bristle at the base of my neck, but I had to admit, I was more afraid of her than her guard dogs.  
 
    “Hello, Charles.” Edony’s head snapped in my direction as her eyes narrowed and her sour expression deepened.  
 
    “Good Afternoon.” I plastered a smile over my features. “What a lovely day it is? How are you? You look lovely.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for such pleasantries, Charles.” The Duchess barked as her delicate, gloved hands tightened on her cane. “What took you so long to receive me?”  
 
    “I apologize for the delay, Duchess,” I uttered as I came to stand in front of her and swept into a low bow. “I wasn’t prepared for your visit today.” 
 
    “Of course, you weren’t,” Edony chuckled lightly as her violet eyes bored into me. “It’s best for me to check up on you when you least expect it, that way you can’t hide anything from me.” 
 
    I pressed my lips into a hard line and suppressed the urge to scoff at her choice of words. Little did she know I was hiding something massive from her. 
 
    “Why don’t you come inside?” I forced a smile and gestured toward the house. “We can have some tea, I recently bought these delightful elderflower crumpets, and they are to die for. We can sit down and discuss what you came here for.” 
 
    “I have no interest in sitting down and having tea with you like two gossiping hens,” Edony declared as her hand tightened on her cane. “I came to see the work, I want to see my machine. Take me there immediately.” 
 
    Her machine? Hers? The Duchess paid for the damn thing, sure, paid for the parts and mechanics, but it wasn’t hers. I built it with my bare hands and toiled over it when it broke down. If it wasn’t for me, the precious machine wouldn’t exist at all, and the blonde bitch had no ownership over it. 
 
    I sucked in a breath, plastered a smile over my features for the second time, and nodded as I turned on my heel. 
 
    “As you wish, Duchess,” I grumbled under my breath, and the blonde chuckled with satisfaction. 
 
    Edony followed so close behind me that I almost felt her breath on the back of my neck. I led her to the stairs, and she glanced down them with disdain as she did each time she visited. Then the Duchess clicked her tongue, sighed loudly as she rolled her eyes, and then hiked up her skirts. Underneath the sleek silk of her dress, I made out the pristine white of her underskirts and petticoats. I had to wonder how she could stand the heat under all of those layers and layers of heavy fabric. Half the time, the aristocrats in town looked as if they were melting, but never the Duchess, it was as if she had ice melded into her veins. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can stand to work in a disgusting basement, Charles,” Edony sniffed as I swung open the door for her, and she glanced inside. “But I guess you Neanderthal vermin don’t seem to mind dark and dank holes, do you?” 
 
    “Very true,” I grunted as I cleared my throat and moved to swing the door closed. 
 
    “Keep it open,” the Duchess snapped as the tip of her cane clattered against the corrugated metal. “My guards are at the top of the stairs, they can’t hear our conversation, but if I scream, it’s over for you.” 
 
    “Haven’t we worked together for long enough that you know I won’t harm you?” I sighed as I crossed the room toward my machine. “It’s over here, I’ll show you the improvements I’ve made and the things I need to work on.” 
 
    “You never know what a man will do when he gets a woman alone,” the Duchess rasped as she stalked closer. “You are beasts, after all, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t speak for the entire species of man,” I retorted as I kept my tone light and friendly. “But I’m a scientist, and a doctor. I have respect for my fellow man… and women.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that, Charles,” Edony quipped as she gazed at me with those strange, violet eyes. “You’ll start to sound like someone who wants to overthrow the matriarchy, and you know how all of those uprisings ended.” 
 
    “Ew,” a familiar voice cried from a vat of clear liquid on the other side of the room. “Get that thing out of here! Blech, doesn’t she know that teal is so not her color?” 
 
    I snorted and hastily covered my mouth as the Duchess glanced at me over her shoulder with raised eyebrows. Edony didn’t react to the sound, and I didn’t expect her to, she simply couldn’t hear the brain talk. 
 
    A.B. floated in a large tank of crystal-clear liquid, and round bubbles bumped against his uneven surface. His regular jar sat empty in the sink to the right of the vat and waited to be cleaned within the next few days. The brain looked like an obscene exotic fish as he bobbed through the cleansing liquid and I stifled a low chuckle as his brain-stem wriggled underneath him like a tiny, thin tail. Every month, I’d dump A.B. out into the vat of clean water with a special cocktail of glucose, minerals, and vitamins and let him soak for a couple of days until he sparkled. He’d come out squeaky clean, but not only that, he’d be fully rested too. 
 
    He’d been snoozing for the past couple days, and it’d been eerily quiet without him, though it’d been nice having alone time with Valerie. I had to admit that the silence without him was dull and I’d missed my loudmouth assistant. 
 
    “I see you still have that disgusting installment,” Edony’s lips curled down at the corners as her violet eyes landed on A.B. and his container. “I would’ve had it burned the moment I laid eyes on it, it’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Edony acted as if A.B. was some sort of weird, surreal art installment, and I almost burst out laughing. I couldn’t explain to her the reason why I’d brought A.B. home, she’d probably have me restrained in a straight jacket and thrown in the looney-bin. 
 
    “I’m a doctor,” I smirked as I rocked back on my heels, and Edony glowered at me out of the corner of her eye. “The brain is fascinating, I love studying it. That’s why I keep it, is there anything else in my laboratory you’d like to criticize?” 
 
    “Hear that, lady?” A.B. shouted and I barely stopped the snicker this time. “I’m fascinating, fas-cin-ating!” 
 
    “Insolent, little shit.” The Duchess snarked and moved so fast that I barely had time to register what was happening. “You dare speak to me in such a way?”  
 
    Edony gripped her cane by the length, swung out with it and caught me by the shoulder with its hooked handle. The crook caught me by the shoulder and snagged the fabric of my shirt so tightly it nearly ripped. Her violet eyes burned in their sockets as she ripped the cane downward but I stayed in place and ignored the pain ripping through my shoulder. This had happened a few times before but I was prepared, I wouldn’t bend and sink to my knees.   
 
    “You’re testing my patience today, Charles,” the Duchess cursed through gritted teeth. “If you were any other man…” 
 
    “Forgive me for my sharp tongue,” I forced out. “I forgot my place for a moment, I am very sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t let it happen again,” The Duchess narrowed her eyes, glared up at me, and then lifted the cane away with a scoff. “The next time, I won’t be as merciful.” 
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” I nodded as I rubbed my sore shoulder. “It won’t happen again.”   
 
     “Now,” Edony breathed as she turned on her heel toward the enormous structure. “On to what I came here for, my machine.” 
 
    “It’s not your machine, lady,” A.B. snarked from the far corner. “Charles built it, you had nothing to do with it except supplying the money.” 
 
    The blonde stepped closer, and her low heels clicked against the cold floor. The Duchess leaned back her head and examined compartment B first with squinted eyes. 
 
    “There’s blood here,” Edony gulped as she pointed toward the door with a shaking hand. “And the glass is cracked.” 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled as I came forward, leaned against compartment C, and crossed my arms over my chest. “The last patient was… exceptionally violent, smashed his head against the window four or five times before I could start up my machine.” 
 
    “I can assume that test failed?” the Duchess complained as her lips curled against her pointed teeth. “As all of them have, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah, that one, he was burnt to a crisp,” I nonchalantly told her, and the Duchess’ eyes widened. “If you look through the window, you can probably see the ashes, I haven’t had the chance to clean up in there yet.” 
 
    The Duchess’ violet eyes sparkled, and to my disgust, her lips twitched at their corners, but thankfully, she stayed in place. 
 
    “So, what other repairs need to be made?” Edony sighed as she reached into her dress pocket and pulled out a small checkbook and pen. “And how much will it cost?” 
 
    “The glass in the door and the flooring in compartment B needs to be replaced,” I uttered as I ticked each item off on my fingers. “The bell jar of compartment A will need to be replaced, it’s much too small I’ve found. Two of the side panels need replacing and need new bolts, so altogether, I believe it’ll cost a hundred republic-ducats.” 
 
    Edony’s violet eyes rose from the paper and stabbed into me as she scratched the amount out. She slid the pen back into her pocket, ripped the check off with a loud tear, and then offered it to me in one swift movement. 
 
    “Take this to Vallantine Mercantile,” the Duchess simpered as her cheeks flushed happily. “When you’ve paid, place the receipt directly into the hands of Delphine Vallantine, she’ll get it back to me, so I know that you aren’t lying about what you need.” 
 
    “Or, you could simply trust me,” I grumbled, and the Duchess pulled her hand away from mine with the check tucked between her pointer and middle fingers. 
 
    “Trust?” Edony snarled as she took a half step away from me. “Trust you? A man? I’d never. You may be a scientist, Charles, but you’re still a man. You may be a tamed, civilized beast, but you still possess the teeth to bite. Your sex needs guidance and stewardship or you’d be nothing more than animals. That is why the gods gifted us superior women with these powers.” 
 
    The Duchess shoved the thin paper into my hands with a revolted expression and then brushed past me without a word. I held the check close to my chest as I turned to watch her leave, but Edony paused with her gloved hand against the door. 
 
    “Your cells are empty,” the blonde stated offhandedly, and I glanced toward the darkened bars. “You’ll need more patients, I assume.” 
 
    “Yes, I will.” I nodded as I crumpled the paper in my fist and stuffed it into my pocket. 
 
    “When will my machine work, Charles?” the Duchess snapped as she craned her head in my direction, and her perfectly curled hair shifted down her back. “When will I have what I want? I’ve paid you, I’ve housed you, I’ve practically let you eat out of the palm of my hand like a baby bird. What more do I have to do to get what I want?” 
 
    Her voice rose in tone until she was screaming, and her tiny gloved hands curled into fists at her sides. She looked like a toddler throwing a temper tantrum, and I had to stop myself from cackling with laughter. Her tantrum could, after all, in the blink of an eye turn into a magical attack that left me as nothing more than a charred corpse. 
 
    “I need to run more experiments, Edony,” I forced out through gritted teeth, and finally, the tall blonde calmed herself as she brushed off her wrinkled skirt. “That’s the only way that I’ll get results, you know that. I’ve told you hundreds of times, I need more funding, and most importantly, more time.” 
 
    “Your time is almost up, Rayburn,” the Duchess barked as she jabbed her pointer finger in my direction. “Do you remember what your life was like before me? Peddling your pathetic inventions on the street while your betters called you ‘alchemist, wizard, pseudoscientist,’ do you remember those days? You weren’t a scientist or a doctor! You were a hack before I graciously gave you this life! No one looked at you with respect, I gave you that!” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I dropped into a low bow. “Thank you so much for giving my life meaning, my dear Duchess.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Charles,” Edony commanded, and her voice dropped a few octaves. “My money is not an incentive for you to work, it’s a guarantee that you will succeed. I didn’t pay you to fuck around in your little lab all day, I paid you because I expect results. Your deadline is approaching, and if I don’t have the soldiers I want by then, it’s your head. You understand, don’t you? This isn’t a game, quit fucking with me and get back to work.” 
 
    Edony snapped her mouth closed, whipped around, stomped up the stairs, and shut the door to the basement as silence filled my laboratory. My arms dropped limply to my sides, and my fingertips brushed against the crumpled piece of paper in my pocket. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that, Charles.” A.B. whimpered from across the room, and I rolled my head forward and nodded. 
 
    “I know, I know,” I groaned as I ran my fingers through my hair and tugged at it. “But the shit she kept saying, I couldn’t take it anymore.” 
 
    “So, that was the Duchess,” Valerie’s voice came clearly from behind me, and I whipped around with wide, shocked eyes. “I’ll take care of her sooner or later, don’t worry, Charlie.” 
 
    “V-Val?” I whispered as I desperately searched for her around the lab. “I thought I told you to stay inside the cabinet… where are you?” 
 
    “I’m right in front of you, silly!” the cat-girl giggled, and my fingers tingled with the sensation of another pair of hands grasping them. 
 
    “W-What the hell?” I croaked as the tiny, familiar hands tightened on my own. “What is happening?” 
 
    I blinked rapidly as Valerie slowly but surely phased into view right in front of me. I felt all of the blood leave my arms as my mouth dropped open, and small, unformed words squeaked out. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” A.B. chuckled. “I think you broke him.” 
 
    “Charles?” the cat-girl sang as she lifted onto her tippy-toes and gazed into my blurry eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What… what was that?” I finally managed to blurt out, and the blonde wriggled with excitement. 
 
    “My power!” Valerie giggled as she threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly to her voluptuous chest. “We were just talking about it, and it finally appeared while I was in that cabinet! I snuck out before you, and the Duchess came downstairs! Isn’t it cool? I can sneak around without anyone seeing me!” 
 
    “By the science!” I finally snapped out of it and gripped the blonde by the shoulders. “It finally happened! Congratulations, Valerie! Do it again!” 
 
    The blonde cat-girl wriggled out of my grasp and stood a few feet away from me with her hands pressed together palm to palm. Her eyes fluttered closed as she took a deep breath, and for a few seconds, nothing happened. Then, just as I was about to give up hope, the feline’s outline warbled, and her entire body shifted out of sight like that of a chameleon shifting in the fog. I stepped around the place where I knew she stood and looked for any sign that she was still there. 
 
    “Whoa,” I exhaled as I reached out for her, and my fingertips brushed against the warm skin of her back. “This is amazing. Can you take a few steps forward?” 
 
    “Sure,” Valerie’s voice giggled. “I’ve noticed if I move too much, the space where my body is supposed to be gets distorted, but if I remain perfectly still, it’s like I’m not even there!” 
 
    “This is fantastic,” I snorted as I cupped my chin. “I wonder if we create a second monster girl will she have the same powers as the woman we use?” 
 
    “Women don’t have those kinds of powers, Charles,” A.B. pointed out. 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered. “They only have elemental powers. I’ve never heard of a woman being able to camouflage themselves in such a way.” 
 
    “So I’m unique?” Valerie gushed as she phased into view a few feet away.  
 
    “Of course, my dear,” I said. “Or at least, I’ve never heard of a creature as beautiful as you who could also use magic like that.” 
 
    “It’s because you made me,” Val proclaimed proudly. “You are a genius, and I love you. I think the next woman that you make will have different powers. Or at least, I hope they do.”  
 
    “Charles,” A.B. interrupted from behind us, and I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Aren’t you going to go get the supplies that the Duchess gave you money for?” 
 
    “To hell with the Duchess for today,” I grinned as I opened my arms wide to Valerie, and she rushed into them. “I’ll go to get the supplies tomorrow morning. Tonight, we celebrate since Valerie finally discovered her powers.” 
 
    “But shouldn’t you get them as soon as possible, Charles?” Valerie asked with a tilt of her head. “Don’t you want to work on your machine and make a new monster girl?” 
 
    “Oh, man, not you too,” I snickered and shook my head as I let my arms drop from her waist. “Fine, I’ll go get the supplies, and then we’ll celebrate, okay? I’m not working for the rest of the night after this, understood?” 
 
    “Sure,” Valerie grinned as she clasped her hands together. “Pretty soon, I’ll have a little sister, and I’ll be so happy. Oh, Charles, I can’t wait!” 
 
    “I’m excited too, Valerie,” I murmured as I stroked her smooth, round cheek, and then dropped the hand to my side. “I’ll be back in a little bit with all of the supplies.” 
 
    “Can I come too?” the cat-girl quipped as she danced from foot to foot. “I can use my new power and everything!” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” I chuckled as I rested my hand on my laboratory’s door. “No way in hell, my dear.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    I hitched two horses to a large wooden cart and set off for town. From where my manor sat, I could look out over all of Edenhart, and I had to admit, it was a gorgeous place despite its vile ideologies. Shingled church towers reached up into the sky and almost seemed to brush at the wispy white clouds. Carts pulled by horses raced through the brick streets, and from this distance away, they resembled something like ants. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day,” I sighed into the clean, open air as I hoisted myself up into the driver’s seat and took the reins. “Now… off to see Vallantine.” 
 
    I should’ve known that the Duchess would send me directly into the clutches of Delphine. She must’ve noticed how the toad followed after me like a lost puppy at the party. I’d never been to Vallantine Mercantile since I preferred to buy my supplies from smaller shops with better quality. Still, Edony wanted proof that I wasn’t using her money on things unrelated to the project. 
 
    “Yah!” I cried as I cracked the reins, and both of the horses trotted forward. 
 
    The plan was to waltz in with my head down, get the stuff that I needed, and hopefully keep my interaction with Delphine to the minimum. The way she looked at me as if I were a tasty piece of meat made me sick to my stomach, and I didn’t want to put myself in that type of situation for the second time. 
 
    “I wish Valerie could see all of this,” I breathed to myself as I looked out over the rolling hills billowing with wildflowers. “She’d love it.” 
 
    The words echoed in my mind for a bit as I realized that my darling cat-woman creation would never be able to leave my property, or be seen in public. My chest felt heavy, and I wondered if there was anything more I could do to give the beautiful woman joy and the freedom of exploration without the fear of persecution by the wretched matriarchy that ruled my world. I knew there must be a way, so I vowed to think about it some more.  
 
    The road to the city was bumpy and narrow, but I made it there within an hour and pulled out onto the brick avenue. The white-washed houses and businesses that lined the street were larger than most for such a small town, and high-class women bustled in and out of their open doors. 
 
    Men rarely worked in the businesses that lined the street, and if they did, it was in the backrooms where no one could see them. If I weren’t a doctor and scientist, I would’ve probably held a similar slave-labor job, and it made my stomach twist into knots. I’d heard plenty of times that the men employed at the small salons and shops were often beaten with canes or whips if they didn’t do as they were told.  
 
    I had to admit, in that perspective, I was luckier than most with my ‘boss’. Edony treated me better than other employers, but there were times where she hooked me by the shoulder with the crook of her cane and brought me to my knees in front of her like a dirty slave. 
 
     I kept my eyes on the road like I’d been taught my entire life, so I couldn’t gawk or stare at the female aristocrats as they went about their daily lives, it was more than just a rule, it was the law. A man out on the street that wasn’t employed by one of the women or a consort couldn’t look a female in the eyes for more than ten seconds or else he’d be carted off by the warden and put in a cell for the night. 
 
    “Ah, look,” a woman called out as she leaned against the pristine side of a business and pointed toward me. “It’s the Alchemist. Finally scurried out of your hole? The Duchess allowed you out?” 
 
    Alchemist, wizard, pseudoscientist, and warlock. Those were the most popular words hurled at me when I passed by. They haunted me, but it was something I had to live with. Men were rarely scientists and doctors, and I just happened to be both. 
 
    “Alchemist? Hello?” the woman shouted as she pushed off the wall. “I’m fucking talking to you, respond like a good little boy, and then be on your way!” 
 
    “Good Morning!” I plastered on a fake smile, squared my shoulders, and nodded in the woman’s direction, and then turned toward the road again. 
 
    “That’s what I thought, Alchemist,” the woman scoffed and then disappeared into the open door of her shop with a flurry of petticoats. 
 
    I heard shit like this every time I came into the small city, and I honestly was surprised I hadn’t heard it as soon as I pulled onto the smaller side streets. I didn’t have time for her or her cruel remarks, I had bigger fish to fry as the Vallantine Mercantile came into view down the road. 
 
    The brick building owned by Delphine was massive and sprawled out across two street blocks. Enormous glass windows glared out over the street, and it felt as if the whole building were a monument to the awful aristocrat. Massive white columns lined the entrance and towered up to the black, shingled roof. I had to admit that the building was pretty despite its enormous size and the oppressive aura that hung around it. The mercantile looked modeled after the wealthy aristocrats’ manors but on a much larger and detailed scale. 
 
    I’d known that Delphine was almost as wealthy and powerful as the Duchess, but now it was clear to me from the sheer size of this place. 
 
    “By the science,” I breathed as I pulled into the gravel plot just outside the front and tied off my horses and wagon. “This place is fucking huge.” 
 
    I already knew the things that I needed for my machine’s improvements, but I would’ve preferred to have gone to the shops I was familiar with. Vallantine’s Mercantile looked huge from the outside, and there was no doubt in my mind that I could easily get lost inside. 
 
    I reached into my pocket for the check, held it tightly in my palm, stepped through the large open front doors, and took in the whole of the store for a few passing moments.  
 
    Heavy farming machinery hung from the ceilings by silver metal chains, and I only vaguely recognized a few. Male workers in pristine uniforms moved up and down the aisles of wooden shelves as they put away smaller products, and they glanced at me every once in a while out of the corners of their eyes. 
 
    “Can I help you, Sir?” a young man who looked about seventeen asked as he shuffled forward with his arms behind his back. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded as I ran through the list in my head from earlier, but the young man cut me off as I opened my mouth to spout them off. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir,” he apologized with a low bow, and my brows furrowed out of confusion. “But I have to ask if you have a work order or list from your mistress. The regulations have changed, and we can’t approve sales from males without a signed work order or in the presence of your mistress.” 
 
    “I don’t have a mistress,” I shook my head as my lips pressed into a hard line. “Or a work order, I just need a few things. I have a republic credit check from my employer if you would like to see it, it has her signature on it.” 
 
    I stuffed my hand into my pocket, retrieved the crumpled check, and offered it to him, but the young man took a step away from me. 
 
    “My mistress won’t approve that, Sir,” the young black-haired man stated as he feebly raised both hands into the air as if to say, ‘I can’t help you.’ “You could’ve easily forged the signature yourself.” 
 
    I dropped my hand to my side with the check in my palm and rolled my eyes up toward the ceiling with a loud groan. The aristocrats were always changing the rules and regulations of things like this, and it was so fucking stupid. The Duchess gave me the check specifically for this task, and now, I couldn’t even get my supplies because I didn’t have a signed work order. 
 
    “Think about this logically for a second,” I instructed as I slapped the thin paper of the check. “You say you need a signed work order, I have a signed check from the Duchess of Edenhart. I don’t think she’d be very pleased to hear I was denied service. I’m on an important mission from Edony, and if you turn me away, I’ll tell her exactly who sent me. You can guess who will pay the price and what the price will be.” 
 
    “T-The Duchess of E-Edenhart?” the boy squeaked as his dark brown eyes snapped open, and he gawked at me. “Now, I really need to see a work order, do you know how many times people come in here and say they work for her when they don’t?” 
 
    “If you have previous work orders of hers on files,” I groaned as I leaned my head back in annoyance. “You can compare it to the one on the check. I assure you, I work for the Duchess. This is bullshit, I just want my supplies!” 
 
    “Please don’t swear at me, Sir,” the young boy muttered as he hung his head low. “I’m just doing as I’m told. If I allow you to use the signed check instead of a work order and come to find out you don’t work for the Duchess, it’ll come back on me. My mistress will have me lashed and will move me to a worse job than this, please don’t make me kick you out.” 
 
    “Goddamnit,” I breathed as I turned on my heel. 
 
    When I saw Edony earlier in the day, she was on the verge of tearing my head off with her bare hands, and I didn’t want to imagine what she’d do when I showed up on her doorstep and asked for a work order. I’d learned over our time together, it was best to do as she asked as soon as the words slipped from her lips or else, I’d feel her wrath. Images of the crook of her cane encircling my neck and dragging me to my knees flashed behind my eyes, and my hands instinctively curled into fists. 
 
    “Chaaaaarles?” a familiar screeching voice from behind me called, and I froze. “Is that the Alchemist Charles Rayburn?” 
 
    Alchemist… alchemist. The word bounced off the walls of my skull for a moment, but I plastered a grin over my features and turned to face my savior… Delphine Vallantine. 
 
    “Delphine!” I boomed as I crossed toward her, offered her my hand, and forced a smile to my lips. “How wonderful to see you!” 
 
    The plump gray-haired woman glanced down at my hand, studied it for a moment, and gave me a simpering smile as she reached out and took it. Her hand felt almost exactly like a cold, dead fish as I shook it, and I fought to keep the fake smile in place. Her brown eyes studied my face for longer than I would’ve liked, but thankfully, the chubby woman dropped my hand and replaced it in the pocket of her heavy skirts. 
 
    “How lucky of me to be in the store today,” Delphine simpered as she pushed out her flabby lips and clicked her tongue. “What can we help you with? Anything you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I nodded as I fought to keep the smile in place. “I came in to buy some supplies for the super-secret project that Edony and I are working on, but this fine, young gentleman let me know that per the new rules and regulations, I’m not allowed to purchase the supplies without a work order or the Duchess here with me.” 
 
    Delphine glared at the worker out of the corner of her eye as the corners of her lips twitched into a grimace. The temperature of the air dropped suddenly as Delphine’s muddy brown eyes glowed white for a second, and a thin layer of frost sprung up across the young worker’s hand. The boy cried out, drew his hand away, stared down at it with watering eyes, and then held it tightly to his chest.  
 
    Just as suddenly, the vile woman grinned up at me with a look of adoration and grabbed me by the hands. I wanted nothing more than to pull away from her cold, clammy grasp, but I forced myself to stay put because if I moved, I’d cause more trouble for myself. 
 
    “Your employees are very well versed in the laws, and I commend this young man for following them to a T,” I nodded toward the dark-haired teenager, and he bowed his head in response to my kind words. “But since I have neither of those things, I have to drop by the Duchess’ manor to get a work order. I’ll be seeing you later, Delp--” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the stout woman cut me off, and I raised my eyebrows as she wrapped a chubby arm around my waist and snatched the check out of my hands. “You came all the way here, and I already know that you and the Duchess are working together. See? Here’s her signature, so we already have her approval to buy the things you need. Here, why don’t you let me help you? It’s my store, after all, and I know where everything is.” 
 
    I would’ve preferred to get the items myself or be helped by the actual employees, but I couldn’t refuse Delphine, it would only hurt me in the end. There was only one reason she wanted to help me, and I could see it clearly in her eyes: the disgusting witch wanted me.   
 
    I’d never been offered a position as a consort, though, I’d heard that those who refused the proposal disappeared and were never heard of again. Would that happen to me if Delphine propositioned me? I knew that I had the Duchess on my side, and I couldn’t finish the project if I were carted away to Delphine’s manor, but would Edony’s alliance make a difference? She hadn’t been exactly happy with me the last time I’d seen her, so would she stop Delphine from snatching me up? 
 
    “What do you say, Charlessss?” the stout woman purred as she pressed herself to my side. “Let’s go ahead and get you the things you need. Oh, my, the Duchess gave you a small fortune of republic ducats. That’s like ten years of wages for my store clerks, you should be thankful for the Duchess. She takes verrrry good care of you, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded as I reached for the check, but the gray-haired woman jerked her arm away. “The Duchess and I are… close.” 
 
    “I seeee…” Delphine dragged out the word as her dark brown eyes studied my face with longing. “I assume that means that the Duchess has made you an offer? A contract to be a consort? I’ll have you know… I could match it or even surpass it, I am almost as wealthy as she is, look at my store, I’m practically bathing in money. Demetri, why are you still standing there? Listening in to our conversation, little rat! Get back to work!” 
 
    This time, I pulled my hands away from Delphine as she turned on her employee and raised her voice into a shrill roar. The gray-haired woman snapped her head back in my direction, and her jowls shook as her muddy-brown eyes met mine. 
 
    “The Duchess has never made me an offer,” I cleared my throat as I reached across the much smaller woman’s body and grabbed the check from her petite hands. “And I don’t think I’d accept, neither hers nor anyone else’s. I’m a doctor, a scientist in search of discovery, I’m no good unless I’m working in my laboratory. Now, please, Ms. Vallantine, can we find my supplies? I have important work to do back home.”  
 
    Delphine blinked rapidly, and then clamped her mouth shut, I’d seen this expression so many times before on other women, but it’d never been aimed at me. With my profession, I tended to stay away from women except for the Duchess, but I’d seen the disapproving looks right before the explosion, and I knew I needed to do something to satiate her.  
 
    Delphine took two menacing steps forward with her tiny hands formed into fists. The flesh of her hands turned a light blue and spikes of ice sprouted up like deadly projectiles. But just as suddenly, she stopped and unfurled them with a sweet smile and the ice disappeared with a crackle.  
 
    “Fine, Charles,” the gray-haired woman breathed as she batted her eyelashes at me. “What is it you need?” 
 
    This wasn’t normal, I knew that I’d overstepped my bounds as a lower-class citizen, but the way Delphine reacted… something wasn’t right at all. As much as I wanted to brush it off and let her lead me around the mercantile, I felt unsettled as if this were the calm before the storm. 
 
    “Well, I need a glass pane, four by three if you have that size,” I started ticking off the items I needed while keeping a watchful eye on Delphine. “I need about ten pieces of copper sheeting, ten by ten preferably. Then I need some bolts, I’m unsure of what size, they’re big enough to sit in the palm of your hand though.” 
 
    “Demetri!” Delphine screamed as she whipped around toward the rows of wooden shelves, and a few feet away, the young man popped his head out with a frightened expression. “Go to the back and retrieve one glass panel, four by three and ten pieces of copper sheeting, ten by ten. Take them out to Charles’ wagon and make sure they’re tied down, I don’t want a repeat of what happened to Ms. Van Haussen last week, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress, of course, Mistress,” Demetri replied in a monotone voice as he threw himself into a low bow, turned on his heel, and ran full force toward the back of the building. 
 
    “Poor thing’s entire order slid off the back of her wagon,” Delphine tutted and shook her head. “Wasn’t tied off properly. I’m telling you, Charles, the quality of male workers in this city keeps getting worse and worse.” 
 
    “But what about the bo--” I started, but the gray-haired woman lifted a finger into the air. 
 
    “Now, shall we look at the bolts you need?” Delphine chirped as she took me by the arm and led me down a specific aisle. “I have quite a few different sizes, you’ll have to look through them and see which one looks best.” 
 
    I followed along with the short, plump woman through the rows and rows of shelving, and the farther she brought me, the more it felt like a labyrinth. It was darker here too, with fewer windows than the front of the building, and I craned my neck over the towering shelves to see how far we’d come. The massive entrance loomed in the distance like a last sign of hope, I wanted nothing more than to run toward it and escape Delphine. 
 
    “Ah, here we are, Charles,” the stout woman sang. “We have a few different sizes.” 
 
    I hurried after her and found her a few aisles over in front of a tall tower of shelves. The gray-haired woman gestured me forward, and I turned my back to her as I stepped closer to examine the different sizes of bolts. Delphine came up beside me, snatched one of the silver bolts from the crate, and then stepped back with the item held tightly in her palm. 
 
    “I read in the newspaper that out West, there is a female scientist who experimented on the corpses of her servants,” Delphine blurted out as she tossed the bolt into the air, and then deftly caught it. “She embedded bolts like these into their necks and zapped electricity through them to bring the corpses back to life.” 
 
    “Why would she do such a thing?” I exclaimed over my shoulder. 
 
    “Who knows?” the gray-haired woman sighed. “I personally think that her consorts kept dying because she… disciplined them too hard or something, and she was trying to find a way to work around it.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t work,” I stated as I held up three different bolts and scrutinized them. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Delphine shuffled closer and peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “Sounds like she tried to perform some form of necromancy,” I snorted through my nose. “Most scientists know that you can’t bring something back to life, once it’s dead… it’s dead, there’s no going back. If you want to exert change over a body, it has to be alive and--” 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut and hoped that Delphine wouldn’t notice my sudden silence. The project the Duchess and I worked on was top secret, though I didn’t know the reason why, and no one could know, especially Delphine. I peeked over my shoulder at the gray-haired woman as I casually tossed the bolts back in their bins. Delphine leaned back against one of the shelves as she examined her nails and didn’t seem to notice I’d stopped talking. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I whispered under my breath as I reached for another bin. 
 
    My lips pressed into a firm line as I tried to remember the correct bolt I needed, held up two different sizes of bolts, examined their miniscule size difference, and then grabbed six of the correct one. 
 
    “Are you concentrating, Charles?” Delphine cooed in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded as I plastered a smile over my lips. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I’ve noticed you press your lipssss together a lot,” the gray-haired woman uttered in her thick accent. “I can never figure out if you’re simply concentrating, disgusted, or aroused.” 
 
    “Why would I be disgusted or aroused?” I gulped as I turned halfway around. “I have no reason to be either of those things.” 
 
    Delphine’s leveled her muddy eyes at me, and I saw the glittering implication in their depths. There was no way I could avoid it when she’d gotten me in the back corner of her store. We were utterly alone, and I was a man, the lowest living creature on earth, so she could do whatever she wanted to me back here, and there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
    “You have such broad shoulders, Charles,” the gray-haired woman breathed. “I know for a fact that the Duchess prefers her consorts to have broad shoulders. You’re awfully close to Edony, for a man, at least. Are you sure you’re not under contract with her?” 
 
    “Delphine,” I started in a low voice. “Nothing is going on between the Duchess and me. She hired me to work on a project, and that is all. I’m not under contract with her, I’m not her consort nor will I ever be.” 
 
    “Even if it’s a ssssecret, you can tell me,” the gray-haired woman simpered as she slunk closer. “I only ask because I have my own personal interest in you.” 
 
    “Please,” I pleaded as I glanced up and down the rows of shelves. “I promise I don’t have a contract with the Duchess, and honestly, I’m not interested in that type of thing, Ms. Vallantine. I’m a scientist and doctor, I’m married to my job. I have no time for those things.” 
 
    “Are you rejecting me?” Delphine snickered as she reached out for me and gripped onto the lapels of my jacket. “You? A man? Do you know who I am? I’m the second richest, second strongest woman in this town. I have more power in my body than you can ever imagine.” 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” I stated in a clear voice as I attempted to pull myself away. “I’m simply uninterested in contracts and being a consort.” 
 
    “What is she giving you in exchange?” Delphine shrieked as she slammed me back against the wooden shelves. “Huh? Money? I see that she’s paying you, what else is she giving you? Tell me, and I’ll double her offer!” 
 
    “Let go!” I grabbed her by the wrists and threw her away from me. “I already told you, I’m not in a contract to be her consort! I’m a scientist! 
 
    Delphine slammed into the wooden shelves on the other side of the aisle and held onto them for support as she glared at me. Strands of gray hair hung in her face, and she breathed heavily as she pushed herself forward and jabbed a finger into my chest. 
 
    “Listen, Alchemist,” the gray-haired crone roared. “I will have you, no matter what you say! You will be my consort, and you will tend to my every need, do you understand? You don’t have the right to say no, gladly accept my offer and be my lover.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t?” I spat out as I took two steps away. “What will you do then, Delphine? Huh? Force me?” 
 
    “No, I won’t force you,” Delphine purred as she threw back her head and grinned wickedly. “Do you know how easy it is to get a man condemned in this town? How easy it would be for me to have you strung up in the town square? You think the duchess protects you? With a snap of my fingers, it’d be as if you never existed in the first place. I have that kind of power, Charles, do you doubt me?” 
 
    “Why me?” I snapped as rage took me into its palm and held me tightly. “Why do you want me of all men? If you’re as wealthy and powerful as you say you are, you could have anyone that you want, why does it have to be me? I’m just a scientist! A plain doctor tinkering away in his basement! I should be of no interest to you!” 
 
    “I want you because the Duchess has you,” Delphine cackled as stray hairs stuck to her sweaty forehead. “And I get what I want, no matter what, Charles Rayburn, and I will have you, no matter how much you struggle and pull. You will be mine.” 
 
    “Even if the Duchess and I were involved,” I rasped with both hands held out at my sides. “What makes you think she’d let you? Do you know how much she’s already paid to have this project done? She’d never let you take me. No, she’d never allow the only capable scientist in the city out of her grasp!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you’re working with her on a project or not,” Delphine croaked as she smoothed out the fabric of her skirt and stood up a little straighter. “I will have you, willing or unwilling.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” I squared my shoulders and rose to my full height. “You’ll have me dragged out in the street and killed? Because I wouldn’t be your consort? You’d murder someone just because they didn’t want to fuck you, Delphine.” 
 
    “You act as if this is the first time I’ve done something like this.” The gray-haired woman smirked as she slunk forward. “I have my ways, Charles. So, consider this a peaceful warning. Your time with the duchess is coming to an end.” 
 
    Mixtures of emotions flowed through my body, and I shifted through each of them as I stared at Delphine. Horror, disgust, rage, and lastly, fear. They overcame me like a great wave as I took a few stumbling steps back down the aisle. 
 
    “Just think about it, Charles,” Delphine purred through her teeth. “You could have whatever you want, whenever you want it. You would live in my manor with me, a solid roof over your head, warm, delicious meals in your belly, a large monthly allowance, and I’d even allow you to do your pathetic little science experiments in my own basement… all you’d have to do is spend a few hours a week in my bedroom with me. Does it really sound that bad?” 
 
    Yes, it sounded fucking horrible. The idea of touching the wrinkly, saggy old crone made me want to fall onto all fours and vomit all over the floor. Unlike all other social interactions with aristocrats, I couldn’t keep my expression neutral in this case, and Delphine saw the disgust clearly painted on my face, but she didn’t seem to care. This was worse than all the other times the Duchess threatened me because at least with Edony, she only wanted to kill me, not fuck me. 
 
    Not degrade me.  
 
    “Mistress!” a clear voice broke out from around the corner. 
 
    Delphine’s lips contorted into a sneer as she whipped around, laid her eyes on Demetri, and raised her hand to slap the poor kid. Thankfully the young man skidded out of the way with a grimace and leaned against one of the wooden shelves. Demetri was visibly winded, and sweat trickled down the sides of his face as he bent forward and panted for air through a broad smile. 
 
    “Mr. Rayburn’s wagon is loaded,” the boy wheezed as he lifted his reddened face. “All tied down and everything. Those copper sheets aren’t coming off even if a tornado hits Edenhart!”  
 
    I gripped the check in my fingers, grabbed Delphine’s hand, and shoved the crumpled check into her palm. Then I hurriedly counted out how many bolts I held in my hands, and then hastily grabbed one more. 
 
    “Thanks so much, Demetri,” I chuckled with a curt wave as I turned on my heel. “I appreciate it, buddy.” 
 
    “Uhhh, you’re welcome?” the young boy shouted back. 
 
    “Charles?” Delphine’s voice echoed up the aisle. “Just think about my offer. It’ll be better for you and your future if you accept. I expect an answer the next time I see you, and… I will see you very soon.” 
 
    “You wanna bet on it, you fuckin’ cow?” I whispered under my breath. 
 
    I raced down the aisle of shelves with the bolts held tightly to my chest and didn’t glance back once. Delphine was right, if she wanted me, she could easily snatch me up. Yes, the Duchess could protect me with her money and wealth, but that protection was short-lived if I didn’t come through on my end and produce the super-soldiers. 
 
    And time was running out.  
 
    My life was already on the line, but now, it seemed even more urgent. I had something to protect. Valerie, my sweet, innocent, and beautiful Valerie. She needed me, I was her creator, and the idea of being forced to leave her made me sick to my stomach. If I wasn’t there to care for her, who would? The wardens would storm and loot my house as soon as the hangman’s noose tightened around my neck. And they’d find her. What would become of her after that? She wasn’t like the Duchess or Delphine, she was sweet, curious, and unbelievably kind, she wouldn’t survive in this world without me. I had to figure out a way to keep me alive and Valerie safe, but there were threats from all sides, what could I do? 
 
    Then I suddenly realized that there was only one thing I could do.  
 
    I had to kill Delphine. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Delphine’s threats echoed in my head while I raced home and considered murdering her.  
 
    Sure, I’d technically murdered before, loads of times, but those were the male patients I used in my experiments. Could that even be considered murder in the eyes of my society’s leaders? They were men, the lowest living creature in our society, barely even regarded as human by the aristocrats. Did I kill them, or was it my machine that ended their lives? I didn’t wrap my hands around their throats and watch the light leave their eyes. No, I’d never done that. Besides, it was all in service to science, and I felt no form of passion or hate toward any of my poor brethren. 
 
    No, none of those were murder.  
 
    The closest I’d ever gotten to actual murder was the last prisoner, the female, but my hand was forced in that situation. If I’d let her go, and she’d gone to the wardens, I wouldn’t be alive at this moment, I’d be strung up somewhere in the town’s square for all to see. I couldn’t let that happen, and if it weren’t for that female patient, my machine wouldn’t have worked, and Valerie wouldn’t exist. 
 
    But I had to ask myself the question, could I murder Delphine? Could I physically force myself to do such a task? I was a scientist. A doctor! All of my career, I cultivated, cured, and created life from my very hands. Could I destroy what I’d swore to protect when I took the doctoral vows? Could I do that? If I put my mind to it, probably, but the even bigger question was, could I get away with it? 
 
    “Goddamnit!” I slammed open the door to my laboratory and stalked inside with murder on my mind. 
 
    I had someone to protect now, someone I cared for and wanted to preserve, but how could I do all of those things if Delphine dragged me away or worse, killed me? 
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh as the comfort of my lab washed over me in waves. The room was peacefully silent except for the tranquil gurgle of bubbles from A.B.’s tank. The air wasn’t as cold as it usually was, and warm sunlight filtered in through the small windows above my head. I gazed over my entire lab, and the sight of my monstrous machine comforted me, but it wasn’t what I looked for, I wanted Valerie. 
 
    I needed to see her, confirm she still existed in my world, and then I would feel a bit better. I wanted to hear her sweet voice and have her tease or embarrass me, either or, I didn’t care, I just needed to be near her. She wasn’t just an experiment anymore, she was a living and breathing miracle that filled up all the cracks in my broken life. 
 
    I hurried into the middle of the room, gazed around the room for any place she could be hiding, and then sighed softly. Then I held my head in my hands, breathed heavily, and worked my fingers through my thick hair. 
 
    “You look like shit,” A.B. whispered. “what happened to you at the store?” 
 
    “A.B., I’m going to have to do something,” I groaned into my hands. “Something I don’t want to do, but… I can’t think of any other options.” 
 
    “Well, while you think of other options, can you keep it down?” the brain murmured. “Valerie is napping, just look how cute she is.” 
 
    I jerked my head toward him, dropped my hands from my hair, and glanced down at the floor behind a stack of medical equipment. Valerie laid tightly curled up in a ball within a golden sunbeam filtering in from above. Valerie’s ash blonde hair turned golden in the filtering rays of the afternoon sun, and the light danced over her silky smooth, bare thighs. Her chocolate-brown tail twitched lightly in the sunbeam, slammed down excitedly, and then trembled as if Valerie had an exciting dream. 
 
    Then, as I watched, the feline-woman twisted onto her back, stretched her arms up over her head, and sighed in her sleep. The blonde yawned, exposed her two pointed front teeth, and pulled her arms tightly to her chest. Her pink tongue snaked out, licked at her lips, and then her sparkling blue eyes fluttered open. The cat-girl stared up at me with bleary eyes for a second, smiled sweetly, and shifted into a sitting position with her hands between her knees. 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie yawned. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I sighed as my heart filled with both love and dread. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked as she blinked her crystal blue eyes at me.  
 
    “I have to kill Delphine!” I blurted out as I curled my hands into fists. 
 
    “W-What?” A.B. stammered. 
 
    “Alright.” The cat-girl shrugged. “I don’t know who that is, but let’s do it.” 
 
    “Hold up, hold the fuck up.” The brain rocked back and forth in his tank. “Who is Delphine, and why do you have to kill her?” 
 
    “Delphine Vallantine, she’s another rich aristocrat in town,” I explained as I paced the room. “She’s the second most powerful woman in this town, underneath the Duchess, of course. I met her at the party the other night, and she took an interest in me.” 
 
    “An interest in you?” Valerie asked as she knit her fingers together, pushed herself forward, and stretched across the floor with her back arched deliciously. 
 
    “An interest in you like… wants to pay you to do scientific stuff or…?” A.B. drawled off. 
 
    “She wants me to sign a contract,” I breathed as I slumped onto my stool. “Delphine wants me as her newest consort.” 
 
    “So, no science stuff,” the brain confirmed with a bob. “She just wants to fuck you.” 
 
    “Hey, no!” Valerie cried as she jumped to her feet and raced forward. “I want to do that, she can’t! You’re my creator, and we’re meant to be together, not you and this horrible Delphine woman!” 
 
    “Charles…” A.B. stated. “You… you can’t just kill this woman, if she’s the second most powerful woman, people are going to notice she’s missing.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I already know that, A.B.?” I sighed as I hung my head back. 
 
    Valerie took my hand and pressed it tightly to her chest as she fell to her knees. Then the cat-girl leaned her head back to look up into my face and pleaded with her luminous oceanic eyes. 
 
    “Charles,” the woman-feline pouted. “Please, she can’t have you. You’re all mine.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to let her have me,” I whispered as I reached out and cupped her cheek. 
 
    “So, you kill her,” A.B. echoed. “Or you become her consort? What about the Duchess? Can’t she do anything?” 
 
    “Look around the room, A.B,” I instructed as I gestured with my free hand. “Do you see any super-soldiers? Her protection comes with a deadline, which I might add, I haven’t met yet.” 
 
    “I mean, you made Valerie,” A.B. offered. “There’s always the option to… try it again? Practice makes perfect, and you wanted to retry it anyway, right?” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I whispered under my breath. “What else can we do? I need to persevere for science.” 
 
    “Yes. A sister is perfect.” Valerie stared up at me with her large, oceanic eyes, and I felt the need to carry on for her. The cat-girl was the single successful experiment with my machine, and her mere existence gave me hope for the future. If I could replicate the experiment once more and have fruitful results like with Valerie, maybe there was hope for me in the end. 
 
    I couldn’t let my life and career slip through my fingers so easily even with Delphine hot on my tail, maybe there was a way I could escape her clutches, I just had to figure it out. I was a scientist and a doctor, I had more meaning in this world than just a simple male consort, and I had to prove that to all of them, the Duchess, Delphine, and the whole town who thought I was nothing more than a dirty alchemist. 
 
    “I need a plan.” I nodded with resolve as I gazed down at the feline-woman and ran my fingers through her soft hair. The strands slipped in between my fingers like silk, and I relished the feeling as I watched for Valerie’s reaction to the touch.  
 
    “Ohhh, Charles. That feels wonderful.” The cat-girl sighed softly and leaned into the warm touch as her eyes fluttered closed. “You’ll think of something. You are so smart.” 
 
    There was no other way to justify this, I had to do this for her, if not for myself or even A.B., I had to continue on my journey of discovery for her. The cat-girl asked for a little sister, I wanted to recreate the experiment, and that’s precisely what we’d do. 
 
    “If I’m going to trap an animal today,” I smiled and stood. “Then, I’m going to have to prepare.” 
 
    I crossed the room toward the cabinets, ripped one open, and peered in at the supplies on the shelves. I grabbed four coils of tightly wound rope, hoisted them over my shoulder, and then found a long spear resting inside the cabinet. I closed the door with the back of my hand and then glanced around the room as I ticked off the list in my head. I quickly threw the coils of rope down on the examination table and then crossed to the far wall where scrap metal leaned. Then I squinted my eyes and stuck my tongue out from the corner of my lips as I thought. 
 
    “I have the rope… what else would I need?” I mumbled. “A cage? I could build one out of the spare cell materials and bolt them together…” 
 
    “Sooo?” A.B. called from his tank. “Are you going to tell us your plan or keep us hanging?” 
 
    “I can build a cage out of these spare cell doors,” I stated as I pointed toward the piles. “It’ll be fairly easy to construct, and they’re made of iron, so whatever I put in there shouldn’t be able to break free. I can search outside the Duchess’ manor, or at least close to it, I’ve heard that there are a lot of wild animals and powerful beasts out there, so many that they’ve built a tall wall around Edony’s duchy to keep them out. If I can sneak past the warden and his goons, then I can set the trap and get another animal to test on.” 
 
    “No cats,” Valerie giggled as her chocolate brown tail whipped behind her. “You promised I would be the one and only cat-girl.” 
 
    “Of course, my dear,” I snickered. “I’m thinking something just as small, maybe a fox or if I could catch one, one of the wandering fae around the glen. Do you know how exciting that would be?” 
 
    “Aren’t the fae like, notoriously hard to catch?” A.B. snorted. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” I dragged the scrap metal to the middle of the room. “But I’m just dreaming big, I’m allowed to do that. How interesting would it be to have a half-fae, half-human? I’ll get the cage back onto the wagon, and then I’ll bring the creature back here, whatever creature I manage to catch, and then continue the experiments.” 
 
    I nodded out of satisfaction, crossed the room, grabbed the welder, and dragged it across the room toward the four pieces of scrap cell. I knelt on the ground beside them and got to work fitting them into place. Once I had the parts fitted together, I started up the welder, and the small machine thrummed to life. I reached over my shoulder, grabbed the hefty welder's mask, and placed it over my features. Puffs of smoke lifted into the air as the motor and pistons reached full steam, and a long stream of blue flame erupted from the silver nozzle. 
 
    I sunk deep into my thoughts as I pressed the flame to the metal pieces, and sparks flew into the air all around my hands. I squinted against the bright light, moved along the seams of each piece as the metal melted together to create a single, interlocking piece. I’d have to create some sort of door for the cage when I finished with four of the sides, but I could do that easily, it was mundane work compared to the construction of my enormous machine. 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie shouted over the noise. “Charles? Hello?” 
 
    I lifted my head, snapped off the welder, and lifted my mask with my free hand. Valerie perched on the edge of the examination table and pawed at the coils of rope but kept her wide eyes on my face. 
 
    “Yes?” I tilted my head. “What is it?” 
 
    “Isn’t there an important variable you’re missing?” The feline-woman quirked her head as she knocked one of the coils to the floor. “You always talk about components and variables, but aren’t you missing some from this?” 
 
    “She’s right, Charles,” A.B. agreed. “You’re missing something pretty important.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I lifted my head with furrowed brows and then glanced between the cat-girl and the floating brain. “I have my machine, I can make the repairs in a couple of hours, I’m building the cage for our next animal as we speak, what else could I be-- oh, shit, we don’t have a female patient.” 
 
    “There he is,” A.B. chuckled from the far side of the room. “There’s our Charlie-boy.” 
 
