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    Chapter One 
 
    Oranges and bright yellow colors streaked the sky as the sun slowly rose and bathed the capital in almost a halo. If this were any other type of situation, I would’ve thought it was one of the most beautiful cities I’d ever laid my eyes on, but this wasn’t. This was the place where my mother lived… the Queen, Calistia, and where many men had lost their lives. According to censuses I’d looked over before, more men died in the capital than any other city across the country. Of course, it made sense since it was larger than any other town, but I knew the grotesque and horrible things aristocrats did to their men.  
 
    “How far do you think we are?” Valerie asked in my ear, and I immediately swiveled my eyes to the gorgeous feline-woman.  
 
    The ash-blonde stood at roughly five-foot-five or a little less, and her body was taut with lean muscle. Her hair was long down to the middle of her back and darker brown at the roots but crème colored blond at the length and tips. It’d grown longer in the last few months, but I liked the wild look it gave her. It suited her more than the shorter shoulder length hair she’d had when she first appeared out of my machine. Her dazzling blue eyes were the color of seawater, and when she smiled, they crinkled at the corners. On most days, the ash-blonde was usually bubbly and enthusiastic, but today was not one of them. Her face was smooth, but her chocolate-brown ears laid flat against her head, and her sleek tail flicked out behind her anxiously. 
 
    “It may look like it’s close,” Daisy uttered from the left of me. “As Aschere told us before, it’ll take us roughly two to three days to get there. Do you see that bridge in the distance?”  
 
    My gaze swiveled to Daisy, and her honey-colored eyes were intent on a stone structure farther down the winding road. The bear-girl was my second transformation and originally was Delphine Vallantine, a true terror in Edenhart. Her dark brown hair was cropped short, and it looked as if she’d kept up on trimming it over the last few months. Unlike Valerie’s, Daisy’s rounded ears stuck straight up and swiveled in different directions as she listened to sounds in the distance. The nubbin of her tail was hidden by the short dress she wore, but I knew it was there, buried under the fabric. The brunette was one of the shortest out of my women, but she was my strongest physically, and the muscles of her legs flexed while she hustled to keep up with the rest of us.  
 
    “What does the bridge have to do with anything?” Rian asked.  
 
    The imp-woman towered over the rest of her sisters, and her spiraling horns cast shadows behind her as the sun rose even more. Her skin was tinted a muted red, and her sharp yellow eyes scanned the horizon for the bridge Daisy mentioned. Her sleek, black hair shifted over her bare shoulders, and when I glanced over at her, I spied our son strapped to her back. Kerak babbled happily while tapping his mother’s shoulders to some unknown song. 
 
    “Ah,” Edony barked. “The bridge over the gorge. We’ll have to cross it before we can enter the city from this direction. It’s one of the most dangerous parts of entering the city. Thankfully, about fifty years ago, they put the stone bridge in place. Before that, it was nothing more than some thin rope with wooden boards fastened to it. It was challenging to cross, especially in a wagon. Hundreds of merchants died while climbing across with their wares. I’ve heard many stories about the ropes snapping and those crossing it, plummeting to their deaths in the water below.” 
 
    The wolf-woman strode by my side with her back straight and her head held high. Her fluffy, white and blue ears stood straight up, and her long, luxurious tail whipped out behind her. In one hand, she held the wicked cane I remembered from long ago and stabbed it into the dirt ahead of her. The she-wolf was the most striking and intimidating woman out of all of my monster-women. I was sure it was just her resting expression, but there were times where her violet eyes wandered to you, and if looks could kill, they would. Edony was the only monster-woman that I’d known quite well before I transformed her, and who she was today was such a stark contrast to who she’d been before she went into my machine. Just like Josephine, the wolf-woman kept all of her memories of the past, and in a lot of ways, she was still the Edony that I knew so long ago.  
 
    “I remember that.” Josephine nodded. “Well, I wasn’t alive when they built it, but I remember my grandmother talking about it. She and the other aristocrats complained to the Queen many times before Calistia actually listened and built the stone bridge. It made traveling into the capital a lot easier.”  
 
    The drake-woman’s long, honey-blonde hair was pulled back into a loose bun, and stray curls brushed her round, pink cheeks. Her four spiral horns stabbed at the brightening sky, but her orange, cat-like eyes swept across the landscape. I knew that only a few of my women had been here before while the rest of us had only dreamed of it. Since Josephine was the Harlots’ leader since her mother, Eveline, stepped down, she’d taken monthly trips to the capital and held rallies for the women in her organization.  
 
    “Where’s Beatrix?” Cecelia asked. “I thought she and Celty were coming along with us?”  
 