    “It slipped my mind,” I shrugged as I moved to turn the welder back on. “I mean, Valerie, you already suggested we should snatch a woman off the street, so, why don’t we do that? Find a really horrible woman, take her as captive, and then use her in the experiment. As you said, easy-peasy, right?” 
 
    “So, you’re going to capture the animal, and then what?” A.B. prodded. 
 
    “I’ll capture the animal, bring it here and place it in one of the cells.” I ran through the plan in my head. “I’ll even use some of the tranquilizers we use on the inmates when they arrive, it’ll knock the creature out cold. Then, I’ll sneak into the city, maybe find an aristocrat spitting on her consort or slave, cause a distraction, tranquilize the noblewoman, and then race back here.” 
 
    “There are so many things wrong with this plan,” A.B. groaned as his bumpy surface constricted. “I don’t even know where to start pointing out the bad and the even badder.” 
 
    “For one, ‘badder’ isn’t a word,” I snickered. “And second, do you have a better plan? What else can I do? I’m not hearing any suggestions from the peanut gallery over there.” 
 
    Valerie rolled over onto her back and lazily stretched one of her long legs up to her shoulder in the sunbeam filtering through the window. The cat-girl ran her slender fingers through her thick, silky hair, and then rolled over to her stomach with loud purrs. The feline-woman’s oceanic eyes fluttered closed, her hands formed into small fists, and she rubbed at her cheeks absentmindedly with soft sighs. 
 
    I wanted to tear my eyes away, felt as if this were some type of private moment I shouldn’t be watching, but I just couldn’t. The cat-girl’s every movement was fluid, like smooth, rolling waves over a quiet ocean, and as I followed the movements of her tiny hands, I felt a strange sense of calm settle over my shoulders. Over time, I’d noticed I always felt this way around Valerie, I wasn’t sure if it was because I was her creator or the strange, bundling warmth growing in my heart for her. 
 
    “We could always use Delphine,” Valerie murmured as she flopped onto her stomach. “Two tasty birds, one stone.” 
 
    The welder nearly fell from my hands and clattered to the floor as my eyes widened, and I whipped my head toward A.B. The brain floated freely in the bubbles, but his bumpy surface showed no objection. 
 
    “I mean,” A.B. started thoughtfully. “She is the cause of all of your troubles… why not? What are the repercussions? It’s not like she’s the Duchess and could be traced back to you, right? You’ve only met her twice, and both times weren’t that memorable, you didn’t cause a scene in public or anything like that, so, why would you be tied to her?” 
 
    “How would you get close to her?” Valerie murmured as she jumped into a crouched position. “You said she’s a wealthy aristocrat like the Duchess? You couldn’t sneak up on her in a dark alley, hit her over the head, and then drag her back here like some other woman. Or can you?” 
 
    “I go to her house,” I croaked as the idea hit me. “I’ll tell her I’ll sign a contract to be her consort. When she takes me upstairs to her bedroom, I’ll knock her out, with the tranquilizer or a blunt object, and then I’ll… and then I’ll… shit, we can’t do it… there’s too much that could go wrong. How am I going to get a clearly unconscious woman out of her home in front of, not only her guards, but her manservants? It’s impossible.” 
 
    “The pulleys?” A.B. suggested. 
 
    “The pulleys?” I echoed as my head turned, stared toward the contraptions mounted to the walls, and followed the long rail from the cells to my machine. 
 
    “Yeah,” A.B. confirmed. “What if you used them to lower her out the window or something? You don’t have to knock her out, carry her downstairs, and creep past all of her guards. You could easily just mount the pulley to the windowsill, lower her down to the wagon and then climb down after.” 
 
    “No, that won’t work.” I shook my head. “They have to see me leave, if I just disappear off into the night without a peep, they’ll suspect me immediately.” 
 
    “So, you use the pulley system, get the old bag into the wagon, and then make a big ruckus leaving. Maybe even have ol’ Val give you a hickey on your neck before you leave or something, proof that you and Delphine messed around. Maybe make a big show of tugging down your collar, showing off the love-bruises, and then zip out the front door.” 
 
    “Yes, Charles, I wanna give you a hickey, so, so, so many hickies!” Valerie nodded from the floor as she laid on her side, bent her legs against the wall, and then launched herself across the room and into a cartwheel. 
 
    “See?” A.B. snickered. “Valerie’s already in agreement.” 
 
    “It… it sounds like a pretty good idea,” I snorted as I raised my head and clutched the welder. “But will it work?” 
 
    “Charles, think about the alternatives,” the brain sighed. “If you don’t do something about Delphine, two things could happen. Either she makes you sign a contract, and you’re her lover-boy for the rest of your life, or you flat-out refuse, and the old crone has you executed. There isn’t much you can do, it’s a good plan, yes, we agree. If you don’t do it, one of those two things is going to happen, and you know it.” 
 
    “What about me?” Valerie asked. “And A.B., what would we do without you? If it weren’t for you, Charles, I wouldn’t exist, and I really, really like existing, especially with you. If Delphine takes you away and makes you her consort, what happens to me?” 
 
    “Uh, hello?” A.B. grunted. 
 
    “And A.B.,” the feline-woman giggled. “We can’t forget about him, of course.” 
 
    “Thank you, Val,” the brain hummed. “At least someone around here takes me into consideration.” 
 
    If Delphine forced me to be her consort, what would happen to the two of them? A.B. could probably survive on his own, albeit without a cleaned jar but still. Valerie, on the other hand… I had to be here to take care of her and learn about her. The cat-girl couldn’t live on her own in this society, her brain didn’t work the same way as the aristocrats’. When the blonde looked at me, she saw a man, worthy of love and affection, and when the aristocrat’s looked at me, they only saw a semi-tamed beast, an animal with the ability to speak. 
 
    When Valerie looked at me, her wide, oceanic eyes were filled with love and adoration, something I’d never seen or felt before. I wasn’t ready to give all of that up, not now, and not ever. I’d created her, and from the moment she stepped out of compartment C, I swore to protect her. 
 
    I rested my gaze on her as Valerie pushed her bare feet underneath the curve of her perfect ass, bent her lean legs, and then launched herself into the air from the floor. The feline-woman twisted in the air with a distant smile on her lips, and then landed perfectly with her arms out at her sides. 
 
    She never stopped moving, and she never stopped smiling for me.  
 
    I’d created this beauty, brought her to life with my two hands and my machine. I would kill anyone who attempted to take me away from my precious Valerie. The red-hot feeling bundling in my chest was a mystery to me when it first appeared, but over time, I came to know it well. I was in love with the cat-girl, I didn’t know how to put my feelings into words just yet, but I would eventually. It seemed that the feline-woman felt the same way about me, almost instantly, in fact, she’d proclaimed it the moment she’d laid her eyes on me. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I breathed, and the room went eerily silent. “I have to keep myself alive to protect Valerie. I’ll finish the cage, trap a wild animal, and then bring it back here. After that, I’ll prepare myself, maybe shave my face, take a long shower, and get all dressed up. Then, I’ll go to Delphine’s, throw myself at her mercy, beg for a contract, and when she obliges, I’ll convince her to take me upstairs to her room.” 
 
    “I wanna come,” Valerie stated as she stopped moving and rested her closed fists on her hips. “I want to help.” 
 
    “With Delphine?” I tilted my head. 
 
    “With all of it,” the cat-girl replied in a solemn voice. “I want to help you build the cage, trap the beast, and bring it here. I want to be your assistant too, even if it means just cleaning your house or preparing your meals, I want to be good to you, Charles. Let me help you, Charles. Allow me to be your assistant.” 
 
    “Hello?” A.B. called. “It is me, the big, beautiful brain who already takes up the position of ‘assistant.’” 
 
    “But there’s only so much you can do, A.B.” Valerie turned as she gestured toward my laboratory. “You are an excellent assistant, but you don’t have any arms. You can’t pick up after Charles or do any of those things. I don’t want to hurt your feelings, A.B., but I can take better care of Charles… in more ways than one…” 
 
    “Oh-ho-ho,” the brain snickered. “You’re right, Val. You can do some things that I can’t.” 
 
    “Are you sure that you want to do this?” I asked. “It’s going to be dangerous, Valerie.” 
 
    “I want to do it, Charles,” the feline-woman assured. “I want to be the one you can depend on. I want to do everything for you… I love you.” 
 
    “Val… I don’t know.” I whispered as I sat back and rested the welder against the cold stone floor. 
 
    “You’re going to need an extra set of hands,” the blonde argued as she grinned. “I’ll help you get the next creature, and I’ll help you wrangle Delphine. You can’t do all this stuff by yourself, you created me, so lean on me, okay? I’m here to help… in any way.” 
 
    Heat bloomed across my face at her implication, but I couldn’t help but smile, so I raised my head as my hands curled into closed fists. 
 
    “Alright,” I smirked with a nod. “I could use your help, I just need you to be on your toes and to do everything I ask, okay?” 
 
    “Oh, Charles,” Valerie purred as she lowered herself to the ground, and prowled closer on her hands and knees. “All you have to do is ask, and I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” I breathed as I scrambled backward. “T-That’s not what I meant, but thank you.” 
 
    Valerie giggled, stopped moving, and then flopped down onto her back right in front of me. The cat-girl made me so goddamn nervous, I never knew what she was going to say or do next, and it set me on edge. Not that I didn’t enjoy it, the more she looked at me and reacted this way toward me, the more I wanted her. Each time she touched me or brushed past, I thought about how nice it would be to slip off her bodysuit and press my lips to her soft, taut flesh. She may have been my creation, but I was still a man with needs and desires. I thought about it more often than I would’ve liked to admit, and each time her oceanic eyes met mine, it seemed she was thinking it, too. 
 
    “Sooo?” the feline-woman whispered as she wriggled closer. “We going to get to work? Let’s turn that evil woman into a lovely little sis for me!” 
 
    “Yes.” I cleared my throat as I snatched up the welder and moved away from Valerie. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” A.B. tutted. “Valerie, I bestow upon you the position as assistant-assistant but don’t get too cocky, I’m still the head assistant.” 
 
    “Of course, A.B!” Valerie wriggled and raised both of her arms over her head with a yawn. 
 
    “No napping on the job, Assistant,” I chided through a smile. “Come help me with the welder, and if you behave, I’ll show you how to use it.” 
 
    “Ooooo!” Valerie cried as she jumped to her feet. “I’m coming.” 
 
    I retrieved a second mask from the cabinet and helped place it over Valerie’s ears. The feline giggled and wriggled under my touch as I used the back of my palm, pressed them down against her hair, and then fitted the mask into place. 
 
    “Now, lower the mask, and we can get started,” I instructed and reached for the contraptions ON button. 
 
    “Why?” the cat-girl wriggled closer. 
 
    “Well, for one, to protect your eyes in case something comes loose and flies at your face,” I informed her. “And second, this flame burns incredibly hot, and it can hurt your eyes if you concentrate on it for too long.” 
 
    “I love how you explain things to me, Charles.” Valerie simpered as she rubbed against my shoulder. “You are so nice.” 
 
    “Watch out,” I chuckled as I stopped her mask from bumping into my chin. 
 
    “Sorry.” The feline-woman giggled as she reached for the mask, and then lowered it over her gorgeous features. 
 
    I followed suit and snapped my mask down over my face. I pushed the ON button to the welder, and it thrummed to life under my hands as I leaned forward. Valerie leaned in close over my shoulder and watched intently as I worked, and I finished the seam of the second-longest side of the cage in one go, and then moved on to the other two. 
 
    The cat-girl didn’t move or even seem to breathe as she hung over my shoulder. Through her mask, her large eyes followed along with each of my movements intently, and when I finished the second to last side, I offered her the welder. 
 
    “Really?” Valerie called through the mask. 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” I stated as I handed the welder over and moved into position behind her. 
 
    I wrapped my arms over her shoulders, pressed my stomach to her back, and guided her nervous hands. At first, Valerie pulled away with a low whimper as sparks exploded up from the metal, but then I squeezed her body to me. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I shouted over the noise. “It’s scary at first, but once you get used to it, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Valerie’s head turned, tilted, and then gazed over her shoulder through the mask. Her eyes were wide and frightened, but softened when I gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “You can do this,” I told her. “I know it.” 
 
    “I can do it,” the feline echoed with a nod. “I can do it.” 
 
    Valerie’s hand moved forward with the blazing welder in her hands and pressed the flame against the metal. The cat-girl worked slowly at first with me coming along behind her, but her confidence grew the more she worked at it. Before long, we moved on to the final seam, and I loosened my grip on her. 
 
    “No,” Valerie stated as she whipped her head around. “Stay with me, your presence helps me… plus, I like it when you touch me like that.” 
 
    I grunted, cleared my throat, and tried to ignore the burning heat of embarrassment as it reached the tips of my ears. I scooted closer, replaced my arms, and held her tightly as I guided her hands. The cat-girl made painstakingly slow progress on the last seam, and I wasn’t sure if it was because she wanted to do a good job or if she wanted to stay positioned like this for a while longer. Though I had to admit, I wanted to touch her like this for as long as I was allowed, and I relished the warmth of her back pressed against my chest. 
 
    Valerie turned off the welder, rested it against the stone floor, and leaned forward to admire her work. The feline-woman turned with a broad smile, flushed cheeks, and sparkles in her eyes. 
 
    My heart pounded just from looking at her, and I instinctively pulled away from her beauty.  
 
    “Charles?” the cat-girl faltered. 
 
    “Sorry,” I grunted with a wave of my hand. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Valerie pouted as she rested her hands in her lap. 
 
    “N-No, not at all,” I tittered. “I just get nervous sometimes… when you’re that close.” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” the cat-girl sulked as she hung her head. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “No, it’s not that…” 
 
    “Maybe he needs immersion therapy.” A.B. chuckled. 
 
    “Don’t, A.B,” I warned. 
 
    “What’s immersion therapy?” Valerie asked as she turned and gazed toward the tank. “I’ve never heard those words before.” 
 
    “Well, out west, there was this female doctor who came up with this idea,” A.B explained. “That if you’re forced to deal with what makes you anxious or… nervous in this situation, you’ll get used to it and won’t see it as a threat anymore.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Valerie nodded. “I see, so, if I get real close to Charles a lot, he’ll get used to me. Okay! Let’s try it now!” 
 
    “Please don--” 
 
    My words cut off as Valerie launched herself forward and slammed into my chest. I flew backward onto the cold stone with my eyes squeezed tightly shut. Pain throbbed in my lower back, pressure beat on top of my chest from the weight of the feline-woman. 
 
    “Come on, Charles,” Valerie giggled. “Look at me, I know you want to look. You’ve told me before that you enjoy looking at me.” 
 
    I slowly opened my eyes and gazed up at the gorgeous woman lying on top of me. Valerie’s ash-blonde hair created a thick, wavy curtain around our faces, and her oceanic blue eyes glittered with happiness. Her large, perfect breasts pressed into my chest, her chocolate-brown tail wrapped itself around my lower leg and her plump, rosy lips pressed together in a line as she suppressed giggles. 
 
    In my society, it was almost illegal to stare at a woman for more than ten seconds out on the street, and I counted off the numbers in my head. Valerie tilted her head curiously, sniffed at the air, and then brought her face closer to mine. 
 
    “Val…” I murmured. 
 
    “Charles.” The cat-girl purred back. 
 
    “Please,” I stammered as my face heated up even more. “Please get off of me.” 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” Valerie asked with a crooked eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” I muttered as my member hardened in my trousers. “But you’re not exactly making it comfortable for me either.” 
 
    “So, am I hurting you or not?” the feline-woman twitched her right ear. “Or am I making you nervous?” 
 
    “…nervous,” I admitted. 
 
    “Then, no,” Valerie purred into my ear. 
 
    “Please, Valerie,” I begged as I attempted to wiggle out from underneath her. “Y-You’re a lady, and I’m a gentleman, and this is im--” 
 
    “This isn’t improper, Charles.” Valerie shook her head. “I love you, I want to be close to you… touch you all over and feel what it’s like to be touched by you. Is that so bad?” 
 
    “N-No.” I struggled out. “I like it too, Valerie…” 
 
    “Then, let’s just enjoy it for a moment.” The cat-girl sighed. “Then we can get back to work. Okay?” 
 
    Valerie lowered herself, rested her head against my chest, and snuggled into me. I felt as if I couldn’t breathe, not because she was on top of me but because of the growing erection in my trousers. I’d never been so attracted to a woman in my life, not that I could act on my attraction in a seemingly ordinary way, but even then, I rarely found any of the aristocrats beautiful. 
 
    The cat-girl was open and warm with me, and it made my heart feel as if it were about to burst. But I had to admit, all of her attention and affection did make me uncomfortable, no other woman had treated me this way, so I wasn’t used to it. 
 
    Valerie lifted her head, and her natural scent filled my nostrils. She smelled fresh and clean, vaguely floral with undertones of black currant and orchid. It was intoxicating and mesmerizing, I almost felt drunk from the scent alone, and that was alarming. 
 
    “Don’t we have a project to finish?” A.B asked from the corner. “I know this is all very romantic, but time’s wasting away and… we don’t have a lot of time before Delphine shows up to whisk Charles away to a life of servitude.” 
 
    “He’s right, you know?” I snickered. 
 
    “Phooey,” Valerie cried as she rolled off of me. “I wanted to touch Charles for a little longer… we’ll just have to do more immersion therapy later on.” 
 
    “Do it on your own time,” A.B. laughed. “We’ve got shit to do. Get to work, Scientist!” 
 
    “Of course.” I sighed, sat up, and rested my elbows on my knees as I waited for my erection to go away. I breathed through my nose, glanced over at Valerie as the cat-girl pawed at something underneath the far cabinet, and chuckled. I shook my head, hopped to my feet, and crossed toward the nearly finished cage. Then I grabbed the bars, turned it on its side, and glanced around the room for a plain sheet of metal for the bottom. I planned to give the cage wheels so it would make it easier getting it in and out of the wagon, but I’d have to dig through my spare parts to find them. 
 
    “Do you need more help?” Valerie asked as she flopped onto her side and gazed up at me with a small smile. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “But it’s nothing I can’t handle, hell, I built my machine all by myself, I think I can handle the floor and some wheels.” 
 
    “But, I want to help, Charles.” The cat-girl stated as she scrambled to her feet. “Let me help. I’m your assistant, put me to good use!” 
 
    “Yeah, Charles,” A.B. snorted. “Put her to good use.” 
 
    I snapped my head in the brain’s direction, and he exploded into a fit of giggles. I rolled my eyes, turned my head, and gazed down at Valerie as she clung to my elbow. 
 
    “What can I do?” the cat-girl grinned. “Let me help!” 
 
    “Fine, go upstairs to my closet, find yourself a disguise, and prepare yourself for our mission,” I instructed her. “We leave at midnight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “Cage,” I stated as I tied off the folded metal structure onto the sides of the wagon. 
 
    “Check.” Valerie giggled. 
 
    “Rope and tranquilizers?” I asked over my shoulder. 
 
    “Check, check!” the cat-girl grinned. 
 
    “The wagon is prepped and ready to go,” I breathed as I tucked our smaller supplies in beside the rest. 
 
    “This is so exciting, Charles.” Valerie giggled as she hopped up onto the back of the wagon, perched precariously on the metal cage, and then leaped onto the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Yeahhh,” I sighed as I ran a hand through my mussed hair. “Exciting.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the cat-girl smiled. “You look kind of glum. Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Val, I’m just stressed. I’m so worried that something in this plan will go wrong. The warden and his men will be out in full force at this time of night; we have to be on high alert the entire time.” 
 
    “Warden?” the feline-woman chirped. “What’s a warden? I’ve never heard you say that word before, it sounds kind of fun. Waaaar-deeeen.” 
 
    “He’s a horrible man,” I snorted. “Another lackey of the Duchess. She practically owns everyone in this town, and they do everything she commands.” 
 
    “So, then,” Valerie purred as she rolled over, scooted to the edge of the seat, and leaned in close. “What does this ‘warden’ do?” 
 
    “He’s kind of like a police officer,” I stated as I came around the wagon, petted the horses, and made sure they were strapped in tight. “But he’s allowed to do whatever he wants, whenever he wants. His job isn’t as important as the police though, he and his men mainly go around, ruff-up male servants in back-alleys, patrols aristocrats manor’s for them, pretty minor stuff actually.” 
 
    “Are you worried we’ll run into him?” Valerie murmured as she hung her head and twiddled her fingers in her lap. 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” I nodded. “Hopefully, we won’t, but if we do, you have an important part to play in this, Valerie.” 
 
    “I do? Yaaaay!” the cat-girl cried as she pressed her hands to the wooden grain of the seat, lifted her entire body into a handstand, and then flipped off onto the dirt beside me. “What do I get to do? Do I get to do something sneeeaky? You know I love being sneaky!” 
 
    “No, not sneaky.” I laughed. “But if we run into him or his men, you have to pretend that you’re my overseer.” 
 
    “An overseer?” the cat-girl asked, bent her neck, and twitched both of her ears. “Like your bosssss?” 
 
    “Yep,” I snickered. “Like my boss. If they ask, you have to tell them that you were hired by the Duchess to make sure I’m doing my job right, and Valerie, this is very important, so please listen.” 
 
    “I’m listening!” the cat-girl sang as she dropped to her stomach, rolled underneath the wagon, and then popped out from the other side with her arms raised over her head. 
 
    “I need you to be mean to me,” I told her. “You can’t say that you love me in front of the warden or his men. You saw how the Duchess treated me, you need to act like her if they see us.” 
 
    “But Charles,” the feline-woman whined. “I can’t do that, I love you! I could never, ever be mean to you!” 
 
    “I know you can’t, my dear,” I simpered. “Even if you can’t do it, just pretend. Think of it as an act, and you’re really not being mean to me if you’re just playing, right?” 
 
    “Sure!” Valerie grinned, scrambled gracefully up onto the driver’s seat, rested in a crouched position, and stroked the silky fur of her tail. “Charles, if I’m your boss in this situation, does this mean you have to do anything I ask? Annnnything I ask?” 
 
    “Uhhhhh, maybe not anything,” I stammered as heat flooded over my cheeks and then all the up to the tips of my ears. “Within reason, especially around the warden and his men.” 
 
    “Pet my hair, rub my belly, and stroke my taaaail!” the cat-girl cried through a wide grin. 
 
    “Maybe while we are alone later.” I smiled despite my embarrassment.  
 
    “Okay!” Valerie nestled down in the driver’s seat and then stretched out with her oceanic eyes aimed at the darkened sky. The feline-woman had picked out a disguise for herself and changed into it, but the outfit she wanted to wear wasn’t appropriate. Valerie had flounced down the stairs into my laboratory in a hooded cape and nothing else. Not that I didn’t mind seeing her that way, but I couldn’t allow her to go out like that. 
 
    I returned upstairs with her, dug through the closets, and found old, moth-eaten clothes from the manor’s past owner. The clothes were too big, and the cat-girl swam in them every time she moved, but they would do for the task ahead. 
 
    “All ready to go?” I pulled on the folded cage to make sure it wouldn’t come loose, and then turned toward her. 
 
    “Yep!” Valerie nodded, sat up on her side of the driver’s seat, leaned forward, and pressed her hands to her knees. “Let’s go, Scientist! Time’s wasting away, the Duchess needs this task done before daylight!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I snorted. “The warden isn’t here yet, Valerie.” 
 
    “I’m just practicing!” the cat-girl giggled. “Should I give you some orders now too, Chaaaarles?” 
 
    My face bloomed even hotter, but I shook my head, dispelled my embarrassment, hopped up into the driver’s seat beside her, and gripped the reins. 
 
    “N-No.” I stammered, whipped the reins, and then jerked forward as the wagon moved. “Don’t do it now, just wait and see if we run into the warden and his men, then you can order me around as much as you want.” 
 
    “Fiiiine,” Valerie grumbled, toppled sideways, and nestled her cheek against my shoulder. “I don’t like the idea of ordering you around anyway, I love you too much.” 
 
    As we pulled out of the manor’s drive, the whole town spread out beneath us. Light twinkled in distant houses, and a few street lamps burned along the busier roads. I could make out the hulking shape of the Duchess’ sprawling manor and kept it in my sight. Though it was one of the busier houses, and the duchy would be crawling with the warden’s lackeys, I knew that’s where we needed to head. 
 
    “Wow.” Valerie breathed, stood from her seat, and perfectly balanced in the bouncing wagon. “It’s so beautiful out here. I’ve only explored the outside of your manor, Charles, I didn’t realize your world was this big.” 
 
    “It’s much bigger than this,” I chuckled. “This is one of the smaller towns in the province, there are even bigger cities in the east, but the west is where the largest ones are. That’s where the capital is, in the city of Frankenchester.” 
 
    “I know we’re going to the Duchess’ manor to trap our next beast, but why?” the cat-girl tilted her head back, stared up at the glittering stars, and swatted at them as if she could catch one. 
 
    “Well, I’ve told you that the Duchess is the most powerful woman in the city,” I reiterated. “But it’s more than just her wealth and prestige. Edony possesses the most magical power in all of Edenhart. Her family has controlled this town basically since the moment the first brick pavement was laid. Magical beasts and other creatures flock to magical power, no one knows why but they’re drawn to it.” 
 
    “What kind of power does the Duchess have?” Valerie flopped back in her seat, whipped her tail out behind her, and tucked her feet up underneath. “From the way you make her sound, it’s like she has limitless abilities or something.” 
 
    “No, women in this society only have the ability to wield a single power,” I told her. “Maybe hundreds of years ago, but selective breeding weened that out. Edony has the power over all electricity.” 
 
    “Electricity?” the cat-girl echoed. “Like the powerful thingy that makes your machine work?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” I grinned. “But it’s more than just the stuff that keeps the lights on, heats our water and makes my machine work. Edony has the ability to harness lightning, she can shoot it from her fingertips, hell, she could probably shoot it out of any part of her body if she wanted to.” 
 
    “So, she’s extra, ultra-powerful?” Valerie tilted her head, twitched her right ear, and then swiveled it behind her head as she listened to something far off in the distance. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that,” I breathed and guided our horses onto a side path. “I’d like to say things have gotten better for men in the cities, but it hasn’t been by much.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Charles?” the cat-girl murmured, scooted closer, and pressed her body into mine. 
 
    “Well, I want to say that the Duchess is more lenient than her ancestors,” I stated. “But not by much. I was a child when Edony’s mother was still in power, and Duchess Lelore would execute people out in the street with her powers. She’d just burn them to a crisp with a wave of her hand. Now, we have the stocks and jail cells for lesser crimes and hanging, beheading, and the occasional burning at the stake for bigger ones. It’s not exactly humane, but it’s better than it used to be.” 
 
    “Something needs to change.” Valerie declared, pounded her fist into her palm, and bared her teeth. “Men shouldn’t be treated this way, you of all people, Charles. I personally know what a wonderful, handsome, sexy Doctor and Scientist you are, everyone else should think that, too.” 
 
    “You saying that makes me wonder…” I sighed, hung my head back, and gazed up at the star-lit sky. “Will my second creation love me the way you do?” 
 
    “Of course, she will!” Valerie grappled her arms around me. “I know you just think it’s your blood, or the experiment, but I really do love you, Charles. I feel this warm thingy in my tummy whenever you’re around… sometimes in other places too, like an itch I wanna scratch real bad.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” I jerked forward a little bit as I attempted to distance myself. “I-I… I understand what you mean, Valerie.” 
 
    “Do you?” the cat-girl giggled, leaned in even closer, and kissed my cheek. “Then we should do something about it! Let’s scratch our itches together! I know you want to!” 
 
    “M-Maybe later, okay?” I stuttered. 
 
    “Promise?” she purred.   
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “Good!” she giggled.  
 
    “Alright, we’re heading into the city proper, we can’t speak to each other if we see anyone, okay?” I asked. “You remember what to do if we run into the warden and his men, right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, Charles, I haven’t forgotten.” Valerie sat up straighter, glared down at me with a grimace, and waggled a single finger. “Get to work, vermin! Shut up, hurry up, the Duchess won’t be happy when she hears about this!” 
 
    I wanted to laugh and make a joke out of it, but I’d been talked to like this my entire life, and the way her words sounded was too believable. Valerie’s serious expression lasted for a few seconds more before it slid off, and she burst into a fit of giggles. I never wanted Valerie to speak to me that way again, not because of my pride or the fact that I’d been the one to create her, but because I loved her. I didn’t see her the same way as the aristocrats, the cat-girl was special, kind, and so very warm-hearted. 
 
    “Don’t make that face,” the feline-woman chided. “I was only pretending as you told me to!” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I snickered to hide the fact that it’d slightly upset me. 
 
    “I’ll never speak to you that way any other time, okay?” the feline-woman simpered, wrapped her hands around my forearm, and rubbed against the fabric of my shirt. 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed. “Alright, here we go. No more talking unless it’s absolutely necessary, okay?” 
 
    “Got it!” the cat-girl grinned, sat up straighter, and then took the reins from my hands. “To make it more believable, right?” 
 
    “Good thinking, Val.” I praised as I hastily stroked her hand, and then pulled away. 
 
    The city streets were mostly empty except for a few stray aristocrats and their consorts. I could tell from their slurred speech and wobbling steps, they were on their way back to their manors from the taverns. I kept my head down low, hunched my shoulders so as not to be as big of a target, but the drunken women didn’t seem to notice the two of us. 
 
    Valerie kept quiet the entire time but simply moved her wide eyes over the houses and businesses that lined the street. The cat-girl wriggled excitedly in her seat each time we turned a corner or moved onto a different road like this was some sort of grand adventure. 
 
    Despite what we were doing, I was excited that I got to share this memory with her. Just this morning I was wondering if I’d ever be able to show her the town, and here we were.  
 
    Valerie wasn’t allowed to explore off of the property of my manor, and though she pushed the limits a few times, she hadn’t seen the city. I wondered if she thought it was beautiful, or if she thought it was a horrible place because of the things that happened to men here. 
 
    “The Duchess’ manor is down this road,” I whispered, pointed down the long lane, and then dropped my hand. “We’ll be there in a few minutes, we need to be on high alert though just in case it’s swarming with lackeys.” 
 
    “You are so cute when you worry,” Valerie piped as she pulled her hood lower over her ears, turned and made sure her tail was tucked away. “We’ll be fine, Charles. Even if we run into the warden, I play a pretty convincing aristocrat.” 
 
    “That you do.” I breathed as I examined the road ahead of us. 
 
    The road leading to the duchy was lined with flowering trees, and their floral scents tickled my nose as we passed by them. Overgrown grass lazily waved in the soft, midsummer wind and brought forward the fresh smell of the forest beyond the drive. Bobbing lanterns framed the house in the distance, and I could make out the silhouettes of Edony’s servants moving around inside of the gate. Massive, white columns lined the front of the house, sweeping steps led to the towering door and gauzy curtains that blocked the inside from view. 
 
    The last time I’d been here was the night of the party, the night I met Delphine, received my ultimatum, and lastly, created Valerie. It wasn’t that long ago, but it seemed as if hundreds of years had passed during that time. I’d ridden down this road as a man with nothing to lose, a scientist on the verge of execution, and now, I rode down it a second time as a man, doctor, and scientist with a purpose and a woman to protect. 
 
    “Here.” I pointed toward divots in the grass where other carts had veered off the drive. “We need to go this way.” 
 
    The cat-girl tugged on the reins, guided the horses, and we moved from smooth dirt to the thick grass. We bumped along shakily for a few moments, so I reached out and steadied the feline-woman. She leaned her head back underneath the hood, smiled up at me, but didn’t reach out for any more contact. 
 
    “The Duchess’ manor is beautiful,” Valerie whispered, leaned out, and gazed back at the house. “I wonder what it looks like on the inside.” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I replied. “But most of the aristocrats’ houses are like that but… it’s not a home, they’re just spaces to fill up with their useless wealth.” 
 
    “I like our house,” the cat-girl purred. “It’s warm and cozy, and you live there! I could live in a shack, as long as it’s with you… and A.B., of course.” 
 
    “I feel the same way, Valerie.” I chuckled. 
 
    The overgrown grass thickened as we neared the darkened trees, and I kept my eyes sharp for any floating lanterns in the distance. I could make out a few farther up the hill, but thankfully, we weren’t going in that direction. I nudged Valerie with my knee, pointed toward our left, and the cat-girl guided us along. 
 
    The woods were loud with sounds of nighttime animals, the rustling of leaves overhead, and the warden’s men in the distance. No matter how hard I tried to calm myself, each crack of a stick made me jump nearly out of my skin, and I swiveled my eyes in every direction. 
 
    Though we were still on the Duchess’ property, we were pretty far from the duchy proper, and it relieved me the tiniest bit. I glanced at Valerie, and even though I thought she’d been calm the entire time, her shoulders slumped into a relaxed position. 
 
    “Here should be good enough,” I uttered, reached for the reins, and pulled them back. “We’ll set up the trap over there a few yards, and then we’ll wait it out.” 
 
    “There are so many animals here,” Valerie whispered. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked as the wagon came to a full stop. 
 
    I hopped from the driver’s seat, offered my hands to Valerie, and then helped her down. The feline-woman stood next to me, turned in place with wide eyes, and then paused as she listened to something in the distance. 
 
    “You can’t see them?” the cat-girl turned and gestured to the trees all around us. “They’re everywhere. When we set up the trap, we may want to hide back a little farther. Otherwise, they won’t come out.” 
 
    “Well, if they don’t come,” I snickered, lifted a heavy bag from the back of the wagon, and rested it on the forest floor. “Then we’ll make them.” 
 
    I knelt down beside the bag, ripped open the strings, and held it open so that she could see inside. 
 
    “Meat?” the cat-girl asked. “It smells delicious, but what’s that for?” 
 
    “We can’t exactly trap something in a cage that doesn’t want to get in the cage to begin with.” I closed the bag, stepped around the wagon, and began loosening the straps on the cage. “We’ll put the meat in the cage, hide out for a bit, and when the cell door snaps shut, we’ll know we’ve got something. Here, come help me with this.” 
 
    “You there!” a voice cried from behind us. 
 
    The sound of galloping hooves reached our ears, so I turned at the last second as the rest of my body froze. Three riders appeared out of the darkness with lanterns raised over their heads, and they peered at us with squinted eyes. 
 
    “Showtime!” Valerie giggled under her breath, strutted forward, and pressed her hands to her hips. 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I recognized the squat man in the middle. I’d hoped we’d avoid seeing the warden, and if anything, run into his lackeys, but here he was, in the flesh, Deputy Warden Milton Nenderthaw. 
 
    And he was an asshole.  
 
    The man stood barely over five foot four, weighed roughly around two-hundred and fifty pounds, and was so bald the top of his head shone in the lamp-light. What little hair he did have rustled in the faint wind like dead leaves clinging to branches at the end of fall. His face was like that of a toad, square, bumpy with pockmarks, and had beady little black eyes. 
 
    He wore the telltale warden’s uniform, navy blue slacks with a white pressed shirt tucked into it. His jacket was the same color as his pants but with round, golden buttons across the chest and the end of the sleeves. The warden’s badge was firmly pinned to his wide, chubby chest, and he turned purposefully so that it stuck out for all to see. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Milton snorted, leaned back in his saddle, and crossed his arms over his flabby chest. “If it isn’t Edenhart’s hermit Alchemist. What are you doing out here, Charles?” 
 
    Though he was a man, I had to react to him the same way I did with the Duchess or any other aristocrat. I scrunched my shoulders in, made myself seem smaller, and played my part as the terrified scientist. I gestured toward Valerie, so she stood up straighter and flounced forward with her head leaned back. 
 
    “We’re here under direct orders of the Duchess,” the cat-girl declared. “I’ve been put in charge of this vermin for the night.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer my question,” Milton grumbled. “What are you doing out here? You know that poaching around the duchy is illegal, or has your stupid, little Alchemist brain forgotten?”  
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” I squeaked. “I know all of this city’s rules, sir.” 
 
    “That is none of your business.” Valerie growled, leaned against the side of the wagon, and glared, I noticed that her tail was pushing back against the cloth of her baggy pants, and I quickly averted my eyes so that the other three men wouldn’t wonder what I was looking at. 
 
    “W-What?” the warden scrambled off his horse, took two menacing steps forward, and then stopped. “You can’t speak to me that way!” 
 
    “You may be the warden,” the feline-woman simpered as she made sure to face him. “But you’re still a man, I can speak to you in whatever way I want, youuuuu, you idiot! The Duchess hired the Alchemist for a top-secret task, very tight-lipped. You know Edony, never wants anyone in her business.” 
 
    “B-But this is her property, I’ve been put in charge of it,” Milton pressed on. “I have to know why you’re here.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” the cat-girl snarled. “You just want to put your pointy little nose where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    “How dare--” The warden’s voice was cut off as one of his companions broke in. 
 
    “Sir,” the rider on the left cleared his throat. “Should we take them in now?” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Valerie tutted, crossed her arms and cocked her hip.  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” the Warden snapped. “Are you going to stop us?”  
 
    “W-Well,” I stammered. “What you’re doing is insubordination…” 
 
    “Insubor-what?” Milton spat.  
 
    “I’ve already told you we’re here on direct orders from the Duchess, top secret orders,” the cat-girl explained. “You’re pressing us for information. If we went to the Duchess after we finished up and told her what you’ve done and said, you’d be thrown from your positions, not that it matters, and then executed.”  
 
    “W-What?” the younger rider gasped.  
 
    “That’s not true!” Milton shouted. “We’re here to protect the duchy, and your trespassing!”  
 
    “That’s not true.” Valerie shook her head. “The Alchemist works with Edony, he has explicit permission to enter and exit her property. Go ahead and check your records, you’ll find his name.”  
 
    “Well, let’s at least check their cargo,” the warden sighed, stepped closer to my wagon, and waggled his fingers. 
 
    “You can’t do that either.” The feline-woman growled. “These are our instruments that Edony paid for with her money, therefore, you cannot search our wagon or question us further. You might damage them, and then the duchess will be really mad at you. I’ve heard she kills men when she’s mad at them.” 
 
    “What if we did it anyways?” Milton snarled, but the other two men looked doubtful. “Who would the Duchess believe?” 
 
    “I have permission to be here,” I stated. “Edony would have all of your heads if she found out you were meddling in her business. Just… leave it alone, Milton.” 
 
    “Fine,” Milton snapped, grabbed the hem of his jacket, adjusted the article with a huff, and then pointed at me. “Listen here, Alchemist, if I find out you were here illegally, without the permission of the Duchess, I’ll come after you and personally throw you in a jail cell.” 
 
    “We’re not,” Valerie snapped. “Now, get out of here! Scat! Begon, idiot! Ha!” 
 
    Milton’s lips curled in outrage, but there was nothing he could do so. As far as he knew, Val was a woman who could destroy him with a flick of her fingers, and he did know that I worked for the duchess. He really didn’t have any grounds to argue, so he turned on his heels and mounted his horse. Then the warden glared at the two of us for a moment, let out a low whistle, turned his steed, and galloped off into the darkness while his two men chased after him. 
 
    “Shit,” I let my body go slack, leaned against the wagon, and regained control over my body. “That was a close one…” 
 
    “Charles?” the cat-girl whimpered, scurried closer, and gripped my sleeve tightly in her hands. “What happens if they check? Will they come after us, take you away and lock you in a cell? I just kept getting mad at him and talking. I dunno if I said anything wrong.” 
 
    “You did great,” I said as I cupped her chin. “I’m on the list thankfully. Edony put me on it the moment I agreed to work with her. I may not come here often, but sometimes I do have to visit and give her updates on the experiments and my machine.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll come back anyway?” she asked as her eyebrows raised with concern. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I shook my head, reached into the wagon, and pulled at the folded cage. “Here, help me get this thing out. We may have had an exciting start, but the night’s not over yet, my dear.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “I think that about does it,” I sighed, leaned back on my haunches, and brushed off my hands. 
 
    Valerie and I’d dragged the cage out into the open, assembled it, covered it with broken tree limbs, and then I’d placed the fresh slices of meat inside. I wasn’t sure what type of beast we were going to catch, but I hoped it would happen sooner, rather than later. 
 
    I felt on edge from our encounter with the warden, and I knew that if the mood took him, he could reappear at any moment. If it happened again with the cage fully prepared, I didn’t think that he’d accept our excuse for a second time. We weren’t poaching for beasts out in the woods for food, but with our cage set-up, it certainly looked like it, and I couldn’t just explain to him that I was going to use the creature we caught to make another monster girl. 
 
    “Alright, Valerie,” I breathed, stood up from the ground, and turned. “Go guide the horses away and out of sight. I’ll set the trap door’s mechanism while you’re gone, I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    “Don’t be too long.” The cat-girl nodded. “Something is coming, it’s deafening, and it’s kind of scary.” 
 
    I raised my head, glanced around at the darkness, and listened hard to anything in the distance. The sounds of rustling leaves reached my ears, but nothing else caught my attention, so I shrugged, pursed my lips, and then turned back toward the feline. 
 
    “I can’t hear anything,” I stated. “Can you tell what it is?” 
 
    “No.” Valerie shook her head, narrowed her eyes at one spot, and lowered her ears underneath the hood. “I just know that it’s big, and it’s making a lot of noise.” 
 
    “Okay, my dear, move the horses as quietly as possible then. I’ll get to work on the door, and then be right there beside you. There’s no need to be scared.” 
 
    “Can I just stay here with you?” the feline-woman whined. “I’ll be all by myself if I move the horses, and I haven’t been away from you in a long time..” 
 
    “Well, that’s not entirely true, and the horses will be there with you,” I snickered. “They’ll protect you, if they don’t, they’ll make a lot of noise to scare off whatever’s coming, I promise.” 
 
    Valerie glanced at the horses, sized them up with pursed lips, and then nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Oooookay,” the cat-girl drawled out. “But don’t be too long. I’ll miss you too much.” 
 
    “Sure.” I snorted. “Give me a minute, it won’t take long.” 
 
    Valerie grabbed one of the horse’s leather halter, tugged on it a few times for the animal to follow, glanced over at her shoulder, and then guided the animals into the darkness. 
 
    I bent down beside the cage, held onto one of the bars, and lifted the inner swinging door. I hooked the locking mechanism into its cradle, tested it a few times with my weight, and then stood. I glanced over my shoulder as the sound of crunching leaves and breaking branches reached my ears. It seemed that the beast that Valerie heard earlier was finally showing itself, and I moved my gaze over the darkness where all the sounds emanated from. 
 
    I needed to get out of there fast without drawing too much attention to myself. 
 
    Then, I turned, stepped purposefully, and avoided any brush that would make too much noise until I was a reasonable distance away. Then I glanced backward toward where Valerie disappeared. The cat-girl led the horses a bit farther away than I would’ve preferred, and she waved at me frantically. I ran toward her and stopped when I got to her side. 
 
    “Get down,” Valerie whispered. “It’s coming.” 
 
    “I can hear it now.” I dropped to my knees and rolled underneath the bed of the wagon. “It sounds massive, I wonder what it is?” 
 
    “It smells awful, like really bad.” Valerie wrinkled her nose, covered it with a hand, and gasped for air in between her fingers. “Almost like a wet dog that chased me down the street one time, but worse than that.” 
 
    “Big, smelly, wet-dog.” I named off. “Maybe a wolf?” 
 
    “What is a wolf?” the feline-woman whispered. 
 
    “Like a dog,” I told her. “But bigger, meaner, and jaws full of massive teeth.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Valerie whined. “I hope we don’t catch a wolf and use it in the experiment. Dogs are mean to cats. I can’t have a little sister that’s mean to me, I’d be soooo sad.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I breathed as we nuzzled closer together underneath the wagon. “But it sounds too big to be a wolf, maybe a gorgon? Or a smaller ogre? They tend to live in this region.” 
 
    “Sh, sh, shhhhh.” Valerie urgently murmured, pressed herself against the ground and gazed out from in between the horses’ legs. “It’s here… it’s smelling at the meat. It’s not in the cage yet, but it’s about to step inside.” 
 
    “You can see it from all the way back here?” I whispered. “Man, I wish I had your eyesight sometimes. What does it look like?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have a lot of crazy characteristics,” the cat-girl murmured, kept her head low to the ground, and then scooted closer. “It’s big, brown, kind of round, really furry with teeny tiny little ears. It’s really cute. Does that sound familiar to you? Any type of beast that lives in this territory and looks like that?” 
 
    “Maybe a mountain lion?” I offered. “That’s the only thing that sounds kind of similar.” 
 
    “You said no more cats.” Valerie pushed out her bottom lip. “I get to be the only cat-girl.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s a mountain lion,” I stated. “We’ll just tranquilize it, and then set it free. I made a promise, and I’ll keep it. You’ll be the only cat-girl in my life, okay?” 
 
    “Yaaaay!” the feline-woman rocked back and forth on her elbows. 
 
    “What’s it doing now?” I asked, lowered my head, and attempted to peer out toward the cage. “Is it inside yet?” 
 
    “Both of its stubby front feet are in,” Valerie breathed. “It hasn’t gone fully in yet, it’s still sniffing the meat. Just a few more inches, girlie, get inside, come on, I know you wanna taste that delicious food we brought for you. Yummm, yummm, yummmm! Come on, you big lug, that delicious meat is just waaaaiting for you.” 
 
    I heard the enormous creature lumber forward, its claws clicked against the metal bars, and then it stepped on the trap-door’s mechanism. The clatter of the swinging door rang in our ears, but the roar that came after made the both of us wince. 
 
    “Charles!” Valerie cried. “It’s in! We caught a beast! We can repeat the experiment! I get to have a little sister!” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I shouted over the noise, slammed my fists down, rolled out from underneath the wagon, and leaped to my feet. “Come on, let’s go look at what we caught.” 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Valerie cried as she clapped her hands over her ears and winced. “It’s not happy with us.” 
 
    Before we moved forward, I grabbed the smaller bag from the back of the wagon, wrapped my hand around the vial of tranquilizer inside, and held it in my fist. Then I picked up the long pole with the needle attached, leaned it against my shoulder, and then stepped toward the cage and the rage filled snarls erupting from within.  
 
    Valerie pressed herself to my side, held on to my forearm tightly, and peeked out from behind my shoulder. The cat-girl stepped with me, but I kept my eyes straightforward with my hands tightly clamped around the tranquilizer. The rocking cage and the beast trapped inside came into view, and I froze, open-mouthed and wide-eyed. 
 
    “By the gods,” I murmured, kept a tight hold of the spear and vial, and attempted to keep my feet under me. “How in the hell are we going to get that monster back to my laboratory?” 
 
    “What is it?” Valerie hopped from foot to foot. 
 
    “It’s a bear…” I exhaled. “It’s a goddamn bear!” 
 
    The enormous beast must have stood at least nine feet when on its hind legs, but even with its four legs pressed to the ground, it had to be at least four feet high. The raised hair at the scruff of its neck brushed against the top rungs of the cells, and it barreled into the sides of the cage. Then the beast ripped at the metal bars with its four-inch-long talons, bit at them with its yellowed fangs, and roared toward the sky. 
 
    “Bear?” Valerie echoed. “That’s a bear?” 
 
    “Bears are carnivorous mammals of the family Ursidae,” I explained. “Generally classified as ‘dog-like carnivorous.’ Though eight of their species are extinct, but there are eight other species which are alive and thriving like this one.” 
 
    “Do you know what species this is?” Valerie cocked her head. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” I breathed, ran a hand through my hair and then down over my tired eyes. “Maybe a grizzly? Or a brown bear? It certainly can’t be a northern arctic bear.” 
 
    “Why not?” the cat-girl quipped. 
 
    “Because northern arctic bears are entirely white,” I clarified. “And much, much larger than this, but this one… this one is so big. It barely fits in the cage.” 
 
    “But this is exciting!” Valerie threw her hands into the air. “I get a bear-girl little sister! That’ll be so much fun, Charles!” 
 
    “By the science,” I sighed. “It’s a bear. Why? Why? Why did it have to be a bear? Why couldn’t it be something smaller? Like a fox, coyote, anything but a damn bear!” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a cat,” Valerie giggled, rested her hands on her hips, and nodded once. “It’s cute and fluffy and chubby. I love it! Let’s get started, shall we? We have to get this thing back to the lab before the warden comes back.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I groaned, hung my head back, and took a tentative step toward the cage. “Let’s hurry up and get this done.” 
 
    I flipped the spear, glanced at the empty canister for the tranquilizer, dipped into the full vial, and filled it to the brim. 
 
    “I’m not sure how much of this tranquilizer is going to work,” I stated. “I’ll most likely have to give it double doses. I know how much to give grown men, but a bear? I have no idea. Stay back, the beast will probably react badly when I inject it and attack the cage again.” 
 
    “Oooookay,” Valerie nodded, held her hands tightly to her chest, and squinted toward the cage. “Just be careful, you can create other monster-girls, but I can’t create another Charles.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I snickered, turned around, and gulped loudly. 
 
    I held the spear tightly clenched in my fists, stepped sideways toward the cage, and lifted my arms. The bear roared even louder, threw itself sideways into the bars, and rocked the cage. It wobbled for a second, and my breath caught in my throat as it nearly tipped over onto its side. I wasn’t sure how much longer the metal bars of the cage would hold under all of the pressure. They could only hold so much, certainly not the full weight of a grown bear. 
 
    My eyes homed in on the spot right above the shoulder, below the crease of the neck, and jabbed forward with all of my might. The needle glinted in the light of the moon the second before it entered into the bear’s dark fur and broke through the skin. The bear threw back its back with a low, sorrowful growl, swung its massive weight toward me, and smashed against the side of the cage. 
 
    “Shit,” I grunted. “Goddamn it.” 
 
    The spear clanged against the bars, began to bend in half, and nearly came free from my grasp, but I ripped it free with a guttural cry. My eyes stayed on the massive animal for a second before I pulled away and refilled the canister one-handed. Then I breathed shakily, shook my shoulders, cleared my throat, and took a decisive step forward with the spear raised. 
 
    “Wait, Charles,” Valerie called, rushed forward, and came to stand a few feet away. “I think one hit was enough.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked over my shoulder, peeked back at the bear, and held even tighter to the spear. “It still looks pretty angry, Val.” 
 
    “Just hold off for a second… please,” the cat-girl whispered. 
 
    I sighed, shrugged, lowered the spear beside me, and leaned against it like a cane. My eyes settled onto the bear as its trashing slowed, and the massive animal began to move sluggishly. It’s beady brown eyes swiveled in the darkness, attempted to find me again but wandered off into the distance. The brown beast’s sides rose and fell with labored breath, and guttural cries rose from its meaty throat. Finally, the bear’s own weight was too much for it, and it collapsed to the metal floor of the cage. 
 
    “I guess one shot was enough,” I sighed, slumped my shoulders, and breathed the night air in. “I can’t believe we caught a goddamn bear. How are we going to get this thing down into my laboratory? The beast has to weigh almost one thousand pounds, we can’t just toss it down the stairs and hope for the best. The creature will wake up if the fall doesn’t kill it, then what will happen? It’ll wreak havoc in my laboratory. Think of what it’d do to the machine!” 
 
    “The bear isn’t an ‘it,’ Charles,” Valerie chided, came forward, and knelt beside the bars of the cage. “It’s a she.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I chuckled. “Did you peep under the bear’s dress or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know how I know,” the cat-girl shrugged. “I just do, I can sense it. Look how pretty she is, all sleepy and ready for a nap. I love her already. I can’t wait until you turn her into my sister.” 
 
    The feline-woman tilted her head, leaned in close, grinned, and cooed at the wild animal. Before I could make a move, Valerie reached in between the bars and stroked the enormous animal’s flank. 
 
    “D-Don’t do that,” I warned. 
 
    “Why not?” The blonde tilted her head. “She doesn’t seem to mind, look at her, Charles. She’s so pretty, and she’s going to make an even prettier little sister. Oh, I can’t wait to create her, and show her the world… and show her what it’s like to love and be loved by the most brilliant scientist in the world.” 
 
    Heat flashed across my cheeks, and then reached the tips of my ears as I ducked my head low. The cat-girl always seemed to find a way to embarrass me, not that it bothered me, I just wasn’t used to being spoken to in such a way. 
 
    “It’s not that she doesn’t seem to mind,” I coughed. “She’s still a wild animal, Valerie. Even if she’s drugged, she could still hurt you.” 
 
    “I was a wild animal once, too, Charles,” Valerie snickered over her shoulder. “Right? I was wild and free to roam wherever I wanted. I just happened to find my way into your lab, and I’m so glad I did.” 
 
    “My dear,” I snorted, covered my eyes with a hand, and shook my head. “There’s an ocean’s difference between a stray cat and a wild bear. Just… please stop petting her, it’s making me anxious.” 
 
    “But she likes it!” the cat-girl whimpered. “Look into her eyes and tell me she doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “Valerie,” I breathed. “She’s heavily drugged. If she weren’t, she would have torn your hand off as soon as you reached into the cage.” 
 
    “No, that’s not true.” The feline-woman grinned, petted the bear’s softer fur at her cheeks, and then leaned even closer. “We have an understanding now, she likes me, and I like her. Why don’t you try, Charles?” 
 
    “N-No, thank you,” I stuttered, moved a little closer and began unlocking the wheels attached to the bottom of the cage. “We need to get her into the wagon and back to my laboratory as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Oh!” Valerie cried, tucked her legs, rolled once, and then hopped to her feet. “I’ll go get the horses and the wagon. You need the wooden struts and the pulleys to get her in, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, came around the cage, pushed against it, strained for a moment, and then finally got it rolling. “If you could set those up for me, it would be fantastic.” 
 
    “Aye, aye!” the cat-girl giggled, raced forward, threw herself forward, and then cartwheeled hand over hand. “I’m on it.” 
 
    Before long, Valerie returned with the horses and wagon in tow. The feline-woman pulled back the reigns, stopped the horses, and then front-flipped out of the seat. She landed perfectly with her hands pressed to her hips, and her tail swayed underneath the black cloak. She giggled softly to herself, came around the wagon, placed the wooden struts into position at the back, and then grabbed the fabric length of the pulleys’ attached to the cart. 
 
    Valerie skipped forward, helped me tie off the fabric straps to each side of the cage, and then raced back to the cart. “Ready?” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I smirked, placed both hands into position onto the bars of the cage and pushed with all of my might. 
 
    I groaned with strain, pushed even harder, and the cage began rolling again. Valerie reeled in the straps with the pulleys, and slowly but surely, the cage moved forward toward the wooden struts. The hardest part of this would be getting the pen from the ground onto the back of the wagon, but with my help and the pulleys, I was sure we could do it. 
 
    “Hang in there, girl!” Valerie waved. “You’ll be on the wagon in a little bit, and then we can take you to your new home! You’ll get to meet A.B., see the lab, oh, oh, and just wait until you see Charles’ machine! It’s magnificent.” 
 
    “I love the enthusiasm, Val,” I grunted. “But if you could reel in the pulleys a little faster, that’d be great. She’s not getting any lighter over here.” 
 
    “Sorry!” Valerie cried. 
 
    I huffed for air and sweat trickled down the side of my face, but I couldn’t stop now. If I did let go, the slack in the pulley would slide the cage backward, and I would be squashed like a discarded tomato in the street. 
 
    “Just… a… little… farther!” I roared. 
 
    “So close!” Valerie cheered. “We’re almost there, then we’re home free! Do you hear that, girl? We’ll be home in no time!” 
 
    My entire face felt hot as I gritted my teeth and strained against the cage, but we were almost there, only a few more pushes, and the pen would be inside. Valerie cranked wildly at the pulleys as she shouted encouragements at both me and the sleeping beast, not that the bear needed it. 
 
    “We can do it! You got this! Charles, I’m gonna give you a big kiss after this!” The cat-girl pumped a free hand wildly and grinned. “There we go, one last big push, my love! One last biiiiig push!” 
 
    I threw back my head as obscenities poured from my lips, it felt like hours as all of the muscles in my body constricted but finally, the cage bumped forward, slid into the wagon and stopped at the edge.  
 
    “There!” I fell forward with a loud gasp of breath, caught myself on the wagon’s tailgate, and hung there for a moment as I panted. 
 
    “You did it, Charles!” Valerie shouted. “You did it! I’m so proud of you, big, strong, sexy man!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I forced out. 
 
    The cat-girl let go of the pulley, raced over, dropped to the ground, and wrapped her arms around my neck. She looked so beautiful as her oceanic eyes widened with wonder and sparkled in the moonlight, and I dipped my face closer to hers. Our lips came together heatedly, my arms wrapped around her, and the cat-girl melted into the frenzied kiss. 
 
    I’d never been touched this way. Yes, I’d had encounters with aristocrats before, but they hadn’t loved or cared for me. Valerie’s touch was different, it was electric as she traced invisible shapes into the back of my neck. I hardened immediately in my pants and no longer felt the need to hide it as I pressed it against her thigh. 
 
    “Charles!” Valerie threw back her head, closed her eyes, and gasped. 
 
    My member throbbed angrily against the fabric of my trousers, and I moved my eyes over her gorgeous form hungrily. I ran my fingers through her thick, silky mane and relished the sensation of the length slipping through my loose grip. I wanted to have her right here in the middle of the forest, but I knew I shouldn’t, not yet at least. I slowly pulled my hands away from her trim waist, sat back, and gave the cat-girl a sheepish smile. 
 
    “What?” Valerie breathed. “What’s wrong? Why’d you stop?” 
 
    “I want to, Valerie, I do,” I stated, glanced toward the bear and then back to the feline-woman. “But not here, it’s not right. I want… I want it to be perfect the first time it happens. I want it to be in our bed, and I want to take my time. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course, I do, Charles!” Valerie purred, leaned forward and nuzzled her head into my chest. “I just want to be with you so bad, like a man and woman are supposed to be… like a husband and wife! You get to be the husband, I get to be the wife, and then you put your pen--” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I chuckled. “Where did you learn all that from?” 
 
    “I feel like I knew what I wanted deep down all along…” the cat-girl shrugged. “Plus, A.B. taught me some stuff, brought me ‘up to speed on the birds and the bees’ as he called it. Though I sure hope there aren’t any birds or bees involved, birds are delicious, but bees sting, and that’s no fun.” 
 
    “How can A.B. bring you ‘up to speed’ when he doesn’t even have a-- You know what, never mind,” I laughed. “Let’s get the bear home, and then we can start work on the second experiment.” 
 
    “Okay!” Valerie jumped to her feet, offered me a hand, and then pulled me up beside her. “Oh, Charles, I’m so excited! I can’t wait to see her, I bet she’ll be so, so pretty!” 
 
    “Yeah…” I glanced at the sleeping bear out of the corner of my eye. “I bet she will.” 
 
    Valerie and I clambered up into the driver’s seat of the wagon, grabbed the reins, and urged our horses forward. Our trek was slower this time with the added weight of the bear, but with two horses, we were able to push on ahead quickly. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what time it was, we’d left the manor at exactly twelve with the moon high in the sky, but it’d been a few hours. If I had to guess, I would’ve said it was around three, but there was no way to be sure unless I checked my pocket watch in the dark. 
 
    The forest was filled with the scent of dew, stars sparkled above, and a soft, warm breeze brushed past us as we rode through the spaces in between the trees. I couldn’t wait to return home, though I still wasn’t sure how we were going to get the wild bear inside, but we’d figure it out when we got there. 
 
    I breathed a heavy, satisfied sigh, and Valerie glanced at me out of the corner of her eyes as a small smile spread over her plump lips. The cat-girl fell sideways, connected with my shoulder, and nuzzled into it with a low purr. I wrapped an arm around her, pulled her close, and felt my heart squeeze with joy. I’d never felt this happy in my entire life, not once, and it was all because of the feline-woman sitting next to me. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to see what the future held for both of us. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” a low voice grumbled from the left of us. “What do we have here, Alchemist?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    “He asked you a question, Alchemist.” A second voice hissed. 
 
    Our horses neighed loudly, drew back, and lifted on their hindlegs as two men on horses blocked our path. Though I didn’t know their names, I recognized them immediately as the two men that’d been with the warden earlier. Their faces were deadpan as their eyes swiveled between me, Valerie, and then the bear behind us. 
 
    “We should’ve listened to the warden,” the younger man spat. “Filthy alchemists can’t be trusted.” 
 
    My eyes swiveled between the two men, sized them up, and calculated a plan in my head. No matter what I came up with, each one ended up with me in the stocks or worse, executed. Even if we managed to escape with our lives, the Duchess and her men would be on my doorstep within minutes. 
 
    I had no other choice than to fight. 
 
    I kept my eyes glued to the horsemen as I reached down behind me, grasped the heavy metal of the pulley, and held it tightly in my closed fist. The fabric of the strap brushed softly against the seat of the wagon, but I managed to hide it in the folds of my thick cloak. 
 
    “Alright, Rayburn,” the older man boomed. “Get down from the wagon, real slow. You too, woman.” 
 
    “You have no right to do this,” Valerie shouted. “I’m a woman, I’m a higher being than you.” 
 
    “That may be true,” the younger, blond man snorted. “But you’re still breaking the law regardless of your gender. Shut your trap and get down from the wagon slowly.” 
 
    “Charles,” the cat-girl whispered. “What do we do?” 
 
    I turned my back to the two men, climbed down the side of the cart, and lifted my face toward Valerie. 
 
    “Just do as they say for now,” I whispered as softly as I could. “But when I give the signal, follow my lead.” 
 
    “Chaaarles,” the feline-woman whined. “What does that mean?” 
 
    I shook my head, glanced over my shoulder at the two men, nodded to them, and then dropped to the leaf-covered ground. Then I tucked the heavy pulley into the fabric of my sleeve, stepped forward, and then waited for further instruction. 
 
    “Come around the horses now,” the older, dark-haired man commanded. “Raise your hands over your heads and stand absolutely still. If you fight against us, it’ll only make it worse for you in the long run, understand?” 
 
    “I demand--” Valerie opened her mouth to speak, but the older man cut her off. 
 
    “No backtalk,” he snapped. “We won’t hear your demands, you’re a prisoner until brought forward in front of the Duchess. We’ll see what she has to say on this matter. You understand what this means, Alchemist? You’re dead, I can’t say much about your lady-friend, but she might not see the light of day after the Duchess is finished with her.” 
 
    Valerie stood directly beside me with her hands raised over her heads. Her too-long sleeves fell down around her shoulders and exposed her smooth, pale skin in the moonlight. The cat-girl shook with fear from the lackey’s words, and her wide eyes raced around the tree-line, but she stood in place as instructed. 
 
    The older man shifted, slid from his saddle, reached behind him into his belt, and pulled out two pairs of shackles. The dull iron was covered with a thick layer of rust that flaked off as the lackey tossed them menacingly from hand to hand. 
 
    “We tried to give you the benefit of the doubt, Alchemist,” the younger male tutted, gripped the horn of his saddle and leaned lazily back. “But I guess what the Duchess says is true, ‘no man, nor beast can be trusted.’ You know what happens to poachers, right?” 
 
    “You know how much the Duchess loves the animals that flock to her manor, don’t you?” the older man snorted, stepped closer, and came within reach. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors,” the blond grinned. “They’re all true, as part of the warden’s men, we personally get to see what happens to those that trespass on the duchy and kill animals for sport.” 
 
    “Come on, Rayburn,” the darker-haired man prompted. “Let’s hear it, tell us the rumors you’ve heard.” 
 
    “The Duchess had the poachers strapped down and then tortured,” I stated. 
 
    “There’s more to it,” the younger man guffawed. “Just because you’re in the presence of a lady doesn’t mean you get to spare the details. You and I know that some of the fairer folk like hearing all the gory bits, go on, Alchemist.” 
 
    I glanced out of the corner of my eyes, cleared my throat, shifted my feet, tightened my grip on the pulley, and then spoke. 
 
    “The poachers are taken in by the Duchess,” I started. “They’re strapped down, fully conscious, and then skinned. Like the animals they caught would’ve been if the warden hadn’t gotten to them first.” 
 
    “Have you heard about the… room?” The older lackey paused, grinned evilly, and held both shackles in one hand. “Everyone’s heard about the room.” 
 
    “It’s rumored that the Duchess has a room hidden inside of her basement,” I forced out. “Where she keeps the skins, she hangs them on the walls, some across the floor like fur-rugs. No one knows if it’s true, but it’s just a story passed down from the elite.” 
 
    “When you first see them, the installments are grotesque and horrifying,” the younger man breathed. “But as the Duchess once explained to all of us, sometimes, you have to do something grotesque and horrifying to protect the things you love.” 
 
    “Installments,” I whispered. 
 
    The word reverberated in my head for a moment. Edony had used that word once before in my presence, and yes, she’d used it to describe A.B. I knew Edony, not well, but could she really do something this inhumane? I’d seen her reaction when I’d told her the last prisoner burned to a crisp in the machine, she’d wanted to look, desperately even… Could she really have done what they said? 
 
    “After your second or third visit, you can start to understand what she means,” the darker-haired man exhaled. “They’re beautiful, in a way. Each one is framed, hung on the wall, and given a nameplate with the date they were caught and executed. It’s like… an art gallery, I wish she would open it up for the general public, then everyone else would understand.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” Valerie snarled. “How could another person do that to someone else? I understand that it’s illegal, but the judgment seems too harsh.” 
 
    “Are you going against the rule of the Duchess?” the younger man snapped. “Do you want to find out what living in a cell for the rest of your life feels like? We can put in a word with Edony, she can make that happen with a snap of her fingers.” 
 
    “Enough with the chatter, Fredrick, let’s get these poachers in before the warden comes back,” the older-man scoffed, grabbed one set of shackles, and moved toward the cat-girl. 
 
    “You’re right, Adgar,” the blond smirked. “I can’t wait to see the Duchess’ face when we bring them in, make them kneel at her feet and grovel for forgiveness. I think that’s my favorite part.” 
 
    The older man, Adgar, stepped swiftly, held the open shackles in his palm, and grabbed for Valerie’s arm. The cat-girl drew back her lips in disgust, hissed, and ripped her arm out of reach. 
 
    “You little--” 
 
    “Valerie!” I roared. “Now!” 
 
    The cat-girl lifted both hands over her head, bent backward in one swift movement, grounded her feet, and flipped away. The feline-woman landed low to the ground with her head tucked close to her body, slowly raised her face and snarled with exposed teeth. 
 
    “What the hell?” Fredrick shouted, flipped in his saddle, and jumped from the horse’s back. “You think you can fight both of us? You and a woman?” 
 
    “Watch out for the girl, Fredrick, she might use her powers on you,” Adgar growled. “Just give up, maybe then the Duchess will have mercy on you since you’re such ‘close friends,’ Alchemist.” 
 
    “Stop calling me an alchemist!” I shouted. “I’m a goddamn doctor and scientist!” 
 
    My hand holding the pulley whipped out, raised over my head as I gritted my teeth, and then slammed down.  
 
    I saw it all in slow motion: The shift of Adgar’s sage green eyes as they followed the arc in the darkness, how the sides of his mouth went slack as his jaw dropped open, and finally, the fear deep in the lines of his face. The metal of the pulley connected with Adgar’s forehead, split the wrinkled flesh, and then bit deeper underneath. The crack of the bone was so loud it made my ears ring, but I pulled back anyway, raised my arm, and slammed the metal contraption down again. This time, the bone did more than crack, I felt it splinter and then split as his skull finally gave out. 
 
    Adgar’s eyes widened, choked off gasps exploded from his lips, and he tumbled forward onto his knees. The older man wobbled for a second, groaned wetly in the back of his throat, and then tipped forward like a falling tree. Blood poured from his head wound, and for a second, his left leg thumped against the leaves but then stopped as his entire body laid still. 
 
    “Adgar!” Fredrick grunted, fumbled with his belt, and finally raised a black pistol. “You’ve killed one of the Duchess’ men, that’s a crime punishable by death. Too bad Edony and the entire town won’t be there to see it, Alchemist.” 
 
    I stared down the barrel of the flintlock gun for a moment, and my entire life flashed behind my eyes. I’d grown up an outcast merely because of my gender, trained hard to become a doctor and scientist despite the bias and treatment from my superiors, struggled to earn my place in the world, and finally, being paid by the Duchess to build my machine and… Valerie’s ‘birth.’ Most of my memories weren’t happy, in fact, all of them were miserable, but the ones at the end were the best I’d ever had. 
 
    Could I just let all of that go? 
 
    All this time, I’d had threats thrown at me from aristocrats, Delphine, and the Duchess, but no one had ever acted upon it with a genuine weapon. Sure, Edony had brought me to my knees with her cane a few times, but she’d never physically hurt me unless I disobeyed her orders… I was actually going to die, this man I’d never met before would snatch away my life right before it started. 
 
    “Don’t touch Charles!” Valerie’s voice rang out, and the cat-woman was a blur through the air as she threw herself forward. 
 
    The cat-girl slammed into Fredrick, and the gun toppled from his fingers, skittered across the forest floor, and finally came to rest a few feet away. 
 
    “Get off me, you woman!” the blond shouted, swung his arms and struck out. 
 
    Valerie dodged the punch, dropped low to the ground, and then ripped her closed fist back. The cat-girl slammed her hand forward, punched the back of Fredrick’s knee, and forced him onto the ground. The blond cried out in pain, scrambled to get his feet under him, and shifted into a sitting position. 
 
    “If you want to hurt Charles,” Valerie spat, dropped to all fours, and prepared to pounce. “You have to get through me first.” 
 
    Valerie’s cloaked shifted, and the hood fell back onto her shoulders to reveal her silky, chocolate brown ears. The cat-girl’s tail whipped out violently behind her, her ears laid flat against her silky hair, and she bared her teeth. The feline-woman resembled a runner preparing to take off as she balanced on the pads of her feet with her tensed fingers dug into the dirt. 
 
    “What are you?” Fredrick shrieked, scrambled backward with the palms of his hands, and kicked out with terror. “What the hell are you, beast-woman?” 
 
    “I’m Charles’ woman!” Valerie screamed, tightened her lean leg muscles, and then launched forward. 
 
    This was a side of Valerie I didn’t know and wasn’t sure if I wanted to meet. When we were together, the feline-woman was sweet, gentle, playful, and pretty sneaky, but this version of herself looked absolutely feral. She wasn’t the curious kitten anymore. Out here in the forest, Valerie was a blood-thirsty panther. 
 
    The cat-girl’s body moved so fast that it was nothing more than a streak of color against the dark background. She slammed into the fallen man with her knees, raised both hands over her hair, formed her tensed fingers into claws, and ripped at his chest. The muscles of her back tensed as she tore through his flesh with each swing, and blood began to spray into the air surrounding her. 
 
    Valerie’s back faced me, and I couldn’t see what she was doing to him, but from his pained screams, it must’ve been utter hell. Her hands and forearms were coated with his scarlet blood, and finally, the cat-girl dove forward with her mouth open wide. I didn’t have to guess what she was doing, and I instinctively closed my eyes as her pointed teeth closed around his windpipe. 
 
    The moist crunch and chewing noises that came after echoed around the tree-line, so I kept my eyes facing straightforward and cleared out all of my thoughts. 
 
    “Valerie, that’s enough,” I grunted. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “I did it, Charles!” the cat-girl sang. 
 
    Dead leaves rustled under the cat-girl’s feet as she skipped over, tapped me on the shoulder, and grinned down at me. Her face, arms, chest, and clothes were smeared with wet blood, and a piece of torn flesh hung out of the corner of her mouth. The cat-girl plucked it out, gazed at it, shrugged, and then dropped it into her open mouth with a smack. 
 
    I had to admit, even after what she’d done, she still looked gorgeous like a warrior woman returning from a long, brutal battle. Her dilated eyes sparkled in the darkness and reflected the surface of the moon above our heads. Valerie offered me a hand, I glanced down at its blood smeared surface, sighed, and then took it. The feline-woman helped me to my feet, and we stood together as we moved our eyes over the lifeless bodies. 
 
    “I could’ve taken care of it myself,” I sighed as I reached up to wipe some of the blood from her face. 
 
    “Charles, that man had a weapon,” the cat-girl stated, wrapped her arms around mine and snuggled close. “I don’t know what type of weapon because I’ve never seen it before, but he was going to hurt you. I couldn’t stand by and let the love of my life get hurt, or even worse, die.” 
 
    “It’s… it’s okay, Val,” I exhaled. “I understand why you did it, I don’t blame you. I just didn’t expect you to do any of that, maybe knock away the pistol, sure, but killing a man for me?” 
 
    “I love you, Charles,” the cat-girl reiterated. “I’d do anything for you, even if it means I have to kill your enemies. I’ll do it for you willingly.” 
 
    “I-I would do the same, Valerie,” I nodded, smiled, and stroked her cheek. “You’re the most important person in my life.” 
 
    “You’re the most important person in my life, Charles!” the feline-woman sang. “I love you so, so, so much! More than anything! Even tasty birds, naps in the sun, oh, and that one really comfortable nook on top of the cabinets!” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I snickered, breathed a heavy sigh, and then turned back toward the wagon. “We should probably leave, who knows when the warden will come back looking for his lackeys.” 
 
    “What should we do with the bodies?” the feline-woman tilted her head. “Can we just leave them here?” 
 
    I swiveled my head, gazed over Adgar’s perfectly intact body, and then looked at Fredrick’s utterly destroyed one. 
 
    “We can’t leave them like this,” I sighed. 
 
    “Okay!” Valerie tittered. “Should we put them in the back with the bear?” 
 
    “No… we can’t take them with us, but we can’t leave them like this,” I uttered. “Wait! The bear! We could make it look like they were attacked by a wild animal, Fredrick’s body is already ripped to pieces. Val… do you think you could do the same to Adgar?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m going to get pretty messy, though.” The feline-woman glanced down at her baggy disguise. “But I could take a bath. Oooooh, Charles, give me a bath when we get home! Please, please, please! I’ll do it as long as you bathe me later!” 
 
    “S-Sure,” I cleared my throat. “Y-Yeah, as long as you tear up Adgar as much as you did Fredrick, it has to look believable.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” the blonde smirked, skipped forward, and then leaped onto the motionless corpse. 
 
    Her arms weren’t a flurry through the air this time, they were calculated and determined each time she swept a clawed hand down. The feline-woman moved almost like a dancer, her muscles bunching and tensing with each fluid movement. Blood flew through the air in arcs of scarlet like tiny waves in the ocean, and soon, it covered the ground around Adgar’s carcass.  
 
    Finally, Valerie sat back with a small, satisfied smile, wiped off her hands on her cloak, and rose to her feet. The cat-girl hurried back to me, grabbed the edge of the wagon, flipped over twice, and landed squarely in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Ta-da!” the blonde laughed. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, glanced back over the two fallen men, scrambled up into the driver’s seat, and took the reins. “Let’s get out of here before anyone comes back.” 
 
    “Aw, look, Charles,” Valerie giggled, turned and waggled her fingers through the bars of the cage. “She’s still sleeeeeping, aw, my baby sister is so tired.” 
 
    “She might not still be out by the time we get back to the manor.” I cracked the reins, and the horses took off. “I may have to give her another dose of the tranquilizer.” 
 
    “Aw, no, don’t do that,” Valerie whined. “She’ll be a good girl, won’t you? I bet you could even open up the cage, and she’d come down into the laboratory with us!” 
 
    “We’ve been over this,” I chuckled. “She may be docile now, but she’s still a wild animal.” 
 
    “Oh, phooey,” The cat-girl grumbled. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I sighed. “We’ll figure out how to get her inside once we get there. I have a few ideas we could try.” 
 
    Just as I planned, the streets were dead on our way back through the city, and no aristocrats wandered drunkenly around. All the houses were silent, no candles lit the windows, and I breathed evenly for the first time that night. The trek back to the manor would take longer with the added weight to our cart, but I didn’t mind, it gave me time to relax after what’d happened. 
 
    I breathed in the warm, summer air, leaned back in the seat, and rested my arms over my head. The cold metal of the cage pressed into my shoulders, and I glanced back at the bear, but she still slept soundly in a curled ball. 
 
    “I wonder what she’ll look like,” Valerie purred as she glanced over her shoulder, too. “I hope she has pretty brown hair, the same color as her fur.” 
 
    “More than likely,” I nodded. “You have the same coloration as you did before you went into the machine.” 
 
    “I do?” the cat-girl squealed, held her hands tightly to her chest, and wriggled. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snickered. “A.B. may have named you Clementine, but you were Siamese, your fur was an ashy crème color like your hair, and your ears and tail were the same chocolatey brown that they are now.” 
 
    “Really?” the feline-woman simpered, stretched out over the seat and laid her head in my lap. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “You were a beautiful cat, and I bet your sister is going to be just as pretty as you are.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so excited!” Valerie wriggled in deeper. “I can’t wait to get home!” 
 
    The manor was completely dark except for a few stray lamps I’d lit along the outside of the carriage house. The gravel crunched under the horses’ hooves, and I jerked on the reins as we pulled alongside the stairs leading into my laboratory. We slowed to a complete stop, I glanced back at the sleeping bear, and then turned toward Valerie. 
 
    “Wait here,” I instructed. “I’ll be right back, I have a plan to get the bear inside one of the cells.” 
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Valerie nodded. “I’ll just be here, talking to my sweet little sister. Don’t forget, you promised to give me a bath later. Then… other things.” 
 
    “I-I haven’t forgotten.” I scratched at my cheek and felt the heat of embarrassment flood across my face. 
 
    I leaped from the driver’s seat, landed with my knees bent, and then tore off down the stairs. I ripped the laboratory’s door open and listened to the distant metallic clicks of my machine. 
 
    “Whoa, you look like a mess,” A.B. tittered, turned in his lazy stream of bubbles and wrinkled. “Everything go alright out there?” 
 
    “Uhhhhm, as best as it could’ve gone,” I muttered, crossed the room in quick strides, and then rummaged through a pile of random supplies. 
 
    “Sooo, did you catch anything?” the brain asked. “Or are you just going to leave me hangin’? Ohhhh, did you catch a dragon? I’d love to see a dragon-girl.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “We brought home something more normal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess the cage was too small to hold a dragon,” A.B. spoke. “Unless it was a baby dragon?” 
 
    “It’s not a dragon,” I snorted. “It’s small compared to one, though.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” A.B. muttered. “What did you get that was so ‘normal?’” 
 
    “A bear,” I stated. 
 
    “A what?” the brain shrieked. “A bear? Charles!” 
 
    “Can’t talk right now, A.B,” I said over my shoulder. “I have to figure out how to get the damn thing inside and in one of the cells. Here it is, thank the gods.” 
 
    I grabbed the thick, tightly woven fabric from the floor, yanked it up, and threw it over my shoulder as I turned. I raced toward the stairs, climbed up three, raised my head, and then froze. 
 
    “What are you doing?” My raised voice echoed. “W-Why did you take it out of the cage?” 
 
    Valerie grinned down at me as she perched on the drowsy bear’s shoulders at the top of the stairs. The massive animal blinked tiredly, took a lethargic step down onto the first stair, wobbled for a second as if it were about to fall, and then took another. 
 
    “I told you I could get her down there by myself,” Valerie sang. “She won’t hurt you, Charles, I promise! We had a talk, and she told me that she wouldn’t hurt you or destroy anything in the lab. Isn’t that right, girl?” 
 
    The bear didn’t make a sound, simply lifted its head in the direction of Valerie’s voice, and then took another shaky step down the stairs. 
 
    “All the gods in the heavens,” I exclaimed, pressed myself against the rock wall of the stairwell, glanced to the left of me and hightailed it out of the bear’s path. “We’re dead, we’re all fucking dead. You let a wild animal loose in my laboratory even after I told you no!” 
 
    “It’s fine!” Valerie waved as the massive brown beast finally made it down and stood in the doorway. 
 
    “Get that thing out of here!” A.B. shouted. “Get it out! We’re all gonna be dinner in a few seconds if you don’t do something, Charles!” 
 
    “What can I do?” I shouted back. 
 
    “Shhh, guys,” Valerie chided. “She’s still really tired. Charles, go open the cell door, and I’ll guide her in! See? This is fine, no one’s getting hurt!” 
 
    “Oh, sweet heavenly deity, whichever one is up there and watching over the reanimated brains of the world,” A.B. muttered. “Please don’t let me be bear-food, I swear I won’t do anything bad from now on, I’ll be a good brain, I promise. I won’t have naughty thoughts or tell dirty jokes, please just spare my precious life.” 
 
    I pressed myself against the cold, stone wall and crept toward the cells at the other side of the room. I kept my eyes locked on the bear, skittered sideways, gripped onto the door of the cell, and swung it open. 
 
    Valerie guided the bear with her knees and turned it toward the cell, all the while her smile never left her lips. The brown beast grunted softly, gazed into the sizable cell, glanced out around the room, huffed even louder, and stepped inside. 
 
    Valerie placed her hands on the bear’s shoulder blades, lifted herself into the air with all of her toes pointed at the ceiling, and then jumped off. The cat-girl landed directly beside me, placed her hands on her hips, closed the cell door with a clatter, and nodded. 
 
    “See, Charles?” Valerie asked. “We didn’t have to do anything fancy, just coax it in there on its own! Look at her, all snuggled up in the hay!” 
 
    I slumped sideways against the cell, glanced inside, and shrugged as I took a deep inhale. I was overwhelmed on all sides, the Duchess, Delphine, the bear, my machine, and the experiments. Could I never have a moment of rest? Was my life always going to be this relentless? 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie purred. “You promised to give me a baaaath, why don’t we go do that now?” 
 
    Well… maybe my life wasn’t as bad as it seemed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Valerie strutted up the stairs, her hips rolling with each step, and then she glanced at me over her shoulder. Her oceanic eyes were wide, and they sparkled in the overhead lights as her plump lips curled up into a sly smile. The cat-girl’s tail swished out behind her, curled around the banister, slid up a few feet, and then dropped back again. The feline-woman hummed softly to herself as she reached back, pulled her hair over her shoulder, and then let out a long sigh. 
 
    Val knew the layout of my manor well because she’d explored it many times, and her bedroom was on the same floor as mine. I’d given it to her the same day she was created, though, she never slept in her bed, I would always find her curled up sleeping in the strangest places. 
 
    It seemed as if that were about to change. 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie purred, turned a corner, and waited in the doorway. “Will you scrub my back for me? And my ears? I’d like that very much. I want to feel your hands all over me, aaaall over meeee.” 
 
    Her large, luminous eyes stayed on my face for a long time, and her implication was clear as day. I knew what she wanted, and of course I wanted it, too. 
 
    “Y-Yes,” I stammered, ran a hand through my messy black hair, and kept my gaze glued to the floor. “I promised I’d do this for you, and I won’t break it.” 
 
    Valerie leaned against the doorframe, nuzzled against the wood, but kept her oceanic blue eyes hard on mine. I gulped loudly and felt my member harden in my trousers just from looking at her. I didn’t want to know how hard I would be by the time she was naked. 
 
    “Come on,” the cat-girl purred, flipped her hair over her shoulder, and then disappeared into the master bathroom. “I’m waiting, Charles.” 
 
    I hurried after her, hooked the door with the toe of my shoe, and swung it closed with a soft click. Valerie leaned over the porcelain, claw-foot tub, and turned on the hot water. The clear liquid splashed into the basin with a soft gurgle, and a cloud of steam slowly lifted into the air. 
 
    “A-Aren’t cats supposed to hate water?” I tittered. “Or so I’ve heard or something…” 
 
    “Hm, I’m sure that full-blooded cats do,” Valerie tilted her head, knelt beside the tub and dipped a delicate hand into the hot water. “Nope, don’t hate it. Feels very nice, so why don’t you come over here and feel it, Charles?” 
 
    “Sure.” I smiled, crossed the room, knelt beside, and dipped a hand in beside hers. “Yeah, that feels great. I usually just take showers, baths seem a little too…” 
 
    “Feminine?” the cat-girl giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” I breathed. “I once read in one of those trashy magazines they sell at the stores that the richest of ladies take baths every single night.” 
 
    “Really?” Valerie tilted her head. 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded, ran my fingers over the surface of the water, and created tiny waves. “They fill the water full of bubbles, bath salts and other luxurious types of things, put on these strange herbal face masks, tie up their hair, and just sit in the hot water… for hours on end.” 
 
    “For hours?” the cat-girl gasped. “Doesn’t the water get too cold?” 
 
    “No, I think they invented some type of heater recently,” I chuckled, pulled my hand out of the water, and rested it in my lap. “They just pop it underneath the tub, and it keeps both the tub and the water warm.” 
 
    “That seems like a pretty dumb invention to me.” Valerie shrugged. “You make better inventions than that, I bet you could make something way impressive with one hand tied behind your back!” 
 
    “Women don’t want to buy things invented by men,” I exhaled. “They want products made for women by women, that’s how it’s always been.” 
 
    “I’d buy your products, Charles,” the blonde grinned, reached out, and cupped my cheek. 
 
    “Would you?” I snorted. “Can you afford it?” 
 
    “Well, you said that the wealthiest women take baths every night,” the cat-girl declared. “So, I’m going to take a bath every night too and become the richest woman in the whole town! Then I can afford to buy your inventions!” 
 
    “Sure,” I laughed. “I’m sure that’s how you become the richest woman in the city.” 
 
    “I bet that’s how the Duchess did it,” the blonde inclined her head. “I can do it, too.” 
 
    Valerie sighed softly, glanced into the almost full tub, turned off the water, and then stood. The feline arched her back, lifted her right leg into the air, and pointed her dainty foot toward the ceiling. Valerie exhaled softly, let the leg drop, and then did the very same thing with the other leg. 
 
    I watched the muscles in her lean legs tense, relax, and flex. Without thinking, I moved forward, and ran a single finger down her inner thigh, pressed my hand fully against her soft flesh, and then traced invisible shapes down to her perfectly shaped ankle. 
 
    Valerie’s eyes fluttered closed and soft whispers escaped her plump lips. My mouth felt dry, and my throbbing erection pressed hard into the skin of my thigh, but I brushed my fingertips back up her leg to her velvety inner thigh. 
 
    “Will you help me?” Valerie lifted her long curtain of hair, turned her back to me, and gestured toward the zipper at the back of her clothes. “I can’t reach it.” 
 
    “Sure,” I stated as I stood. 
 
    My fingers grasped the cold metal of the zipper, pulled downward, and the fabric parted to reveal her blemishless skin underneath. I gulped loudly, lifted my eyes, and connected with her gaze over her shoulder. Her oceanic blue eyes glittered heatedly, and I felt the burning need within her. 
 
    I pushed the dark brown fabric down over her shoulders, and then watched as it fluttered down around her ankles. Valerie’s hips were wide, wider than most, and her waist tapered into a point. If I placed my hands on each side, I bet that the tips of my fingers would brush together. 
 
    “My gods,” I breathed, leaned forward and pressed a tender kiss to her shoulder. “You’re so beautiful, my creation… my love.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulled her to me, and hugged her tightly to my chest. Then I whispered sweet nothings into her neck, pressing soft kisses there as I went, and my hands wandered over her taut, lean stomach. 
 
    “Charles!” Valerie gasped. 
 
    “Yes?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Please,” the cat-girl gasped, wrapped her tail tightly around my wrist and jerked my hand downward. “I need you, I want you, I love you.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted a bath,” I snickered but never stopped moving my hands over her body. 
 
    “I don’t care about the bath now,” Valerie whined. “Please, just make love to me, as a husband and wife do… because that’s what you are to me, Charles, I love you, you’re my husband.” 
 
    “Well, we’d have to be married to be husband and wife,” I snorted. “But, I could make that happen in the future.” 
 
    “Yesss, oh gods, yes.” The cat-girl threw back her head and moaned. “I would do anything to have that, just please, touch me, do anything, I’m yours.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get in the water first?” I gestured toward the steaming bath. 
 
    “I don’t want one,” Valerie cried. “I want you.” 
 
    “Just trust me,” I purred, unbuttoned my shirt, and slowly shrugged it off. “I’ll get in with you, and then I’ll touch you as much as you like.” 
 
    “Promise?” the cat-girl pouted, cupped her massive breasts, and glanced at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “Have I broken a promise yet?” I grinned. 
 
    “True,” the feline-woman breathed, dropped her hands, and let her perfect, voluminous breasts fall. 
 
    My eyes nearly burst out of their sockets as I took them in fully for the first time. Her pert nipples hardened in the cold room, and the color of her areolas matched the color of her plump lips perfectly. Her skin bristled with gooseflesh, and the feline-woman let soft giggles escape out from her perfect mouth. Then the ash-blonde lifted her right leg and dipped it into the hot bathwater. 
 
    Valerie’s back arched, her hands came to clutch at her breasts again, and she threw her head back with a soft hum. My penis flexed once and then throbbed angrily in my trousers as I imagined what it’d feel like to enter her. I couldn’t stand it any longer as the feline-woman stepped fully into the tub, lowered herself into the steaming water, and then reclined back against the white, porcelain surface. Her blue eyes were heavy on mine and burned with the same hunger I felt deep in loins. 
 
    My hands went to my leather belt, fumbled with it until it came loose, and then ripped it free from the rungs of my trousers. I hastily unbuttoned my pants, ripped down the zipper, and shoved them down around my ankles. I stepped out of them, kicked them aside, and stood in front of her almost naked. My erection pressed against the fabric of my striped underwear and the cat-girl’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Charles,” Valerie gasped. “You’re so big… I mean, the bulge is. I’ve never seen a male penis in real life before, but it’s nothing compared to the chart you have in one of your drawers.” 
 
    My cheeks flamed with heat all the way up to the tips of my ears, and I ducked my head out of embarrassment. I’d only had a few lovers before the cat-girl, and I wouldn’t admit this aloud, but that wasn’t the first time a woman had said that to me. 
 
    “Come clooooser, Charles,” Valerie beckoned, leaned against the side of the tub, and crooked a finger at me. 
 
    I shuffled closer, cleared my throat, and attempted to ignore the heat emanating from my face. It was strange, around other women like the Duchess, Delphine, and aristocrats, I was confident, assured, and poised despite my lowly position, but with the cat-girl, it was totally different. The blonde said things to me that no other women had, not just that I was well-endowed, she didn’t hold back in saying I was handsome or that she loved me. Around her, I felt nervous, bumbling, and embarrassed, but the cat-girl never seemed to mind. 
 
    “W-What?” I murmured, but the word caught in my throat. 
 
    The ash-blonde reached out, hooked a finger in my underwear, and slowly shoved them down. My penis sprung to life once free of its confines, and Valerie’s eyes widened at the sight of it. I cleared my throat, stepped out of the discarded underwear, and moved to step away, but the cat-girl grabbed me by the hip. 
 
    Valerie gripped me tightly, pulled me closer, and then tentatively licked the head of my penis. My eyes rolled back in my head as I groaned and relished the new, tantalizing sensation. 
 
    “Valerie,” I grunted deep in the back of my throat. “That feels so good.” 
 
    “Does it?” the cat-girl giggled. “You like it when I liiiick you?” 
 
    “Yes, please don’t stop,” I groaned. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    Valerie leaned forward, brought out her pink tongue, and lapped at the head five times in quick succession. I felt the precum ooze out of me as illustrious gasps ripped up my throat. The blonde snickered, gripped my penis in her hand, and then took me entirely into her mouth as her tongue wrapped around my length. My eyes slammed open, and I thrust forward instinctively, but Valerie followed with my movements. 
 
    The cat-girl bobbed on my penis, and wet noises emitted from her lips as she sucked on me enthusiastically. Right as I felt like I was about to explode, she pulled away with a soft giggle. 
 
    Dizziness played around my mind for a moment, and I attempted to stay steady on my feet. I rubbed at my eyes, chuckled, ran the same hand through my hair, and shook my head. 
 
    “Wow,” I exhaled. “Just… wow.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get in, Dr. Rayburn?” Valerie simpered, leaned back, cupped her elbows and pushed her perfect breasts out. 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” I smirked.  
 
    I lifted a leg, stepped into the heated water, and then lowered myself on top of the feline-woman. Valerie gazed up at me, opened her lips to speak but let them hang open for a moment. 
 
    “You’re so goddamn beautiful, Valerie,” I breathed. “What did I do to deserve you?” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do anything, Charles,” the cat-girl replied, lifted her hips and brushed her womanhood against the head of my member. “You deserve to have everything in the world, me included.” 
 
    I moved my hips forward, brushed my member against her, and the cat-girl arched back with a moan. I snickered softly, gripped her right breast in the palm of my hand, and then took the nipple of the left into my mouth. I sucked on it gently and tweaked the right nipple with my fingertips as the head of my penis brushed against the outside of her core. 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore, and I felt as if I didn’t do something right now, I would explode, so I let go of her breast, gripped my penis in my hand, and pressed it against her lips. Valerie threw her head back, squeezed her eyes shut, and moaned up at the ceiling. Her ears laid flat against her head, her tail beat at the side of the tub, but she lifted her hips higher for me to enter. I pushed forward inside of her, gasped loudly, and felt her walls clench around my member. 
 
    I thrust into her deeper until our bodies were pressed together, and then gazed down into her wide, oceanic eyes. 
 
    Finally, we were joined.  
 
    “Charles, yes,” the feline-woman moaned, ran her fingers through my hair, pulled me closer, and pressed her lips to mine. 
 
    I fell into the kiss as I drew back my hips, and then pushed forward softly. The cat-girl lifted her legs, rocked her hips, and then wrapped her legs tightly around my waist. I already felt on the verge of orgasm with each tiny movement, and suddenly, the cat-girl slammed her hips upward. 
 
    I gasped, slammed my eyes open, and gripped the edge of the tub over her shoulder. Valerie giggled softly into my ear, dug her nails into the soft flesh of my back, and guided me in and out of her tunnel. The feline-woman moved faster than I ever expected, and each time her hips met mine, pleasure exploded up through my groin like tiny pops of fireworks. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I grunted. “You’re so tight, it feels so good.” 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie exhaled, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. “You’re so big, bigger than I ever imagined. I love it when you’re inside me. I want you to make love to me all night.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not hurting you?” I drew back. “Usually, the first time is painful for women.” 
 
    “No, not at all.” Valerie shook her head. “It hurt for a little bit when you first entered, but it feels soooo good, I don’t want it to stop ever. We can go faster… if you’d like.” 
 
    “Is that what you want, my love?” I tilted my head. 
 
    “Yesss.” The cat-girl nodded. 
 
    I gripped the feline-woman by the shoulders, pulled my hips back, and then slammed forward with all of my might. Valerie’s mouth dropped open, her face scrunched up, her hands gripped me by the forearms, and a roaring scream ripped up her throat. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Charles! Yes!” the feline-woman bucked her hips. 
 
    Water sloshed out onto the tile floor, but I didn’t care, all I concentrated on was getting the cat-girl to orgasm. I wanted to hear her moans, feel her walls convulse around my penis, and experience the tension between the two of our bodies. 
 
    “Valerie!” I roared. 
 
    “Yes, Charles, yes!” the cat-girl sang, rocked her hips, and slammed up to meet me. 
 
    Our bodies slapped together in the water, coating every inch of ourselves in the liquid and our sweat. Suddenly, Valerie grabbed me by the arms, shifted underneath me, and then flipped me over onto my back. I chuckled deep in the back of my throat as the blonde loomed over me, a wide grin plastered over her pink lips. 
 
    “If this is what you wanted, you could’ve just asked.” I snickered. 
 
    “I figured this would be more fun,” the cat-girl shrugged, dug in her knees, and rode me. “Oh, gods… oh, Charles!” 
 
    My hands jabbed out, held her by the hips, and forced her down each time. Valerie’s cries reached a fevered pitch, echoed off the walls, and rang back to us, but neither one of us were paying attention. 
 
    The woman looked so beautiful as she swayed above me, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. Her long, ashy blonde hair was damp, not fully wet but stuck to her skin, and her chocolate brown ears twitched with pleasure. Her long, luxurious tail weaved over her shoulder, and every few seconds would whip madly. 
 
    Valerie’s hands slammed down on my chest as she bit her lip and moaned softly. Her head rocked back, her hips moved even faster, and her eyes fluttered closed. I could feel it within her, the building tension in her thighs as she gripped onto me tightly. The feline-woman’s mouth fell open as my hands shot up, cupped her breasts and squeezed them hard. 
 
    I thrust deep inside of her, felt her walls tighten, and then she convulsed with pleasure. She was so close to orgasming, I could sense it deep within her, and I tightened my grip on her hips. Then I slammed the blonde down on my member, ripped her back up, and pushed into her harder than ever before. Valerie’s mouth dropped open, her head hung back, and her long hair brushed at my fingertips. 
 
    “Charles! Yes! Faster! Harder!” the cat-girl screamed through gritted teeth. 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile that spread over my face as I lifted my hips and thrust into her. Finally, her body released, and her vagina shuddered around my massive member. 
 
    Valerie’s brows knit together, and her lips pulled down into a deep ‘O’ shape. She almost looked as if she were in pain, but I knew that wasn’t true. The feline-woman dug in her hips, rode through the orgasm with rising and falling screams that rang in my ears like music. 
 
    As her womanhood tightened on me for the last time, I sensed my own orgasm rising to the surface. I gritted my teeth, pressed my lips into a hard line, breathed out hard, and rocked the cat-girl on my length.  
 
    “Ohhhhh…” The cat-girl cupped her breasts in her delicate hands and rested her head on her shoulder as her hair created a curtain around her face. 
 
    “Fuck, Valerie,” I roared as I sat up and pounded into her. “Yes, oh gods, yes! You feel so good! You’re so tight!” 
 
    “Charles, yesss, Charles, I want you to give me your seed!” Valerie whimpered. “Give it to me, give me your seed! You’re so hard, yes, yes!” 
 
    My head fell back as my member tensed and then blasted my frothy seed deep inside her womb. I jerked forward as my penis twitched, but I didn’t let go. Instead I thrust even deeper inside her, allowing all of my semen to come out inside of her accepting body. 
 
    “Charles…” Valerie breathed as soon as we had both come down from our climaxes. “Wow… that was… that was the best thing I’ve experienced in my entire life. I’m warm everywhere. Especially inside.” 
 
    “Was it better than tasty birds and warm sunbeams?” I snickered. 
 
    The feline woman collapsed on top of me as she took shaky breaths, but she raised her head and grinned. 
 
    “Waaaay better than those things,” the cat-girl grinned, slid off my cock, and nestled in the water beside me. 
 
    “Good, I’m glad.” I chucked, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and brought her in close. “I’m so lucky to have you, Valerie.” 
 
    “No, Charles.” Valerie shook her head. “I’m so, so, so lucky to have you!” 
 
    “Well, let’s agree to disagree,” I grinned. 
 
    “No,” the blonde pouted. “I was created solely by accident. You would’ve been here without me. I always needed you to create me, Charles, that’s why I love you so much. You put so much time and effort into my creation, even if you didn’t know it was ‘me’ you were making.” 
 
    “I-I… I love you, Valerie.” I uttered. 
 
    “I love you, Charles!” the cat-girl cried, rolled over on top of me, and gripped me by the shoulders. “Now, let’s do that again!” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Well, good afternoon,” A.B. snickered. “You two disappeared almost as soon as you got home and put the bear in the cell. Did you have a good night? Getting clean? Inside and out? Scrubba-dub-dubbing?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” I muttered, ducked my head, and headed toward the cell. “Valerie made me promise to give her a bath, and that’s what we did.” 
 