    My eyes shifted to the stunning redhead as she turned to the right and swept her gaze over the canal that ran alongside us. Her long crimson hair was placed over a single shoulder, and she wound her fingers through it nervously. Her dark emerald-colored eyes were wide and sharp in the brimming sunlight. The tattoo-like markings across her arms and legs seemed to almost shimmer with a strange pearlescent sheen I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    “She’s following along in the submersible,” I explained. “She said that she didn’t want to leave it at the side of the canal. It’s better for her if she and Celty kept moving with us in case a ship full of guards happened along. I’m sure that the Queen has a warrant out for the scientist, so all of the guards know what the submarine looks like. Aschere, you said it would take us two or three days to arrive in the capital, correct?”  
 
    Immediately, my trusted guard broke through the ranks and clanked up beside me in his full armor. The dark-haired man was a bit older than me with a long scar across most of half of his face, and when we stood shoulder to shoulder, he was only an inch or two shorter. His dark green eyes were wise, and when he settled them upon the towering wall of the first ring, he nodded decisively.  
 
    “Yes,” the guard grunted. “It’ll take us a day and a half to reach the gorge, and then, after that, a full day to reach the capital’s first ring.”  
 
    “I didn’t expect it to take this long,” I uttered. “But it’s better if we do it this way.”  
 
    “I wonder if she can see us from here,” a familiar twang sounded from behind me, and Matilda sidled up beside me with her hands firmly planted on her hips. “Or is she blissfully unaware that we’re comin’?”  
 
    The green-haired desperado placed her mechanical hand on my shoulder and then gave it a tight squeeze. Her long, forest-green hair shifted down onto her back, and I admired the shine in her intense scarlet eyes.  
 
    “She knows we’re coming,” I breathed. “But I don’t think she knows when. She certainly is aware that things have been happening across the northern part of the country, and multiple cities have fallen to an unknown leader, but I doubt she knows it’s me yet.”  
 
    “I wonder what she’ll do when she finally finds out.” The green-haired desperado chuckled darkly. “The boy she tried to get rid of is finally comin’ back. How terrifyin’ it must be for her. I’ve been a Harlot for most of my life, so I don’t know what her mindset is like right now, but once she finds out it’s you, Charles, the fire inside of her will turn to lava, and there will be no stoppin’ it.”  
 
    “I know that,” I whispered. “We’ve yet to see what the Queen can do when she’s furious. Hell, she’s torn the country to pieces with her ideology, what else could happen when she’s angry?”  
 
    “There are spirits in this world that we try not to speak of,” Olette stated and finally came into view from behind the rest of my soldiers. “I talk openly about the forest spirit because, in a way, she is my mother and my children’s mother. She is the air that gives us breath, and she alone allows us to live, but there are others… who if you even speak their name aloud, they become enraged. I imagine the Queen to be a lot like that. A single word spoken in her direction can send her into a fit. I see her as this deity who controls everything around her, and yet, she cannot find solace in anything, so she takes it out on those around her.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to think, and though I wanted to agree with my women, I still wasn’t sure how I felt about the Queen. I’d spent my entire life hating and cursing her name, but we’d recently learned new information. Not all of my women knew about Jonathan or what he’d told us, but I didn’t think what he had to say would change their minds… but it had swayed mine. Of course, I didn’t believe that everything that had happened over the last two-hundred years was pardonable, but there were redeemable aspects to the Queen. She was my mother, and though that didn’t make much of a difference, the letter and what Jonathan said had.  
 
    After Edmund, Calistia’s beloved husband, died, she was thrust into a position of power that she didn’t understand, and those around her who were supposed to aid and help her only took advantage of her. They stripped her of her Queenly powers and made her a figurehead while destroying the country that she and Edmund had worked so hard to create. The two of them wanted equality in the beginning, and they’d worked together to create a world where men and women could stand together as equals. It was so strange to think about… At one point in her life, Calistia wanted equality for all, and now… she’d tipped the scales so far in the female gender’s direction that men were nothing more than slaves and brutes to breed with.  
 
    Jonathan had explained what happened to her and what caused her to become what she was today, but I still had so many questions, but I knew that I wouldn’t get them answered. I intended to take the capital, crown myself King, and kill Calistia. It didn’t matter that she was my mother or what her intentions for the country were in the beginning. She’d been the one to do this… She’d been the one to sink everything into a dark age where no man was allowed to live freely.  
 
    I almost couldn’t imagine her as anything but the villain. She’d purposefully made men into scapegoats because of what a handful of men had done to her. It was almost as if she didn’t understand that no matter where you go or who you meet, there will always be someone who had ill intentions toward you. Hell, she should’ve known that the King’s helpers didn’t have good intentions when she took the throne. She and Edmund had undone a lot of laws that disallowed women from owning their own lives, and she should’ve known that would step on a lot of men’s toes.  
 