    “Mmmmhmmm,” the brain hummed. “Did you do anything else? Did you tack on ‘Lover-boy’ onto your long list of credentials?” 
 
    “N-no,” I chuckled. 
 
    I peered in between the cell doors, but the bear was still asleep, curled into a ball in the far corner among the scattered hay. The massive, brown beast’s chest rose and fell evenly, and I knew for sure that the tranquilizer had worn off. Once it awoke, it’d be back to its feral form we’d seen in the forest, and I wondered for a moment how we would get it into compartment C. Would I have to drug it again? 
 
    “Nooooo, that’s not true, Charles,” Valerie sang, hopped down the last three stairs, curled herself into a ball, and then rolled forward. “We did more than just have a bath! We made loooove! It happened, A.B., it finally happened, just like you said it would! Charles is sooo big, and it was marvelous! Better than I ever imagined! I’m full of his seed now, and it feels great!” 
 
    “That’s a lot of information I didn’t need,” A.B. snickered. “But, I’m glad you two lovebirds finally got down and dirty.” 
 
    “It wasn’t dirty,” the cat-girl protested. “We were in the bathtub, we got clean as we did it!” 
 
    “It’s just a saying, Val.” The brain swiveled in his tank. “But, I’m very happy for the two of you… now if we could only find a reanimated she-brain for me, then we’d be one big happy family. We could intertwine brain stems, and bump against each other in the bubbles of this very tank… ah, makes me miss having a body, mainly a pen--” 
 
    “Uhhhm.” I cut him off, cleared my throat, turned, and held my hands behind my back. “Can we please stop talking about this?” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” A.B. muttered. “So, what’s on the agenda for today, Charles? Do you even know what time it is? I’ve been alone all day, circling this damn, bubbling tank like a lobster in a fancy restaurant. I even had the same thoughts of a lobster, if they could have conscious thought. When will I die? Will I be boiled in a pot or simply turn belly up and float to the surface? Is my shell getting redder? Harder? Or is it just my eyes?” 
 
    “Well, for one, no, you’re just as grey as you always were,” I snorted. “You don’t have a shell, I’m not even sure how you’re alive now so, let’s continue to believe that you’re immortal, and finally, no one wants to eat you, probably not even the bear.” 
 
    “Now that’s just an insult,” A.B. scoffed. “I’m sure the bear would scarf me up if you laid me out on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Do you want to be eaten or not?” I snorted. “But to answer your earlier question, today… we’re doing the hardest bit. Valerie and I are going to load up the wagon, she’s going to hide in the back, and then we’ll ride off to Delphine’s. I’ll go inside, make a big scene about signing a contract, seduce her into going upstairs, and you know the rest. Knock her out, use the pulley system to hoist her body up and out the window. Lower her into the wagon, make a big show of leaving, bring her back here, get her into the machine, and repeat the experiment. Then presto-chango, hopefully, we’ll have another monster-girl.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to go inside with you?” Valerie asked. “I could sneak in with my power, no one would know. I’m just scared Delphine will hurt you or something.” 
 
    “I’ll be alright, there’s nothing to worry about,” I assured. “As long as I either use the tranquilizer or a blunt object to get her unconscious, I should be fine.” 
 
    “I wish I could come with you on all of these adventures,” A.B. sighed. “They sound so fun, and I never get to go anywhere.” 
 
    “You could build him an apparatus,” Valerie offered. “Maybe like a case, filled with A.B. solution that you can carry on your back.” 
 
    “Oh, I meant you could just attach some straps to my normal jar and carry me around your neck,” A.B. chuckled. “But that’s an even better idea, why don’t you build that for me, Charles? I’ve never asked you to build me anything before.” 
 
    “That’s a lie.” I smiled, turned, crossed the room, and began to gather the supplies. “You once asked me to build you something like a hamster ball so that you could wander around the lab.” 
 
    “That was one time!” the brain protested. 
 
    “What about the series of liquid-filled tubes all around the room so you could have a ‘tunnel system.’” I grinned, grabbed the large fabric tarp from yesterday, and hung it over my shoulder. “Or the electrical propeller you wanted to be attached to your brain stem in case I built either of those prior things? Did you forget about those too?” 
 
    “That’s three things!” the brain griped. “Practically nothing compared to the things you’ve built for the Duchess!” 
 
    “Edony always paid me, housed me, and put food in my belly,” I chuckled, grabbed another set of newer pulleys, and then a length of woven rope. “When have you done any of those things? I house you, and clean you, and what do I get in return? Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” A.B. cried. “You call constant friendship, witty banter, and hilarious jokes nothing? I see where I stand in your life, Charles, just throw me out, you don’t need me! I’m utterly useless! Just as the Duchess said, a disgusting installment.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I uttered. “Have you forgotten that I told Edony that ‘the brain is fascinating and I love to study it’?” 
 
    “Ohhhh.” The brain wobbled in the bubbles and nodded. “I guess you’re right, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Do you have all of your supplies ready?” Valerie chirped. 
 
    The cat-girl stood beside the cell, easily gripped the cell bars, and climbed toward the ceiling. The ash-blonde was eerily silent, and her hands and feet didn’t even make a whisper of sound against the cold metal. 
 
    “When will she wake up?” she asked 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I stated as I loaded a small bag with the supplies I’d need to take in. “She’s still sleeping off her tranquilizer cocktail. Maybe when we get back? Or shortly after? I’ll probably have to dose her again before we place her in the machine, though.” 
 
    “Noooo,” Valerie whined. “Don’t do that again, not only was it super scary for me, but it hurt her.” 
 
    “There’s no other way,” I stated and then lifted a finger into the air before she could reply. “And you’re not going to ride her into the compartment. That was just crazy, and I’m still a little upset about it.” 
 
    “If you’re so upset,” Valerie simpered, crawled down the bars, flipped upside down, and hung there effortlessly. “Why don’t we go back upstairs and do something about it.” 
 
    Warmth flashed across my face, and I ducked my face away as I stuffed more of my supplies into the fabric bag. I didn’t know how many times I’d made love to her the night before. We’d started in the master bathroom and ended up back in my bedroom. By the time we finished, exhausted, and cradled in each other’s arms, the sun was just starting to peek through the curtains in my bedroom. 
 
    “No,” I snickered. “We’re not doing that until we get home and finish the experiment, understand? We have science we have to take care of during the day.” 
 
    “Ooookay,” the cat-girl pouted, unfurled her tucked legs from the bars, flipped once, and landed with her back toward the room. “As long as it happens some time tonight.” 
 
    “It will, I promise.” I shook my head. “We have a lot of things to do, lots of scary, possibly death causing things to do today.” 
 
    “But isn’t that what makes it even more exciting?” the cat-girl cried. “The threat of death gets the adrenaline pumping!” 
 
    “Nope, I do not feel the same,” I tittered. “The last few days have been filled with threats of death, and I never once thought they were exciting.” 
 
    “I did!” Valerie sang, rushed forward, and picked up the bag of supplies. “It was lots and lots of fun! Especially last night, beating the crap out of those two guys! It felt so gooood!” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that at least one of us got enjoyment out of catching a bear, almost getting killed, and then nearly getting mauled by a wild animal.” I chuckled, glanced toward the silent cell, and then headed for the stairs. 
 
    “She didn’t try to maul you!” The cat-girl threw back her head. “She didn’t even break or bump into anything! She did great!” 
 
    “We’re going to err on the side of caution,” I stated. “I will drug the bear before we put it into compartment A, are we clear, Val?” 
 
    “Yesss,” the cat-girl mumbled. “I understand why you want to do it, but she hasn’t--” 
 
    “Val,” I warned. 
 
    “Fine, fine, fiiiine,” Valerie mumbled, slumped her shoulder, and trudged up the stairs after me. 
 
    “Be safe!” A.B. shouted. “Make good choices, don’t get into trouble, and don’t get killed!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, exhaled, and headed for the prepared wagon. The horses whinnied excitedly, beat at the gravel with their hooves, and then snorted loudly as they calmed down. Valerie hoisted the heavy bag of supplies, placed it back underneath the seat, and then pressed her hands to the sides of the cart. The feline-woman lifted herself, stretched both of her legs into the air until the toes pointed at the darkening sky, and then fell forward into the bed of the wagon. 
 
    “I never know how you pull that off.” I shook my head, came around the side of the cart, grabbed a stray blanket, and placed it over her. “I’d probably break my back if I tried.” 
 
    “I’m just really flexible,” the cat-girl shrugged. “I can bend and twist into any shape that I want!” 
 
    “Oh,” I coughed. “I know you can…” 
 
    The cat-girl lifted the hem of the blanket, peeked out at me with flushed cheeks, and then grinned roguishly. 
 
    “You liked it last night, didn’t you, Charles?” the cat-girl purred. 
 
    “I-I… I did,” I smirked, grabbed the side of the driver’s seat, and hauled myself into it. “Are you saying you didn’t?” 
 
    “That’s not true at all!” the feline-woman cried. “I loved it! So much! All-day, all I can think about is your biiig, haaaard member inside of me. I get all gooey inside at the thought of it, my belly turns to frothy soup, and I feel like if I can’t have it, I’ll just keel over and die!” 
 
    “I feel exactly the same,” I grinned. “Now, cover yourself back up, okay? No one can see you, or else.” 
 
    “Why can’t I use my powers, Charles?” Valerie asked. “I become invisible, anyway.” 
 
    “Invisible, yes,” I nodded. “Undetectable, no. If you took a single step around Delphine’s manor, one of her servants or guards would be on you within seconds. Your power is great for spying, standing perfectly still, but moving around and sneaking? No.” 
 
    “Okay, Charles.” The cat-girl grumbled and pulled the blanket back over her head. “I’ll do as you say.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I hummed. 
 
    I gripped the leather reins in my hand, snapped them against the horses’ backs, and then steadied myself as they pulled away. I knew the way to Delphine’s manor, but not well compared to the Duchess’. I’d driven past it on many occasions and sensed its ominous, oppressive aura from outside of the gate. Since she was the second most powerful woman in the city, Delphine had a sizable manor, though not as grand or as beautiful as Edony’s. 
 
    The horses made good time, and soon, the wagon wheels bumped from rough dirt onto the smooth, brick pavers of the street. I pulled slightly on the reins, kept my eyes on the road straight ahead, and ignored the sidelong glances from the aristocrats wandering the streets. I felt their judgment and disdain as their eyes roamed over my features. Their gazes followed after me when I passed by and then continued down the street. 
 
    “How much farther?” Valerie whispered. “It’s getting kind of hot under here.” 
 
    “A little longer,” I breathed. “I can see the manor from here, maybe another five minutes?” 
 
    “Okay, but when we get there, I’m going to take the blanket off, activate my power, and then lay very still in the wagon.” The cat-girl murmured. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I nodded. “As long as you don’t go anywhere or move around too much.” 
 
    I raised my head, leaned it back, and took in the towering four stories of Delphine’s manor. I wouldn’t say it was beautiful, in fact, I found it almost tacky and repulsive compared to Edony’s duchy. The house was packed, built with bricks so bright red that they burned my eyes in the evening sun, and the white of the columns had faded to a smoky yellow. Massive flowering bushes and trees had been placed along the lane, almost a semblance to the Duchess’, but not as breathtaking. The flowers and greenery looked too real, their leaves buttery and smooth like the surface of plastic, almost as if some earthen magic type aristocrat had altered them. 
 
    Servants in mustard yellow velvet suit jackets raced up and down the massive stairs that led to the front door, and a few stopped to stare as the wagon came closer. I held the reins tightly in my hands, took a shaky breath, and then slapped the leather straps against the horses’ backs. 
 
    The beasts took off into a run, and the wagon bounced underneath me as the sight of the manor filled my eyes. Once we reached the outer gate, I pulled the reins back, stood from the driver’s seat, and waved to the manservants. A rough-looking man hurried over, stood inside of the gate, eyed me suspiciously, and then spoke in a gruff voice. 
 
    “What do you want?” the servant asked.  
 
    He looked in his late thirties, but his face was lined with the wrinkles of a much older man. His dark blue eyes were blurry with exhaustion, and when he opened his mouth to bark at me again, I noticed his lips were dry and cracked. 
 
    “Hello?” the man croaked. “What do you want from the mistress of the house?” 
 
    “Yes, hello,” I boomed, plastered on a fake smile, and bowed low to him. “I wish to speak to Delphine Vallantine, I wish to sign a consort contract with her effective immediately.” 
 
    The servant’s face paled, and he glanced warily back at the manor house before turning back to me. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” the footman nodded, folded his hands in front of his body, and cleared his throat before stepping forward. “But sir, I say this as another man who been employed by Ms. Vallantine for most of his life and not as her paid employee… is this something you wish to do? I’ve seen consorts come and go, alive and… dead. The last batch we had through here, two of them were seen by the local doctor with whip lacerations across their backs.” 
 
    My stomach twisted into knots at the thought of such horrors, but I kept the fake smile in place. I’d made the right decision to choose Delphine for the experiment, since she wasn’t as horrible as the Duchess, but she would do for now. Within a few hours, the plump, atrocious woman wouldn’t exist, and a new monster-girl would be in her place. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Delphine has given me an offer I cannot refuse. So, I’ve thrown off my apprehension and done what is best for me and my career. I can no longer refuse her, but more importantly, I don’t want to. I want to be Delphine’s consort, more than life itself.” 
 
    The manservant’s eyes narrowed on my face. Then he scoffed, cleared his throat, and turned on his heel. The older man gripped the gate with his gloved hands and shoved to the right as the entire panel moved at once. The servant gritted his teeth, grunted and strained against it, but finally managed to open it up enough space for my wagon to pass through. The man clothed in yellow dropped into a low bow but kept his dark blue eyes glued to the gravel at his feet. 
 
    “May the gods have mercy on your soul, then,” the servant whispered under his breath as we passed. 
 
    Sweat beaded on my forehead, and I gulped loudly at his meaning, but I steered the horses toward the front of the marble stairs anyway. 
 
    Once I was through, he closed it and then raced past the cart toward the manor. He huffed loudly as he pumped his arms, and I watched from afar. The manservant climbed the stairs two at a time, and once he reached the door, he threw it open with both hands. In the blink of an eye, he was gone from sight inside the massive building, where I assumed he scurried off to tell Delphine the news. 
 
    My eyes scanned the perimeter around the manor, all of the overgrown bushes and shrubs placed strategically around the base of the foundation. They would do perfectly hiding Delphine’s unconscious body when I lowered it out of one of the windows, but another problem rose to the surface. Would all the servants be wandering around outside when I left? Last night, when Valerie and I went to catch the wild animal, the Duchess’ duchy was alive with staff even as we left at three am. 
 
    There was no way I could be caught, especially during the heat of the moment with Delphine’s seemingly dead body. I’d have to figure something out and fast, but not only that, I didn’t even know the location of Delphine’s bedroom. How was I going to get the wagon over there without the servants noticing? 
 
    I pulled back the reins, tied them off to the driver’s seat, took one glance into the bed of the cart, and then hopped down. Then I grabbed the fabric bag and leaned close to the fabric blanket, where I knew Valerie hid, and whispered. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I muttered. “It shouldn’t take very long, but I’m not entirely sure how long it will be. Wait for me, okay? When it’s time to go, I’ll let out a low whistle, and that’ll be your cue, alright?” 
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Valerie purred, peeked out from underneath the blanket, and blew me a kiss. “Be safe, okay? I love you so, so much.” 
 
    “I love you more, my dear.” I murmured, reached in, and mussed her hair. 
 
    I hoisted the bag out of the wagon, held it tightly to my side, leaned my head back, and gazed over all of the massive windows. I breathed a heavy sigh, squared my shoulders, came around the cart, and hurried up the stairs. 
 
    The same manservant waited for me at the open-door, and he looked visibly winded. His wrinkled cheeks were bright pink, his chest rose and fell quickly, but the most concerning part was the thin layer of ice that dusted his shoulders. 
 
    “Mistress Vallantine will see you in the drawing-room,” he gasped. “If you will, please follow me.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. 
 
    The man clothed in yellow bowed once, cleared his throat as he stood, and then turned on his heel. I followed after him as he led me deeper into the large house, and I took in all of my surroundings. The manservant guided me down a long hallway lined with massive portraits, and each one depicted a short, chubby, gray-haired woman with similar features to Delphine. Each woman wore a dress in mustard yellow, with their hair pulled back and piled into a mass on the top of their heads. All of their poses were the same too, seated in a high-back chair, their faces angled slightly to the right with their left hand raised, and the fingers curled. In the palms of their hands floated large, fist-sized balls of ice, a visual representation of their magical ability. The eyes of each painting followed me as we ventured deeper down the hall toward a single, ominous door. 
 
    I didn’t have to guess that these were Delphine’s ancestors tracing back centuries. They looked exactly like the old, decrepit crone. I snapped my head back toward the manservant as his hand gripped the door handle, and the other knocked on the solid, stained oak. 
 
    “Yes?” Delphine’s thickly accented voice snapped. 
 
    “Mistress Vallantine,” the servant squeaked. “Mr. Rayburn is here to see you… ” 
 
    “Ahhhh, yesss,” the gray-haired woman sneered. “Send him in.” 
 
    So, the manservant swung open the door, stepped aside, and gestured me in. The room beyond was massive, shaped into an oval, and lined with towering shelves filled with books. The ceiling was made entirely out of glass and shaped into an intricate dome spliced together with different sized panes. 
 
    Delphine Vallantine sat in a high-back leather chair behind a large, dark wooden desk, and papers were spread out in front of her. The stout woman wore a violet colored, high-collared  dress with white lace at the throat. Her gray hair was curled and styled into the same way as each time I’d seen her before. The chubby woman wore a pair of half-rimmed glasses and stared down at one of the sheets of paper with her tongue in the corner of her mouth. 
 
    The gray-haired woman lifted her head, settled her muddy-water eyes on my face, scoffed, and then let a simpering smile spread over her pale lips. 
 
    “The Alchemist,” Delphine smirked, placed her folded hands onto the top of her desk, and leaned forward. “How lovely of you to stop by, I heard the reasoning behind your visit, and though I am surprised, I’m delighted you came to a decision that would benefit the both of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” I stated and glanced over my shoulder as the door behind me swung shut. “I decided that it would be better to be at your mercy than against you in this situation.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Delphine nodded, snatched up a piece of paper, glanced at it, and then dropped it. “I’ve already drawn up a contract if you’d like to sit down and look through it. It’s nothing too fancy, you will willingly submit to me, give up all of your connections to the outside world, make your entire life about me and my pleasures and finally, be at my beck and call. There are a few other rules thrown in there, but they’re all minor.” 
 
    “No,” I stated, crossed the room, and sat down in one of the low chairs across from her desk. “I’ll sign it without reading, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Ah, very well,” Delphine chuckled. “Though I would suggest reading it, I wouldn’t want you to break a rule and not even know it.” 
 
    “I won’t, Mistress,” I forced out. “Even if I make a mistake, I’m sure you will punish me accordingly, and that is a risk I'm willing to take.” 
 
    “I’m surprised at you, Charles.” The gray-haired woman leaned back in her chair, tented her fingers, and stared at me over their tips. “The last time we spoke, you seemed… disgusted in my presence, revolted even. What made you change your mind so suddenly?” 
 
    “If you want the truth, Delphine,” I cleared my throat and then spoke honestly. “My time with the Duchess is running out, I haven’t produced what she’s asked for, and when the deadline comes, I will be executed. If I sign a consort contract with you, I’ll be under your protection and…” 
 
    “Therefore, protected from the Duchess,” Delphine grinned. “I understand perfectly, Charles. If you were any other man… I might have half a mind to send for Edony and tell her what you just told me, but since I’ve been eyeing you for a while… I won’t. You see, the Duchess and I may be on the same social standing, but we are not, by any means, friends. She has the prestige, wealth, and power that my family has always deserved and been deprived of. So yes, this little secret stays between the two of us until the time comes, and your deadline is not met. Shall we?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” I breathed and gazed over the desktop. “Edony will know nothing of this until it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re in agreement, Charles,” the gray-haired woman tittered, tapped the side of her nose, and then sniffed loudly. “I’m still quite flabbergasted to see you sitting here in front of me. I thought I'd have to drag you out of that laboratory of yours by your hair, but you’ve decided to come along willingly, what a treat.” 
 
    “The papers?” I whispered, gestured toward the spread-out pile, and then grabbed a pen. “I’d like to sign them as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Delphine snickered, collected them, and pushed them across the desk. “You’ll need to sign at the bottom of each page, not too taxing, I don’t think.” 
 
    “I do have a request of you.” I grabbed the first sheet, barely glanced at the paragraphs of words, and scratched a signature at the bottom. 
 
    “And what is it?” Delphine’s satisfied smile fell from her chapped lips. “You haven’t been one of my consorts for five minutes, and you’re already asking for something from me? Not very good, Charles, this may go on your permanent record.” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” I breathed. “I only wish that once my documents are signed, the two of us retire to your bedroom to consummate the agreement.” 
 
    Delphine’s thin, plucked eyebrows shot up, a sly smile spread over her grayish lips, and the stout woman shifted excitedly in her plush seat. 
 
    “Do you?” the gray-haired woman tutted. “I didn’t know you were such an excitable man, Charles.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to try out the… product?” I forced out through a broad, fake smile. “I can assure you, those who’ve lain with me were pleasantly surprised with my range of anatomical knowledge and… equipment given to me from birth.” 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Delphine purred. “Hurry up and sign the papers, then I’ll show you to my personal chambers.” 
 
    “But, I have another request,” I stated. 
 
    “What is it, my darling?” the gray-haired woman simpered, leaned forward, and tucked her chin into her palm. “If your request is as sweet as the first, I might just give it to you.” 
 
    “Send your servants away,” I uttered. 
 
    “What?” Delphine drew back, narrowed her eyes, and held her hands tightly in her lap. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Just for the night.” I pushed on. “You can keep your guards on, just the manservants and such.” 
 
    “Why?” Delphine squinted. “Why would you request such a thing?” 
 
    “Mistress, if I could be quite cavalier.” I held the fountain pen above the dotted line. “I haven’t laid with a woman in quite some time, I may be a bit rusty at first, but I would like to pleasure you until I physically can’t anymore. I would like to spare your servants my embarrassment from hearing my struggles…” 
 
    “Ahhhh, a bit of performance anxiety, I see,” the gray-haired woman snickered. “That’s only natural. But if I do this for you, Charles, it’s the only time. After this, I cannot relinquish them from their duties.” 
 
    The gray-haired woman stood from her chair, ran her chubby, wrinkled hands over the fabric of her dress, cleared her throat, and then came around the desk. Delphine crossed the room, glanced at the papers spread out before me meaningfully, and then moved toward the closed door. The tiny woman ripped it open, tested her voice, and then shrieked down the long hall of paintings. 
 
    “Augustus!” her voice echoed. “Augustus! Come here right now!” 
 
    The sound of pounding feet against the slick marble floors reached my ears, and I craned my neck over my shoulder as another man in a yellow uniform came into view. The man pumped his arms, raced forward down the hall, came to stand in front of Delphine, and then threw himself forward into a low bow. 
 
    “Mistress Delphine!” Augustus shouted at the floor. “All the consorts are in their rooms, present and accounted for!” 
 
    “That’s not what I wanted from you,” the gray-haired woman snapped. “Though I am glad they are all resting well, especially after the outburst a few nights ago.” 
 
    “What is it that I can get for you then, Mistress?” Augustus panted. 
 
    “Dismiss all of the servants for the night,” Delphine instructed. “Tell them not to come back until tomorrow morning. I have pressing business to attend to, and I don’t want any of them around.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress!” Augustus shouted, slammed up into an upright position, and then spun on his heels. 
 
    “Also, Augustus,” the gray-haired woman called. 
 
    “Y-Yes, Mistress?” the man in yellow paused with wide eyes as he turned halfway around. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn wasn’t here, do you understand me?” Delphine growled. “If any of the servants breathes a word of his presence here, you or them will be executed in the street by midafternoon tomorrow, do you understand? No one must know that he was here, in my office, not other aristocrats and especially not the Duchess. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” 
 
    “Crystal, Mistress,” Augustus nodded. “I’ll let the other servants know. No words will pass our lips.” 
 
    “Very good, now get out of my sight,” the chubby woman barked, turned on her heel, and then glanced over her shoulder in my direction. “Now, Charles, have you finished signing your paperwork?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” I nodded, lifted the papers, and offered them up. 
 
    “I’ll look over them in the morning.” Delphine took them, came around the desk, didn’t glance at them, and slipped the packet into one of the drawers. “Now, if you will follow me, I’ll show you to my personal quarters. Over the next few weeks, I’m sure you’ll become well acquainted with them, and the rest of the manor, but my room is the most important, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” I nodded, slipped into the role of dutiful consort, stood from my chair, and followed her from the room. 
 
    “These are all of my ancestors,” Delphine stated and gestured toward the paintings. “I’m sure you could tell from our strong resemblances.” 
 
    “Yes,” I uttered. “I noticed them on the way in.” 
 
    “The Vallantine’s have been breeding with a specific family for hundreds of years,” the gray-haired woman huffed. “Though my luck with the mongrel they’ve given me from their lineage has proved less than fruitful. Each child that emerges from my womb is nothing more than a vile brute and has to be cast away to some sort of training school out west.” 
 
    All of her children were boys, why couldn’t she just say that? What made my sex so vile to the women of this society? What had we done in years past that had been so terrible that we'd become nothing more than servants, pets and… sexual objects? 
 
    “Don’t you ever want to see them?” I asked without thinking. “You’re their mother, after all.” 
 
    Delphine paused for a moment in the hall, one of her hands held in the air, and I felt the temperature drop as her eyes met mine. 
 
    “Tell me, Charles,” the gray-haired woman muttered. “Do you remember your birth-giver? Do you have any memory of her at all?” 
 
    Birth-giver, what a strange word to describe the person who gave you life. It was cold and unfeeling, almost sterile as it slid off her tongue, and I had to wonder, how many times had she referred to herself as that as she handed off her newly born sons? 
 
    “No, my mother?” I replied. “No, I can’t recall her face or touch, anything like that. Most of my memories are filled with the schoolmarms that taught me, though they were no semblance of a mother.” 
 
    “Then that should answer your question,” Delphine sniffed. “Your birth-giver probably did exactly what the rest of us do when a beast is born from our wombs. We women are not equipped to take care of such monsters, it’s not in our nature. The schoolmarms and other caretakers are trained how to do so, you shouldn’t question how society works, Charles. It’s been this way for centuries, why change it now? Or do you secretly envy the life that women live? I can understand why you do… we live in luxury while all men are forced to be our servants, but there’s no other way, Charles. Men need handlers, you’re not strong enough to survive on your own. If we, women, wanted, we could wipe your mere existence off the face of the earth.” 
 
    “I’ve come to accept my place in society,” I sighed. “There is nothing I can do but try to better my situation.” 
 
    “Yessss, yes.” Delphine nodded, stepped forward, and strutted down the hall. “And that’s why you made the brilliant decision to come to me. I commend you for it. Women may live in luxury, but few men, when they sign contracts as consorts become lap dogs and are taken care of by highly powerful women. They live without want, or need, with food in their bellies, a roof over their heads, and a warm place to sleep at night, and all they have to do is please their mistress a few times a week. What more could a mongrel want? It’s the same with you, Charles, you saw the life you were living underneath the Duchess’ power and sought out another mistress to take care of you. You knew that I could provide and treat you better than she could.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” I breathed. “I believe that I can better myself under your guiding hands and instruction.” 
 
    “But speaking of birth-givers, sometimes, I like to look at my servants, even my consorts, and wonder who their birth-giver might be.” Delphine stepped forward, glanced over her shoulder, and then turned a corner. “Could one of them be another aristocrat on the same level as me? Could one of them be the Duchess’ beast? I did have one a few years ago that had her fair hair, pale complexion, and striking violet eyes. He was one of my favorites, though sadly, he was taken away from me when I was outbid to be his keeper.” 
 
    “Outbid?” I asked. “What does that mean? I’ve never heard of that before.” 
 
    “Ahhh, yesss,” the gray-haired woman sneered. “I’m sorry, that’s something I’m not supposed to talk about with… civilians and vermin, but since you’re my consort now, I’m sure I could let you in on our little secret.” 
 
    “I would love that, Mistress,” I spoke through a broad, fake smile. 
 
    “There’s a trading and bidding system in place for all male consorts,” Delphine went on. “It’s been around for thousands of years, though few know about it. It’s mainly for the higher-powered aristocrats, those with expendable wealth and lots of time on their hands. Consorts are bought mainly through contracts, as you know from the paperwork you’ve signed, but many don’t know is that contract is indefinite, there is no end date for your servitude.” 
 
    “So, once you become a consort, you will always be a consort?” I asked in a calm voice as I attempted to stop my racing heart. 
 
    “Correct,” the gray-haired woman leered. “As I said, the contract is indefinite, and once a mistress tires of a consort, she can sell her contract off to another aristocrat. Or the aristocrat can go directly to the consort and pay out their contract or offer them a better one with larger incentives. That method is frowned upon in our little group, it’s not exactly fair to the person they’re taking from, especially if it’s a favored consort. As before, one of my companions was bought out from underneath me, and that aristocrat has been blacklisted from bidding forever.” 
 
    “So, it’s the buying and selling of men?” I uttered. 
 
    “Yes, if you want to put it as plainly as that,” Delphine nodded. “But this is different from trading a head of cattle or selling off a load of product. This is a living, breathing beast, it needs more than a barn to lay down in, a fresh layer of hay and clean water. They have needs and wants, and as their keepers, we must provide for them.” 
 
    “And what does the Duchess think of all this?” I followed closely behind her and gazed ahead of us. “She has to know about it, she’s the one in power, correct?” 
 
    “The Duchess?” Delphine scoffed. “She doesn’t care, why should she? Like my family, Edony has a firm breeding contract with a high-standing family in the east. She has no need for consorts, though she has yet to produce an heir, it’s quite sad for her. She’s only given birth twice in her lifetime, and both of them have been abominations, I can only assume she’s having the same problems as I, but I can’t say for certain.” 
 
    “If you have this rigorous breeding program with another family.” I started, took a breath, and then went on. “Then why do you feel the need to have consorts, Delphine?” 
 
    The gray-haired woman paused, thought for a moment as her dark brown eyes studied the floor, and then she turned to face me. 
 
    “Let me ask you a question,” the stout woman chuckled. “Isn’t it more interesting to have multiple dogs with different personalities, temperaments, and qualities than to have a single dog that won’t obey its purpose?” 
 
    To hear it put so plainly made my stomach roil, I already knew we were thought as beasts, vermin, even trash, but to lower my entire sex down to the level of dogs? It shouldn’t have surprised me, any of it, but it still made me sick to my stomach to hear it pass someone’s lips so easily. 
 
    “Have I upset you, Charles?” Delphine probed. “I know it’s a touchy subject, but you should know by now, as a man, that this is just how things are.” 
 
    “No, I’m not upset,” I replied as I rolled my shoulders and stood a little straighter. “It’s hard to hear things put so bluntly.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” the stout woman inclined her head to me. “It must be challenging to hear the truth, but, you will learn to accept it over time if you haven’t already. Just be a good lap dog for me, and I will treat you well, better than the Duchess ever could.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” I breathed. “I believe you will be a wonderful keeper for me. I can already tell.” 
 
    “As long as you obey my commands, we will have no trouble,” the gray-haired woman giggled. “Now, this way, Charles, up the stairs. My rooms take up the entire top floor, except for the west wing where all of the consorts reside. You will live there too. Eventually, you’ll have your own room and a small bathroom, and you’ll be given a key into the playroom for whenever I call you. I do believe that you are going to be my new favorite.” 
 
    I trailed after Delphine and had to stop myself from wrapping my hands around her thick, veiny neck. I felt disgusted, used, and dirty, and I hadn’t even done anything yet. I hated that I had to agree to all of this and pretend to be her toy, even if it was fake. For the slightest of moments, I’d had second thoughts about choosing Delphine as the next patient in the experiment, but now, all of those were gone. The stout, gray-haired croon deserved to die, more than anyone I’d ever met, and it gave me pleasure to know I’d be the one to take her life away. 
 
    “These are my quarters.” Delphine gestured with both hands. “Here, come this way. It looks like all of the servants have cleared out already, so there’s no need for you to be worried that we’ll be overhead. Though, my guards are still downstairs at the door and gate. If you try to escape me and your contract, you know what that means, you’ll be executed, without question.” 
 
    “I understand, Mistress,” I stated, opened her bedroom door for her with a flourish, and then dropped into a low bow. “But I’ve weighed all of my options, and this is the best one for me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way, Charles,” Delphine snickered, brushed past me, and stepped into the room beyond. “Come, I’ll show you where you’ll do most of your work with me and then… the playroom.” 
 
    Delphine’s bedroom was massive, larger than any quarters I’d ever seen. The walls were covered in thick, pink wallpaper, and the scent of rosewater hung in the air along with another smell I couldn’t quite place yet, but it stuck to the tip of my tongue like copper. The bed was raised on a pedestal with three steps leading up to it, and the mattress looked big enough to sleep four or five people. Starched white curtains hung from the four-poster’s columns and brushed against the white, speckled marble. 
 
    The room was filled with plush cushions, high-backed chairs, and a long couch pressed up against the wall, and my stomach turned as I realized all of them were turned toward the enormous bed like the seating of a grand opera. I didn’t want to know what went on in this room, and I certainly didn’t want to see what was inside of this ‘playroom’ she spoke of. 
 
    My eyes settled on two, shiny objects attached to the columns of the four-poster, and it took me a minute to realize what they were… shackles. My gaze shifted toward the embroidered pastel pink and white comforter resting on the bed and realized that the dark flecks of reddish-brown weren’t in the original design but were droplets of old, dried blood. I gulped loudly and felt my stomach turn, twist, and knot itself. 
 
    “Give me a minute, Chaaaarles,” Delphine purred as she slipped behind a changing screen. “I won’t be long… and then I can try out the product you offered.” 
 
    “O-Of course, Mistress,” I uttered, searched around the room for any type of weapon, and then reached into my bag for the tranquilizer. “Is there any place you’d prefer me?” 
 
    “On the bed,” the gray-haired woman demanded. “That’s where I start off all of these encounters. I’ll be soft with you, Charles, but this is the only time. I am not a gentle woman, and I won’t force myself to be any other way, but since you’re brand new to this, I’ll have to train you just as I have with my other consorts.” 
 
    I crossed the room, climbed the three stairs, held the canister of clear liquid in my hand, and then slowly slipped off the protective tip-cap. I slid it into my pocket, wriggled onto the tall bed, sat in the middle of it, and slipped the syringe underneath one of the many pillows. 
 
    Then I took a deep breath.  
 
    “You know, Charles,” Delphine sang. “There’s one thing I’ve been wondering since you arrived.” 
 
    “What is that?” I answered. 
 
    “Why did you come to me for a contract?” the stout woman giggled. “I’m sure you could’ve gone to Edony first, though, as I said before, she doesn’t accept consorts. Why did you choose me out of all of the aristocrats in the city? You’re handsome for a brute, but I’m sure you know that there are plenty of younger women in this city that would die to lay underneath you and feel your member pumping inside of them.” 
 
    “You were the only choice,” I uttered, reached up and tucked the syringe deeper under the pillows. “You’re the second most powerful woman in the city, your cryokinesis is second only to Edony’s electrokinesis.” 
 
    “Ugggh, I hate when people put it that way,” the older woman sighed. “I’ve been ‘second to’ Edony, no matter what my wealth and power can do… at least until now. I have you, Charles, and no matter what the Duchess does, she can’t have you. She can’t offer you a better deal, and I know that the strongest woman in the city wouldn’t stoop as low to pay out a consort’s contract. I win this time, Edony doesn’t. I have something that she wants, and no matter what happens, I won’t give it back. You’re mine, Charles, body and soul.” 
 
    Delphine came around the changing screen, leaned against it, smirked, and I immediately wanted to vomit. The gray-haired woman had let down her long hair, and it hung around her shoulders in loose, frizzy waves. The older woman wore a sheer nightgown, and I was given a full view of her large, palm-sized nipples and the salt and pepper tuft of pubic hair between her thick, misshapen thighs. Her deformed, wrinkly body reminded me of wild elephants I’d seen in geographic books during my childhood. 
 
    My face went cold as all of the color drained from it, and I gulped loudly as I fought to keep my breakfast down. I tried to hide my disgust, but Delphine’s eyes hardened on my face instantly. 
 
    “What is it, Charles?” the stout woman asked, switched poses, and leaned her head back. “Are you unaccustomed to seeing the divine perfection of the female form?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” I gurgled. “I haven’t looked upon such a… beautiful body in such a long time. I’m sorry, I was overcome with awe.” 
 
    “As you should be,” Delphine breathed, softened her eyes, and sauntered forward. “Now, lay back, and prepare yourself for sheer ecstasy.” 
 
    “Uhhhm… alright,” I grunted, rolled my eyes toward the ceiling, and leaned back into the pillows. 
 
    A strange, sour scent overcame me as Delphine neared, and I realized it was emanating off of her bare skin. I hastily parted my lips, breathed in through them, and stared at the pristine white ceiling. 
 
    “Mmmmmm, Charles,” the gray-haired woman purred as she stood beside the bed. “I’ve dreamt of this moment since the first time we met. I knew from the second I laid eyes on you, that I needed to have you as my loyal pet.” 
 
    “I… feel… the same.” I forced out as my eyes slammed down from the ceiling and connected with hers. 
 
    Delphine’s tiny, chubby hand caressed my ankle, drifted up to my knee, and then moved toward the crotch of my trousers. My eyes widened, my lips pressed together into a firm line, and my left hand snaked up toward the hidden syringe. 
 
    The stout, gray-haired woman moaned and grunted as she moved her hands up and down my body and then finally rested them on my soft member. Her hands worked at it feverishly, and I groaned in the back of my throat. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Delphine snapped, retracted her hands, and glared down at me. “More of this asinine performance anxiety? You’ll learn that I don’t like to be kept waiting, Charles.” 
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, shifted out of her reach, and looked directly into her eyes. “I’ve just never looked upon a creature so stunning in my life, I’m anxious and nervous. I don’t know what’s come over me.” 
 
    “Hmph, if you can’t get it up yourself, I might have something for you.” Delphine rolled her eyes, turned toward her bedside table, and rummaged through the drawer. “I often give it to my consorts when they don’t want to perform for me, it does the trick even when they are unwilling. Here it is, you’ll take this tiny pill, and, in a few minutes, we’ll be sailing away to bliss.” 
 
    “No,” I growled, reached underneath the pillow for the syringe, and turned toward the vile woman. “You won’t be sailing away to anywhere… except your death.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Delphine’s eyes widened in horror, and she stumbled backward, but I was too fast. My syringe plunged down and connected with the thick flesh of her neck. The needle shone in the lamplight for a moment before it entered into her skin, and I slammed my thumb down on the plunger, injecting her with all of the tranquilizer. 
 
    “You bastard!” the gray-haired woman shrieked. “You beast! You’re in cahoots with the Duchess, aren’t you? Edony sent you to take down her only competition? Is that what it is?” 
 
    “I’m not working with Edony on this,” I growled as I pulled back the empty syringe and tossed it into my open bag. “The Duchess knows nothing about what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Then, you’re nothing more than a rogue!” Delphine cried even louder, held up her open palms, and pointed them at me. “Then I’ll have to take you down myself, a tamed dog that bites its owner isn’t even fit to live!” 
 
    Blue orbs formed in the palms of her hands as her power awakened, and the temperature inside the room dropped. The spheres solidified into hard balls of ice with spiky protrusions on each curve, and Delphine drew back her hand as she prepared to hurl them at me. 
 
    “What did you inject me with, Alchemist?” the naked, stout woman screamed. “Poison? Venom of some sort? Come on and tell me, but I’ll have you know, it’s going to take more than a tiny pinprick to kill me!” 
 
    I bent my knees, jumped onto the lush surface of the bed, and then dove behind it as the ice balls hurled right where I’d been standing. I peeked over the bedcover and watched as Delphine moved her hand in front of her body as if she were drawing a sword. The air glittered for a moment, and suddenly, a sharp, ice-weapon appeared in her frosted hands. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me?” Delphine shrieked, came around the bed and slashed out at one of the columns. “Maybe if you do, I’ll have mercy on you!” 
 
    I ducked down even farther, darted away from her toward the bedside table, and searched for an object I could use to knock her out. The tranquilizer had worked on the bear almost immediately, so why wasn’t it working on Delphine? She certainly wasn’t as big as the bear, so could it possibly be the presence of her powers within her body? 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” the gray-haired woman sang in her thick accent. “Where are you?” 
 
    My eyes landed on a heavy, silver bowl resting underneath the frame of her bed. The inside of it was dark with a dried substance, and I grimaced as I wondered what it could be. I grabbed it, tugged it closer, and finally realized where the coppery scent hanging around the room came from. The inside of the silver bowl was coated with dried blood, and at the very bottom, a small amount sloshed around. 
 
    I grunted it, held the bowl in both hands, strained against its heavy weight, and finally stood with it lifted over my head. Delphine stood directly in front of me as she came around the side of the bed, and then her eyes widened and fell on the massive silver bowl. Her mouth opened and closed for a moment like a trout out of water, but I didn’t have time to hesitate. In one swift movement, I slammed the container down on the crown of her head. 
 
    “Charl—wha--” Delphine barely managed out before her eyes rolled back in their sockets, and her legs crumbled underneath her. 
 
    I dropped the massive bowl with a clatter, leaned against one of the columns, and panted for air. Then I turned my head, gazed down at the bowl as it rested on its side and rolled in a lazy circle. I hastily righted it before blood from the bottom could dribble out onto the floor, and it fell into place on the marble floor with a loud bang. 
 
    I scrutinized Delphine’s limp body for a moment and held my breath as her body didn’t move at all. If I’d killed her, then she was of no use to the experiment at all, but not only that, what would I do with her body? I certainly couldn’t leave it here for her servants or guards to find. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I sighed as her thick, bare chest rose and fell with tiny spasms. 
 
    I shook my head, rolled my shoulders, cracked my back, and then stood a little straighter as I tiptoed around the bed. I found the closest window, ripped open the gauzy, white curtains, wrenched the pane open, and then stared out at the manor below. In the distance, I could make out the shape of my wagon still parked in the drive, but the only difference this time was no servants were milling about. 
 
    I turned, grabbed my bag from the floor, rested it on the bed, and then rifled through it. I held the metal pulley in my hand and flipped the folded tarp over my shoulder as I held the length of coiled rope in the palm of my hand. I came back over to the window, leaned out of it, and sighed out in relief. Above my head, affixed to the outside wall of the manor, was a long, black metal bar with a small curve at the end. I assumed it was used for hanging baskets of flowers in the summer and spring, but it would fit my purpose perfectly. 
 
    I reached out, gripped the metal bar in my hand, lifted my feet from the floor, and tested it with my full weight. It held well, but I wasn’t sure how it would do against Delphine’s enormous, flabby body. I had no other choice than to try. Worst-case scenario, Delphine fell three stories to the bushes below and had a few broken bones. I wasn’t entirely sure if she was injured if it would affect the experiment, but I was willing to try. There was no other way for me to get the woman out of the manor without being noticed by her vigilant guards. 
 
    I spread out the tarp on the floor, glanced toward Delphine’s motionless body, shook my head, and then turned back toward the open window. I worked the rope through the pulley’s mechanics, reached out, held tightly to the windowsill, and attached the metal contraption onto the hook. With the length of cable dangling out, I grabbed it, brought it back inside, and tied it off to one of the columns. 
 
    “Here we go,” I breathed, shook my arms, and then rolled my neck. “The hardest part.” 
 
    I crossed the room toward Delphine’s body, grimaced at her bare skin-folds, and then turned to gaze around the room. My eyes fell on a heavy, royal blue cloak resting on the back of one of the chairs, and I grabbed it with feverish hands. I threw the article over Delphine’s body, grabbed both of her flabby wrists, and then pulled her toward the tarp. I grunted with strain, gritted my teeth, and breathed heavily as I hauled the enormous, unconscious woman across the floor. 
 
    She slid pretty quickly into the silky robe, but her massive weight was the problem. No matter how far I pulled her, I had to stop and take a rest every few minutes from the tension in my lower back. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just toss her down the stairs when we get home,” I grunted. “I couldn’t do that with the bear, but maybe…” 
 
    I moved Delphine’s body over beside the tarp, worked her chubby arms through the armholes backward, and then stepped back with a satisfied nod. I bent my knees, hobbled closer, and then rolled the round woman onto the surface of the tarp. It took a few hefty pushes, but finally, the gray-haired woman rested directly in the middle of the fabric. 
 
    “Do it for science,” I groaned, turned, and grabbed the length of cord. “Do it for Valerie, the other monster-girls… but always do it for science!” 
 
    I yanked the rope through each of the copper eyelets of the tarp, pulled back with all of my weight, and tightly cinched each side together. Delphine was effectively swaddled within the fabric, and her face was no longer visible, nothing more than a lump of crème colored tarp. 
 
    I pulled the rope taut, jerked again, and lifted Delphine’s cocooned body into the air. It swung at first, and then hung there silently as I maneuvered it closer to the open window. Then, I held the rope in my hands, leaned out the window, gazed toward the wagon, and let out a shrill whistle. The blanket in the bed of the cart exploded up, and Valerie pounced into view. The feline-woman turned, waved excitedly with a massive grin, leaped into the driver’s seat, and cracked the reins. 
 
    The cat-girl guided the horses expertly toward the window and then pulled back the reins seconds before she was right under it. The horses halted, snorted, and then whinnied, but there was no one outside of the manor to notice the disturbance. 
 
    “Ready?” I called down to her. 
 
    “Ready!” The ash-blonde giggled. 
 
    I hoisted Delphine’s body even higher, climbed up onto the small window seat, rested my free hand on the side of the tarp, and pushed it out the window. The large sack swung wildly in a breeze for a moment, and I rushed to steady it with a hand. 
 
    I bent my knees, braced myself against the window sill, and slowly lowered Delphine’s body toward the wagon. If Valerie positioned the cart perfectly below, then the snug cocoon would rest perfectly in the bed without the need for adjusting. I moved hand over hand, made sure to keep a tight grip on the rope, and lowered the gray-haired woman toward the cart. I gritted my teeth with strain but managed to keep a good hold on the cable the entire time. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I worked, but suddenly, the weight attached to the rope was alleviated, and I leaned out the window to look. The crème colored bundle rested snugly in the bed of the wagon, and finally, I breathed a sigh of relief. I leaned back on my haunches, gulped loudly, reached out for the pulley, unhooked it, and let it drop down toward the wagon. The rope whispered out of my hands, and I let it go slowly so it wouldn’t hit Valerie on the way down. 
 
    “Good to go?” I asked, leaned out the window, and checked on the feline-woman. 
 
    “Yep!” Valerie nodded, tucked the pulley and rope in beside the bundle, and then sat back on the driver’s seat. “Hurry back, we gotta go!” 
 
    “I’ll be out in a minute!” I called out, turned, and searched the room for any sign I’d been there. 
 
    I hastily snatched up my pack, carried it as I came around the bed, and spied the silver pot from earlier. Thankfully, none of the blood from inside had spilled out, and I used the side of my foot to slide it back underneath the mattress. Delphine’s ice weapon was shattered on the floor and melted into small pools on the marble, and I kicked the larger pieces underneath the bed, too. 
 
    Nothing else seemed out of order, except for a few stray puddles of crystal clear water, but they’d be dry once Delphine’s servants realized she was gone. I crossed once more to the bed, grabbed the bedspread and sheets by the corner, and mussed them. Then, I shifted the mountains of pillows to make it look as if we’d lain in them for a long time. With a satisfied nod, I stepped toward the door, stopped, glanced in the mirror, and paused for a moment. 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, tufted up the back, pinched my cheeks to make them appear more pink than usual, untucked my pristine white shirt, and then loosened a few of the buttons, I even untied one of my shoes to make it more believable. I gripped the door-handle, swung it open, and staggered out for good measure. My footfalls were purposeful and loud as I trundled down the stairs, and finally, Delphine’s guards came into view in front of the massive door. 
 
    They wore pristine black suits and shiny dress shoes but kept their eyes straightforward on the walls as I passed. 
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen,” I grinned, tugged at my collar to reveal the purple bruises Valerie gave me the night before. “Have a wonderful night, don’t work too hard. Also, don’t tell anyone I was here.” 
 
    “We already heard from Augustus,” one of the taller men boomed. “We have no idea who you are anyways… Have a good evening, sir.” 
 
    One of the guards gripped the handle and ripped the door open for me. I glanced at him with a wide, fake smile, but his face showed no expression at all. I hopped down the stairs two at a time, peeked over my shoulder, but the guards were gone from the glass panes. 
 
    I sighed, squared my shoulders, and then broke out into a run toward Valerie and the waiting wagon. I didn’t pause or hesitate as I launched myself up into the driver’s seat, snatched the reins from her, and whacked them across the horses’ backs. The beasts broke out into a run, their feet pounding against the gravel of the drive and blasted through the open gate in front of us. 
 
    “Whoa!” the feline-woman giggled, grabbed onto my arm, and snuggled into me. “Hold your horses!” 
 
    “No time,” I barked over the clatter of the wagon wheels. “We have to get home before she wakes up!” 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take?” the feline-woman crooked her head. “The bear was still sleeping when we left earlier today.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “The tranquilizer didn’t start working until… after I knocked her out.” 
 
    “You did?” Valerie gasped. “That’s so brave of you… so brave and courageous and seeeexy.” 
 
    “I had to do it,” I gulped. “She was going to kill me with her powers, I had no other choice.” 
 
    “No, no, no.” The feline-woman shook her head. “I think it’s brave, courageous, and sexy, you can’t change my mind.” 
 
    Evening had already fallen hard on Edenhart, and the lamps that lined all of the streets burned in our path. A few aristocrats trundled down the streets with their consorts in tow, but again, from their strange, stumbling gait, I could tell they’d been out drinking for some time. Most of the women in our city seemed to forget themselves once they got some hard liquor into their systems. A few times I’d ventured into the taverns, drunken aristocrats had thrown themselves at me with loud flirtations. 
 
    I spied my manor high on the hill in the distance, and the sight of it calmed me a bit with its bouncing lanterns lighting the way up the drive. We’d be there soon, we’d get Delphine into one of the cells, I’d fix the parts of the machine that needed it, and then we’d finally have all the components for our second experiment. 
 
    “I’m so excited, Charles!” Valerie leaned in close and whispered. “Within a few hours, I’ll have a little sister! And you’ll have a new wife! Oh, I can’t wait to see how much she’ll love you because I know, for a fact, she’ll love you just as much as I do!” 
 
    Heat bloomed across my face, and I instinctively ducked my head away from her. Even though we spent so much time together, I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the way she spoke to me. Valerie poured out all of her love for me through her words and actions. No other woman had done that before, and it made me wonder, would the second monster-girl do the same? The same outpouring of love and adoration from two women? I wasn’t sure if I could handle it. 
 
    Our horses made good time through the city streets, and before long, we bumped along the incline toward my manor. I attempted to calm my racing heart, but I simply couldn’t, I was too excited to repeat the experiment. 
 
    Once we pulled into the drive, I yanked back on the reins, and the horses slowed to a stop next to the stairs into my basement. I hopped from the driver’s seat, offered my hands to Valerie, and then helped her down. The feline-woman leaped into my arms, and unlike all the times before, I managed to stay steady. I held her tightly to my chest and breathed in her sweet, natural scent. 
 
    “I love you so, so, so much, Charles,” the cat-girl purred, wrapped her arms around my neck, and leaned her head back. “I’m very proud of you, more than you will ever know. All of these aristocrats, these women, throw obstacles in your way, and you clamber over them with dignity and grace for the sake of science and love. I really respect that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Valerie,” I breathed. “You don’t understand how much that means to me. No one has understood me quite as you do.” 
 
    Our lips found each other's in the dark, and her sweet, floral taste filled my mouth and danced across my tongue. My arms wrapped around her tighter, and Valerie deepened the kiss as she pressed her entire body against mine. My member immediately sprung to life, and I groaned against her lips as she pressed into it purposefully with her thigh. 
 
    “No, no,” I chuckled, pulled away, and held her at arm’s length. “We can’t do that right now, Val, we have to get Delphine into the house and then into compartment B. If anything, we’ll have to do that when all of this is finished.” 
 
    “Oh, phooey,” the feline-woman grumbled. “Fine, Charles, what do you need to be done? How are we going to get Delphine down into the basement?” 
 
    “Well… I planned just to throw her down the stairs,” I snorted. “But thinking back on that, it’s probably not the best idea. She’ll definitely wake up if we toss her down a flight of stairs, and we certainly can’t have that, can we?” 
 
    “No, we can’t, but we could do something similar?” the cat-girl offered. 
 
    “And what is that?” I tilted my head. 
 
    “We could slide her down,” Valerie explained. “I can go in front, and you can go in back while holding the rope. We can take it slow, and she probably won’t wake up, but not only that, she’s bundled so tightly that even if she did, she couldn’t escape.” 
 
    I thought for a moment, cupped my chin, and then nodded in agreement. 
 
    “You’re right,” I smiled. “That’s a good idea, let’s do that. Now we just have to get her out of the back of the wagon and onto the ground. It doesn’t sound too difficult, but she’s a lot heavier than she looks.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never seen her in person but from the shape of the bundle.” Valerie glanced at the crème fabric with a grimace. “She looks to be pretty big, about half the size of the bear.” 
 
    “I know, getting her across a room was so tiring.” I hung my head back and sighed. “But it had to be done, we need her for the experiment. Let’s get started, shall we?” 
 
    “If you knocked her out and gave her a dose of tranquilizer, then a small drop from the wagon bed to the ground wouldn’t be… that bad?” Valerie offered with a crooked smile. 
 
    “I mean, it wouldn’t hurt to try,” I scoffed. “I have half a bottle of tranquilizer left, so if she does wake up, I can always dose her again, and as you said, she’s tied up pretty tightly. She can’t run away even if she tried.” 
 
    Valerie giggled, grabbed the sides of the wagon, lifted her body up, and then curled her legs underneath her. The feline-woman perched on the edge for a moment, and then hopped behind the large tarp-wrapped person. The cat-girl wriggled down at the end, braced her legs against the driver’s seat, and then pushed with all of her might. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding,” Valerie grunted. “She’s so heavy.” 
 
    “I told you,” I snickered, came around the wagon, and pulled at the fabric in fistfuls. “If we both do it, it’ll be easier.” 
 
    We strained for a moment, but then Delphine’s limp body rolled with our combined effort. I hastily stepped out of the way as the bundle rolled forward from our momentum and then tumbled to the ground with a muffled thump. I reached into my bag, held the canister of tranquilizer in my palm, and then waited, but no movement came from Delphine’s body. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I grunted, slumped against the wagon’s side, and slipped the canister back into place. “I don’t think I have enough energy to deal with her awake again.” 
 
    “Was it that bad?” Valerie whispered, came to the side of the wagon’s bed, and rubbed my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes…” I nodded and stared down at the tops of my shoes. “The more time I spend with you, Valerie, the harder it is to listen to the aristocrats speak about my whole gender. It’s disgusting… I’m so tired of it, you’ve spoiled me with your sweet words and actions.” 
 
    “I haven’t spoiled you,” the feline-woman simpered, rubbed against my cheek, and then pressed a soft kiss to it. “I’m merely treating you the way you deserve.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, and then sighed. “Let’s get her inside, the more time we take, the more of a chance we have of her waking up.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s get to it.” Valerie nodded, hopped from the back of the wagon, and grabbed the fabric of the tarp. 
 
    I moved to the other side, wrapped the rope all the way up to my shoulder, and then held the fabric tightly in my hands. It was so much easier maneuvering Delphine’s body with the feline-woman’s help, and before long, we stood at the top of the stairs. Valerie’s glittering, oceanic eyes met mine once as she smiled and then turned her head toward the steep stairs. The feline-woman guided Delphine’s front half down while I held tightly to the rope and prevented the body from sliding down on its own. 
 
    It took a long time, and when we reached the bottom of the stairs, we were both red-faced and winded, but we’d done it. Valerie and I carried the body forward, and then rested it against the ground and breathed heavily. But before we could do anything else, an earsplitting roar made the both of us nearly jump out of our skins. 
 
    “Uh, yes, hello, welcome back,” A.B. squeaked. “The bear is awake, and I’ve nearly soiled my tank. Please give it some tranquilizer stuff, it’s terrifying, and it’s been like this almost the entire time you two have been gone.” 
 
    “Give us a minute, A.B.” I gestured toward the bundle on the floor. “I’ll give it a dose after we put Delphine in compartment B.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Hunny,” Valerie called, raced over toward the cell, and pressed herself against the bars. “You’ll be alright, Charles and I are back. There’s no need to be scared anymore, pretty sure, you won’t even remember your past life. Sh, sh, sh, it’s okay, girl.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Valerie’s calming words worked on the beast, and the massive bear stopped snarling. It made a low groaning noise in the back of its throat, dropped the ground, and rested its head on its massive paws. The bear’s dark, round eyes followed after Valerie as she nodded once, turned, and then skipped back to me. 
 
    “Thanks, Val,” the brain sighed. “Finally, peace and quiet.” 
 
    “When did it wake up?” I asked, gripped the rope, and lifted my side of the body. 
 
    “Shortly after you left,” A.B. stated. “Just sat up and roared like it was being murdered.” 
 
    “Oh no, that makes me so sad,” Valerie pouted, grabbed her end and slid it toward the second, open cell on the right. “She must’ve been so scared here without us.” 
 
    “Uhhhh, I wouldn’t say that scared is the correct word,” A.B. tittered. “More like enraged?” 
 
    I lifted my side of the bundle, waddled until we were inside the second compartment, and then rested it against the metal floor. I gestured for Valerie to step out, bent down beside the fabric, uncinched the ropes, and let the fabric fall. Harsh lines crossed Delphine’s wrinkled face from where the fabric held her, and I hastily rolled her off of the tarp. 
 
    “Ew, cover that up, Charles!” the brain cried. “No one wants to see that nasty woman’s bare breasts!” 
 
    I chuckled, shook my head, tiptoed closer, and threw the cloak back over her nearly bare chest where a darkened, misshapen nipple poked out. I turned on my heels, grabbed the metal door, and slammed it shut. I stared in at Delphine’s body, glanced over at the relaxed bear at the other side of the room, and then breathed a relieved sigh. 
 
    “It’s nearly done,” I stated. “All I have to do is fix my machine, and we can continue in the name of science.” 
 
    I took a step away, but the sound of shuffling fabric, and scuttling feet made me freeze in my tracks. Then I glanced over my shoulder as a seething red face came into view through the small window and then screamed. 
 
    “Raybuuuuurn!” Delphine screamed. “What have you done to me? I’ll kill you for this, do you hear me, vermin-trash? I’ll slaughter you until there’s nothing left but bones and bits of bloody flesh!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “I swear to the gods, Rayburn,” Delphine snarled through the glass. “I’ll fucking destroy you.” 
 
    “Oh… Oh, no,” I breathed, and tumbled a few steps away. “Delphine--” 
 
    “What are you doing?” the gray-haired woman barked, gazed around the containment room, and then her eyes snapped back. “Let me go this instant, Charles, I’ll ruin you. You signed a contract! You’re my consort, you’re mine! Why the hell am I in this cage? What are you planning to do with me? Keep me in here for the rest of my life? My guards will find my rooms empty and immediately suspect you!” 
 
    All the rage I’d built up inside finally boiled over, all of the injustice and sexism I’d encountered over my lifetime came to a head, and I stalked forward. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I growled. “Want to know something hilarious that you didn’t even notice, Delphine? When I signed ‘my’ contract, I didn’t sign it with my name. Your servants have been sworn to secrecy, so once they realize that something has run amok, they’ll go searching for ‘Charlton Mayfrome’ and then realize that man does not exist. Your manservants and guards don’t know who I am, have barely even heard the name Charles Rayburn, how will they be able to find me? They won’t. We have no connection to each other, none at all.” 
 
    “Y-You can’t do this,” Delphine sputtered. “I’m the second most important woman in this city! They’ll know I’ve gone missing!” 
 
    “That may be true, Delphine,” I chuckled, shook my head, and came closer to the compartment’s door. “But I’ll bring you back to my point; there’s no connection between the two of us. I left your house in full view of the guards and everything. They already know, from your decree, not to tell anyone that I was there. Even if my name does come up, as I said, my name isn’t in any of your consort records, so there will be no ties between us. I visited, we had consensual sex, I left and then… you disappeared off into the night when all of your servants were gone.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you, Rayburn!” Delphine shouted. “I can kill you now, even while I’m trapped in this cage! My powers can reach well beyond my body!” 
 
    “Even if you did harm me or take my life,” I shrugged. “There would be no one here to let you out of the compartment. Valerie certainly wouldn’t help you, and A.B. doesn’t have arms to let you out. So either way, you kill me, or you don’t, you’d still rot in the machine until you died of starvation or dehydration. It’s your choice, Delphine.” 
 
    “Y-You can’t do this…” the gray-haired woman cried. 
 
    “I have, and I’ll do it again,” I smirked. “You see, you may not know about the experiments I’ve been working on for the Duchess, but one of them worked. My machine finally worked instead of bringing death and destruction as it’s done before, and it created a half-human hybrid. It didn’t matter to me that the sex of the creature wasn’t what I intended, I’d finally created life where there was none. I made something so beautiful and too pure for this world, and I can do nothing but strive to replicate the experiment.” 
 
    “That’s me!” Valerie cried, stepped forward, and threw her hands into the air. “I’m the successful experiment! I’m so excited to meet you! Just wait, you’ll be my little sister in no time! I can’t wait to see what you look like after Charles is done with you! Before he experimented on me, I was nothing more than just a stray cat and a thief, but look at me now! I’m so much happier, and I finally have a man to love!” 
 
    Delphine’s face paled, her mouth hung slack, and she stared between Valerie and me for a second. She seemed more upset by the last bit of information than all of the rest, and I could understand slightly. Delphine grew up in a society where men were hated and treated like slaves, but here, Valerie openly spouted about her love and adoration for me. 
 
    The gray-haired woman looked absolutely awestruck as her eyes finally settled on the feline-woman. The muddy color of them glittered for a second as she took in all of Valerie’s appearance. 
 
    “You’re… you’re part cat…” the stout woman breathed, held her cloak closer to her throat, and backed away. “A-And part human… how… is it because of the Alchemist? Did he conjure something like this? How did this happen?” 
 
    “In all honesty, it’s none of your business.” I shrugged, took a step closer, and smirked. “But since you won’t be alive for much longer, I’m sure that I could tell you a little. The Duchess came to me about a year ago, asking if I could create her some sort of ‘super-soldier,’ I never asked the reason why she wanted them, and I’m sure if I did, I wouldn’t be alive right now. I created the glorious machine behind me, and Edony provided me with prisoners from the local jail.” 
 
    “W-Why would she want these ‘super-soldiers?’” Delphine whispered, more to herself than me, and I simply shrugged. 
 
    “As I said before, I don’t know her reasoning behind wanting the ‘super-soldiers,’ she never told me, and I didn’t ask, end of story. The Duchess provided me with prisoners from the local jails, and I used them in my machine, most of them… no, all of them died. Horrible deaths, honestly, burnt to a crisp, electrocuted, all sorts of ways, I’d even seen a man turned entirely inside out, that one was a mess to clean up.” 
 
    “Is… is that what’s going to happen to me?” Delphine croaked. 
 
    “No, oh gods, no,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure how the process works, but I will place another being into compartment A, place a small amount of blood into compartment C, turn the machine on, and then, wait… Somehow your soul, essence, or something like that will be transferred into an entirely new being. Like Valerie, she came from a female prisoner sent to me by mistake and a stray cat that got into my laboratory. She was created entirely by accident, though I’m glad to have created her, she’s made my life so much better. Valerie has shown me a life where men and women love each other, openly and freely. No one is a servant in our relationship. We are equals.” 
 
    “She sounds like an abomination!” the gray-haired woman snapped. “An abomination with disgusting views of the world! How anyone could think that way… it blows my mind. Men are meant to be servants from the moment they emerged from the womb.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong!” Valerie cried, stepped forward, and placed her closed fists on her hips. “Charles is so intelligent, smarter than any other person in this whole damn town, but not only that, he’s kind, sweet, and tender! None of you ‘aristocrats’ gave him a chance because you believed the same thing that’s been passed down for centuries. You’re nothing but a sheep, Delphine, you follow along blindly behind the rest of the wealthy people and never bothered to open up your damn eyes! Men aren’t toxic! The society you live in is!” 
 
    “So, Charles,” Delphine smirked, leaned back, and smirked. “You created a sex doll that spouts off andro-centric rhetoric you wanted to hear. Should I congratulate you? You’re certainly not going to get it from me, oh gods, just wait until the Duchess finds out about all of this, she’ll find it hilarious. Maybe she won’t kill you, she’ll simply use you as her fool in the courts. This is a joke, right? She’s just wearing cat-ears and a tail to fool me? There’s no way this is real, Charles.” 
 
    “This is all genuine, Delphine,” I stated, stepped forward, and placed my hands around my back. “Valerie is real, the machine is real, and the Duchess’ plot is all authentic. Look at my creation, Delphine, there is no way that this woman beside me isn’t real.” 
 
    “T-Then, you’re mad,” the gray-haired woman sputtered. “Or I’m mad… There’s no way that all of this is true, no logical way any of this could be true.” 
 
    “Take a good, hard look,” I grinned. “Look all around you, Delphine. All of this is real, and once I’m finished fixing my machine, your little friend there in the cell across the room will go into compartment A, and then bang! Boom! I’ll have a brand-new monster girl, and she won’t remember her life as the horrible Delphine Vallantine.” 
 
    “There’s no way you can do this…” the gray-haired woman whispered. “You… you just can’t.” 
 
    “There’s where you’re getting stuck.” I reached out, grabbed a wrench, tossed it into the air, and then grabbed it with the other hand. “I can do this, there’s no one here to stop me.” 
 
    “No, I’m wrong.” Delphine shook her head, pointed at the middle of my chest and grimaced. “You’re the mad one, you’re utterly insane, Charles Rayburn. You’re a monster! How did I not notice? How hasn’t Edony noticed? Or has she simply ignored it in hopes of getting what she wants? How have you tricked her into thinking that you’re sane?” 
 
    “I haven’t tricked anyone.” I threw back my head, ran a hand through my messy black hair, and cackled. “I’m the sanest person in this room! How could you say such a thing? Ah, yes, I’m sorry, Delphine, but I’m going to have to cut this little conversation short, I have to fix my machine first, and then we can finally move on with the experiment.” 
 
    “I’m so excited!” Valerie threw her hands into the air, spun in a circle, and then gripped her tail between two hands. “You’re going to be my little sister! I know you’re a bit older than me, but once you go through the process, I’m sure you’ll be the same age, or a little younger! Don’t worry, Delphine! Oh… how set are you on the name ‘Delphine’? I don’t particularly like it, but it’s alright, we’ll most likely change it once you go through. Ooooh, I love the name Daisy! That’s a cute name for a bear-girl! What do you think, Charles?” 
 
    “I like it!” I grinned, turned toward my machine, and gripped a sheet of corrugated sheeting. “But we’ll decide once the experiment is finished, it’s better to get to know her first before we name her, especially since you’re the one who named yourself.” 
 
    “Well, you helped me pick out my name, Charles!” The feline-woman giggled. “That’s why I love it so much, so, yes, let’s wait until she’s here, and then we’ll decide.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Delphine shrieked, her hands formed into fists at her sides and her face burning bright pink. “Have you forgotten you have a powerful, rich woman locked in a cell? If someone were to walk in right now, all of you would be executed!” 
 
    “Not me,” A.B. tittered. “Can’t kill a reanimated brain, plus, they probably wouldn’t even suspect me.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we get it, A.B.” I snorted. “You are not included in any of these crimes against humanity, not only that, how would they arrest you? Take you out of the tank and place a single shackle around your brain-stem?” 
 
    “Oh gods, you are mad.” Delphine slapped her closed fists to her forehead, paced the inside of the compartment with wide, terrified eyes. “You’re talking to a brain… a brain in a tank, in a lab with a feline-human hybrid. How… how did I get myself into this mess?” 
 
    “For one, it’s my laboratory,” I corrected. “And two, you wanted this, you tried to peel back the layers of ‘the Alchemist, Charles Rayburn.’ As you said before in your office, it’s a bit unexpected, right?” 
 
    “I meant that you showed up at my manor asking for a consort contract!” the gray-haired woman screamed, raised her fists, and beat them against the window. “Not that you were some type of mad… scientist creating monsters in your laaaab!” 
 
    “I’m not a monster,” Valerie pouted. “I’m just… a little different from most women!” 
 
    “I don’t care, you’re disgusting!” the gray-haired woman roared, and beat at the window. “Vile! Horrendous! Grotesque! The ugliest thing I’ve ever laid my eyes on, and if I weren’t trapped in this compartment, I’d destroy you with a single swipe of my hand!” 
 
    Delphine’s voice was drowned out by an even louder sound, my head whipped in the direction of the cells and saw as the massive brown beast stood on its hind legs. The brown bear threw back its head, dropped open its mouth, and bellowed at the stone ceiling. The creature’s curved talons wracked against the bars and Delphine’s eyes widened from across the room. 
 
    “Why do you have a bear in there?” the gray-haired woman squealed. “You’re more insane than I first thought!” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that’s our little friend.” I nodded, pushed the sheeting toward my machine, and opened compartment A’s door. “And then, she’ll be… you? I’m not sure how to explain it to an outsider. You and the bear will become… one being through the process of the experiment. She’ll have some of your traits, maybe even your cryokinesis, but she won’t have all your memories or your horrible personality, she’ll most likely receive those from our furry friend over there.” 
 
    “My… my life will end, and everything I’ve done will be meaningless?” the gray-haired woman gasped, pressed herself against the cold, metal wall, and stared forward through the glass. 
 
    “But was your life that important?” I replied. “I mean, Delphine, look back at your life and ask yourself, ‘do I do anything of real meaning?’ Or were you just a terrible woman who did awful things to those around her? You treated your servants and employees as if they were mere beasts with the ability to speak, I saw it for myself. Did that make you feel good? At the moment, it happened, but ask yourself, did it matter how you treated them? Because my answer… is yes. If you hadn’t been this horrible, horrendous person, maybe I wouldn’t have chosen you.” 
 
    “Why not the Duchess, huh?” Delphine squawked as tears formed in the corners of her eyes and dribbled down her wrinkled cheeks. “She’s wealthier, stronger and… meaner than me, why me?” 
 
    “Edony?” I knelt, turned my head, and glanced over the crest of my shoulder. “No, absolutely not.” 
 
    “And you’re reasoning behind this?” Delphine sobbed, peeked over at the still raging beast, and then stayed glued to the wall. “Why couldn’t you have used her?” 
 
    “Well, the Duchess is far too powerful, not just in the sense of her abilities, but if she were to go missing, everyone would know.” I scoffed. “You should know this, Delphine, just because you’re the number two around the city doesn’t mean that anyone would be entirely concerned if you disappeared. In fact, I’m sure your manservants, guards, employees, and most certainly your consorts will be relieved that you’re gone. I used to think my sole purpose on this earth was to better it with science, and that hasn’t changed, but now, I think one of my many purposes is to rid this world of horrible women like you. Maybe I haven’t chosen the Duchess yet, but eventually, maybe I will. Women like you, the aristocrats in this town, are what makes it terrible, and I will cleanse Edenhart of all of you, one by one.” 
 
    “You… you can’t do that.” Delphine shook her head. “You’ll kill the whole town.” 
 
    “Sure, maybe,” I shrugged. “But then, each time I take down another horrible woman, it’ll be replaced with a beautiful, intelligent, and loving monster-girl. That’s the type of future I want to live in, where men can live in peace alongside women, not what we’re currently surviving in.” 
 
    “That will never happen,” the gray-haired woman snapped, curled her hands into fists, and wiped away her tears. “I know it, and you do too, Charles.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” I scoffed. “But with each woman that I convert, we move a little closer to that reality. Alright, the floor is replaced, now, compartment A, it won’t take very long, Delphine, just be patient with me.” 
 
    I moved across the room, grabbed the welder, metal sheeting, and dragged them over to compartment A. I slowly dismantled the glass bell jar, set it aside, tore out the panels where it used to be, and then dragged over the new paneling. I placed the helmet over my face, snapped on the welder, bent my knees, and slowly began to weld the pieces together. 
 
    I could hear Delphine shouting in the distance, but the active welder drowned out most of the words she spewed at my back. Nothing she said made any difference to me, she’d never change my mind, I was doing this for the sake of improvement and science, and what I’d said was true. I wanted to change the world, to shift the view of the male sex into a better one, and I wouldn’t stop until it was done. 
 
    Valerie’s shadow danced across the walls in front of me as she twirled, leaped, and rolled across the stone floors. I knew how excited she was to have a little sister, and I wanted nothing more than to give that to her. I wanted to provide the feline-woman with anything she wanted, hell, I’d find a way to tear down the stars if she asked for them. 
 
    I did quick work of creating the new and improved compartment A, sat back on my haunches, and took in the colossal booth. Then, I nodded once, stood from my position, turned, and grabbed the new door. I fitted it into place, bolted it in, swung the door open and closed, and then welded it flawlessly into place. I sighed softly, pressed my lips together into a thin line, nodded, placed my hands squarely on my hips, and then stepped away. 
 
    “The bear will need another shot of the tranquilizer,” I stated. “And before you say it, Valerie, we’re not allowing you to ride her into the compartment, that’s totally out of the question.” 
 
    “Dangit.” The feline-woman pouted, flipped through the air, and crouched on the corner of the examination table. “But it was so much fun, and she liked it!” 
 
    “She was heavily drugged, and I’m sure if you tried it again, you’d be mauled,” I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Let me out, Alchemist!” the gray-haired woman shrieked. “If you dare lay a hand on me, I’ll kill you right here and now.” 
 
    “I expected this to be your reaction,” I smiled kindly. “I’m personally not going to lay a hand on you, but you’re already in my machine...” 
 
    “Y-You can’t!” the stout woman shouted, drew back, and scuttled toward the back of the compartment. “Let me out right this instant!” 
 
    “We’ve already been over this, Delphine.” I tutted. “I’ll do whatever I want, whenever I want. I recall once you told me that you had a way of getting things that you wanted. I may be a man, and oh so much lower status than you, but I too have that ability. Also, I’d like to remind you, you’re certainly not in a position to be demanding things from me.” 
 
    “Charles… you can’t… please.” Delphine finally broke as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’ll do anything, please, just let me live. I can give you money… prestige… a bigger manor with a larger lab… I’ll do anything, just don’t kill me!” 
 
    “It’s too late,” I grunted. “You should’ve thought about those things before you treated my gender so horribly. I understand it’s part of our society, and you’ve been raised to feel this way your whole life, but a second of kindness, even a single act may have spared you. I have no other choice, Delphine, than to put you down… like the bitch you are.” 
 
    The room fell eerily silent as my words echoed off the walls. They seemed more potent than I intended, and chills raced up and down my spine. I’d used the phrase mongrel, how many times had I heard that word hurled at me from the mouths of aristocrats? I wasn’t a mongrel beast, all of them were, and what I was doing now only solidified that feeling within my body. 
 
    Delphine’s watering eyes dried instantly, and her jowls snapped shut. Her face was pale, her dried lips a pinkish color with emotion, but her hands stayed curled into tiny fists at her waist. I knew she didn’t listen to what I said, my words were utterly meaningless to her, but I’d said them, I’d finally uttered what every man had thought at some point in his life. 
 
    “Do you think your little speech will make me feel different?” the gray-haired woman spat at the frosty glass of her containment unit. “That I’ll suddenly feel sorry for everything I’ve ever done to my servants and consorts? You must be stupid and mad--” 
 
    I didn’t allow her to finish her tirade, I slammed forward, and slid the metal panel over the glass window closed.  
 
    “Now, for the bear,” I sighed as Delphine’s screams were muffled behind the door. “We’ll use the pulley system for it. I don’t quite have the energy to lug it around.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Charles,” Valerie simpered, hopped from the shelf, and hurried over. “You dose the bear, and then we can use the pulley system to get it inside compartment A. Then all you need to do it get your blood into compartment C.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed. “I appreciate your help so much.” 
 
    “Of course, Charles!” the feline-woman giggled, grabbed the pulley ropes, and swung them closer from the overhead contraption. “I love you, and I want to help you with your work.” 
 
    I sighed, turned toward the pacing bear in the first cell, lifted the spear, and aimed at the soft spot between its neck and shoulder. I thrust forward, hit my mark, and pushed all of my weight against the spear until the needle disappeared into the bear’s fur. The colossal creature yelped, pulled away, swiped at the spear with a massive paw, and bared its teeth at me. I hastily removed the spear from in between the cell bars, leaned against it, pressed my lips into a hard line, and waited. 
 
    It took a few dozen seconds for the tranquilizer to work through the bear’s system, but before long, the enormous beast wavered on its four feet, stumbled forward, and crashed to the floor by the cell entrance. It wasn’t entirely asleep but docile enough for me to open the door and prepare to load it into the pulley system. 
 
    “Here, Charles!” Valerie sang, skipped over, and rolled the rope and pulleys back to me on the metal track.  
 
    “Good, good.” I nodded. “Will you help me get the bear into the ropes? I know the pulley system can support its weight, it’ll just be difficult doing it by myself.” 
 
    “Of course!” the feline-woman giggled, raced forward, and then flipped twice. 
 
    Valerie and I managed to wriggle the ropes underneath the bear’s massive weight three times, wrapped the cords around its feet, tied them together, and then worked the length through the pulley system. We cranked the lever together, strained against the weight of the bear until it lifted off the ground, and then pushed it toward the open door of compartment A. 
 
    The cat-girl’s eyes glittered excitedly, and she licked her lips and hopped around happily as we pushed. I may have been exhausted from the day’s events, but my heart beat wildly in my chest. We were so close, minutes away from the second experiment, and I couldn’t seem to calm myself down. 
 
    “Alright, one more push,” I urged. “There we go!” 
 
    Valerie and I tugged the hanging bear into compartment A and let it hang there for a second as we worked at the lever. The two of us lowered the enormous beast to the ground, untied all of the ropes, retrieved them, and then backed out of the room. I swung the door closed, fitted into place, and then locked it. 
 
    “Go stand by the wall,” I instructed. “I’ll only be a second.” 
 
    “Alright, Charles.” The feline-woman giggled and skipped away with her chocolate brown tail swinging behind her. 
 
    I crossed to the third, much larger compartment and stood just outside of its open doors. I glanced down at the dried blood on the seams of the metal, glanced down at the scabbed over hand, brought it to my mouth, and bit down on it viciously. I held the reopened cut in between two fingers, held it out over the beaten copper floor, and let a few droplets fall. I wasn’t sure how much blood was needed, but I already knew it wasn’t much, so I allowed three beads to fall out. The scarlet liquid hit the shiny metal with soft, muffled pings, and then spread out into larger circles. I pulled my hand away, held it to my chest, covered the wound with my sleeve, and then slammed the doors shut with the heel of my shoes. 
 
    “Ready?” A.B. bubbled. “Oh, I’m so excited! I can’t wait to meet our new friend! Oh, gods, I’ve never had this many friends… are they going to talk about me behind my tank? Will I be ostracized from the group? Oh, lords, maybe we shouldn’t do it, I can’t be a social pariah! We can’t do it, Charles, I’m too handsome to be left out of the group!” 
 
    “A.B.,” I chuckled, shook my head, and then hurried toward the board of bulbs and levers. “I’m sure whoever comes out of compartment C will love you. Valerie already does, we may talk about you… behind your tank, but it’s never petty or mean.” 
 
    “We adore you, A.B.!” Valerie threw her hands into the air. 
 
    “Good, good,” the brain sighed. “Sorry, guys, I almost lost my head a moment ago.” 
 
    “No comment,” I chuckled, turned, and stared straight forward at the three compartments. “Alright… it’s time.” 
 
    “Yaaaay!” the cat-girl grinned. “I’m so excited! Aren’t you excited, Charles?” 
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled. “Now, let’s begin.” 
 
    My hand lifted from my side, closed into a fist, slammed into the bright red ON button, and lights bloomed all across the room. My machine thrummed to life, and the rows of bulbs across the top flickered a few times and then held steady. I breathed in through my open mouth shakily, reached up a second time, and gripped the lever that would change it all. 
 
    “Ready?” I whispered. 
 
    “Ready!” both A.B. and Valerie chimed. 
 
    My hand slammed downward, whacked the lever into its cradle, and felt the surge of electricity through the air. The bulbs and lights above my head flashed red and white for a few seconds, and the noises emanating from my machine no longer hummed lightly but cranked up to such a pinnacle that I winced. Blinding white light shone through all of the glass windows of each compartment, I squinted my eyes against it, and then finally lifted a hand to shield myself from it. 
 
    Static sizzled in the air, electricity flowed through the thick, snake-like cables toward the machine, and when it finally reached it, the noise reached a crescendo. The sounds weren’t the same as the first experiment, all of them came together in a strong note that almost seemed as if it were opening up a portal into a heavenly realm. Thick smoke poured out of the valves at the top of the machine, the pistons rolled blindingly fast, and the copper metal of the entire machine vibrated intensely. 
 
    “This is… fantastic,” Valerie gasped. “It’s so beautiful… I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Val, close your eyes,” I instructed. “They’re more sensitive than mine, I don’t want you to go blind.” 
 
    “O-Oh, okay,” the cat-girl nodded, covered her face with both hands, and ducked down. “It’s so gorgeous, I didn’t want to look away.” 
 
    The light flashed rapidly, the sounds heightened, and then suddenly, it all stopped. I opened my eyes, waved my hand in front of my face, peered through the smoke, and then glanced toward A.B. and Valerie. 
 
    “That’s it?” the brain asked. “No big blast like last time? No ripped metal or broken parts of the machine?” 
 
    “I-I’m not sure,” I stepped forward. “Maybe it didn’t work.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did,” Valerie coughed. “It had to, we had everything right.” 
 
    “As A.B said, this was so much different from the first experiment,” I uttered. “The machine damn near ripped itself apart when you were created, Val.” 
 
    “Maybe because we perfected the machine?” the feline-woman offered. “Maybe all of the variables were right this time.” 
 
    I crept toward the third compartment with light feet, stared into the foggy window for any signs of life, and then reached out for the door handle. Unlike before, no tail swished in the shadows beyond the pane, and I still wasn’t entirely sure if the experiment had worked. My hand gripped onto the metal handle, swiveled down, swung the door open, and then I stared inside as the smoke cleared. 
 
    “Hello?” I murmured, squinted my eyes against the heat blasting against my face, and stepped forward. “Anyone there?” 
 
    “Come out, little sister, come out!” Valerie chanted. 
 
    I wafted the smoke away from my face once more, wiped my brow, took a deep breath, and then… saw the naked form curled on the floor. My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open as a small woman raised her head, still obscured by smoke, and shifted closer. 
 
    “H-H-Hello?” a soft, tentative voice echoed off the walls.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The smoke cleared, and I felt my heart leap within my ribcage as the petite woman came into view. Her honey-colored eyes fluttered open, her lips parted slightly, and the fuzzy, rounded ears sticking out of her dark, thick hair twitched. Her hair was short, pin-straight, and cut a bit above her shoulders, and her bare breasts were full given the size of her petite body, with pert, little pink nipples. Her hips were wide while her waist was thin and taut. When she twisted her body toward me, I saw the small tuft of fur right above her tailbone, and it wagged excitedly. 
 
    Her honey-colored eyes glittered excitedly, and she scrambled to her feet, threw her arms around me and squeezed. My eyes bulged out of their sockets at her sheer strength, and I hastily pulled away with a gasp for air. 
 
    “You,” the brunette breathed, leaned back her head, and stared up into my face. “I know you… I don’t know how I know you, but I do. We’re connected. My heart… it beats for you.” 
 
    Her voice was soft and sweet, like the soft brush of a summer breeze through a valley of lilies. She stood much shorter than Valerie and had to lean her head back to look into my eyes. 
 
    “Charles?” the cat-girl called from beyond the door. 
 
    “Charles.” The bear-girl nodded, smiled even wider, and then reached up to touch. “Charles… yes, that name, it’s so familiar.” 
 
    “How can you remember it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The brunette shook her head. “But, I remember that voice, calling your name through the darkness of my lost memories.” 
 
    “Charles?” A.B. grumbled. “I don’t want to do this again, waiting for you to appear suddenly. Did the experiment work or not?” 
 
    I offered my arm to the short brunette. She took it, and I led her toward the open compartment door. The bear-girl glanced at me and then through the open door nervously, but I gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “They’re expecting you, there’s no need to be scared,” I assured. 
 
    “Who is they?” the brunette tilted her head, twitched an ear, and then tugged at a strand of her hair anxiously. “I know that voice, Charles, how do I know that voice? Have I met her? It feels like I have… and you, I’ve met you. How?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out later,” I breathed. “Right now, I have some very important people to introduce you to.” 
 
    “O-Okay.” The bear-girl nodded. 
 
    “Did it work?” I echoed, gripped the bear-girl, and then stepped out of the compartment. “Why don’t you look for yourself?” 
 
    “My little sister!” Valerie squealed, wriggled excitedly with her tail whipping out behind her, and then launched herself forward. “My little sister! I’m so, so, so happy! Thank you, Charles!” 
 
    “Eeeek!” The bear-girl jumped, gripped onto my arm so hard that I almost heard the bone creak with strain, and pulled away ever so slightly. Her short hair shifted slightly as Valerie raced forward, and then wrapped her arms around the tiny brunette. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy!” the feline-woman whispered. “She’s finally here! After all the toil and trouble!” 
 
    “My dear,” I turned, looked pointedly at the brunette, and then gestured toward the ash blonde. “This is Valerie, your older sister if you’d like to call her that.” 
 
    “Me! Me!” A.B. shouted. “Do me next!” 
 
    “There’s no one else in the room except for you,” I snorted, gestured toward the tank filled with bubbles, and then spoke. “And this is A.B., or formally known as Abraham Benjamin, though no one here calls him that. He’s my assistant, and so is Valerie. They help me in the lab occasionally, but most of the time, I like to have them down here to keep me company.” 
 
    “Valerie… A.B… and,” the brunette turned, stared up at me with an open mouth before she grinned. “Charles…” 
 
    “Correct,” I nodded. “That’s the three of us.” 
 
    “Then,” the brunette uttered and placed her hand to her chest. “What is my name?” 
 
    “Daisy!” Valerie threw her hands into the air. 
 
    “Val, we didn’t settle on that name,” I chuckled. “She needs to choose her own name for herself.” 
 
    “Daisy…” the bear-girl echoed. “White petals, yellow middle, they grow when the day is hot, and the grass is long… Pretty to look at, bitter taste, not a good food source, berries, nuts, or trout are much better.” 
 
    “My word,” I exhaled. “Y-You can remember that? From when you were a… bear?” 
 
    “Yes,” the brunette turned her head, twitched an ear, and smiled. “I can’t remember much, but most of it is wandering around, sleeping, looking for food, or evading strange people in the dark.” 
 
    “The warden, maybe?” Valerie tilted her head. 
 
    “Maybe… or poachers.” I shrugged. 
 
    “I like Daisy,” the brunette stated. “I’d like to have it as my name, Charles, I love it and… and… I love you.” 
 
    “W-Wha?” I gasped. 
 
    “I told you, Charles!” the feline-woman danced. “I toooold you she’d love you!” 
 
    “I know,” I tittered, ducked my head, and ran a hand through my messy hair. “I didn’t doubt you.” 
 
    “Daisy, my little sister!” Valerie cried, wrapped her arms around the short woman, and squeezed. “And I love you! I’m so glad you’re here, I get to teach you all kinds of stuff!” 
 
    The tiny bear-girl’s eyes widened for a moment, and then she relaxed and wrapped her arms around the excited feline-woman. Daisy lifted the cat-girl off the floor with ease, and my eyes widened in a mix of horror and surprise. 
 
    “Too tight!” Valerie squealed in a strained voice. “Tooooo tight! That hurts!” 
 
    “O-Oops, sorry,” Daisy stammered. “I wanted to show you my heart beat through the affectionate touch you’ve just shown me.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Valerie panted. “But next time, don’t squeeze too hard? You might break me next time!” 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy stated, turned and scratched at an ear. “You said earlier that A.B. and Valerie are your assistants. If that’s true, then what do you do?” 
 
    “Well, I’m the scientist,” I chuckled. “And a doctor. I created the machine you just came out of, I created Valerie and lastly, I created you.” 
 
    “You created me?” the brunette echoed and then pointed. “In this machine?” 
 
    “I did, just as I created Valerie before you,” I nodded, came to stand beside her, and gazed down into her adorable face. “The first experiment was an accident, not that I think that Valerie was a mistake, she was simply unexpected.” 
 
    “We made you on purpose, Daisy!” the feline-woman squealed. “We wanted you more than you will ever know!” 
 
    “Since Daisy is a different species than Valerie,” I started. “I think we should repeat the exams from before.” 
 
    “Good idea, Charles,” A.B. bounced. “I’ll take notes.” 
 
    “And I’ll watch,” the feline-woman grinned. “Just wait, Daisy, it’s so much fun when Charles does the exam. I know you’ll love it! He puts his hands all over you, and they’re so sooooft and waaarm. Just wait until he’s comfortable enough, he’ll put his hands other places, maybe even his--” 
 
    “Valerie!” I cut her off with a cough. “That’s enough for now, please. Will you get Daisy a lab coat to wear? I’ll have to make her some sort of clothes just as I did for you.” 
 
    “Oooo, you know what would be pretty?” the feline-woman asked, skipped away, plucked one of the pristine white coats from the hanger, and then leaped back. “Delphine’s royal blue robe! We could make her a pretty wrap dress or something. I saw it in one of the wax paper magazines you got in the mail by accident. I could probably sew it together, though I know Daisy would like it better if you made it! I love the clothes you made for me!” 
 
    “That is an excellent idea, Val,” I nodded, held out the lab coat, and helped Daisy into it. 
 
    “Looooook at you, Charles,” the feline-woman simpered, bent her legs, launched herself up, and landed on the top of one of the bookshelves. “When you first examined me, you were a blushing mess, you even had to turn around while I changed into my lab coat because you were so nervous and shy. You’re not even blushing… not even a little bit, I’m a little jealous.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I scoffed. “You’ve never been jealous before, and you don’t have a reason to be now.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the feline-woman giggled as her tail thumped against the wall. “I just wanted to see if you’d get flustered again.” 
 
    “I’m better now,” I smirked. “You’ve helped me be less nervous, Valerie, and for that, I thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome!” the cat-girl sang. “I knew you’d come out of your shell eventually. I just had to pry you out of your shell.” 
 
    “Yes, that you did,” I nodded, turned, and brought the small table of supplies over. “Alright, let’s get the examination started with.” 
 
    “Ready to go when you are, Doctor.” A.B. cried. 
 
    “We’ll start with the eyes, how does that sound, Daisy?” I asked. 
 
    “Good to me, Charles,” the brunette smiled. “As long as you’re looking at me and talking to me, I’ll be perfectly happy.” 
 
    “Uhhhmm… okay.” I coughed and then turned. 
 
    “Oooooh, there is the blush!” Valerie giggled. 
 
    “Can you see that chart on the far wall?” I pointed. 
 
    “Yes?” the bear-girl squinted. “The one with the strange man and woman on it?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I nodded. “Can you read to me the smallest print that you can see on the chart?” 
 
    Daisy leaned back, blinked in quick succession, leaned her chin out, and then bit her lip nervously. I glanced up at Valerie, the feline watched intently as her tail swung lazily below, and she gave me a soft smile when she noticed my gaze. 
 
    “The female anatomy,” Daisy read off in a low voice. “small intestine… big intestine… pelvis, uterus, colon… the rest of them are smaller and blurry.” 
 
    “Huh,” I exhaled. “A.B., Patient Two has average eyesight, though I would suggest eyeglasses in the future in case it starts to deteriorate. Eyesight is comparable to that of the average northeastern brown bear of this region.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Valerie quipped. 
 
    “Most bears have eyesight that’s almost as good or better than that of a human’s,” I told them. “So, Daisy’s eyes are as good as the next person’s.” 
 
    I turned back toward the bear-girl, gulped loudly as she leaned close to my face, sniffed once, and then tilted her head. The brunette’s eyes were huge, and a golden-honey color that reminded me of sweet nectar. 
 
    “You have an interesting eye color, Charles,” Daisy sighed. “They’re like grass… the lush grass of summer, swaying in a midafternoon breeze.” 
 
    “Grass?” A.B. tittered. “I mean, she’s right, your eyes are green, but that’s not as descriptive.” 
 
    “Then what color would you call them?” The bear-girl tilted her head. 
 
    “I’d say like forest green, or emerald.” The brain wobbled. 
 
    “Forest green?” the bear-girl repeated. “Isn’t that a fancy way of saying grass green?” 
 
    “But there are so many different shades of grass!” A.B. interjected. “How could you just choose one from such a broad scope?” 
 
    “Enough,” I chuckled. “Both of you. Also, A.B., take note that Daisy can also hear you too, just like Valerie. I won’t need to take a blood sample from her, this is definitive proof that it’s because of the tiny amount of my blood. Moving on, let’s do reflexes, shall we?” 
 
    “Sure,” Daisy yawned, stretched her thin arms over her head, and leaned back. “But can I take a nap soon? I’m suddenly feeling exhausted… and maybe a snack too. Do you have any berries, Charles?” 
 
    “I’m all out, I’m afraid,” I chuckled. “But I’m sure I could buy some for you, whatever you need, just ask, and I’ll provide.” 
 
    I reached for the small table of instruments, plucked up the reflex hammer, held it in my fist, and guided Daisy toward the edge of the examination table. 
 
    “Can you relax both of your legs for me?” I asked. “I’m going to tap your knee with this lightly.” 
 
    “Will it hurt, Charles?” the bear-girl retracted her legs, curled them to her chest, and pouted. “I don’t want to do it if it’ll hurt.” 
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head. “It won’t hurt you, not at all.” 
 
    “It won’t!” Valerie nodded. “He did it to me, too, it barely feels like anything!” 
 
    “Alright, Charles,” Daisy breathed, scooted forward, and hung her legs off of the edge of the table. “I trust you.” 
 
    I brought the reflex hammer back, tapped it against the crook of her knee, and watched as the leg sprung forward, a little slower than average. I nodded once, came around to the other side of the table, and repeated the action on her other knee. The leg shot up at the same speed, Daisy’s rounded ears twitched, swiveled, and then laid flat as she glanced up at me. 
 
    “Patient Two’s reaction time is a little slower than average,” I stated. “Much less than Valerie’s reaction time, but that’s to be expected. I’d say that the timing was basically an average human.” 
 
    “I-Is that bad?” the bear-girl stammered. 
 
    “No, of course not.” I shook my head. “Everyone is different, and you were an enormous bear a few minutes ago, and we did catch you lumbering around the forest.” 
 
    “S-S-So, it’s not bad?” Daisy pouted. 
 
    “No, my dear,” I chuckled. “Absolutely not. Let’s move on to the ears, eyes, and mouth, shall we?” 
 
    I rested the reflex hammer back on the instrument table, grabbed the small flashlight, tilted Daisy’s head back slightly, and then lifted the light. I held it close to her enormous eye, flipped it on, and looked for any changes in the dilation. 
 
    “Hmmm, Patient Two’s eyes dilate the same amount as a human’s,” I uttered. “But, the eyes do have the tapetum lucidum lining.” 
 
    “English, please.” A.B. groaned. 
 
    “The reflective layer behind the eye,” I tittered. “Allowing Daisy to have night vision, just like dogs, cats, and foxes.” 
 
    “And meeeee!” Valerie sang, stretched out over the bookshelf, and lifted a leg lazily into the air. “We have similar eyes!” 
 
    “Alright, now the ears,” I grinned, lifted my hand toward the crown of her head, accidentally brushed my fingertips against the fur of her rounded, left ear, and then snapped my fingers. “Fantastic, absolutely fantastic.” 
 
    Both of Daisy’s ears turned at the exact same time, and I repositioned my fingers toward the right side of her head. I snapped my fingers once, but unlike Valerie’s, the bear-girl’s right ear shifted while the left swiveled entirely around. 
 
    I chuckled deep in the back of my throat, came around to the other side of the bear-girl, and repeated the experiment with the other ear. Not to my surprise, the same thing happened again. 
 
    “Smashing!” I cried. “Patient Two’s ears work independently, or at the same time, and can swivel almost one-hundred and eighty degrees.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic!” Valerie shouted. “Mine didn’t even turn that much!” 
 
    “The mouth,” I murmured, crooked a finger under her chin, tilted her head back, and shined the light down her throat. “Hmmm, Patient Two’s teeth are human-like, but like Valerie’s, only the top and bottom canines are animal-like.” 
 
    “What’s next, Charles?” A.B. asked. 
 
    “I’m going to do something a little different,” I grinned, stepped across the room, grabbed a single piece of plywood, and a spare bar from the cells. “Here, try this one first.” 
 
    I handed Daisy the small wooden piece, but the bear-girl glanced at it, then back to me with wide, confused eyes. 
 
    “Wha?” Daisy muttered. “What do I do with it?” 
 
    “I had this idea,” I chuckled. “When you hugged me earlier, I noticed how strong you were, stronger than a woman your size should be.” 
 
    “I noticed that, too!” Valerie agreed. “I thought she was going to break my spine when she hugged me for the first time.” 
 
    “Right, that’s exactly what I mean.” I pointed toward the board in her hands. “I want you to break it, here, hold it by each end, put all of your strength into it and give it a good try. If I’m wrong, then I’m wrong, but if I’m right… you could be the strongest woman I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “O-Okay, Charles,” Daisy stammered. “I’ll give it a try for you.” 
 
    The bear-girl slipped her hands to each edge of the board, held it there for a second, stuck her tongue into the corner of her mouth, concentrated hard, and then pulled both of her arms down. My eyes widened, and my mouth fell open without realizing as the wood splintered in the middle, shattered, and then exploded upwards in a rain of wood chips. 
 
    “My god…” I breathed shakily. “That was… you.. you did it…” 
 
    “That was fantastic!” Valerie hooted. “You did it in one try! That was amazing!” 
 
    Daisy held on to the halved pieces in her hands, blinked, and then flicked her eyes up to my face. 
 
    “Did I do it wrong?” she asked. “I… I broke it.” 
 
    “No, my dear.” I shook my head, took the pieces of wood, tossed them aside, and then offered her the metal bar. “You did fantastically, I’m so proud.” 
 
    “What do I do with this, Charles?” Daisy tilted her head, inspected the metal bar, held it in one hand, swung it, and then gripped it with both hands. 
 
    “The same thing as before,” I nodded. “Go on, hold it from both ends, and try to break it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I can.” The bear-girl shook her head. “But… if you believe in me, Charles, I’ll give it my best try.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask, my dear,” I grinned, reached out, and stroked one of her rounded, soft ears. “Just once more, and we’ll be finished.” 
 
    “Then, can I take a nap?” Daisy tilted her head. “And have a snack? A snack and a nap?” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “You can do whatever you like after this. Valerie can show you around the manor.” 
 
    “Alright, here we go,” the bear-girl mumbled. 
 
    This time, Daisy stuck her tongue in the corner of her mouth, concentrated even harder, and her face turned a light shade of pink, strained against the metal bar, and grunted. I was about to stop her when, with a loud growl, the bar wobbled and then began to bend. 
 
    “By the science!” I grunted. “She’s… she’s really doing it.” 
 
    The metal bar creaked and groaned, and with one last jerk of her arms, Daisy bent the piece entirely into two, crossing the two ends to create something like a loop. The bear-girl blinked down at it, clicked her tongue, raised her head, and looked me in the eyes. 
 
    “I broke this one too, Charles,” Daisy sighed. “I’m very sorry, would you like me to bend it back into place?” 
 
    “No,” I guffawed. “No, you did exactly what I wanted you to! You’re so strong! I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    I moved forward with my arms outstretched, but froze as a loud alarm blared through the entire laboratory. Valerie hissed loudly, raised her shoulders, and then jumped from the tall bookshelf. Daisy ducked, bared her teeth, jumped off the examination table and scurried underneath it with her hands held tightly to her chest. 
 
    “W-W-What is that, Charles?” Daisy stammered. 
 
    “The alarm,” I croaked, scrambled toward the high windows, grabbed a crate, slammed it down, and then climbed onto it. “Someone’s come onto the property.” 
 
    “Can you see who it is?” Valerie asked. “Is it the Duchess again? Should we hide in the cupboard like I did last time?” 
 
    “Hold on, I can’t see who it is yet,” I called out, squinted my eyes out into the darkness, and waited for the rumbling carriage. “No… it’s not the Duchess… that’s not her transport.” 
 
    “Then who is it?” A.B. murmured. 
 
    “I can’t tell yet,” I whispered. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop a few feet away from the stairs up to the front door, and the carriage’s small door swung open. I couldn’t see who stepped out, but whoever they were, they wore almost knee-high shiny black boots. They crunched against the gravel, hopped up the steps, and then banged angrily on my front door. 
 
    “It’s late, Charles,” A.B. sputtered. “Who could it be at this hour?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” I hissed. “But it can’t be good--” 
 
    My words were interrupted by more ominous knocking, and then a loud, male voice calling out my name from above. 
 
    “Stay here,” I instructed the two women as I hopped off the box. “I’ll go upstairs, find out who it is, and make them leave immediately. Do not leave the laboratory, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles.” Daisy nodded from underneath the table. 
 
    “But why do we have to stay hidden all the time? I can sneak around!” Valerie protested. 
 
    “Valerie!” I muttered, threw off my lab coat, and headed for the door. “Promise me you won’t leave this room.” 
 
    “I prooooomise.” Valerie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Raaaaybuuuurn!” a man shouted from above. “I know you’re in there. Scurry out of your lab and greet me, Alchemist! We have important matters to discuss!” 
 
    It was the warden.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “Hide!” I slipped out of my lab coat, hung it on one of the hooks by the door, turned, and then glanced around the room one last time.  
 
    “Oh! I love hiding!” Valerie slid open the large cabinet she’d hidden in before, ushered Daisy in, waved once, and then slipped inside. 
 
    “You’re in charge.” I pointed toward the brain. “Don’t let them sneak out. I’m not worried about Daisy, but…” 
 
    “Valerie, on the other hand,” A.B. tittered. “No, I get it. I’ll keep an eye on them, just go upstairs and get rid of whoever is up there.” 
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    I gripped the cold metal of the door handle, cleared my throat, swung it open, and then climbed the stone stairs two at a time. Night had fully fallen over the city of Edenhart, and from up here, I could make out the tiny, burning lights in the windows below. 
 
    “Raaaaybuuuurn!” the voice bellowed, banged on the door even louder, and then called again. “I know you’re in there!” 
 
    I hadn’t recognized the voice from inside of my laboratory, but I did now, it could be none other than Deputy Warden Milton Nenderthaw.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I gulped loudly, squared my shoulders, and then came around the corner of the house. 
 
    The short man stood on my covered porch in the same uniform I’d seen earlier, but this time, he held a cane similar to the one the Duchess’s carried. I inwardly scoffed, raised my eyebrows, and cleared my throat loudly. 
 
    “There’s no need to shout,” I called. “I’m standing right here.” 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Charles,” Milton sniffed, eyed the door to the inside of my manor, and then clamped his hands around the cane. “Why do you even have a manor? I’ve heard multiple times from Edony that you spend all of your time in that blasted lab, why don’t you just live down there and give the house to someone else who deserves it?” 
 
    Everyone in town knew that Milton didn’t receive a manor house from the Duchess when she hired him on, and it was clear that he was jealous I’d received such a beautiful, large home. He lived in a small, rundown shack outside of the city, barely within the outer limits of Edenhart, and though I felt a twinge of pity for him, it wasn’t my fault that he wasn’t a capable scientist.  
 
    He was a replaceable peon. I wasn’t. 
 
    “What do you want, Milton?” I asked. “I’m quite busy and would like to get back to my experiments, you know, the ones Edony is paying me to do.” 
 
    “You dare speak to your superior in such a way?” the bald man grunted. “I should inform Edony of your insolence!” 
 
    “I don’t have time to argue with you,” I sighed. “What so you want, Deputy Warden?” 
 
    “I’m interested in where and how you have been spending your time.” Milton smirked, crossed his arms over his chest, and then planted his feet. “Why don’t you let me inside?” 
 
    “I would prefer to talk out here.” I glanced toward the closed door to my laboratory. “My deadline for the Duchess is quickly approaching, and I don’t have a minute to spare.” 
 
    “A minute to spare, Alchemist?” the Warden snapped. “Two of my men were slaughtered in the woods just outside of Edony’s property. Around the same spot we last saw you, I’ve been sent here on a critical mission by the Duchess herself to question you.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” I nodded. “I’m very sorry about your men, they seemed like… good people…” 
 
    “They were!” Milton cried. “The best! We are very sorry to lose them, now, let me inside, we can sit down and discuss this matter.” 
 
    “Fine,” I stated, climbed up the stairs, brushed past him, and unlocked the front door. “After you.” 
 
    I flipped on the lights, and they thrummed to life, flickered once, and then held steady as Milton stepped inside. The short man hung his head back, gazed up the spiral staircase with awe, slammed his eyes back down to the fairly beautiful décor displayed around the entryway, and then sighed. 
 
    “We can talk in the drawing-room, or the conservatory.” I stepped past him and gestured down two different halls. “It’s entirely up to you, sir.” 
 
    “The drawing room is fine,” Milton grumbled, and the jealously was evident in his tone. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I smirked. “You’re right. The drawing-room might be better. It’s not as dark and the plants I keep in there… might not exactly be safe for you.” 
 
    “Get on with it, Alchemist,” Milton barked. “I don’t have all night!” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I tittered. “Follow me.” 
 
    I nodded softly, turned on my heel, went down the first hall, and the Warden trailed after me. I had to admit, my manor was beautiful, not as elegant or grand as the Duchess’s or Delphine’s, but I didn’t mind. The downstairs held the drawing-room, kitchen, dining, and formal dining rooms, the conservatory out back, two small bathrooms, and finally, a small office that I rarely used. The upstairs was mostly empty bedrooms that I’d never stepped foot in, the master bedroom and bath that I used for myself. The third floor was nothing more than an empty attic with a few dust-covered boxes filled with clothes from the last tenant, and I’d only touched them once when I looked into the crates. 
 
    A loud crash came from upstairs like the sound of breaking glass, and the two of us paused for a moment. My heart pounded in my chest, I shifted my feet nervously, and glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    “What was that, Alchemist?” Milton scoffed. 
 
    “I-I’m not entirely sure,” I stated. “Probably just a stray cat.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to go check?” the Warden turned and glared. “Sounds like something broke, it might’ve been something expensive. Don’t want to ruin anything in your perfect little manor.” 
 
    “No, it’s alright,” I sighed, pushed away all the thoughts of Valerie sneaking around the house, and turned down the hall. “The house is infested with stray cats. They’re always breaking in and destroying things, eating all of my food, playing with my tools, jumping onto counters, and… attempting to seduce you.” 
 
    “What was that last part?” Milton cupped his ear and leaned forward. “Sorry you were whispering.” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing, here.” I shook my head, smiled, stepped aside, and gestured into the room. “Come in, sit down on any of the sofas. Though the red one by the bay window is the most comfortable in the house.” 
 
    Milton glared at me out of the corner of his eyes, cleared his throat, mumbled something, and then lumbered in. The stout man threw himself down on the large, crimson couch, rolled his shoulders, reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small pad of paper. He glanced down at the surface, flipped it open, thumbed through the pages, and settled on the right one. 
 
    I crossed the room, settled myself into a plush, high-back chair, crossed my legs, and rested my folded hands on my knees. 
 
    “What are your questions, then?” I cleared my throat. 
 
    “What were you and your handler doing out in the woods?” Milton leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah.” I waggled a finger at him. “We already covered this. My handler explained it to you. We were doing a top-secret task for the Duchess and propriety forbids me to speak about it. Next question.” 
 
    “Fiiine.” The stout man growled, shifted, and thumbed down the page. “Did you see my two companions, Adgar, and Fredrick later in the night without me?” 
 
    “No, not that I can recall.” I shook my head, shrugged and pursed my lips. “My handler and I went into the forest, did what the Duchess asked of us, and then promptly left. I didn’t see anyone except for you three that night… but now that you mention it, I did hear some strange sounds. Like the tramping of feet, though I couldn’t be sure if it were an animal or a human.” 
 
    “Did you hear anything else?” the Warden quipped. 
 
    “No, besides the rustling of branches and crackling of leaves,” I shrugged. “I’m not sure how much help I can be. May I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Milton muttered, didn’t look up from his paper, and crossed his legs. 
 
    “Do you suspect me of something?” I leaned forward, rested my elbows on my knees, and rested my chin on a fist. “I was only following instructions from the Duchess.” 
 
    “Well, uhm,” the Warden cleared his throat. “Not only were my men killed, but poachers were spotted close to the area you were in, so I am here of my own volition to find out if they were the ones who killed my men or… if it was you, Alchemist.” 
 
    “Well, I had my handler with me,” I smiled. “Do you think I’d perform such an act in front of her? If I’d tried to harm another citizen, she would’ve either executed me on the spot, or reported me to the Duchess.” 
 
    “Ahhhh… yes,” Milton sighed, widened his eyes, puffed out his cheeks, and scribbled on his pad of paper. “I apologize, I’d forgotten about her.” 
 
    “I’m surprised,” I laughed. “She was a strict one, barely let me finish my task without breathing down my neck and ordering me around.” 
 
    “Don’t talk bad about your handler, Alchemist,” Milton hissed. “They’re put in charge to make sure we’re doing our jobs, there’s no reason to fault them for being more powerful than us. In fact, we should be thanking them for watching out for us so closely, if we didn’t have them, we’d probably fuck everything up.” 
 
    What a sniveling toad of a man. 
 
    I was about to take him down a few notches. 
 
    “Milton,” I started, smiled, and then tilted my head. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    “What is it?” the Warden croaked. 
 
    “You said something just now, and it piqued my interest,” I uttered, leaned back, and crossed my right leg over the left. “You said, ‘I am here of my own volition to find out if they were the ones who killed my men.’” 
 
    “And?” Milton snapped, leaned back, squinted his eyes, and set his jaw. 
 
    “Does the Duchess know that you’re here?” I asked, tilted my head, and grinned. “When you arrived, you said you were here on important business, directly from the Duchess, but from what you’ve just said, you’ve contradicted yourself. I know Edony pretty well, we’ve worked together closely for the past few months and each time she’s had an issue, she’s sought me out herself. If she wanted to find out what happened, why isn’t she here, questioning me herself?” 
 
    Milton clicked his tongue, lowered his eyes to the coffee table, shifted in his seat, and took a sharp inhale. 
 
    “This is a matter that Edony shouldn’t be involved with just yet,” Milton grumbled. “I know she’s a very important woman, and shouldn’t take these tasks upon herself.” 
 
    “Then you lied.” I sneered. 
 
    “Edony will hear about eventually!” the Warden snapped his head up, crossed his arms over his chest and glowered. “I came here first since you were the last person seen at the scene.” 
 
    “You know, Milton,” I snickered. “I’m not entirely sure that Edony would be too pleased if she heard about you interrupting my work.” 
 
    “I’m the warden!” the stout man cried. “It’s part of my job!” 
 
    “But I’m the first person you suspect?” I boomed. “I may be a man, and the Duchess and I may not be ‘friends,’ but I am one of her employees. I have explicit permission to enter onto her property, especially when it’s a direct order from Edony. I explained to you, the best that I could without giving you away the Duchess’s secrets, and you still suspected me.” 
 
    “I apologize,” Milton spat. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re sincere,” I stood, crossed the room, lifted an arm, and leaned against the elaborate fireplace. “Why don’t we send for Edony, and you can say all of these things in front of her? I don’t think the Duchess of Edenhart would like it very much knowing that her warden tramps around, going door to door and accusing her employees.” 
 
    “I-I’m not accusing you!” Milton snapped the pad closed and stared with wide, horrified eyes. “I-I’m simply asking questions! I n-need to find out who killed my men.” 
 
    “Think about it logically, Milton, use your brain for five seconds,” I instructed and spread out my hands in the air with a loud scoff. “I was there with my handler, the Duchess knew I was there. I couldn’t have killed two fully grown men in front of the said handler since she would’ve obviously stopped me and executed me on the spot. What is the logical answer? Who could’ve done this? I feel as if you already knew the answer to this question and simply came here to interrogate and intimidate me.” 
 
    “N-No!” Milton sniveled. “I’m only going by my protocol!” 
 
    “Let’s send for the Duchess,” I snarled, pushed away from the fireplace, and stomped across the room. “I’m tired of this nonsense. Once she hears about this, I’m not so sure you’ll be the deputy warden for much longer.” 
 
    “It was the poachers!” the Warden squealed. “Don’t send for the Duchess! It was most likely the poachers! T-They were in the woods that night, we were sure of it, b-but I had to follow all of my hunches.” 
 
    I stood with my back toward Milton, breathed heavily for a moment, let my hands relax at my sides, and allowed a wicked grin to spread over my face. What an imbecile, Milton was nothing more than a sniveling, little toad at the feet of the aristocrats. He had no spine, no power except for the teeniest bit he received from his position as Warden, but even that was miniscule. 
 
    “We won’t tell the Duchess about this, understand?” I chuckled. “You and I know how upset she would be hearing it. I would like it very much if you left now. I have to get back to my laboratory.” 
 
    “Yes, fine,” Milton grumbled, stood from the couch and slipped his pad of paper back into his pocket. “But if I hear anything else, even a smidgen of gossip about you or your handler, I’ll be back here with a warrant.” 
 
    “A warrant?” I echoed, raised my eyebrows, leaned against the doorframe, and crossed my arms. “Signed by the Duchess? Will you take this issue to her then? Or will you simply sign it yourself?” 
 
    “Are you patronizing me, Alchemist?” Milton growled, stepped closer, and leaned back his head to stare into my face. “It seems you’ve forgotten who I am. I’m the warden and I still have some sort of power in this town.” 
 
    “I apologize, it seems my tongue has a mind of its own tonight.” I nodded, pushed myself off the doorframe, and then gestured down the hall. “Let me show you out.” 
 
    “Get it under control, Rayburn,” the Warden barked, brushed past me, and stomped down the hall. “I won’t tell you again.” 
 
    What could he do? Tell Edony I’d talked back to him? Even if he did, the Duchess would find out the reason why he was here and then punish him for it. He’d come to my manor, accused, and accosted me on nothing more than a hunch… an entirely true notion, but that was beside the matter. 
 
    I followed after him and let the smile linger over my features. He believed it was the poachers who killed his men, there was no other logical explanation. It couldn’t have been me, I had a female handler with me, and she wouldn’t have allowed me to kill two of the Warden’s men. There was no way. 
 
    I stifled a chuckle, stepped in front of him, reached for the door handle, gripped it, and was about to turn it right as a low thump exploded up from the hall behind us. My head whipped in the direction, my lips pressed into a hard line, I suppressed the urge to swear but instead, glanced down at the Warden. 
 
    Milton’s head turned slowly, as if he expected some type of creature to be lumbering after him and stared down the darkened hall where the sounds emanated from. 
 
    “What was that, Rayburn?” Milton hissed. “And don’t say it was a stray cat this time, that sounded much larger than a pesky cat.” 
 
    “Uhm,” I coughed. “It’s--” 
 
    “Are you hiding something, Alchemist?” Milton snapped, eyed me suspiciously, turned on his heel, and then stomped toward the darkened hall. “What is it? Some type of monster you’ve cooked up with herbs and elixirs? Come now, tell me.” 
 
    He wasn’t exactly… wrong, but he’d gotten the method incorrect. I trailed after him, beat my brain for any excuse for the sounds, but came up with none as he reached around the doorway for the light switch. 
 
    The lights flickered on, I gulped loudly, stepped forward and peered in over his low shoulder. Nothing seemed out of place in the long hall that separated the foyer from the kitchen, dining, and formal dining rooms. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Milton breathed as he tiptoed into the room and examined the decorations lining the small room. “Where did you get these?” 
 
    “Oh,” I uttered. “They came with the house.” 
 
    The hall was lined with perfectly intact, shining suits of armor, which included swords, helmets, and chainmail. I’d never had much interest in them, in fact, I thought they were pretty creepy when I first moved into the manor and avoided that hall for that very reason. 
 
    “I must ask the Duchess who owned this manor before,” the Warden breathed, leaned back his head, and took in the six different sets of armor lining the hall. “I’d love to own a pair, but they are costly. Do you know what century these are from?” 
 
    “I have no idea, I’m sorr--eee!” My eyes widened, bulged in their sockets, and my lips twisted in a grimace as a very familiar shape wriggled from behind one of the sets of armor. 
 
    “What was that, Rayburn?” Milton asked, turned, and lifted a single eyebrow. “Are you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I grunted, casually leaned against the doorframe, and glanced down the other suits of armor. “I’m fine, I just don’t have any interest in these things.” 
 
    The Warden nodded, turned away from me with a low scoff, and reached out to touch the suit of armor closest to Valerie. The feline woman phased from view, tiptoed out into the open, tapped the stout man on the shoulder, dropped low to the ground, and then rolled behind another suit. 
 
    “Wha?” Milton yelped, whipped around and stared at me with wide eyes. “Was that you?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, forced to keep my eyes straightforward and an emotionless expression. 
 
    “Did you just tap me?” Milton gestured. “On the shoulder?” 
 
    “No?” I shook my head. “I’ve been over here the entire time.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the Warden cried. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I breathed. “Not only that, it would take me six or seven steps to reach you, so when you turned around, I wouldn’t be in the same place as I was before.” 
 
    “True…” Milton exhaled, whipped around with his arms held stiffly at his side, and glanced around suspiciously. 
 
    “Maybe it was a bug?” I offered. 
 
    “Don’t say that, Alchemist.” Milton shivered. “I can’t stand bugs!” 
 
    I kept my eyes trained on the shifting illusion where the cat-girl crouched, bit my lips as it moved again, climbed up onto the shoulder of one of the sturdy suits of armor, and then leaped off. I held my breath as the feline-woman flipped once, swiped down at the shiny, bald top of Milton’s head, gripped onto the chandelier, swung, and then dropped off behind another suit of armor. 
 
    “My gods…” I whispered. 
 
    “What?” The Warden shrieked, slapped both hands to the top of his head, and crouched. “What is happening, Raaaybuuurn? Stop touching me!” 
 
    “Again,” I replied in my calmest tone, glanced toward the corner and felt a bead of sweat trickle down my neck. “I never touched you, I’ve been in the same place.” 
 
    Milton whipped around, glared at me, swiveled his eyes toward the floor where I stood, grumbled something under his breath, and then glanced up toward the still swinging chandelier. 
 
    “Is your house…” the Warden started, stopped himself as he clamped a hand over his mouth, and then murmured through his fingers. “Is your house… haunted?” 
 
    “Hmmm, maybe.” I shrugged, held back a loud peal of laughter, and kept a straight face. “I haven’t noticed anything before. Maybe it’s you, Milton, maybe the spirits here don’t like you and want you to leave.” 
 
    The shadow in the corner of the room shifted, phased back into view as Valerie shuddered with laughter, nodded vigorously, and then disappeared. A soft clinking reached both our ears, and I stared toward the closed door of the kitchen. If Valerie was loose in the house, then that could only mean one thing… so was Daisy. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Milton shrieked. “More ghosts? Oh, gods… kitchen ghosts? I read somewhere that those are the worst kind! The kitchen… is where the knives are kept…” 
 
    While Milton was nearly pissing himself out of fear, I was trying desperately to keep my laughter from bubbling up my throat. How in the hell had this man been given the title of the ‘deputy warden’? The stout, bald man was nearly shaking as he lowered himself closer to the ground, cowered for a moment, brought up both fists in front of him, and scuttled closer to the closed door. 
 
    “Rayburn,” the Warden hissed over his shoulder. “Are you coming? You need to be with me, Alchemist, maybe you can do something to the ghost that I can’t.” 
 
    “I’m a scientist and a doctor, not an alchemist and certainly not an exorcist,” I snarked, stepped forward, stood directly behind him, glanced toward where Valerie hid, and then turned my attention back to the door. 
 
    The short man jabbed out for the door handle, missed, squeaked loudly in fear, and then tried again. This time, his clawed hand connected with the golden metal of the handle, and managed to open the door a small crack. The Warden stayed low to the floor, unfurled a fist, and then pushed the door open all the way. 
 
    Golden light flooded out from the overhead lights, and my eyes fell upon the tiny, round table at the far side of the room. I gulped loudly, glanced down at the shiny surface of Milton’s head, and then raised my eyes back into the kitchen. 
 
    Daisy sat on her knees on one of the chairs, leaned against the tabletop, and stuffed elderflower crumpets into her open mouth. The bear-girl paused only to pick up my heavy, cast-iron tea kettle, hold it aloft, and then poured steaming tea into her waiting mouth. The brunette smacked her lips closed, licked them with a satisfied grumbled, and then attacked the pile of crème colored crumpets in fistfuls. 
 
    Thankfully, Daisy wasn’t wearing the lab coat I’d put on her earlier but instead, a short, yellow floral print dress that barely brushed at her midthighs. The waist was cinched so tight that I assumed she’d squeezed into a corset, and the front of the dress was pure white with embroidered black thread. 
 
    Resting on her short brown hair was a bonnet I vaguely recognized from the clothes upstairs in the attic. The brim cast her face slightly in shadow, hid both of her small ears entirely from view, and the yellow ribbon tied into a bow at her throat matched the shade of her dress almost perfectly. 
 
    “What in the gods’ name, Rayburn?” Milton whispered. “Why is there a woman here?” 
 
    Daisy lifted her head with a single crumpet balanced on two fingers, furrowed her brows, clicked her tongue, and then shifted in her seat. 
 
    “He’s my consort, why else would I be here?” the brunette snapped. “Charles, I thought I said I didn’t want any visitors tonight? Or have you forgotten that is no longer your house, it’s ours.” 
 
    “Y-You?” the Warden turned, pointed toward me, and then back to Daisy. “You’re a consort?” 
 
    “Yes!” I cried excitedly, brushed past the Warden, and then dropped to the floor beside the bear-girl. “I am a consort, and this is my Mistress.” 
 
    “I-I… I just… what?” the Warden whispered, turned halfway around, stopped, rested his hands on the crown of his bald head, and then lifted them into the air. “You? Charles Rayburn, known Alchemist, total hermit, is a consort?” 
 
    “I am,” I nodded from my position. “Not for very long, and I’m my Mistress’s first consort.” 
 
    “That’s enough talking, Charles.” Daisy’s crumb covered came down, patted the top of my head, and then turned her head toward the doorway. “You, meddlesome man, leave. Your presence is no longer needed.” 
 
    “I-I--” Milton mumbled, but Daisy’s raised voice cut him off. 
 
    “Go,” the brunette growled. “Now!” 
 
    “Y-Yes!” the Warden squeaked but paused at another sound. 
 
    Loud banging came from my front door, and I could just make out the silhouette of someone through the stained glass. I couldn’t be sure who it was just yet… but they certainly weren’t pounding on the door with their hands. It was the loud, echoing sound of a cane rapping against the wooden door. The racket got louder and louder as the person outside fussed, moved away, peeked through the small side window, and then came back to hit the door even louder. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn,” the velvety voice from outside shouted. “Open the door, you vermin-trash!” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “Are you going to answer that?” the Warden whispered, pressed himself against the far wall closest to Valerie’s hidden form, and peeked out toward the door. 
 
    “Charles!” the voice from outside boomed. “Answer the goddamn door!” 
 
    “I guess I have to.” I rose to my feet, adjusted my shirt, and then took a decisive step forward. 
 
    I walked through the hall filled with suits of armor, and it seemed to stretch on ahead of me. It felt as if I’d walked for miles before I reached the foyer, grabbed for the handle, breathed heavily, and then opened it softly. 
 
    “It’s about goddamn time, Charles,” Edony complained, brushed past me, and then stood in the golden light of the foyer. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sputtered, glanced at the Duchess, toward the Warden, the kitchen, and then back to the blonde. “I wasn’t exactly expecting you.” 
 
    “You’ve been over this,” the violet-eyed woman spat, shouldered off her massive, black cloak and then threw it at me. “I don’t need to tell you when I’m coming, I merely expect you to be ready for me at any time, day or night. We need to talk… now. I don’t care where, in your conservatory, or the drawing-room, all I know is we need to do it now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Edony, but--” I opened my mouth to speak, but my voice died out as the Duchess talked over me. 
 
    “I’m done with the apologies, Charles.” The blonde snapped her heated eyes to me, and the lights flickered and then grew so bright I had to squint my eyes. “I want my super-soldi--Milton, why are you here?” 
 
    The blonde stopped mid sentence, crooked an eyebrow, snapped her mouth closed, and then grimaced at the stout man. 
 
    “Ah! Edony!” the Warden cried, pressed his hands to his chest, and scuttled closer. “You look lovely today, and what a lovely dress? Every time I see you, you get lovelier.” 
 
    “I asked you a question, male.” The words rolled off of Edony’s tongue with venom. 
 
    “Oh! Uhhhh, I merely came to visit Dr. Rayburn,” Milton grinned nervously, and a bead of sweat trickled down the side of his face. “I’d seen what a lovely manor he had from a distance and came to take a look for myself. Have you seen the stunning suits of armor? I’d die to have one.” 
 
    “A visit?” Edony clicked her tongue, jerked her arm out, pulled up her sleeve, and checked the small watch on her wrist. “At this time of night?” 
 
    “Well… I-I…” Milton stammered. 
 
    “You do know what time it is, correct?” Edony’s voice was harsh, like a schoolmarm chastising a child. 
 
    “The last I checked--” The Warden’s voice died in his throat as the blonde held up a single finger into the air. 
 
    “It’s one-thirty in the morning.” The Duchess squinted. “Aren’t you supposed to be on patrol by now? You’re my employee, I pay you for a reason, Milton, and you’re slacking off from your duties as the deputy warden? It’s almost shameful, you could lose your position because of this.” 
 
    “Well, you see, two of my men were killed last night,” Milton hurriedly explained. “I believe, by poachers and…” 
 
    The Warden’s voice died in his throat. If he went on, then he’d have to explain that I was there, with a handler and that’d he threatened the two of us, attempted to pry into her private information and he couldn’t have that. I certainly couldn’t have that, I may have been allowed onto the Duchess’s property, but I wasn’t last night, especially with what I was doing. 
 
    “And?” Edony prodded, lifted her eyebrows even higher, and pursed her lips. “Annnnd? Come on, Milton, speak up.” 
 
    “T-That was it, Duchess.” The Warden hung his head. “My men were killed, and I suspected poachers. I didn’t come to Charles to look at his house… I lied, I’m very sorry, please forgive me.” 
 
    Goddamnit, here it came. 
 
    Edony’s cane swung through the air, caught the stout man by the shoulder, changed angle, and then ripped him down to his knees. The Duchess held him there, stalked closer, tilted her head as her violet eyes studied his face. 
 
    “You lied to me, Milton?” the blonde repeated in a harsh tone. “What did you lie about, pray tell?” 
 
    I physically felt the hangman’s noose draped around my shoulders, rest there for a moment, and then tighten around my throat. 
 
     “I-I didn’t come here to see Charles’ house,” Milton hissed out, squinted his eyes against the pain, and used one hand against the floor to steady himself. “That’s what I lied about.” 
 
    “Go on,” Edony urged in a whisper. “Maybe I’ll have mercy on you.” 
 
    “The poachers…” the Warden grunted. “They killed my men.” 
 
    “I already heard,” the Duchess snapped. “I don’t care about the lives of two worthless men. That doesn’t explain why you’re here.” 
 
    Milton’s left eye opened a little wider, met my gaze, sparkled, and then… winked? What the hell was that supposed to mean? Why was this little toad of a man winking at me in a situation like this? 
 
    “I came to Charles to see if he could build a trap,” the Warden groaned. “To catch the poachers. We’ve tried so hard to catch them just on horseback, but nothing’s working. I thought he could build something like a steel trap, a mechanical t-thing to catch them.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Edony roared. “Charles is far too busy to build such a silly thing for you. You’re the goddamn Warden, Milton, you have a handful of men at your disposal, brainstorm something, do whatever you need… just don’t bother, Charles! Your problems aren’t as serious as mine.” 
 
    Edony pulled back the cane, shifted it in her hand, and then slammed the tip down on the wooden floor. Milton fell forward onto the floor, gasped for air, reached back, and held onto his shoulder. When he pulled away his hand, and glanced down at it, there was a small streak of blood where the cane’s hook had stabbed into him. The Warden whimpered, shifted his legs, wobbled, and then slowly stood. 
 
    The blonde leaned against her cane, wiped off the few droplets of blood off the crook, leveled her eyes at me, tilted her head, and then squinted. 
 
    “Milton, go out and get into my carriage,” Edony instructed. “I have important matters to discuss with Dr. Rayburn.” 
 
    “W-What?” the Warden gasped. “Why?” 
 
    “Is that any of your business?” The blonde snapped her head. “Go out to the carriage, get into it and wait for me. I’ll take you back to my manor, and you can resume your patrol, which you should’ve been doing in the first place, Deputy Warden. Now, go out to the goddamn carriage.” 
 
    Edony turned, gestured toward the still open door, waited, and glared down at Milton as he slunk past. The stout, bald man paused for a moment, opened his mouth to speak with a single finger lifted but then dropped it and trundled down the stairs. 
 
    With the Duchess distracted for a moment, I turned, glared down the hall at both Daisy and the hidden Valerie. The cat-girl’s shape twisted, hunkered down, and then phased into view with wide, pleading eyes. 
 
    “Go downstairs now!” I mouthed, but the feline-woman shook her head. “Right now! This instant!” 
 
    The feline-woman sighed, phased out of view, crawled across the floor into the kitchen, grabbed the bear-girl by the arm, and tugged her out of sight. I let my head roll back, closed my eyes for a second, and let out a low whisper of a sigh. 
 
    “Charles,” Edony snapped, and my eyes flew open. 
 
    “Yes?” I answered. 
 
    “Where the fuck are my super-soldiers?” she asked, and with each word, she took a menacing step closer. “I’ve waited long enough. I’ve paid you hundreds, housed for months, practically fed you out of the palm of my hand and yet… you’ve given me nothing in return?” 
 
    “Edony… you don’t understand.” I shook my head. “I’m close. I just need a bit of time.” 
 
    “I’m tired of you saying that, Charles,” the Duchess boomed, and her almost white hair lifted into the air as sparks rained down all around her. “I’m tired of waiting and hoping that each month will be different. You’re no better than the rest of them, I believed in you, stupidly and against my better judgment, but I did, and now, I have nothing to show for it. Months of waiting and preparing for my beasts that you promised, you promised them to me. When I sought you out, you didn’t say ‘I’ll try to make them for you,’ no, you promised them! From the moment we agreed to do this together. I’m disappointed, in you, in myself, in the machine, and at this point, I’m not sure what to do.” 
 
    “Edony, please,” I begged, stepped backward, and only stopped as my back bumped against the far wall. 
 
    “No, you don’t get to plead with me,” Edony snarled, and the electricity surrounding her body crackled louder. “I gave you everything. Maybe, just maybe I should take you down into your ‘laboratory,’ the laboratory, may I remind you that I provided, and use you in the experiment? Maybe it’ll work then? Who knows? Either I’ll get what I want, or you’ll be dead… though no one will mourn the loss of your life. I surely won’t, you’ve been nothing but a hindrance since the moment I met you. I should’ve gone to a female scientist, maybe then my machine would work, and I would finally receive what I want.” 
 
    The Duchess glared down at me, inclined her head, lifted a hand encircled by raining sparks, and pushed it closer to my face. A wicked smile spread over her face as I cowered away from the biting heat that sizzled across my skin each time a spark connected. 
 
    “Stop,” I whispered. “I’m trying, Edony. I am close. I just need--” 
 
    “What?” the Duchess barked. “Do you want more money to make improvements to the machine? You’ve tried that twice, it hasn’t worked, you can’t escape your fate, Charles.” 
 
    “I! Need! More! Time!” I hadn’t realized it, but I was shouting at the Duchess now. 
 
    For the first time in our entire affiliation, Edony looked afraid of me as if I were the beast she’d always assumed I was. The electricity died from around her body, and she held her delicate hands to her chest, and stared at me with wide, horrified eyes. Then just as suddenly, her expression hardened, the lights in the room bloomed brighter, and she strode forward with the snap of electricity. 
 
    “You dare scream at me?” the blonde screamed, drew back her over her shoulder, and prepared to swing. “Our contract is over, Charles. Do you know what that means? You have failed to produce my super-soldier, the one I paid you to create, do you know what this means?” 
 
    I was so tired of feeling afraid and hearing the threats over and over. Every day of my life, every woman I came into contact with, it was all the same. Since the day I was born, I’d heard the same phrases repeated every day, and I was nothing short of exhausted… How much longer could I listen to this same rhetoric? How much longer could I carry on with the threat of death hanging over my shoulders? 
 
    I’d finally snapped, after all this time, all of their words had gotten to me, and I released all of my pent-up anger. It wasn’t the best decision I’d ever made, and I would probably pay for it in the end but… it felt so good to say all these words aloud, to the woman who had been the bane of my existence for the last year. 
 
    “You’re going to kill me,” I barked through a laugh. “I already know, Edony, you’ve been threatening me with death since the moment I signed the damn contract. If you want to do it so badly, then do it! I’m not afraid of you! I’ve struggled, turmoiled, and broken my back over my damn machine, but no matter how hard I work, it will never happen! Even if you kill me and move on to a female scientist, it will be the same, except then, you can’t kill a female scientist, can you, Edony? You can’t raise a hand against another aristocrat, can you? You wouldn’t even dare try! That’s why you chose me in the first place, to threaten and scare me the whole time while I spent hours building the machine you wanted! Kill me, find another scientist, but expect the same results.” 
 
    “I should’ve gotten rid of you after the first experiment didn’t work,” Edony chuckled with her hand still held aloft. “One failure is enough to condemn a man, and I should’ve let that be a sign. You’re not worthy of my patronage, you weren’t from the moment I met you, and yet, somehow, I still had faith in your measly ability. Charles, you’re not some world-renowned doctor, running around curing diseases and saving lives. Do you know why you’re not? All those doctors are female, and you’re just… a man that fit some pieces of metal together and runs electricity through it. It’s not impressive anymore… I should’ve let you rot on the side of the road I found you on… like the trash you are.” 
 
    “I built you a machine from nothing,” I spat. “I have done great things, things you’ll never see or know about because you won’t open your goddamn eyes, Edony! I’ve accomplished things that only you could dream about! You had a vision for the machine, but I’m the one who brought it to life with these two hands! Could you ever do that? No, but… I’m just a man who can fit pieces of metal together in the shape of a structure, what do I know?” 
 
    “You… you insolent little--” Edony’s voice rose, the sparks flew, and a single bulb above our heads exploded, but another voice rang out from behind us. 
 
    “Enough,” the feminine voice commanded. “That’s enough.” 
 
    Edony’s violet eyes widened, her jaw set, her lips set into a tight line, and she turned her head so slowly, I could hear the tendons creak with strain. Over the Duchess’s shoulder, I spied a familiar face standing in the hall, and I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “I think it’s time for you to leave,” Daisy growled, placed her hands on her hips and took a menacing step forward. “You shouldn’t speak to him like that.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Edony roared. “I can talk to my employee any way that I want!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak to me that way, either,” The brunette sighed. “You’re a woman, I am too. Show some goddamn respect.” 
 
    Edony took a deep breath, and her nostrils flared as she smoothed out the front of her blue dress, set her jaw, and turned toward the petite girl. 
 
    “And you are?” Edony raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Daisy…” the bear-girl trailed off. “Daisy… Browning.” 
 
    “Browning?” the Duchess clicked her tongue. “The influential Browning family from Aunux, the largest city in the east?” 
 
    “…Yes.” Daisy uttered, glanced in my direction, and then snapped her honey-colored eyes back to the Duchess. “Yes, I’m from Aunux… in the east.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were coming here to our small town of Edenhart,” the Duchess sniffed. “Absolutely no idea.” 
 
    “I just arrived.” Daisy snapped, curled her right arm up, and examined her fingernails. “Any more questions before I ask you to leave… again?” 
 
    “Yes, why are you here?” Edony gestured around the room. “In the manor, I own and loan to this man?” 
 
    “Oh, the answer is easy,” Daisy shrugged. “Charles Rayburn is my consort.” 
 
    “Wha-what?” Edony gasped, glanced at me, and then whipped her head back. “Excuse me? That cannot be true, Charles Rayburn wouldn’t willingly become a consort! Trust me, I know, I had to hear all about it from goddamn Delphine!” 
 
    “He is,” the brunette nodded. “He signed over his rights to me earlier today. So, per our contract, Charles Rayburn is my property and you… you’re threatening my property. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I own Charles,” Edony protested. “I own this house, and everything in it, including my machine down in the lab. Everything is mine, you’re trespassing on my property.” 
 
    “You may own this house, yes,” Daisy nodded, upturned her eyes, studied the chandelier, and then the suits of armor. “You don’t own Charles anymore. He’s not your consort, you may have a contract with him, but that is devoid of all meaning now that I’m here. Your contract with Charles is null, he’s my consort now, and I’ve instructed him to drop all ties to the scientific world, which includes you and your… experiments.” 
 
    “You… you…” Edony stammered, pointed to my first, and then swung her arm towards Daisy. “You can’t do this, I’ve paid him… I’ve paid him hundreds… it can’t be over, just like that… no, I won’t let it.” 
 
    “Leave, now.” Daisy snapped, waltzed forward, gripped the front door by its hand, and swung it open. 
 
    My eyes bulged from their sockets as the bear-girl pulled too hard, and the door came completely off its hinges.  
 
    Both the duchess and I gasped. 
 
    “Woops.” Daisy held the heavy, wooden door aloft for a moment, flushed bright red, rested it against the wall and cleared her throat. “See? That’s what happens when I get angry, so you better do as I say. Or else, we’re going to have trouble, Duchess of Edenhart.” 
 
    Edony’s mouth fell agape, and her violet eyes swiveled between me and the petite brunette for a moment. Then, her spine snapped to attention, she rose to her full height and took a decisive step toward the door. The Duchess paused for a moment in the doorway, craned her neck and glared over her shoulder at me. 
 
    “This isn’t over, Rayburn,” the blonde roared, twisted her head back to Daisy, and scowled down her thin nose. “You haven’t won, Browning. I will have him, he will finish what we’ve started, or I will execute him. Just because you have a consort contract doesn’t mean his life is spared, I’m the Duchess Edenhart, I decide what stays and what goes.” 
 
    Edony floated down the first stair right as her carriage door slammed open, banged against the outside, and Milton exploded out.  
 
    The Warden raced up the stairs, grabbed the blonde’s hands, and then pointed down the drive. 
 
    “Duchess, look!” The Warden giggled. “Do you see what that is? Do you see it? You can take him down now, even after what he’s done to you!” 
 
    “Were you eavesdropping, little worm?” Edony barked, raised her head and squinted off into the distance. “What is it, Milton? What did you see in the godforsaken darkness?” 
 
    All the blood drained from my face, and I shuffled my feet anxiously as my eyes settled on what the Warden pointed to. 
 
    “That’s the constable’s carriage,” Milton sniveled, rubbed his hands together like some type of plotting rodent, turned, and grinned up at me. “Are they coming to take you away, Charles?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    I just wanted to be left alone, that’s all I’d ever asked for. All I’d ever wanted was to work in my laboratory uninterrupted, and yet, all of these idiot people just kept showing up. Even when I first came to the manor, I’d sent away most of the manservants because there were too many fools bustling around at once, and since I’d created the first monster-girl, I had none in the house. Even now, as Daisy and I stood on the porch just outside of the open front door, there were too many people here. 
 
    “What have you done, Charles?” An evil smile snaked over Edony’s features. “Why are the constables visiting at such a late hour of night?” 
 
    Milton glanced between the Duchess, me and then Daisy, opened his mouth to speak, thought for a second with squinted eyes, and then snapped his jaw shut. The Warden couldn’t tattle on me without first implicating himself. Luckily, I’d wrapped him up tight in his own string of lies, and he couldn’t escape. 
 
    The constable’s carriage rolled closer, came into view just beyond the gate, and my eyes fell upon the back end of it where a small cell was built into the wood. Would I be going in there? Had they somehow… someway found out what I’d done? There was no possible way, I’d covered all of my tracks, and even now, if they searched my laboratory, they’d find no sign of the bear or Delphine. I hadn’t checked compartment B, but I was sure that the horrible woman was nothing more than a pile of ash or a mutilated corpse at this point. 
 
    The shiny, black carriage pulled into the drive, the chauffer pulled back on the reins, slowed to a stop, and rested directly behind the Duchess’s horse and carriage. The plain door slammed open, banged against the outside, a dark-clothed woman hopped out, offered an arm in, and then helped a second woman out. Their uniforms matched perfectly with tailored wool jackets in a deep blue so dark they were almost black. Golden buttons worked down their fronts with a single one at the end of their sleeves and wrapped around their forearms were cloth badges with Edenhart’s seal embroidered onto it. 
 
    Both constables were females who stood taller than most women. They carried heavy looking batons tied off to their belts, and they stepped forward with the assured ease of someone with authority. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn?” the redhaired constable called, pulled out a pad of paper from her breast pocket, glanced at it, and then held it tightly in her palm. “This is Constable Afton, I’m Constable Zinnia. May we ask you a few questions?” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” I stepped down the stairs, crossed my arms over my chest, and glared at them. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Yes, as the Duchess of Edenhart,” Edony purred through a smirk, came around her carriage, and leaned out. “I demand to know what this man has done.” 
 
    “Ah, Duchess,” Afton, a mousey brunette, raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I didn’t see you there. May we ask why you are here? Milton too? Who is that woman? On the stairs?” 
 
    “I’m here on personal business,” Edony sniffed, leaned back her head, and gazed down her nose at the two constables. “I hired the Alchemist for a job a few months ago.” 
 
    “And the Warden?” Zinnia raised an eyebrow, held her pen over the pad, and eyed Milton with distrust. 
 
    “I am also here on personal business,” Milton answered, sweated under the gaze of both constables, and then went on. “Two of my men were murdered last night… by poachers, and I came to ask the Alchemist if he could construct a trap to help catch them.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” Afton sighed, nodded, placed her hands behind her back, and stepped closer. “Yes, the poachers are getting out of hand. We’ve been dealing with their underground trading of the pelts for a long time, but we can’t seem to get ahold of them, the little weaselly brutes. They can be none other than men, of course, no woman would lay a hand on such beautiful creatures in such a way.” 
 
    “Constables.” Milton swung his heavy boot forward, folded his hands behind his back, puffed out his chest and stomped forward. “Please allow me to join you in this investigation, as the Deputy Warden, I’m sure I could aide you in some way or another.” 
 
    Zinnia, who was obviously the leader of the two women, glanced over at Afton, raised a single eyebrow, scoffed, and then shook her head. 
 
    “No, thank you… sir,” the redhead chortled with a shake of her head. “Us constables are trained specifically for things like this… I’m not sure, as the Deputy Warden, you’d be much help. You may even hinder us, or get in our way. Also, you work for the duchess while we work for the queendom. It is a conflict of interest, so we politely decline.” 
 
    “Not only that,” Afton snickered, glanced at the Warden, giggled, and then turned toward her counterpart. “But I’m sure your tiny, little man brain couldn’t comprehend our rules and regulations. It’s better for all of us if you stepped back and allowed the capable professionals to handle it.” 
 
    “S-Sorry,” Milton sighed, gestured wildly with his hands, and stepped back. “I’m sure, as you said, my teeny man brain won’t understand the reasons why do you certain things. Yes, proceed, I just wanted to offer my services since we work in similar fields.” 
 
    My nose wrinkled in disgust, and then I glanced toward Edony and then toward the two annoyed constables. I couldn’t believe he actually agreed with them, did he have no self-respect? I understood just taking their insults and slights, but how could be so spineless to agree with them? 
 
    What a sad, little sniveling toad. 
 
    “Milton!” Edony snapped, widened her eyes, and glared down. “That’s enough, allow them to do their jobs!” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” the Warden bowed. “Sorry for any inconvenience.” 
 
    “Annnyway,” Zinnia grumbled, glanced at her partner, lifted the pad of paper, and swiveled her eyes toward the porch. “And you are?” 
 
    “I’m Charles’ Mistress, Daisy Browning,” The bear-girl uttered, stepped down two steps, and glared at each person in time. “He is my property.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” Afton scoffed, cleared her throat, and then rested a hand on her baton. “We had no idea that a Browning was moving to our tiny town of Edenhart.” 
 
    “What do you want from my consort?” Daisy snapped, raised a single eyebrow, and took a menacing step forward. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re here on important business,” Zinnia clicked her tongue. “It seems that Delphine Vallantine has gone missing.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with the Alchemist?” Milton giggled. 
 
    “We’re getting to that.” Afton glared out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “Has she?” Edony whispered, turned, and cupped her chin. “Have you questioned her servants? Guards?” 
 
    “Yes, extensively,” Zinnia nodded. “All the servants and guards said that no one visited in the past three days and that Delphine left for only a few hours to visit the mercantile.” 
 
    “Again,” Daisy growled. “What does this have to do with my consort?” 
 
    “After a few hours of questioning, we finally got one of the servants to talk,” Afton stated, placed her hands on her hips and glared over at me. 
 
    “Annnnd?” The Warden grinned, rubbed his hands together excitedly, and hopped from foot to foot. 
 
    “One of her servants.” Zinnia glanced down at her notes. “Augustus said that one person had visited, and that person was none other than the city’s own alchemist, Charles Rayburn.” 
 
    “I knew you were deranged, Charles,” Edony snickered. “But did you murder someone?” 
 
    “There is no proof of murder, madam,” Afton corrected. “But Delphine is missing from her quarters. May we ask you a few questions, Alchemist?” 
 
    “Scientist and doctor, get it right.” Daisy barked. 
 
    At that moment, I was grateful for Daisy. Though she played the part of my Mistress, she still defended me fiercely, and I wondered how she knew all of the rules of Edenhart, but I assumed that during my time upstairs, Valerie filled her in. The cat-girl couldn’t pretend to be my Mistress, her tail and massive ears immediately gave her away but Daisy… her tiny tuft of a tail and small, round ears were easily hidden. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Ask away.” 
 
    “Did you visit Delphine Vallantine’s house earlier today?” Zinnia asked, lifted her eyes, and studied my face sharply. 
 
    “I did.” I inclined my head. 
 
    “How long were you there, do you think?” Afton shuffled her heavy boots, stepped closer, and then leaned her head back. 
 
    “I believe it was…” I scrunched up my face, thought for a moment, let my face relax, and looked into her eyes. “About two hours, but I cannot be sure.” 
 
    “What were you doing there?” Zinnia snapped, raised her dark cyan eyes, and licked her lips. 
 
    “Delphine summoned me,” I uttered. “To ‘service’ her.” 
 
    Edony gasped, covered her mouth with a gloved hand, and then turned her back to us as her shoulders shook with giggles. 
 
    “Service her?” Zinnia smacked her lips. “And what do you mean by that?” 
 
    “What else could I mean?” I asked. “We had sex.” 
 
    “Vaginal or…?” The redhead hung her pen over the page, glanced up, and waited. 
 
    “Vaginal, why does it matter?” I tilted my head, crossed my arms over my chest, and stepped back once. 
 
    “It’s merely a question that we have to ask,” Afton stated. “Why were the servants dismissed and then instructed to say you weren’t there? Augustus was the only one who would confirm your appearance at the was after… losing part of his pinky.” 
 
    “I’m unsure,” I shrugged. “It’s what Delphine wanted, she didn’t give me a reason why.” 
 
    “There’s a rumor that you went there to sign on to be one of her consorts, is it true?” Afton bounded forward, grabbed her baton, tilted her head, and leaned in close. “Augustus told us that you announced you wanted to become her new consort. Tell us, Alchemist, we need to know.” 
 
     “Yes, I did,” I admitted. “Delphine said that she wanted to ‘try out the product’ first before I signed anything.” 
 
    “Annnnnd?” Edony smirked. 
 
    “I wasn’t up to her standards,” I sighed. “And she refused me.” 
 
    “We did find a new contract in her files.” Zinnia raised her head. “But it wasn’t under your name, we have other constables out searching for that man too.” 
 
    “But there is no way to be sure that you’re telling the truth.” Afton squinted her eyes at me. “The two witnesses are you and Delphine herself. We can’t ask her since she’s missing, and you’re a man…” 
 
    “If I may speak?” Edony floated forward. 
 
    “Of course, Duchess.” Zinnia brushed forward onto a low bow. 
 
    “Not to defend Charles Rayburn, but I’ve known Delphine for a very long time,” the blonde uttered, leaned against her cane, glanced at me, and then continued in a cold tone. “She whole-heartedly believed that she was at the same social standing as me.” 
 
    “That’s a laugh.” Afton grinned. 
 
    “True, but she thought that her family lineage deserved what mine has always had,” The Duchess smiled. “That being said, she wanted the same amount of luxury as I possess, along with the consorts that I do not keep. A way… to rise above me, apparently. I know, for a fact, that she wanted Charles to be her consort. She brought it up to me on multiple occasions, the Alchemist and I had our own contract going for some work that I needed to be done. Yes, Delphine wanted him, but I know that she tries out each of her consorts before they sign the contract, and if they aren’t to her liking, she’ll send them away. Though it can’t be confirmed that this is what happened between the two of them, it’s what I believe. Delphine is particular with her consorts, and to be quite honest, I’ve known Charles for a few months, he would not be to her liking… at all.” 
 
    Had I… just been saved by the goddamn Duchess? The woman who’d just a few moments before had sworn to get me back and execute me? No, that couldn’t be true, Edony had no idea what I’d done… unless she was attempting to spare my life from the constables, only to snatch it away herself. Yes, that was more believable, unless… everything she’d just said was true. 
 
    “So, you don’t believe that Charles could’ve done this?” Zinnia raised a single eyebrow. “Kidnapped the Duchess?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Edony corrected. “I simply believe that Charles wouldn’t have been accepted as one of Delphine’s consorts.” 
 
    “It’s not true,” Daisy stomped down the stairs and glared at each woman. “Charles returned from Delphine’s manor, I sought him out on the street, propositioned him because of how handsome he is… for a brute anyway, and he agreed. He brought me back here after, and that’s where the Warden found us earlier.” 
 
    “Where’s your paperwork?” Afton asked. 
 
    “It’s a verbal contract,” the bear-girl turned her head, tilted it, and then pursed her lips. “There’s no need for paperwork where I come from.” 
 
    “You seriously trust him to obey a verbal contract?” Zinnia balked. “He could break it, and there would be no proof.” 
 
    “If there is a paper contract, there is no trust between us,” Daisy scoffed. “I didn’t feel the need for it.” 
 
    All three-women stared up at the brunette with wide, shocked eyes. Edony’s violet eyes narrowed of the small bear-girls face for a second, pressed her lips into a hard line, took a decisive step forward, and placed her gloved hands on her hips. 
 
    “No trust between the two of you?” The blonde crooked an eyebrow. “I don’t know how you do it in the east of Aunux, but here in Edenhart, our men are not trusted, period. No man is capable of making his own decisions, not employees, workers, and especially not consorts. That is why we use contracts, there are rules and regulations they must follow to the letter. Not only are they legally binding, but it allows the male brute to work within the limits each woman has set for him.” 
 
    “Then, abide by your rules,” Daisy shrugged. “And I will abide by mine. I’m not going to change my beliefs to fit your standards. In Aunux, we treat our men with a modicum of respect, they still are our servants, but they are allowed a bit of esteem so that they perform their roles with more gusto.” 
 
    “You may have lived in one of the largest cities on the continent,” Edony snapped. “But it sounds as if you all are savages, allowing your men to run about wild and loose. We don’t do such things here, accept it or return home.” 
 
    “What will you do?” the brunette scoffed. “Drive me out of town? You do know that if I leave, Charles comes with me, and from what you said earlier, you simply can’t just let him go yet, can you, Duchess?” 
 
    “You,” the blonde barked, stepped forward, and raised a single hand. “You dare speak against me? I’m the goddamn Duchess of Edenhart, I could kill you with a single swipe of my hand.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Zinnia cleared her throat meaningfully. “Duchess?” 
 
    “What?” Edony whipped around. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We cannot allow you to harm another woman,” Afton grabbed her baton and unhooked it from her belt. “You may be the Duchess of this town, but… you still have to abide by our laws… just because your family set them in place doesn’t mean you get a free pass to do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Fine,” Edony forced out, turned, pointed directly into the middle of my chest, and roared. “I see what you’ve done, Charles, do you think I’m blind? That I wouldn’t notice?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “First, you went to Delphine,” the Duchess growled. “Then, when she refused you, you found a random woman on the street and begged her for a contract. You did all of this to avoid my wrath, our contract was solid, and your deadline was fast approaching. This was the only way that you could escape me unscathed. Do you think you’re clever?” 
 
    “He did no such thing,” Daisy boomed, came down the last step, and stood directly in front of me. “I was the one who approached him, so if you want someone to blame, then it’s me.” 
 
    “This is all fascinating,” Zinnia waved a hand toward the three of us. “But we have an investigation to continue, may we resume?” 
 
    “Do as you wish.” Edony gestured toward me. “Interrogate him as much as you like, he’s no longer under my protection anyway.” 
 
    “Yes,” Daisy nodded. “He’s under mine now.” 
 
    “You--” the blonde barked, but she was cut off by Afton loudly clearing her throat. 
 
    “As we were saying,” the mousey brunette uttered, held her baton loosely in one hand, and tilted her head. “You were at Delphine’s for a short time, she dismissed the servants, she took you into her chambers, you had consensual sex, you left shortly after, and then you came back here with Ms. Browning in tow, all of that is correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “What was Delphine doing when you left?” Zinnia questioned. “We did see that her bed was mussed as if the two of you had been it, did she get up to go anywhere or?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Delphine dismissed me, let me know that sadly, I didn’t meet her requirements, and then I left her chambers as she dressed. She didn’t tell me what she was doing or if she was going anywhere.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Zinnia stuck her tongue into the corner of her lip, thought for a moment, lowered the pad of paper, and gazed over at me. “We’ll need to take a look at your wagon to see if the wheels match the tracks we found at Delphine’s manor. There were quite a few, and we need to match them up perfectly, especially if we find this mystery man who signed a contract with her.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, gestured for them to follow me and then moved around the side of my manor toward my carriage house. “It’s just over here if you will.” 
 
    I nearly stopped in my tracks as a familiar shape slunk up the stairs from my laboratory, somersaulted toward the carriage house, stopped in the gravel, waved to me with a soft giggle, and then disappeared inside. 
 
    “No, no, no, I told you to stay inside,” I grumbled under my breath, hurried forward, and then searched through the darkness after the cat-girl. “Valerie? Go back inside right this instant!” 
 
    “Noooooo,” the feline-woman sang from the shadows. “Not doing it, I’m exploring! I’m allowed to explore, remember?” 
 
    “Charles?” Zinnia called after me. “Did you say something?” 
 
    I whipped around, plastered a wide, fake smile over my lips, and then gestured toward my wagon. 
 
    “Here you are.” I pointed toward the plain wagon. “Sorry for the mess in here, I’ve been very busy with my experiments and haven’t had the chance to clean up the carriage house in a long time.” 
 
    “It is a bit messy,” Afton sniffed. “I’m unsurprised though, most men’s houses are disgusting. You, Ms. Browning, be sure to teach him how to clean properly. My consort had no idea how to do it when he first arrived, but after hours of instruction and discipline, he finally got it.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Daisy rolled her eyes. “Though Charles is pretty clean, anyway. His laboratory and home are spotless, I’m sure I won’t have to teach him much.” 
 
    Zinnia trudged forward, bent down beside the wagon, shuffled through the pages of her notebook, found the right one, and then compared the paper to the wheel of my wagon. The redhead squinted her eyes, bit her lips for a second, leaned even closer, and then glanced over her should with a huff. 
 
    “Are these threaded?” Zinnia pointed toward the wheel, pressed a finger to the wood, and then nodded. “They don’t look like it, but it feels as if they are.” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Getting up the hill to the manor in the winter is treacherous, and I had my wagon fitted with treaded wheels. They work very well, I recommend them if your wagon gets stuck often. Is there a problem?” 
 
    Sweat beaded on the back of my neck as the shadow of Valerie rolled underneath the wagon, padded closer on her hands and knees, sniffed at Zinnia, hopped away toward the bed, and then grappled silently onto the side. The invisible woman climbed up into the back of the wagon, and it shook slightly with the movement for a second. 
 
    Zinnia’s dark eyes rose, glanced around the carriage house, stared into the bed of the wagon, shook her head, and then glanced up at me. The redhead sighed, rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, placed her hands on her knees, and then stood. 
 
    “The wagon imprints we found were without tread,” Zinnia huffed. “Completely smooth with a few divots of normal wear and tear. Someone else must have visited Delphine during the day, either before or after you.” 
 
    “When did you say you went to see Delphine?” Afton scuttled closer. 
 
    “I didn’t,” I breathed. “Early in the morning, shortly after I woke up.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Valerie crawled to the edge of the wagon bed, perched there for a second, hopped off into the shadows, launched herself up into the driver’s seat, lifted both legs into the air as she did a cartwheel, and then jumped off at the other side.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, attempted to calm my pounding heart, and kept my eyes glued on Zinnia’s face. 
 
    If any of them looked hard enough, they’d see her even in the darkness of the carriage house, but thankfully, all of their attention was on me. 
 
    “If you’re lying, Alchemist,” Afton stated, stepped forward, raised the baton, and pointed it into my face. “You know exactly what that means. You’ll be ripped from your home, your contract with Ms. Browning devoid of meaning, either placed in the stocks for a week or a jail cell, and then brought out in front of the whole town and hanged for your crimes. If you did something to Delphine, kidnapped, or killed, you will die. There is no doubt about it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” I stated, turned, and leveled my eyes at the mousey-haired constable. “It’s a punishable crime, though, I’ve done nothing to hurt Delphine. I simply went to her for a contract, she refused me after she sampled me, and then I found Ms. Browning, my new Mistress.” 
 
    “Alright, then.” Zinnia snapped her note pad closed, slipped it into her breast pocket with her pen, and then placed her hands on her hips. “Afton? Is that all we need?” 
 
    “Yes,” the mousey brunette nodded. “That’ll be all for now, Alchemist, but if we find anything else, we’ll be back… most likely with a warrant to search the whole estate. Do you understand, Rayburn?” 
 
    “That’s it?” Edony snapped, glanced at the two women, and then pursed her lips. “That’s the end of the questioning and search?” 
 
    “Yes?” Zinnia cocked an eyebrow. “What else would there be? We came, asked him what we needed to, and saw the wagon wheels which don’t match the ones we found. Unless we have concrete evidence, there’s nothing else we can do.” 
 
    “You’re not going to throw him in a jail cell until Delphine is found?” Milton squeaked. “You do know that if you leave him unattended, he could go out and do the very same to another aristocrat.” 
 
    “Or you could do that, you’re the Deputy Warden after all,” Afton scoffed. “We have more important things to do than stalk a seemingly innocent man.” 
 
    “He may be a man, which are inherently untrustworthy,” Zinnia uttered. “But we cannot go around arresting people for no good reason, we need proof that he committed a crime.” 
 
    “Where are you learning these things?” Edony snapped, stepped so close to Zinnia that their noses almost touched and narrowed her eyes. “You should arrest him even if you don’t have proof.” 
 
    “Madam, I don’t work for you,” the redhead sniffed. “Those before me may have, but I work for the Ministry of State and Order, and these new regulations are straight from the capital of the queendom. The Warden may obey you, but that doesn’t mean the constable-force has to. We are simply following orders as the capital has instructed us, and if you please, we have important investigating to do.” 
 
    “But you,” Afton turned toward Daisy, narrowed her sharp blue eyes, and set her jaw. “You speak too freely around your consort.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the bear-girl scoffed, pressed a hand to the middle of her chest, and drew back. “What ever does that mean?” 
 
    “You act as if he isn’t a beast or brute, at all,” Zinnia brushed past the Duchess, brushed off her coat, and stood with her arms crossed. “It’s unacceptable.” 
 
    “I’m only treating him the way he should be treated,” the bear-girl shrugged. “With respect and diligence.” 
 
    “That’s where you're wrong,” Afton snapped. “We may not be able to arrest the Alchemist yet, but we won’t treat him as if he is on the same level as we are. We’re women, we’re stronger and more powerful than he will ever be with his pea-sized brain.” 
 
    “Charles is a doctor and scientist,” Daisy assured. “He doesn’t have a pea-sized brain, he’s brilliant.” 
 
    “There, that right there is what we’re talking about.” Zinnia narrowed her eyes. “You speak as if he’s an equal to you. As the Duchess said, we don’t know how you treat your consorts in the east, but here in Edenhart, they’re beasts with the ability to speak.” 
 
    “As I said--” the bear-girl started but was cut off by Afton, who raised a single finger into the air. 
 
    “You know you could be arrested for that, right?” the mousey-woman squinted. “Not many have been in Edenhart, but it’s not unheard of. Those who treat men as equals are just as bad as they are and deserved to be punished.” 
 
    “Even if the police don’t do something about it.” Edony stepped forward, glared down, and held her cane tightly in her fist. “I will. I have more power and ability than they do when it comes to transgressions like this.” 
 
    “You speak and act as if you are subservient to him,” Zinnia loomed closer. “And that is not allowed. The rules of investigation may be changing, but the laws about the treatment of men and consorts have not. You can be punished for the way you’re treating him, jailed maybe but him… oh yes, he’d killed, immediately. Once a man is treated with kindness, he comes to expect it from all those around him, and those types of creatures need to be put down.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t want you and your consort to end up dead, would we?” Edony snarled through a wicked grin. “I’m already your enemy, you wouldn’t want to make more on the constable-force.” 
 
    “I-I… I’m sorry,” Daisy folded her hands, lowered her head, and bowed low. “I will correct my actions and treat him according to local custom.” 
 
    “That’s better,” Zinnia nodded. “Very well, Afton, shall we return to the station? We have a long night ahead of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” the mousey-brunette inclined her head. “Good evening everyone, we will take our leave. Don’t forget what we said, Alchemist, we’ll be on you like flies to honey if we find any evidence that implicates you, understand?” 
 
    Zinnia jerked her head to Afton, the mousey brunette nodded, and they both bowed to the Duchess, glanced in Milton’s way, and then headed back toward their carriage. Edony and Milton watched the two women go and only turned back toward me when they were gone for sight. 
 
    “Do you think this is over, Alchemist?” Edony snarled. “It’s not, even if the constables won’t arrest you, I still have some power in this town.” 
 
    “Do you?” Daisy raised a single eyebrow, rested a hand on my shoulder, and then brought me to my knees. “Charles is under my care and protection.” 
 
    “Ah, following the rules now?” the Duchess smirked. “Adorable… but heed my warning, Daisy Browning, I will have Charles, no what. He will give me what I paid for him to produce. Even if you stand in my way, you can’t protect him from my wrath, even if you try, I’ll take you down with him.” 
 
    “You may be the Duchess, and you may be powerful,” Daisy stated, stepped forward, and rose to her full height. “But you don’t scare me, Edony. As the constables said, you can’t do anything to me without being charged, so please, attack me, do whatever you want, but what happens after is your fault.” 
 
    Edony’s spine snapped to attention, her nostrils flared, her violet eyes burned bright, her hands turned into fists, but right as I’d thought she’d attack, she spun on her heel. 
 
    “Milton!” the blonde shrieked. “We’re going back to the manor! Hurry up, you, vermin-trash, I don’t have time to wait for you. You were supposed to be on patrol anyway, don’t think you’re off the hook for that! You’ll have to make up the hours you’ve wasted here.” 
 
    “Y-Yes, Duchess!” the bald man sputtered, raced after her, glanced over his shoulder once, stopped, and then pointed. “The constables might now be able to do anything, Charles, but I do. I don’t have the same rules as they do, so from now on, everywhere you look, I’ll be there. Every place you go, I’ll follow, you can’t escape me… I’ll get you for what you’ve done to my precious Duchess, even if I have to murder you myself!” 
 
    Milton snickered, turned on his heel, raced forward, and then disappeared around the corner. 
 
    All of my anxiety had built up until this moment, but I couldn’t rest until I knew all of them were gone, so I crept across the gravel, pressed myself against the brick of my manor, scooted closer, and then peeked out around the corner. Edony climbed into her carriage with the help of Milton, and then the bald man scrambled up after her. The constables were already gone down the hill, and I could barely make out their sleek, black carriage in the darkness. 
 
    The Duchess’s carriage pulled away as her driver snapped the reins, guided the horses through the gate, and then down the drive. I gasped, let out all the air in my lungs, hung my head, and slumped against the outer wall of my home. 
 
    “They’re gone,” I panted, leaned my head back, and gazed up at the stars. “They’re finally gone.” 
 
    “Charles?” Daisy called in a weary voice, stepped forward, and held her hands to her chest. “T-That was scary.” 
 
    “You did so well!” I pushed off the wall, opened my arms to her, and wrapped her tightly in a hug. “I can’t believe you came up with all that by yourself!” 
 
    “I remembered it,” the bear-girl uttered. “Maybe it’s something I inherited from Delphine, but the rules of the aristocrats are very clear in my mind.” 
 
    “Charles!” the cat-girl called, appeared out of thin air, and raced forward with her arms outstretched. “We got them to leave, Charles!” 
 
    “Valerie!” I boomed, raised a single finger for her to stop and set my jaw. “What did I tell you earlier?” 
 
    “Uh… uhhhh, uhmmm…” the ash-blonde hummed and tapped her chin. “You… you definitely told me something…” 
 
    “I told you and Daisy to stay in the laboratory.” I raised my eyebrows meaningfully. 
 
    “Oh!” the cat-girl cackled, slapped her forehead and grinned. “That’s what you said! I forgot! I’m sorry!” 
 
    “You didn’t forget,” I shook my head. “You deliberately disobeyed me, that’s not alright. You could’ve been caught!” 
 
    “But, I had to get Daisy something to wear!” Valerie protested. “She was in that stupid lab coat and kept shivering! So, I snuck in through one of the windows, we crept upstairs, got her something to wear and then… Daisy was hungry.” 
 
    “We stopped in the kitchen for a snack…” the bear-girl mumbled as she let go of me, dropped her chin, and fiddled with her fingers. “We’re sorry, Charles.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, calmed myself, and then smiled at both of them. I didn’t want to be angry with Daisy and Valerie, we’d survived an attack from all sides, and I was surprisingly proud of us. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I nodded, held out my arms, and brought them to my side. “Just… if they show up again, stay down in my laboratory, okay? I can’t risk being caught, especially right now, when it seems we’ve almost gotten away with it.” 
 
    “Weeeell, Daisy can’t stay in the lab if they come again,” the cat-girl giggled. “She’s your Mistress now! Hooray!” 
 
    I sighed, steered the two of them toward the stairs, and stepped down them with ease. I wanted nothing than to fall face-first into bed, but I had more problems to deal with. The Warden had made a threat on my life, he wouldn’t wait for the constables to clear me as innocent, he’d kill simply for going against the Duchess. 
 
    I swung the door open into my laboratory, glanced toward A.B.’s tank, sighed softly, and then lowered myself onto a stool. 
 
    “So, that was a lot of yelling,” the brain whispered. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, in short, the Duchess and the Warden threatened my life, though I’m more afraid that Milton will be the one to act on his threats,” I explained. “Then the constables showed up, they know that Delphine’s missing, they don’t suspect me yet but… they could at any moment. Oh, and apparently, I’m Daisy’s consort, and that’s the only reason the Duchess can’t do anything at this moment.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of information to take in,” A.B. chuckled. “Soooo, the Warden’s the biggest threat right now? Or the Duchess? Or the constables?” 
 
    “Definitely Milton,” I stated, curled my hands into fists and rested them on my knees. “But what can I do? It just feels like… whatever I do, I’ll still end up dead.” 
 
    “I would say you could pay him off,” the brain offered. “But all of your money is the Duchess’s, and he’d tell her immediately.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t do that,” I chuckled, shook my head, and gazed over at my machine. “I could give him one of the suits of armor in the hall? He loved them, but still, that’s a bribe, and I can’t be certain if he wouldn’t tell Edony.” 
 
    “Why don’t you kill him?” Daisy curled up next to my still warm machine, snuggled deeper, and gazed over with her honey-colored eyes. “That would solve all of your problems.” 
 
    “W-What?” A.B. shouted. 
 
    “No way.” I did a double-take, snorted, and leaned back. “We’d be in the same situation as we are now with Delphine, but they’d be even more suspicious of me.” 
 
    “Hmmm, then we don’t get caught.” Valerie shrugged, lowered herself to the ground, rolled forward in a ball of fluffy tail and ears, and came to rest next to her sister. “Just like last time.” 
 
    “And how do you suggest we do that?” I snickered as I leaned against the examination table. “We don’t exactly have a lot of resources left. I’m already being questioned in the disappearance of Delphine. If the Warden went missing this close to her, they’d suspect me immediately.” 
 
    “Hmmm, we could make it look like another animal attack?” Valerie offered. “Like with the two other men? I guess they didn’t think it was a wild animal, after all.” 
 
    “No, we can’t do that again,” I sighed. “It obviously didn’t work.” 
 
    “Well,” Daisy yawned, stretched her arms, and then snuggled deeper against the warm panels. “We could make it look like he killed her, partially buried her, and then killed himself out of guilt.” 
 
    “Wha-what?” I exhaled. 
 
    “It’s effortless,” the bear-girl assured. “We kill the Warden somehow, maybe lure him out into the woods or something. Then we take Delphine’s corpse out into the woods too, it’s in the compartment, not very burnt at all. We make it look like he killed her, buried her in a shallow grave, and then killed himself out of guilt since he’s a man and all.” 
 
    Was this it? The solution to all of my problems?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “It’s just that simple,” Daisy yawned, rested her head against Valerie’s shoulder and nuzzled deeper. “We kill the Warden. Maybe after a nap?” 
 
    “We… kill the Warden.” I echoed, fell forward, buried my face in the palms of my hands, and then tugged at my messy, black hair. “Is that how we solve all of these problems?” 
 
    I couldn’t think of myself as a killer, no, not at all. Yes, I’d murdered one of the Warden’s lackeys in the woods, but that was self-defense and all the patients used in my machine… that wasn’t murder, was it? I hadn’t killed Delphine, my machine had taken her life as it had with so many others before her. Could I even call it murder? I’d never wrapped my hands around the throat of my victims and watched the light leave their eyes, I couldn’t consider myself a murderer… 
 
    Could I kill Milton? Could I settle my eyes on his toady face, find the resolve within my body, and then snatch away his life? 
 
    “You alright over there, Charlie?” A.B. called. “You’re looking… not so great, maybe you should take a nap like Daisy said? I know you’re going for the ‘astute scientist’ look, but right now… you’re just looking like a full-on mad scientist. When was the last time you had a good night’s rest?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I sighed, dropped my hands, and leaned back in my chair. “I can rest when there’s no one after us.” 
 
    “Soooo,” Valerie whispered, glanced over at her napping sister, giggled, and then raised her eyes. “Are we going to kill the Warden or not? It sounds like a good idea to me.” 
 
    “I think…” I breathed, stood from the chair, brushed off my pristine white shirt, and stepped forward to the middle of the room. “I think it’s our only option at this point…” 
 
    “When are you going to do it?” the brain bubbled. 
 
    “Tonight,” I stated, gazed around the room, ticked off everything we’d need for the night, and then got to work. “We’re going to kill the Warden tonight.” 
 
    “Wha-What?” A.B. shrieked. “Charles, that’s too soon! The Duchess, the Warden, and the constables just left! You can go out and murder one of them like that!” 
 
    “And if I don’t, A.B?” I questioned over my shoulder, rustled through one of the larger cabinets, and grabbed two heavy-handled spades. “I don’t think I left any evidence, but what if I did? The constables could come back and have me jailed. What about Edony, huh? She’s already livid with me, and she doesn’t exactly need a reason to execute me, she can do whatever she wants in the town. The constables may think they have some source of power over her, but that’s not true, the Duchess rules this town with an iron fist, and the queen will take months to respond, if she even cares. The duchess can do whatever she wants to me, it doesn’t matter if Daisy said she was my Mistress, Edony will have her way.” 
 
    “I… I guess you’re right,” the brain sighed. “But is this the only way?” 
 
    “I’m not hearing any other suggestions.” I leaned the spades against the wall, grabbed a spare tarp, draped it over my shoulder, and then turned. “If you have a better idea, A.B., I’m dying to hear it.” 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t turned your back on Edony,” the brain offered. “I would say that you could tell her that the Warden is the one doing the poaching, something like that for her to turn on him.” 
 
    “I had no other choice than to betray the Duchess, A.B.,” I stated. “Look around the room, do you see any super-soldiers? No, because I haven’t been able to create one, and my deadline was fast approaching. I couldn’t give her what she wanted, no matter how much money she threw at me or how much time I spent working on the machine… I had no other choice.” 
 
    “I just have one question left, though,” A.B. muttered. “Why did she want the super-soldiers anyway? She never gave you a reason, and I don’t understand why she would want them? She’s the most powerful woman in the city, money-wise and in her magical abilities. What in the world could she be doing that would need beefed up, tiny-brained minions?” 
 
    “Maybe she wants to take over the world,” Daisy mumbled with her eyes closed. “She has power, prestige, and wealth over the whole city… but what if she wants more? Didn’t you say there was a queen? That sounds like a lot of work to me, though. I’d rather just take a nap.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t sound like Edony to me.” I shook my head. “Maybe Delphine, but… the Duchess, she’s happy in her place as the ruler of this town.” 
 
    “But you don’t know,” Valerie shrugged. “It’s not like she would tell you what she wanted to do with them.” 
 
    “And not like she could wipe out the whole male population,” Daisy murmured. “Without men, there’d be no way to create the new generations of aristocrats. Unless she used the super-soldiers as proxies, mindless drones to impregnate the queens.” 
 
    “What?” I whipped around, glanced at the snoozing bear-girl, and then turned my eyes toward Valerie. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” A.B. echoed. 
 
    “Uhhh, what do you mean?” The cat-girl shook her sister lightly. “I think… she’s sleep-talking?” 
 
    “It’s just an idea,” Daisy sat up, rubbed her eyes, yawned, and then blinked. “I don’t know why the Duchess wants them, I was just rolling around ideas.” 
 
    “Sounded strangely prophetic,” A.B. tittered. “Are you seeing the future or reading Edony’s mind or something?” 
 
    “No,” the bear-girl whispered. “Just… so… tired.” 
 
    “We can’t nap right now, my dear,” I shook my head. “We’ve got work to do. Valerie, take those spades and put them in the back of the wagon. Also, could you possibly hitch the horses to the cart? I’d like to get a move on as soon as we can, we need to get this done tonight before any of them come back.” 
 
    “But, Charles!” A.B. protested. “You haven’t told us the plan! What’s happening? What are we doing?” 
 
    “Well, we’re going back to the Duchess’s property,” I told them. “All three of us. Daisy and I will dig a small grave, place Delphine’s corpse in it, cover it with a small amount of dirt on top of her, enough that she’s only slightly covered, and then once we’ve finished that, Valerie will sneak off. She’ll locate Milton, lure him back to the sight and then… we’ll kill him.” 
 
    “How?” Valerie tilted her head. “How will you kill him? If it’s a murder and suicide, how will you make it look like he did it?” 
 
    “I haven’t look in on Delphine yet, but it doesn’t matter what she looks like,” I shrugged, crossed the room, pulled open a cabinet, reached in, and then lifted out the weapon. “And then… I’ll use this on him.” 
 
    “A gun?” the brain shrieked. “You’ve had a gun in the laboratory the whole time? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You didn’t need to know,” I uttered, palmed the pistol, and examined its pristine black surface. “I only kept it in case one of the prisoners got absolutely out of control, and I couldn’t control them with the pulleys or tranquilizer. I guess I need it for something else entirely now.” 
 
    “But a flintlock?” A.B. asked. “You could use something else, like a knife, maybe slit his wrists or throat but… a dueling pistol?” 
 
    “It’s the only way it’ll look believable, A.B.,” I snorted. “Those constables are smart, highly trained, and will notice if something is off. I just have to get the angle right to make it look like he did it himself… easier said than done.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that, Charles?” Daisy brushed off her dress, scooted forward, and slowly rose to her feet. 
 
    “I have to get close to him,” I exhaled. “To the point that the barrel of my gun is touching his temple at least. It has to look like he did it himself, I’ll leave the gun there with his body and no one will suspect that it’s mine.” 
 
    “I know you can do it,” Valerie grinned, skipped across the room, lifted her right leg into the air, held it there with her arms, and then let it drop before repeating the movement with her left. “I believe in you, Daisy believes in you, and I bet that A.B. does too.” 
 
    “If anything goes wrong,” Daisy shuffled closer, lay on her hands on my shoulder, and leaned her head back so that her big brown eyes stared into mine. “Valerie and I will be right there with you, we’ll help if you need it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, reached out, stroked her cheek, and then rolled my shoulders. “Daisy, could you help me for a second? We need to get Delphine’s body out of the compartment, I just need you to lift one side for me.” 
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the brunette nodded, slid the tarp from shoulder and then stepped toward the machine. “Compartment B, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, grabbed the handle, swung the door open, and gazed down at the corpse. 
 
    “By science!” I retched, covered my mouth with my sleeve, and drew back a step. “What happened to her?” 
 
    Daisy’s eyes squinted, the brunette lifted her nose into the air, sniffed a few times, took a step closer, and then stopped as I grabbed her by the shoulder. 
 
    “Why is she… green?” the bear-girl tilted her head, twitched an ear, and sniffed again. “And moldy…. Is that mold, Charles?” 
 
    “She’s decaying,” I grunted through the fabric. “The residual heat from my machine must have sped up the decomposition process. She’s only been in here for a few hours, but she looks as if she’s been here for ten days.” 
 
    “Will that be an issue?” The brunette tilted her head. “When we bury her? Will the constables know something is wrong with her body?” 
 
    “Of course, they will,” I sighed, grabbed the tarp from her hands, spread it out on the floor, and then grabbed two pairs of sterile gloves from the counter. “But, it’s a been a hot summer, and logically, if the Warden held her body in his tiny shack of a home then… maybe, just maybe… she would have reached this stage. I’m sure they won’t question it much, but it’s not like they’ll be able to ask the Warden, he’ll be dead. Here, put these gloves on, we’ll roll her onto the tarp, wrap her up, and then carry her upstairs.” 
 
    “Yes,” Daisy nodded, slipped on the gloves with a snap, bent her knees, and prepared to push. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Alright,” I forced out, put on my own gloved, gripped the corpse, and stepped backward. “One, two… three!” 
 
    For a moment, I completely forgot about Daisy’s inhuman strength, and the corpse rolled toward me with the nauseating sound of tearing flesh. I kept my eyes toward the ceiling as I guided the body onto the tarp, sucked in a lungful of air, and then held it. The smell was even worse after moving her corpse, and I hastily threw the tarp over her once she rested in the middle of it. 
 
    Daisy leaned forward, wrapped her side over mine, cinched it tightly, leaned back on her haunches, grabbed both ends of the tarp, and lifted it easily. The tiny bear-girl held all the weight, blinked at me, smiled, and then nodded toward the door. 
 
    “Ready?” the brunette giggled. “I can carry it by myself, don’t worry.” 
 
    “S-Sure,” I stammered, scrambled backward, and then held the compartment door open. “We just need to get it into the back of the wagon. Can you carry it up the stairs by yourself?” 
 
    “Yes,” the bear-girl smiled. “She’s not very heavy, though, she is kind of stinky. I remember smells like this from before, my past life… I think I liked them at the time, they meant food but, I don’t like them anymore, human food tastes and smells so much better.” 
 
    “Do you remember a lot of your past life?” I asked, grabbed a coil of rope from the side table, stopped, waved over my shoulder to A.B., and then hopped up the stairs. “I know you said you could remember a little, but has anything come back to you?” 
 
    “Hmmm, well, there are a few that stand out to me,” Daisy breathed, climbed the stairs, and lifted her face toward the night sky. “I remember these strange, grey orbs that hung from trees like fruit. They didn’t look like much, but if you knocked them down, and tore them open, they had this golden liquid inside. It was thick and sweet, and so delicious. I’d spend hours searching the trees for them, and sometimes, I’d have to climb up high to get to them, but the reward after was so yummy. A lot of the time, these strange, tiny things would fly out of the broken orbs and bite my paws. A few times, they even got my nose. I’d like to get more of that yellow stuff, Charles, can you get it for me?” 
 
    “It’s honey,” I chuckled. “Sure, I can get you honey, a lot of the shops in town sell it. Though, I’ve never eaten it raw, like you have. I usually spread it onto biscuits, or cookies, or use it in cooking. Also, those tiny ‘things’ you’re talking about are called bees, they’re the ones that create the honey.” 
 
    “Mmmmm, eating it raw is my favorite way, even if I get stung in the process.” Daisy licked her lips. “I wish I could have some right now, I’d just lick it off my fingers as I did before in my past life.” 
 
    “You said you remembered something else?” I asked. “What was it?” 
 
    “Do you ever feel drawn to something?” the brunette wistfully breathed. “Like a call far off in the distance, and it’s like you have a string through your chest, you’re just pulled to it instinctively?” 
 
    “Maybe science?” I chortled. “Or you or Valerie, but other than that, no.” 
 
    “I don’t feel it anymore in this body,” the brunette nodded toward her chest. “But in the form I had before, there was this constant call, a need to be near that manor. There was a woman inside, she’d come out into the woods and take care of us… I want to say it was the Duchess, but the woman that I knew was totally different from the one I encountered earlier tonight. It saddens me to think that the woman who cared for me, took thorns out of my paws and ran her fingers through my fur is such a horrible human to the man I love.” 
 
    “Yeah, as the person on the other side of this,” I snickered. “It’s hard to imagine her doing those things, but I do know that animals are drawn to the natural power of her abilities. Maybe that’s the pull you were talking about?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Daisy nodded, stepped up the last stair, waddled forward toward the wagon, hoisted the tarp up, and then threw it into the bed. “I have to admit, I’m kind of glad that it’s gone. I never want to be near that woman ever again, especially after seeing how she treated you. I love you, Charles, I really do, and no one should ever speak to you that way.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” I smiled, reached out, and stroked her soft brown hair. “You and Valerie… are the only women to ever treat me with kindness and love. I treasure your hearts, and I will keep them safe, I promise.” 
 
    “Alright, lovebirds,” Valerie sang, flipped hand over hand, bent her knees, and then launched herself into the driver seat. “Ready to go? I got the spades all packed away, the horses are fed and hitched, is there anything else we need before it’s fun-fun murder-time?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, offered a hand to Daisy, helped her up into the back of the wagon, and then climbed in beside the cat-girl. “The only thing left is the flintlock, and I have that in my pocket. I won’t load it until you sneak away to find the Warden.” 
 
    I grabbed the reins, slapped them against the horse’s backs, steered them through the gate, and made the journey down the hill toward the city. It was late, the moon hung high in the sky, and barely any candles flickered in the windows of the homes below. We’d make it through the city fairly easy without being noticed, but I wasn’t so sure about once we arrived at the Duchess’s duchy. 
 
    “The Warden will be there,” I uttered. “And I’m sure he’ll be fired up after a tongue lashing from Edony. He and his men will be on high alert, especially after the incident with his two lackeys. We have to be absolutely silent the entire time once we’re on the property. We can’t get caught going in, but I’m more concerned about being caught on our way out. If anyone sees us as we’re leaving, that’s the end of all of us. Just… keep your wits about you.” 
 
    “Got it!” Valerie nodded, tossed a closed fist into the air, and pumped it. 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Daisy smiled, snuggled closer, rested her head on my shoulder, and closed her eyes. “I’m just going to nap on the way there if that’s alright with everyone.” 
 
    The journey to the city was quick, and when we reached the brick-paved streets, no one was in sight. Edenhart was eerily quiet except for the soft rumble of our wagon’s wheels, and every distant sound set me on edge. We’d reach the duchy within a few minutes, disappear into the forest, and then… the thought of what we’d do after made my heart hammer anxiously against my ribcage. 
 
    “Duck low,” I instructed the woman as I turned onto the long drive onto the Duchess’s property. “We’re almost there…” 
 
    In the distance, the lamps of the duchy burned brightly in the night, and I could barely make out the shifting silhouettes of Edony’s manservants as they went about their nightly business. None of them seemed to notice us from this far away thankfully, and I hastily turned off the path where we’d gone before. The tree line opened up the tiniest bit, I guided us through, and the forest seemed to swallow us in utter darkness. 
 
    “How far in should we go?” Valerie whispered. “Far from the Duchess’s manor?” 
 
    “No,” I murmured, shook my head, glanced over my shoulder until the drive vanished from view through the trees, turned back, and pulled on the reins. “I want it as close to the duchy we can get without getting caught in the process.” 
 
    The horses shuffled, whinnied softly, and then came to a full stop in a small clearing. I tied the reins off, jumped from the driver’s seat, helped both women down, and then reached into the wagon bed. The scent of Delphine’s rotted corpse overcame me, so I gulped, covered my nose, grabbed the two spades, and then hastily pulled away. 
 
    “Here, Daisy, take this.” I held out the second spade. “We’ll dig over there.” 
 
    “What should I do?” Valerie jumped from foot to foot. “I want to help, I don’t want to stand around while you two are breaking your backs digging the hole.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” the bear-girl assured. “I don’t mind the hard work, it allows me to get all of my energy out and then I can nap a lot longer later.” 
 
    “Come up with a plan in your head,” I instructed her. “Or we can talk it through while we dig.” 
 
    “Okay,” the cat-girl nodded, crossed her arms, and tapped her chin with her pointer finger. “I know I have to distract the Warden, but how?” 
 
    “He has to be intrigued enough to follow,” I stated, held the spade in both hands, brought up over my head, and then stabbed down at the dirt with all of my might. “Maybe slink back and forth behind trees? Call his name a few times?” 
 
    “That might scare him,” Val snickered. “Remember in the manor? He seemed terrified of ghosts.” 
 
    “Attack him from above,” Daisy replied in a monotone voice, slammed her spade down so quickly that it was almost a blur through the air, and tossed piles of dirt over her shoulder. “An ambush, jump on him, scratch him a few times, and then run away. He is sure to follow if you do something like that.” 
 
    “That,” I nodded, dug faster to match the bear-girl’s pace, and breathed heavily from the strain. “Good idea, Daisy. Find out where he is, climb into a tree, drop onto him, maybe hit him a few times, and then run away. Lure him to where we are now.” 
 
    “What if he has a weapon?” The feline-woman tilted her head. “What do I do then?” 
 
    “He won’t.” I shook my head. “The Warden isn’t allowed to carry weapons, especially since he’s a man and the aristocrats don’t trust him with anything. The most he’ll have is a horse, that’s the only thing that I know the Duchess has given him.” 
 
    “So, I’ll be safe?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled, wiped the sweat from my brow, leaned against my spade, and nodded once. “The most he’ll do it maybe throw a weak punch, but you’re agile, you can avoid it. If he almost lands it, just turn invisible, get a little farther away and then taunt him.” 
 
    “Okay!” the feline-woman cried. “I’ll do that, Charles! I’m kind of excited! It’s my first mission alone!” 
 
    “And you’ll do fantastic, my dear,” I breathed, picked up the spade, and dug even deeper. “I know it. Now, let’s get this finished, and then we can move on to the harder parts.” 
 
    Daisy and I piled the dirt together and continued working until we stood in a hole about six-foot-long, and two feet deep. It didn’t take as long as I expected, since the bear-girl shoveled faster than I thought was possible, and I assumed it was from the massive amount of strength she held in her surprisingly tiny arms. 
 
    I stepped away from the hole, breathing hard, wiped my face with the sleeve of my shirt, and then smiled at Valerie. The feline-woman had climbed a tree, scaled out onto the branches, and lay lazily across one of the thickest ones with her hand dropping down toward us. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. “All we have to do is load Delphine’s corpse into the hole, and then our side will be finished.” 
 
    “Alright!” Valerie giggled, sprang up onto the balls of her feet, grabbed the tree limb in both hands, swung once, flipped twice over twice, let go, spun in the air like a ball, and then landed with both feet planted in the dirt. “I’ll be back!” 
 
    The cat-girl dropped onto her hands and knees, bolted forward, and was gone in an instant through the rustling brush. She was practically silent as she tore her way through the forest, and I knew if she encountered anyone other than the Warden, she’d go unnoticed. 
 
    “Daisy, let’s--” I turned toward the bear-woman, but she was gone from the hole. 
 
    “Already on it.” the brunette smiled, grabbed the edge of the tarp in the wagon’s bed, slid it closer, grabbed both sides, and then lifted it effortlessly. “She’s light, I can do it by myself. Also, you’re already exhausted, Charles. Why don’t you let me do this for you?” 
 
    “O-Okay,” I sighed, leaned against the wagon, and then slumped forward with my hands on my knees. “Thank you.” 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” Daisy smiled. “You’ll need your strength for when the Warden shows up. I hope that once this is over… we have no more problems and can live in peace and take plenty of naps. Also, eat honey.” 
 
    “That’s all I’ve ever wanted,” I breathed, hung my head back, and stared up at the twinkling stars through the treetops. “My entire life, I’ve only wanted to be left alone, and work in my laboratory away from everyone else, especially the Duchess.” 
 
    “And eat honey?” the bear-girl asked as she raised a pretty eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled at her single mindedness. 
 
    “If the duchess causes you so many problems. Maybe we should kill her too.” Daisy shrugged. 
 
    “Oh no,” I exhaled. “We couldn’t do that. Edony is too powerful… With her, it’s so much different from Delphine and the Warden. Those people, yes, they’ll be missed, and people will search for them, but they’ll be easily forgotten within a few months, Milton more than Delphine. The Duchess, on the other hand? If she were killed, the city would end up in upheaval, and they wouldn’t stop looking until they found the person that murdered their precious leader.” 
 
    “Well, if the problem with the Duchess persists after this.” Daisy shrugged. “Murder is still on the table for negotiation, yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I chuckled. “I’ve already listed the reasons why we can’t do that.” 
 
    “Fiiiiine,” the bear-girl sighed, dropped the tarp, unfolded its sides, and glared down at the contents. 
 
    My eyes blinked in the darkness, gazed over the putrified flesh of what once was Delphine’s face, gulped, and then took a shaky breath. Daisy tilted her head, pursed her lips, lowered herself to her knees, grabbed the edge of the tarp, and then in a single, swift movement, yanked it out from underneath the body. Delphine’s corpse rolled twice, fell into the pit, and then landed with a soft squish. 
 
    The brunette’s face twisted into a grimace, and she stepped to the edge of the hole, gazed down, and her right ear twitched. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I whispered. “You look upset.” 
 
    “It’s strange,” Daisy whispered. 
 
    “What is?” I asked. 
 
    “She used to be me,” the bear-girl uttered. “Or I used to be her, but I have no memories of my life as her. I think I should be glad because from what I’ve heard, she was a terrible person. Standing here, I feel no connection to her at all. In a way, she helped give me life, but, in my world, her life was meaningless and pathetic. I care nothing for her, or my past.” 
 
    “She was an awful woman,” I stated. “And not to sound cruel, but she deserved the death she received. I hope in the future, I can rid the world of more women like her, but I’m not sure if I’ll get the chance if we’re caught.” 
 
    “We won’t get caught.” Daisy’s hands curled into tiny fists at her sides, she glared down into the hole, and then turned away with a scoff. “I’ll make sure of it. No one will stand in our way, Charles, not the Warden, or other aristocrats and certainly not the Duchess. My sister told me she wants you to make more women like us. I agree with her. I’m having fun. I love you both so much. I want more sisters.” 
 
    “I will do anything to make you and Val happ--” I started to say, but the sound of crashing underbrush broke us away from our conversation, the brunette rushed over to me, stood by my side, and I reached into my pocket for the heavy, black pistol. I held the weapon in my hand loosely as Valerie exploded back into the clearing on all fours, skidded languidly, laughed loudly, and then pounced toward us with wide, wild eyes. 
 
    “Heeeeere he coooomes!” the feline-woman giggled. “Ohhh, he’s sooooo mad! Teeheeeeee!” 
 
    Valerie slithered to a stop with her body turned to the side, hopped to her feet, bent her knees, breathed heavily, and aimed her glowing blue eyes toward where she’d just come from. 
 
    “Goddamn beast!” a familiar voice roared from just beyond the brush. “Where’d you go? I’ll find you, trap you and then skin you alive!” 
 
    “Come and get me, you bald bastard!” the feline-woman shouted. 
 
    The brush rustled, shook, and then parted as Milton forced his way through. His beady brown eyes squinted through the darkness, searched for the clearing, settled on the three of us, and then froze. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” the Warden grumbled, placed his hands on his hips, and lumbered forward. “If it isn’t Charles Rayburn…” 
 
    I squared my shoulders, rose to my full height, pressed my lips into a firm line, and then took a single step forward. 
 
    “What do we have here?” Milton tilted his head at both of my monster-women. “I see you’ve been doing more than just experimenting in your lab, Charles. What are they? Beasts? Women? Both? Just wait until the Duchess hears about this, you’ll be dead before sunrise.” 
 
    “He has a baton,” Valerie whispered. “But that’s the only weapon he’s carrying.” 
 
    Milton trudged forward, was breathing hard and only stopped when he nearly fell in the hole we’d dug. The Warden stared down at it in confusion for a second, his eyes widened, his chubby mouth dropped open, and strange, strained noises exploded up his throat. 
 
    “What… what is that?” the stout man gasped. “A corpse? Y-You really did kill someone?” 
 
    “Milton, I’d introduce you to our poor deceased friend,” I grinned, stepped forward, and tucked the revolver into the waistband of my trousers. “But, I’m sure you’ve already met the one and the only Delphine Vallantine…” 
 
    “You really did it…?” Milton scrambled backward, reached around his ample belly, grabbed his baton, unclipped it, and held it aloft. “You murdered Delphine?” 
 
    “You didn’t think I did it?” I crooked up a single eyebrow. “That’s wonderful, hopefully, my acting tricked the Duchess too.” 
 
    “It’ll all be for nothing when I tell her!” Milton shrieked. “You’ll be skinned alive, Charles Rayburn! You’ll be the centerpiece of her collection of skins before you know it!” 
 
    “No, that’s not going to happen.” I shook my head. 
 
    “And why not?” the Warden snapped. “You think I won’t tell her?” 
 
    “It’s not that you won’t tell her,” I chuckled darkly. “It’s simply that you won’t be able to. You see, Milton, just like your men and Delphine, I’m going to kill you, and the Duchess will never find out.” 
 
    “M-My men?” Milton echoed, tapped his baton against his chest, and then pointed it. “You’re the one who killed my men? As I suspected? There were no poachers, at all? It was all you?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about poachers,” I shrugged. “But yes, Valerie and I killed your men the night you saw us here.” 
 
    Milton’s shock quickly turned to rage, he huffed through his open mouth, gritted his teeth, and held the baton over his head. The plump man raced forward with a loud cry, his feet pounded against the dirt, his lips pulled back into a snarl, and he launched himself at me. 
 
    The Warden flew through the air for a second, but I wasn’t afraid, I knew what I needed to do. Milton’s body was inches away from impact, I brought up my right knee, slammed it into his flabby belly, brought up my right hand, and punched him in the jaw. The crack that came after resounded around the small clearing, and a soft groan exploded up Milton’s throat. 
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie purred, pressed her hands to her chest, and wriggling in place. “I never knew you were soooo strong.” 
 
    “I once read a book on pugilism,” I huffed. “But I am no expert. It’s just satisfying to waylay this scoundrel.” 
 
    “Get ’em, Charles,” Daisy cheered as she raised her tiny fists in the air and made slow punching movements. 
 
    The stout man charged me again, but I stepped aside and punched him against the shoulder. He flew sideways, tumbled a few yards, landed on his side with a low grunt, and then scrambled to his feet. He wobbled for a second as blood spurted from his bottom lip. Then he spat on the dirt, and I saw the shiny remnants of one of his front teeth. 
 
    “You’re a strong fucker, aren’t you, Alchemist?” the Warden faltered on his feet, wiped the blood off his chin with his shirt sleeve, and then took a step forward. “Wouldn’t have thought so since you spend all day in your dark, damp lab creating disgusting she-beasts.” 
 
    “Science and the study of educational books should never be underestimated.” I stepped forward, lifted both hands in front of me, circled the Warden, and avoided a downward sweep of his baton. Milton changed direction with the weapon, came up from the side, but I rolled my shoulder, deflected it with my outer forearm, whipped around, and jabbed out at his back. My curled fist connected with the slope of his spine, forced him forward onto his knees in front of the shallow grave, and then I gripped him by the sweaty hair. 
 
    I wasn’t very skilled with the martial arts, but the warden was even worse, and his portly form was hampering his movement. 
 
    “Hit him again!” Daisy roared, raised her hands into the air, and jumped up and down like a spectator watching a boxing match. “Hit him!” 
 
    “I can’t,” I snarled, glared down into the man’s hazy brown eyes, and then leaned in closer. “As much as I want to beat you to a pulp, I can’t. Let’s just say, Delphine put up a fight against you while you kidnapped her… that’s why you’re all bruised and bloody, but, in the end, you won.” 
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” the Warden gasped, blood sprayed into the air from his broken lips, and he trembled on his knees. 
 
    “There’s no harm in telling you, so, let me set the stage for you,” I sneered. “You, Deputy Warden Milton Nenderthaw, had a long, one-sided romance with the now-deceased Delphine Vallantine. Time and time again, she refused you, rejected your offers of a consort contract, and finally, after years, you snapped. You arrived at her manor, saw me leaving, disheveled with a post-coital glow about my face and rage rushed through your entire body.” 
 
    “None… none of this is true!” Milton protested, jerked away from me, but I managed to keep him in place. 
 
    “I know that, this is just the little story I came up in my head,” I snorted. “It’s most likely what the other aristocrats will believe too once they find your bodies. As I was saying, rage rushed through your body. You broke into Delphine’s manor, saw that there were no servants around, went to her chambers, and subdued her somehow. You killed her, out of lust, rejection, and absolute devotion, and then took her corpse back to your shack where it rotted to the state it’s in now. You brought her corpse out here for a proper burial, and once you saw her in the grave, you couldn’t take it anymore. Your lost love, resting in the arms of death like… like… a goddess.” 
 
    “Stop… please,” Milton blubbered. “I’ll do anything… I’ll even help you, and I won’t tell the Duchess what you’ve done! I won’t breathe a word, or tell a single soul!” 
 
    “I doubt that,” I barked. “So, after seeing your lost love in her grave, you were overcome with guilt. You couldn’t take it, not only had you killed an aristocrat, but you’d killed the only woman you’d ever loved… not that she’d ever love you back, but that’s beside the point. So, you took out your flintlock, but of course no one knows how you got it since it's illegal for a man to carry or own a weapon, especially once with such power.” 
 
    I reached around my back with my free hand, pulled the heavy pistol out, held it tightly in my fist, and then placed it within Milton’s line of sight. The chubby, little man yelped, wriggled desperately against my hand, but I quieted him as I brought it to his temple, right above his left ear. 
 
    “Overcome with guilt,” I repeated. “You took out your revolver, placed it against your head, and… killed yourself. Does sound about right, ladies?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Valerie nodded excitedly. “It happened exactly like you said.” 
 
    “Riddled with guilt and shame,” Daisy reiterated, glued her eyes to the man on his knees, and then grinned. “He couldn’t take it anymore. If he couldn’t have her in life, he’d have her in the one after.” 
 
    “You were a man obsessed with Delphine,” I stated. “You couldn’t get her out of your mind, and that’s why you killed her. You were angry that she never allowed you to be a consort, she thought you were unworthy, ugly, fat, or simply undesirable.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Milton cried. “I’ve never looked at a woman with lust! I-I’ve only ever wanted to serve them! Let me go, Charles, and I-I’ll work for you! Please! Spare my life, and I’ll find someone else for you to use! P-P-Please don’t kill me! I was a good man, an honorable man! Even if I were a beast or a brute!” 
 
    “Do you really think I can trust you?” I snarled as I jabbed the gun against his flesh. “Every moment I’ve spent with you, I’ve watched you lick the dirt off of the Duchess’s boots. You’d turn on me as soon as I let you go… and that’s why I have no other choice than to do this, Milton. You’re the solution to all of my problems, and I thank you for that.” 
 
    “Charles,” the stout man blubbered. “Please.” 
 
    “Enough,” I commanded, pulled back the hammer on the gun, and then rested my finger against the trigger. 
 
    Milton opened his mouth to speak, but his words were drowned out by the explosion of the ball leaving the barrel. I kept my eyes open and wide, and blood burst out of the entry wound, blasted out the other side with a spray of scarlet as the bullet exited through his skull and whizzed through the trees. His body slumped forward, his mouth went slack, his eyes glazed over, and I let go of his hair. 
 
    Milton tumbled forward into the shallow grave on top of Delphine’s rotting corpse. I gazed down at the two of them, wiped off the gun, bent at the knees, and then loosely placed the revolver in Milton’s limp hand. I stood with a sigh, brushed off my hands, wiped some brainmatter off my brow, raised my chin, and spoke to my two monster-women. 
 
    “It is done. I’ll do anything to protect you both.” 
 
    “We know,” Val purred. 
 
    “And we love you for it,” Daisy whispered.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    I swung my head around the clearing, listened to any far-off sounds, and then turned toward where we’d entered into the forest. My heart hammered in my chest, and I was worried that one of the Warden’s men had heard the shot but no sounds exploded up in the distance.  
 
    Edony’s duchy was huge and spanned out farther into the woods than any other aristocrat's property. The Warden and his man patrolled most of it during the night, but I was sure that they couldn’t cover the expansive property with their measly numbers. It seemed that no one had heard the commotion, or the gunshot blast, and relief washed over me. 
 
    “It’s over,” I breathed, allowed a small smile to spread over my lips, and then laughed. “It’s finally over.” 
 
    I sighed, stared up at the twinkling stars, and felt the weight of the world finally lift from my shoulders as my two beautiful women snuggled against me.  
 
    It’d take a few days for the bodies to be found, but even then, I could live in peace without Delphine and the Warden breathing down my neck. Even after they were found, maybe the Duchess would finally back away from me a bit, I’d made it perfectly clear to her that I’d signed a contract with Daisy. Though it wasn’t the truth, the ‘verbal contract’ between me and the bear-girl offered at least a small bit of protection. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I whispered, down to my two monster-girls. “We can rest now… finally, after so long.” 
 
    “Yaaay!” Valerie giggled, raced forward, bent her knees, and then leaped into the air. “We can finally relax! Maaaaaybe take another bath? Oh! Charles! You should give Daisy a bath, I’m suuuure she’d love it!” 
 
    The feline-woman rubbed her luscious body against me. I held her there as she pressed tender kisses to my cheeks and then lowered her to the ground. Daisy stepped forward with her arms outstretched, and I folded the tiny brunette into my side. 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy grinned. “Let’s go home, have some snacks, and then take a nice long nap.” 
 
    “Yes,” Valerie nodded and leaned her head back. “Let’s all take a nap! Your bed is big enough for all of us, isn’t it, Charles?” 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled, steered them toward the wagon, and then helped the two women up into the driver’s seat. “It could fit all of us. I feel as if I could sleep for ages.” 
 
    I climbed in beside them, gripped the reins in my hands, gazed over the crime scene one last time, and then turned in my seat. I slapped the leather straps against the horse’s backs, the two beasts whinnied softly, pulled away, and then trotted through the darkened forest. I was worried that our wagon would leave clear tracks through the woods, but thankfully, the ground we traveled over was hard packed from weeks of drought. Our wagon left no trace behind us that we’d even been there, and it relieved me even more. 
 
    I felt strange, as if my body was in some sort of dreamlike state with my brain still fully conscious, but, despite that, I was content. We’d solved two of our problems, and now, it was time for us to sit back and relax while the whole town searched for Delphine. 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take for them to find the bodies?” Valerie asked, wrapped an arm around her sister, and then turned in her seat. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I uttered. “Not very long, the duchy is patrolled heavily during the night. I’d say within the next few days, possibly by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll suspect you?” Daisy whispered as her eyes fluttered open and closed. 
 
    “They have no reason to after what we’ve just done.” I shook my head. “I didn’t leave any evidence behind at Delphine’s, and we set the scene perfectly with the Warden, so no, I don’t believe they’ll come after me.” 
 
    “What about the Duchess?” The cat-girl turned her head, leaned it against my shoulder, and sighed. “Will she stop threatening you?” 
 
    “That I doubt,” I exhaled. “Edony is strong-willed and hard-headed, she’ll never give up… but with Daisy’s ‘contract’ in place, there isn’t much that she can do… unless she goes against the queendom’s laws and decides to execute me.” 
 
    “We won’t let her,” Daisy muttered. “She’ll never lay a hand on you, or we’ll kill her.” 
 
    “You can’t do that, my dear,” I snorted. “I’ve given you the reasons why the Duchess has to stay alive and healthy.” 
 
    “But there has to be another way.” The bear-girl sat up, blinked her eyes to clear the sleepiness away, and turned in her seat. “If she’s going to continue this onslaught, we have to fight back. We can’t just lay down and take it. You didn’t do that when Delphine threatened you and certainly didn’t when the Warden did the same.” 
 
    “Daisy, please,” I sighed. “There are things in this world we simply must accept, and one of those is that the Duchess cannot be taken down, no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Charles, listen to me for a moment,” the brunette protested. “Edony is the most powerful woman in the city. This is only my first time out of your laboratory, but think about it. If we turned her into a monster-girl, with her immense amount of abilities and strength, she could easily help us topple the matriarchy.” 
 
    “That’s a good point, Daisy,” I stated. “But, we can’t.” 
 
    “Charles, this is a pivotal moment!” Val threw her hands in the air. “We could change the tides against the society that punishes and degrades men! Also, it will be really, really fun to turn her into our third sister!” 
 
    “The world won’t listen,” I sighed. “The whole continent can’t change because a man, and hypothetically three monster-women want it to. I won’t speak on it anymore. My loves, I’m sorry, we can’t do it.” 
 
    “Alright…” The bear-girl lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Charles, it’s just that I love you and believe in you so much… you deserve to live in a world better than the one we’re currently in.” 
 
    “You already know what I think.” Valerie nodded, grinned, and lifted her head. “We should just kill all of them! Turn them into monster-girls and live happily ever after! Everyone would be so happy, the men, the monster-girls, me, Daisy, A.B. and you, Charles.” 
 
    “I’ve never fancied myself a revolutionary,” I chuckled, reached out, ruffled the ash-blonde’s hair, and then gripped the reins. “But I won’t say we’ll do it.” 
 
    I guided the horse’s back onto the drive of the duchy, glanced over my shoulder toward the manor, pressed my lips into a hard line, and then drove the horses on faster. Once we made it out onto the brick-paved streets, the sun was just starting to peek through the clouds in the east, and I knew we had to make it through before the citizens of Edenhart awoke. 
 
    A few businesses had opened their doors already, I slumped my shoulders, sat lower in my seat, and kept my head down. Our wagon clattered across the pavers, but thankfully, no one came out to check on the noise. I gazed toward my manor on the top of the hill, guided our horses toward it, and urged them on faster. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, and it only calmed once we pulled onto the long driveway that led up to my home. I exhaled a sigh of relief, sat back in my seat, breathed in the fresh, dewy morning air, and then rested my arm around the back of both my women. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” I smiled. “Then we can eat, relax and go to bed… finally.” 
 
    We pulled through the gate and came around the house, so I gripped the reins, halted the horses, and came to rest just outside of the carriage house.  
 
    I hopped down first, offered my arms to Valerie, helped her down, and then did the same with Daisy. Both women giggled, leaned into my touch, and once their feet brushed the ground, pressed soft kisses to my lips. 
 
    “Go on inside.” I gestured toward the house. “I’ll unhitch the horses and be in a minute.” 
 
    “Okay!” the feline-woman stretched her arms, whipped out her tail, flipped once, grabbed Daisy’s hand, and then skipped off toward the house. “We’ll grab something to eat and then snuggle up in your bed. The sheets will be warm by the time you arrive!” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” I chuckled, came around the wagon, and began unhooking the straps from the horses. “Do whatever you like. Maybe go in and check on A.B., he’s probably lonely. We haven’t spent a lot of time with him in the last few days.” 
 
    “We’ll go in and see him after we get something to eat.” Daisy pressed both hands to her growling stomach. “I’m too hungry to go in and do it now.” 
 
    The two women disappeared around the corner of the house, and I turned back to the horses, freed them from their confines, and then led them toward their individual stalls. I patted each of their sides, sprinkled down some fresh hay, gave them fresh water, and then a handful of wild oats each. I sighed contentedly, turned, crossed the gravel toward the empty wagon, and then pushed it into its place within the carriage house. 
 
    Once I finished, I brushed off my hands, nodded, turned, and came around to the front of the house. I hopped up the front steps with a light clatter, leaned my head back, breathed in deeply, and then paused as a distant sound caught my attention. It was the blare of an alarm I knew well, but it was distant and muffled from the space of my laboratory. 
 
    That noise could mean only one thing… someone had entered through the gate on my property. My heart pumped in my chest as I slowly turned, settle my eyes on the gate farther down the hill, and then gulped loudly. Large beads of sweat trickled down the sides of my face, and I hastily wiped them away with the sleeve of my shirt. I glanced down at it and saw the smear of pink from the mixture of my sweat and the Warden’s blood. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” I whispered, wiped at my face with the same sleeve until no more pink coloration came away. “Why are the constables here again?” 
 
    I stood on the steps, with my left leg resting on a level higher than the right, turned, and watched as the sleek, black carriage rolled into the drive. The carriage stopped right in front of the steps, and the driver glanced at me once and then hastily turned away. Was it because he knew something I didn’t? Why were they here? Why did they come back? What else did they want from me? 
 
    The door slammed open, a single thigh-high black boot stomped, and then a tall, busty woman slithered out. She stood a few inches taller than me, entirely clothed in shiny black leather, which creaked as she stepped closer. Medals covered the left side of her jacket, she wore the same cloth insignia over her right arm and tucked under her elbow was a thick, black riding crop. 
 
    Her skin was creamy white, almost the color of milk, her eyes were a deep jade that glinted in the sunlight as she inclined her head, and lips were thickly painted with blood-red lipstick. A single black beauty mark rested harshly against her pale complexion above her top lip on the ride side. Her hair was long, down to her massive breasts and the bright crimson color of blood. A thick-billed hat rested atop her head with the golden crest of Edenhart pinned directly to the band. A single black eyepatch covered her right eye, and below it, the tender flesh of a jagged scar peeked out. 
 
    Zinnia and Afton slithered out behind the impressive female, marched forward, stopped directly behind her. Then they planted their feet and held their arms behind their backs at attention. Their eyes were trained on me, but their surfaces were hazy as if they weren’t really looking, only following protocol. 
 
    The scarlet-haired woman tramped forward, leaned her eye back, eyed me from underneath the brim of her hat, and then cleared her throat. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn?” she uttered in a thick, sultry accent as her thick lips spread into a wicked grin. “I don’t think I’ve met your acquaintance yet since I’ve just arrived from the west. I’m Ortensia Bisset, the new Chief Constable.” 
 
    I kept my face devoid of emotion, but my mind was running wild, the city of Edenhart hadn’t had a Chief Constable in years, the handful of officers we already had were enough. Why had the capital sent over a Chief Constable? Did it have something to do with the changes in our rules and regulations, or was it something darker? Had the Duchess sent for this woman? 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I forced out in a calm voice, gripped the railing of the stairs, and turned to face the three of them. 
 
    “Oh! How polite,” the scarlet-haired woman simpered, and then her voice dropped in a low growl. “A beast with manners, how refreshing.” 
 
    “I spoke to the two constables behind you last night.” I ignored the comment, glanced toward the two women standing behind her, and then planted my feet. “Do you have more questions?” 
 
    “No,” Ortensia purred, shook her head, and giggled. “No, no, no, the questions you answered will suffice.” 
 
    “Then what else can I do for you?” I asked. “I don’t mean to rush you, but I’ve had a hectic night with my experiments, and I’d like to rest.” 
 
    “Then I am very sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Mr. Rayburn.” The scarlet-haired woman grinned even wider. 
 
    “What is it?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “You’re under arrest,” the Chief Constable sneered. “For the disappearance, kidnapping, and presumed death of Delphine Vallantine. Ladies?” 
 
    Zinnia and Afton nodded, tramped forward, and climbed up the stairs after me. The mousey-brunette reached around her back, unclipped a pair of shiny, silver shackles, and held them loosely in her hand as she approached. 
 
    “Wha-what?” I grunted, retreated up another stair, and gripped the banister until my knuckles turned white. “That can’t be true, I had nothing to do with it! Where’s your proof? The evidence that I was the culprit? Your two constables left here last night after they essentially cleared me as a suspect!” 
 
    “Stop with the act,” Ortensia barked. “The way you are reacting is enough to tell us that you’re the man who committed this crime. Do you think we need proof? Solid proof against you? A man? It’s clear to all of us you’re the only one with means and motive to kill Delphine Vallantine. Not only that, but the mystery man who signed a contract with the aristocrat? He doesn’t exist, not in this town, at least. His name is nowhere on the roster of males in Edenhart. So, unless a man snuck into the city unbeknownst to anyone except for Delphine, you’re our only other suspect.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” I snapped, glared down at the two approaching women, whipped my head toward the house, and met two sets of eyes through the window. “I would never harm a woman, especially Delphine Vallantine.” 
 
    “Silence him, shackle him, and place him in the back,” the scarlet-haired woman commanded, jerked a hand toward the steel cage attached to the back of the carriage, grinned, and then leveled her eyes at me. “We’re taking you in, you’ll spend a few nights in a jail cell while the Duchess decides what to do with you. You see, despite what these two women were taught at their academy, the capital believes that each city’s matriarchal leader and the constable force should work together seamlessly. Each region has its own set of rules and regulations, and the constables there should adjust their beliefs. Your leader believes that once a black mark in society appears, it needs to be cut out and destroyed immediately.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to follow the Duchess’s decrees blindly?” I asked. “Convict an innocent man to death?” 
 
    “I didn’t say death, but,” Ortensia chuckled. “If that’s what you think you deserve then, I’ll let the Duchess know.” 
 
    Zinnia and Afton cornered me on the stairs, the taller redhead grabbed me by the shoulders, whipped me around, and the mousey brunette slapped the shackles around my wrists. 
 
    “You thought I was innocent!” I uttered. “You left here last night with no doubt in your mind that I wasn’t the man who committed this crime!” 
 
    “We do as we are instructed,” Afton snapped. “It doesn’t matter what we personally believe.” 
 
    “Then you’re just sheep,” I whispered as they forced me down the stairs, toward the back of the carriage, and only stopped to open the cell. “You’re… just sheep following the orders of a bloodthirsty wolf! She’ll eat you alive the second you turn your back on her!” 
 
    “It’s best if you keep your mouth shut and those seditious thoughts to yourself, Alchemist.” Zinnia snapped, forced me up the tiny two stairs into the stairs, and then slammed the door shut. “We may have believed your story, but maybe that means you’re a good liar.” 
 
    “Please, I didn’t do this.” I shook my head, pressed myself against the bars, and stared toward the house. 
 
    Valerie and Daisy watched from the window, and if the three police-women had looked hard enough, they would’ve seen them, but they were busy climbing back into the carriage. 
 
    “Wait for me,” I mouthed. “I’ll be back, just wait for me.” 
 
    “We love you.” Valerie mouthed back, gripped Daisy by the shoulder, hugged her tightly, and then pressed a hand to the glass pane. “We love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you.” I breathed silently. 
 
    The carriage abruptly jerked forward, rolled, and then turned in the driveway. I squatted in the tight space of the cell, watched as my manor got smaller and smaller in the distance, and finally vanished from my line of sight. My heart hammered in my chest, sweat dripped from my brow, and my anxiety ran rampant, but I could do nothing but sit in the tiny cell until we reached the city. 
 
    This wasn’t quite my plan, but I realized that I might still get out of this predicament. I needed the constables to find the warden and Delphine’s bodies. Then I would be exonerated. However, I had no idea how quickly the duchess would rule on my fate or how quickly they would discover the frame job. 
 
    The clock was ticking, and I knew that my fate was out of my hands. I’d planted the seeds of my innocence, but would they blossom in time? 
 
    The wheels of the carriage bumped as we traveled over soft dirt road onto the brick pavers, and the city came into view from my vantage point. The sleek, black constable’s carriage was well known in the town, and aristocrat’s stopped to stare as it passed. Their eyes weight heavily on me, some women’s mouths dropped open, but others simply pointed and laughed. 
 
    “I can’t die… not now, not yet… I have more important things I need to do for the sake of science. I can’t let my life end like this…” I muttered my words under my breath, and the mantra helped my brain churn over the other ideas. Perhaps I could hint at the location of the bodies? No, that might play my hand too heavily and raise more suspicion. I just needed to buy more time once I was in the jail cell. 
 
    The carriage jerked once more as the horses slowed to a stop in front of the massive, concrete constable’s office. The thick, porous slabs of rock were streaked black with soot, and a few more uniformed women leaned against the walls, burning cigars hanging from their lips. 
 
    Zinnia and Afton came into view around the side of the carriage, unlocked the cage, ripped out, and then pushed me toward the ominous archway. The two women barely glanced at me. They just kept their lips tightly shut and forced me through the massive oak doors. I barely got a glance at the foyer and offices beyond as they held me tightly and pushed me through a second, smaller doorway to the left. 
 
    The beyond was filled with folding cells, a couple of them occupied with gaunt, tired-looking men that barely raised their heads in our direction. Zinnia slammed a hand into the middle of my back, and I stumbled into an open-cell. I caught my balance before I could fall, turned, and stared wide-eyed at the two women as they slammed the cell’s door closed with a clatter. 
 
    “Hands through the bars, inmate,” the redhead barked. 
 
    “What?” I furrowed my brows. 
 
    “Hands through the bars, or do you want to spend your entire time in there shackled?” Afton snapped. 
 
    I stepped over the dirty floor, turned my back to them, wriggled my hands through the tiny space between the bars, and felt the metal shackles finally release. 
 
    “Step away, inmate.” Zinnia commanded, and I did as I was told. 
 
    “You’ll wait here for the Duchess,” Afton stated. “Then she will sentence you, and then… well, you’ll find out what happens next.” 
 
    “Don’t I get a trial?” I pressed myself against the bars and encircled them with my hands. “A judge and a jury? Most people do!” 
 
    “No, the capital has done away with those frivolous things,” Afton shrugged. “The Duchess is your judge and jury, plead with her for your life. Maybe she will spare you, but it is doubtful.” 
 
    Shit. So much for buying myself more time so that they could find the bodies. I needed to convince the duchess to let me live a bit longer. 
 
    The constables turned on their heels, marched out of the room, and slammed the door shut. The jailhouse was fairly silent, except for the distant drip of water from the sunken-in ceiling. A man coughed from my left, shifted on his tiny cot, sighed, and then fell silent. 
 
    “What to do? How do I delay?” I slumped onto my cot, looked around the small cell, and then leaned against the brick wall.  
 
    Seconds ticked by as I sat on the cot, and the only sign that time had passed was the shift of the slanting sunlight from the window above my bed. I paced for a long time, kicked the stray bits of hay that lay on the floor as I cursed, and threw myself down on the cold, brick floor. I grumbled under my breath, thought hard about what I would do, or how I would escape all of this with Valerie and Daisy in tow. 
 
    I couldn’t run, the Duchess would find me anywhere I went, but I certainly couldn’t stay here… What could I do? I had to get back to my laboratory and my women. If I died, my house would be ransacked, looted for everything it was worth, and then… my women would be found. How would they survive in this world without me? They weren’t like the aristocrats, they were good and kind women who’d never known hate in their life. 
 
    I needed to live so that I could protect them. 
 
    My spine snapped to attention, my eyes widened, I gritted my teeth and curled my hands into fists as the realization hit me. 
 
    If they were found, Edony would send them to an insane asylum. I knew there were a few scattered around each provenance, there had to be one close to here. The Duchess would find them unfit to survive in society on their own, send them there, and lock them away for the rest of their lives. I couldn’t allow that, I had to do something! Anything! 
 
    I stared blankly at the floor for so long my eyes blurred around the edges, and I almost fell forward. I didn’t know how much time had passed since I was brought in here, but the shadows in the jail elongated and stretched across the floor like ghastly fingers. 
 
    I jumped a sound at the other side of the room, shook from the cot, stepped closer to the bars, and peered out. Loud voices exploded up from outside the room, and as I watched, the jail’s door slammed open, banged against the wall, swung twice, and then stopped. 
 
    “No…” I breathed. 
 
    The Duchess floated into the room in a dress I’d seen many times before. The fabric was a deep vermillion, wrinkleless and brushed against the floor elegantly. The top was styled into something that resembled a general’s jacket, with big gaudy golden buttons across the chest, and its open front exposed a fair amount of her cleavage. Her colorless hair rested over one shoulder, and as she floated closer, she held a pair of black silk gloves in one hand. 
 
    Edony only wore this dress on days of executions. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn,” the Duchess scoffed, stood in front of the cell, and peered in. “Look at you, like a trapped mongrel. You don’t understand how much joy this sight gives me.” 
 
    “You know I’m innocent,” I stated. “Let me out.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Edony tutted. “I’m going to savor it until you’re dragged from this cell and hung from the nearest tree.” 
 
    “Edony, listen,” I pleaded. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry for what I did to you, but I… I didn’t kidnap or kill Delphine.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you did, I’m going to kill you anyway,” the Duchess giggled, reached through the bars and moved to stroke my cheek. “It’s not as if the townspeople will stop me, one of their own is missing, and they need someone to place the blame on. Luckily, you presented yourself to me, my very own martyr. Look at you, my little pet, this makes me so very happy…” 
 
    “You can’t,” I forced out, avoided her hand, and took a step back. “I’m an innocent man. What happens if you catch the real criminal after you’ve killed me? What then, Edony?” 
 
    “I’m sure the citizens wouldn’t care if two rabid dogs were put down,” the Duchess purred. “Don’t dogs travel in packs? If there is a second man, then you two were most likely working together. Or, that’s what I’ll tell everyone, I’m sure they’ll believe me.” 
 
    “You’re a corrupt, despicable woman.” I barked. 
 
    “Corrupt?” Edony drew back, narrowed her eyes, and lay a thin hand to her exposed chest. “I’m doing what is best for my city and its people. Now, let’s get you out of that jail cell so we can begin the festivities.” 
 
    The Duchess reached into her pocket, held a single, worn skeleton key in her hand, and stepped toward my cell door. My breath halted, and I felt my face go cold as all the blood drained from it. I… I was going to die today, all the work I’d done on the cover-up had been meaningless. 
 
    Edony shook her head, chuckled, grinned, and slipped the key into the door with a clatter of metal on metal. I had to do something… could I escape her if I tried? Hit her with one of the objects in my cell? I glanced to the side, spied the rusty, stained bucket to my left, grimaced, and then shuffled toward it. 
 
    “Don’t try anything,” the Duchess snapped. “I’ll kill you in an instant if you make any sudden movements.” 
 
    Goddamnit… how could I escape this? 
 
    “Duchess!” a muffled voice shrieked. 
 
    Edony whipped her head, glared toward the still open door, took a single step toward it, and then paused as a constable tumbled in. The petite woman’s face was strained, and she panted as she leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Duchess…” the constable cried again. 
 
    “What?” Edony snapped. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We’ve… we’ve found something…” the constable wheezed. “At the duchy…” 
 
    “Can this be handled later?” the blonde growled, glanced toward me, and then widened her eyes. 
 
    “We found… bodies.” The petite woman righted herself, took a deep inhale, and then took a step forward. 
 
    “Bodies?” Edony murmured. “At the duchy? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Madam, you have to let Mr. Rayburn go,” the constable stated. 
 
    “Why?” the Duchess roared, stalked closer, and loomed over the petite constable. “He was about to be executed! Why would I free him?” 
 
    “The bodies we found are Delphine Vallantine’s.” The petite constable shrank back. “And the Warden’s. From the scene, it looks as if he killed her… and then himself.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the blonde barked. 
 
    “Positive,” the constable nodded. “We’ve brought them back from the duchy. The medical examiner is looking over them now if you would like to go in and see.” 
 
    “Leave us,” Edony stared down her pointed nose and commanded. “I will be in a minute to look over the corpses.” 
 
    “Y-Yes, Lady Edony,” the constable stammered, turned on her heel and raced out. 
 
    Edony whipped around, and for a second, her violet eyes glowed gold with her immense power. Static crackled the air, bit at my skin, and raised the hair at the back of my neck as the Duchess stalked closer. The blonde jammed the key in the lock, turned it, ripped the door open, and then stood doorframe. 
 
    “Would you look at that, Charles,” Edony growled. “You’re free.” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t do it,” I uttered. 
 
    “I want you to listen to me, Alchemist,” the blonde whispered. “You’ve escaped me twice so far, and this a word of warning, this is the last time. I’ll allow you to walk out of this jail as a free man, but that is the end. I will kill you, slaughter you until there’s nothing left but a smear of blood on the ground. I don’t care about the laws of the land. I’ll break every rule, even renounce my status as Duchess of Edenhart, I don’t care, but I will destroy you. Maybe not today, in front of these lovely… constables of the queendom, but it will happen. Mark my words, Charles, the moment your soul leaves your body will be blissfully orgasmic for me, and I will savor it for the rest of my life. Now, get out of my sight before I change my mind and rip you limb from limb right here in this jail cell.” 
 
    The Duchess stepped out of the way, held the cell door open, and the electricity flowing through the air heightened. I glanced at her once, hurried out of the cell, moved toward the door, and then paused. I turned, examined the Duchess’s face, gritted my teeth, and curled my hands into fists. 
 
    “It’s time for you to listen to me, Edony,” I growled. “My entire life, I’ve heard those words spewed at me from hundreds of women. If they wanted me dead, I wouldn’t be here right now, and you’re just another one of them.” 
 
    “You insolent--” 
 
    I’d finally made a decision, and once I stepped from the precipice, there was no turning back. I had to do something, not just for myself but also for the men of Edenhart. 
 
    “No, if you kill me, right here and now,” I smiled. “The constables will drag you into a cell, I may be a man, but I’m an innocent man. You may be stronger and more powerful than me, but I have science on my side, and no matter how mighty you are, it will overcome everything in its way. So, go ahead, plot your revenge against me, but know, I won’t bend to you when you extract it, if anything, I will fight back harder and stronger than ever.” 
 
    I let the words sink in for a moment, but Edony didn’t retort, just stared at me with wide, horrified eyes. I turned on my heel, grabbed the door, slammed it shut, and walked out of the jail. 
 
    The decision was made for me, I had no other choice, but to follow the path laid out before me. 
 
    I had to kill the Duchess and destroy the city of Edenhart.  
 
    Not just for science, but for the women I loved.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
    It was early evening by the time I emerged from the depths of the jail, I barely glanced over my shoulder at the oppressive building, and turned down the brick street toward him. I kept my eyes straightforward, aimed up at the high hill where my manor was located. I wanted to return home as soon as possible, Daisy and Valerie were probably worried sick about me, and they wouldn’t rest until I was safely back in their arms. 
 
    “Weren’t you taken in this morning, Alchemist?” a woman leaning against a brick wall and smoking a rolled cigarette called to me. “I half-expected you to be strung up by now, what happened?” 
 
    “Cleared of all charges.” I waved over my shoulder. “I’m an innocent man, and it’s been proven.” 
 
    “Huh,” the aristocrat shrugged, aimed her eyes farther down the road and pursed her lips. “You may be innocent this time… doesn’t mean you won’t be next time.” 
 
    I ignored that last bit, turned, and hurried down the paved street. I was nearly walking by the time I reached the outskirts of the city, and the sun was just beginning to dip down in the west. I broke out into a sprint as the brick pavers beneath my feet dropped away to dry, packed dirt. 
 
    I pumped my arms, slammed my feet forward, and breathed heavily as the ground lifted into an incline, but I wouldn’t stop until I reached home. I was dead tired, exhausted from the past few day’s events, and from my interaction with the Duchess, but I had to push on until I reached home. I had to see Daisy and Valerie, needed to know that they were alright without me, even for a few hours. 
 
    I had to tell them how much I loved them. 
 
    The manor came into view over the crest of the hill, and the teeniest bit of relief washed over me. I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d live in the house, or if Edony would evict me within the next few days, but for the moment, it was the only point of solace. 
 
    No lights burned in the windows, but I spied the warmth of a candle in the distance through the glass panes of the front door. I pushed myself harder, my breaths came out shakily, and sweat dripped down the sides of my face, but I didn’t care, I was almost there. 
 
    “Valerie!” I cried, stomped up the steps, and gripped the metal door handle in my palm. “Daisy!” 
 
    “C-Charles?” a distant voice answered. 
 
    I slumped against the front door, rested my sweaty forehead on the grain of the wood, and took a massive inhale. The door swung open before I pull back, and I stumbled forward into the dimly lit foyer. Two sets of arms caught me before I could fall, and my two monster-woman wrapped themselves around me. 
 
    “You’re home!” Valerie sobbed into my chest. “I can’t believe your home!” 
 
    “We thought for sure you were dead,” Daisy mumbled. “We thought they were going to kill you.” 
 
    “They can’t kill me,” I chuckled. “At least, not yet.” 
 
    “How are you here?” the feline-woman leaned back, stared into my face, and wrapped her arms tighter. “Why did they let you go?” 
 
    “They found Delphine’s and the Warden’s bodies at the last second.” I smiled, held both of the sniffling women away from me, and examined their pink, tear-stained faces. “They can’t kill an innocent man if there’s proof… the Duchess was going to kill me anyway, she said so herself when she came to take me from the jail cell, but a constable ran in and told her what they found.” 
 
    “The Duchess was going to kill you?” Daisy squinted her eyes, frowned, and furrowed her eyebrows. “Without any proof? How can she do that? The constables that were here the other night said that they couldn’t take you in without having anything definite.” 
 
    “It seems that the Duchess and constables aren’t working with each other,” I breathed, ran a hand through my messy black hair, and closed my eyes for a second. “The constables following along pretty closely with what they’re taught in the queendom’s academy, but the Chief Constable follows what the capital wants. The Chief Constable is working pretty closely with Edony though, I would assume the redhead is going to become her right-hand woman.” 
 
    “Does that mean that the Chief Constable will be as much of a threat that Edony is?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” I sighed and nodded. “But… just for today, I’d like to live as a free man, forget all of my worries, and relax. I don’t want to think about the Duchess, her threats, or what will happen to us next.” 
 
    “Weeeell,” the cat-girl giggled, eyed her sister with a sly smile, and then turned her face back. “We raided your house while you were gone.” 
 
    “And?” I snickered. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Did yoooou know that your kitchen has a wine cellar?” The ash-blonde grinned. 
 
    “A what?” I tilted my head out of confusion. 
 
    “A wine cellar,” Daisy echoed with a nod. “A room that holds wine or other spirits at a certain temperature and humidity. They’re typically built undergrown to keep the bottled and barrelled liquor cold and fresh.” 
 
    Valerie and I both turned, stared at the tiny brunette, blinked rapidly, and then chuckled. 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” I asked, reached out, ruffled her soft hair, and grinned. “I don’t think bears out in the wild have much knowledge of what wine cellars.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Daisy shook her head. “I didn’t get that information from my bear-memories. I got it from my Delphine-memories. She had over twenty wine cellars in her expansive manor, I could probably tell you the cubic feet of each one if you wanted. She knew a lot about wine cellars, it’s quite strange.” 
 
    “And my manor has one?” I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes!” Valerie threw her hands into the air. “Daisy slipped on the rug to the left of your kitchen table, and it shifted a little to reveal a trap-door. We looked inside and found all sorts of different types of liquor!” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” I snickered. 
 
    “Maaaaybe,” the feline-woman pulled away, stood on her tiptoes, grabbed the banister to the stairs, and then flipped on top of it. “Maaaaybe we could have a drink to celebrate your return?” 
 
    “Well…” I breathed, tapped my chin, and then gazed down at the two of them. 
 
    Valerie hopped down from the banister, scuttled closer, held her closed hands underneath her chin, pleaded with her eyes, and pushed out her bottom lip. Daisy stood a few steps behind her, and the bear-girl’s golden honey-colored eyes were slightly lowered as her mouth dropped open into a soft yawn. 
 
    “I’m sure we could have a few drinks,” I grinned, chuckled, and then shook my head. “I definitely need one after the past couple days, hell, even the last few months. Do you want to drink too, Daisy?” 
 
    “I don’t really care,” The brunette’s gaze met mine, and she smiled gently, and shrugged. “I found biscuits in the cabinet, and I’m more excited about those, but I’ll have a drink or two.” 
 
    “Alright, then it’s settled,” I grinned. “We’ll have a drink and celebrate my return!” 
 
    “Yaaaay!” Valerie cried, threw her hands into the air, and then pranced excitedly down the hall toward the kitchen. “I already brought up a few bottles that I thought were pretty… but I wasn’t sure how to open them. Daisy said we needed something called a ‘corkscrew,’ but I have no idea what that is, and everything I showed her from your utensil drawer wasn’t it.” 
 
    “I’ll find it for you.” I shook my head, grabbed Daisy by the air, and followed after into the kitchen. “It should be in one of the drawers, or hanging on one of the hooks by the stove.” 
 
    I entered into the kitchen, grabbed one of the five bottles Valerie brought up, glanced at the faded label, and then crossed the room toward the cabinets. Then I grabbed the corkscrew from its hook on the hall, turned, snatched up another cabinet, grabbed three glasses, and returned to the kitchen table. 
 
    “Oooooh, that’s the corkscrew.” Valerie slapped her forehead with her hand. “I should’ve known from the curly tail.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled, grabbed the oldest bottle of wine, jammed the pointed end of the corkscrew into the cork, twisted it, and then pulled it out with a loud pop. “But I’m glad you waited, you shouldn’t drink when you’re sad or upset.” 
 
    “We just missed you soooo much.” Valerie’s ears lowered to the sides of her head, and her sparkling blue eyes watered with tears. “We didn’t know when you were coming back or if you’d… come back at all.” 
 
    “We thought you were dead,” Daisy uttered in a monotone voice, grabbed a biscuit from the plate on the table, and shoved the entire thing into her mouth. 
 
    “Daisy!” the cat-girl cried, elbowed the brunette, and then gave her a pointed look. “We didn’t think he was dead! Don’t be so morbid!” 
 
    “We didn’t think you were dead,” the bear-girl echoed through a mouthful. “But we thought they were going to kill you, those constables looked pretty serious when they dragged you out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed, poured the golden champagne into three of the glasses, and then handed them off to each woman. “I thought they were going to kill me too… it got pretty close honestly. The Duchess was about to parade me out in front of the whole town and hang me, but thankfully, they found the bodies just like we planned. They couldn’t hang an innocent man, even if he is male.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re not dead, Charles,” the bear-girl smiled, and a few crumbs fell from her lips. “I love Valerie, she’s my sister, but this life, the one you’ve given me, would be meaningless if you weren’t in it.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” I nodded, smiled, and lifted my full glass into the air. “A toast to our lives together.” 
 
    “Toast?” Valerie squinted her eyes, tilted her glass, and stared into the bubbling, golden liquid. “This isn’t toast, Charles.” 
 
    “No, no, no.” Daisy shook her head, grabbed another biscuit, grabbed her champagne flute, lifted it, and then turned toward her sister. “A toast is a ritual in which a drink is taken as an expression of honor or goodwill. So, in this situation, we’re honoring Charles, and his return home to us.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, I see,” the cat-girl nodded, lifted her glass higher, and then grinned. “A toast to Charles! Our one and only true love! May he stay with us always, snuggle and pet us every day, and then put his massive member inside of u--” 
 
    “U-Uhm,” I stammered as heat burst across my face in embarrassment. “T-That’s enough of that.” 
 
    “Why not?” the feline-woman protested. 
 
    “B-Because.” I scrambled to find a fitting answer, rested my eyes on the bear-girl as she shoved more biscuits into her open mouth, and then turned back. “Because Daisy and I haven’t had relations yet, I’d like to keep our relationship true and pure until she decides it's time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” Daisy asked through a mouthful. 
 
    “Oh, just wait, little sister,” Valerie sighed, set down her flute, pressed her hands to her chest, and fluttered her eyelashes. “Charles will show you everything you need to know when the time comes, and only then, you’ll experience true bliss.” 
 
    “Will I like it more than honey?” the brunette tilted her head, scratched at one of her tiny ears, and munched on the biscuit in her hand. “Or those elderflower crumpets or these biscuits?” 
 
    “Yessss,” Valerie nodded emphatically. “You’ll love it more than anything in the world… though not as much as you love Charles.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could love anything more than Charles,” the bear-girl stated. “Not even food or naps.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful and all,” I chuckled, ran a hand through my dark hair, and then shook my head. “But I want to wait until Daisy decides it's time, do you understand? You showed interest in me from the moment you stepped out of my machine, Valerie, but I still waited until the time was right. I want to do the same thing with Daisy.” 
 
    “I understand, Charles,” the ash-blonde nodded. “Buuuut, that doesn’t mean I have to wait anymore.” 
 
    “True,” I chuckled, held my glass a little higher, and then inclined my head. “But let’s get back to what we were doing. A toast! To my return and that by some stroke of luck… that we prior planned out, I was saved. A toast to Valerie, my first successful experiment with my machine, and finally, a toast to Daisy, my second most successful experiment. I’m grateful to be your creator, but not only that, but your lover and caretaker. I’m fortunate to have you two in my life, and I want to share this whole world with you. I love you both.” 
 
    “To us!” Valerie lifted her glass, clinked it against mine. “To love!” 
 
    “To us,” Daisy echoed through a mouthful, raised her glass, glanced down at the half-eaten biscuit in her hands, and then raised that too. “To Love! To Charles, Valerie and I, and A.B., though he can’t join us… or drink.” 
 
    “We’re quite the misfit bunch,” I tittered, threw back my head, and gulped the golden liquid down. “Ahh, that goes down so easy. If you hadn’t found that wine cellar, I’m not sure I would ever have, and not only that, but it's illegal for a man to buy or have alcohol in his possession.” 
 
    “This city has such stupid rules,” Valerie huffed, sucked down her entire glass, held it out to me, and then pointed to the bottle of champagne. “How can a man enjoy himself? He can’t even buy himself an ale or a beer down at the tavern? Is a man not entitled to the sweat of his brow?” 
 
    “No, every bead belongs to the matriarchy,” I shook my head. “Men aren’t allowed any pleasure, Val. Not drinks, not sex, not any type of worldly pleasure. Even the few times I pleasured women, I wasn’t allowed to orgasm, only them.” 
 
    “I can make sure that happens,” the feline-woman purred, pressed herself close to my body, licked her lips, and leaned her head back. “Every single time. You didn’t seem to have a problem the first time we did it… and all the times after that.” 
 
    I cleared my throat as my face flushed with heat all the way up to my ears, I glanced toward Daisy, but the bear-girl wasn’t paying attention. The brunette pursed her lips, took a tentative sip of her drink, grimaced, glanced at the biscuit in her hand, and then dipped it into the flute. Daisy bit into the moist confectionary, hummed happily, and then dipped it again. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I chuckled. 
 
    “What?” The beat-girl asked through a mouthful as she grabbed handfuls of the biscuits, crumbled them in her hands, and then poured the crumbs into the flute. “It makes it tastes better. It’s sour, and the biscuits are sweet…” 
 
    “Do whatever you like.” I snorted. “If you don’t like it, you don’t have to drink it.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Charles?” the bear-girl asked, threw back her head, and ate the champagne biscuit mixture, and set down her glass. “I want to celebrate with you, but I’d prefer just to eat the biscuits…” 
 
    “Then do that then,” I smiled, reached out, and ruffled her hair. “You don’t have to drink if you don’t feel like it.” 
 
    The bear-girl nodded, grabbed the plate with a low hum, grabbed a few of the brown sweets, and then shoved them into her open mouth. I slumped into a chair, refilled my glass, Valerie’s too, and then gulped it down. 
 
    Before long, the feline-woman and I had drunk the entire bottle of champagne, and most of the bottles of wine. Our laughter was loud, so Daisy retired into the drawing-room with her plate of biscuits, and soon no sound came from the room except for a few soft snores. 
 
    Valerie leaned against the table, her usually clear blue eyes hazy with drunkenness, the surface of her lips shone with droplets of burgundy wine, and then reached out to grasp my hand. 
 
    “Charles, you do know how handsome you are?” the feline-woman asked. “I’ve thought so since the moment you entered into the compartment of your machine. I love looking at you so, so, much… I just wish that the women of this town could see you the way that I do. Well, I don’t want them to love you the way that I do, but I want them to look at you in a different light, you’re so intelligent, you created Daisy and me from almost nothing, and I want… them to see that.” 
 
    The feline-woman leaned even closer, almost pressed herself across the table, grabbed onto my hands, and tugged me over. Her plump lips parted slightly, her long, wavy hair created curtains around her face, and her large breasts pressed against the tabletop. The cat-girl grabbed my face, pulled me closer, and then pressed her lips to mine. Valerie tasted sweet, like honeysuckle with a hint of the red-wine we’d just finished off, and when she leaned away, I could just make out the outline of her hardened nipples through the jumpsuit. 
 
    My member flexed angrily against my trousers, and I knew, at this moment, I was going to take her right here on the table. I stood from my chair, gripped her by the shoulder, and hauled her from her seat. 
 
    “C-Charles?” the cat-girl gasped, but I cut her off as I smashed my lips to hers. 
 
    I gripped her by the waist, slammed her down on top of the tabletop, snaked my hand into the fabric of her shirt, and took one of her massive breasts into my hand. I pinched the nipple between two fingers, and Valerie broke away from my lips with an explosive moan. Her head rocked back, her hand grabbed mine, pulled it front inside of her shirt, and guided it down between her legs. 
 
    I probed against the fabric, raised my eyes, grinned, and then whispered. 
 
    “You’re already so wet, Val,” I snickered. “Have you wanted this?” 
 
    “It’s all I can think about, Charles,” the ash-blonde whined. “Every time I look at you, I imagine you thrusting inside of me and… I need it. I think if I don’t have it, I’ll die.” 
 
    I breathed heavily at her words, gripped her by the thighs, pulled her closer, and then worked at the buttons of my trousers. I ripped them open, forced the fabric down around my ankles, and then kicked them off. Then, I grabbed the feline-woman by the shoulder, jerked her closer, took one of her hands, and guided it toward the bulge in my boxers. 
 
    Valerie’s hand pulled at the waistband, dipped inside, and took my member into her palm. The cat-girl moaned softly as she gazed down at my penis, licked her lips, and then wriggled closer. 
 
    I knew she wanted it just as badly as I did. Shortly after I arrived home for the second time, only sleep was on my mind, but now, all I wanted was to be inside of Valerie. 
 
    I slipped two fingers into the fabric covering her womanhood, groaned at the sight of her beautiful rosebud, licked my lips, and released my penis from its confines. The underwear slipped to my ankles, and I kicked them aside, bent my knees slightly, and guided myself toward the feline-woman’s opening. Then I slide inside of her.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh… Yesssssss.” Valerie rocked her hips forward, threw her head back, and moaned toward the ceiling. 
 
    My hands tightened on her shoulders, slipped down her arms, and then wrapped around her shapely hips as I forced myself deeper inside of her pulsing cavern. Her womanhood tightened around me perfectly, and felt as if my member was dipped in slick oil, and then wrapped in exquisite silk. I had to stop myself from cumming the moment that my hips met hers. 
 
    “Valerie,” I grunted as I plunged my hand into her hair. “You’re so tight, it’s almost as if you were made for me.” 
 
    “I was, Charles,” the feline-woman panted. “I was made for you, and so was Daisy. We love you so much… now please, make love to me… right here.” 
 
    “As you wish, my dear,” I growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    I slammed forward, pushed all of my shaft inside of her, and then pumped wildly. Intense pleasure rocketed through my entire groin, and my head spun deliriously as Valerie’s moans rose in the air. The feline-woman rocked her hips with my movements, and the table she sat on wobbled dangerously. The empty bottles of wine rolled, clinked together, and then toppled off the table with loud crashes, but I didn’t care, I felt too good to stop now. 
 
    My hands slipped underneath of her, gripped her by the perfect ass, and lifted her off of the table. Valerie’s legs clamped around me, and she lay back on top of the table and bucked her hips against me. 
 
    I roared, threw back my head, and pumped into her even faster as we succumbed to our bliss. The feline-woman’s eyes fluttered closed, her mouth dropped open, and her hands gripped me by the forearm as obscenities fell from her perfect lips. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Charles, oh, gods! Yes!” the cat-girl shrieked. “More, more! I’m so close, you feel so good, I can’t take it anymore!” 
 
    “As you wish,” I groaned, slipped my hands down, gripped her by the silky thighs, and pounded into her. 
 
    The room was filled with the moist sounds of our bodies slapping together, my low grunts, and Valerie’s high-pitched, sexy cries of pleasure. 
 
    The cat-girl’s convulsing womanhood tightened around me, and a flash of white exploded in the back of my brain as pleasure rocketed up from my groin. The sensation curled through my entire body, raced up to my brain, and then shot back down. A raucous bellow exploded from my tight lips as my penis hardened and flexed. 
 
    Then we were both climaxing. 
 
    I thrust as deep inside of her as I could and then gasped as my seed gushed from me to fill her. Just as suddenly, Valerie rocked back, and her velvety tunnel tightened around me almost painfully as her own orgasm climbed.  
 
    “Ohhhh, wooooooowww!” The cat-girl bucked against me wildly, more moans escaping from her lips, and I grinned at the explosion of noises that ripped up her throat. 
 
    Our orgasms lasted a good half minute, and we each moaned the other’s names while we accepted the gifts our bodies offered each other. Sweat dripped down the side of my face as I made a last few thrusts to fill her, and then we both sighed with relief. 
 
    “That was wonderful,” I said as my arms worked their way underneath her, lifted her from the table, and then held her against my chest. We breathed heavily together, I pressed tender kisses to her pink cheeks, and only pulled away as a soft giggle bubbled up her throat. 
 
    “I’m in love with you, Charles,” the feline-woman grinned. “And we’re going to change the world together.” 
 
    “W-What?” I panted. 
 
    “When you came home, you had resolve in your eyes,” Valerie stated. “You didn’t tell us, but we knew… you’re going to kill the Duchess, aren’t you? Daisy and I knew it immediately, we could see it in your face.” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “There’s no other option. Either she’s going to kill me or… I kill her, I’d like to stick with the option where I stay very much alive.” 
 
    “We’ll be there with you,” the ash-blonde uttered. “We’ll take down the Duchess, and then… maybe even the whole town. I just know for sure, Charles, you’re going to change the world with your machine, and everyone will see or it. Or at least, we’ll make them see. We’re going to build a new world, me, Daisy and you, Charles, the greatest scientist of all time. It will be filled with beautiful women who love you just like we do. I can see it. Can you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. 
 
    “Won’t it be a wonderful world?” she purred. 
 
    “Yes,” I repeated. “A wonderful world filled with monster-girls.” 
 
      
 
    End of book 1 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Making Monster Girls as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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