    I stopped that thought in its tracks and moved my gaze toward the distance palace at the highest ring. I was defending the men who’d done this to her, and in some way, the Queen and I were reversed mirrors of each other. If I defended the men who took her power from her, wasn’t it the same as defending the aristocrats who took away my freedoms? I’d been in her position many times before and where I was now, wasn’t I standing in her shoes? At some point in her life, she’d looked at everything going on around her and decided that it was enough. She wouldn’t live her life in oppression and did something about it. She took back her power and slaughtered the men who took advantage of her.  
 
    Wasn’t I doing the very same thing now? I’d spent my entire life oppressed by the aristocrats, and I’d finally decided that it was enough. Here I was, with a whole army of soldiers and monster-women behind me. Wasn’t I the very same as Calistia? I couldn’t throw all of my hatred and anger onto the Queen’s back when I was doing the same thing she did so many years ago.  
 
    “Like mother,” I whispered under my breath. “Like son.” 
 
    I was experiencing almost the exact same thing that Calistia had gone through, so I couldn’t judge her as harshly. She’d risen against her oppressors and slaughtered them without a second thought… just as I had. Of course, the Queen hadn’t created a machine that would change the world for the better, but hadn’t she, in some way, thought that what she was doing would make the world a better place? Not for everything, but for the oppressed women across the country.  
 
    One thing historians have told us for generations, and that is history repeats itself. It will continue doing so until someone steps in and makes a conscious change for the betterment of society. This would be the last time that our country would have to go through a change such as this. Once I was King, there would be no social classes, no aristocrats, and certainly no slaves. We would be a united people and live in peace until the end of time.  
 
    “What is that?” Valerie asked, lifted her right hand, and pointed into the distance.  
 
    My eyes scanned the sky immediately, and I spied a pinprick of black against the golden hues of sunlight. It moved closer, and at first, I thought it was Beatrix’s griffin we’d met on multiple occasions, but it was far too small to be the mythical bird. Blue light flashed in between the creature’s wings, and as it flew closer, I noticed its little beak, black-and-white markings, and scaly, taloned legs.  
 
    “Is that an impundulu?” Daisy asked and turned toward Josephine.  
 
    “Dahla,” the honey-blonde whispered, pressed her plump lips together, and let out a shrill whistle before she held out her right arm.  
 
    The bird shifted through the air, gazed down at us through its beady black eyes, and then dived toward the drake-woman. Right as it was about to reach her, the bird’s wings flapped rapidly and slowed its landing until it rested firmly on the heiress’ forearm.  
 
    “What’s an impundulu?” Valerie asked and stepped a little closer but drew back as the bird cawed angrily.  
 
    “It’s a lightning bird,” the bear-girl explained. “They’re believed to have thunder and lightning trapped in their wings. They’re usually much larger than this, about the size of a person, but it could be a different species than the one I’m thinking of.”  
 
    “This is Dahla,” Josephine whispered. “She’s a familiar. One of the Harlots who lived in the capital practices black magik, and this is her familiar spirit.”  
 
    “So, like a pet?” The feline-woman chuckled.  
 
    “No.” Josephine smiled and reached up to stroke the bird’s smooth feathers. “More like… a friend who assists her.”  
 
    “Why is it here, then?” Edony asked, and as she did, I noticed the small piece of parchment tied to the bird’s scaly leg.  
 
    I immediately reached for it, and the bird calmly blinked at me. As my fingertip brushed against the scroll, a wave of electricity washed over my entire arm. I quickly untied the ribbon that held it in place and began to unfurl the paper. The written words were shaky, and there were blots of ink all over the page as if it’d been written in a panic. As soon as my eyes swept over the few words penned across it, my hands began to shake, and the hairs at the base of my neck stood up.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Valerie asked and peeked over my shoulder.  
 
    “What does it say?” Josephine nearly screamed and rushed forward.  
 
    “Position compromised, super-soldiers attacking,” I read off the piece of parchment. “Send help NOW.”  
 
    The last three letters were written in frenzied capitals, and I stared down at them for a few seconds as my soldiers fell in around us.  
 
    “We have to go now,” I growled. “If the Queen’s sent out the super-soldiers, they won’t last for very much longer. We don’t know how strong they are but… from what we’ve learned about the Queen, they’re probably indestructible.”  
 
    “Celty and Beatrix would probably know,” Kleeia broke in. “They were forced to work on them, so they must know how they work and what they could do.”  
 
    “What are we going to do, Charles?” Edony asked, rested a hand on my shoulder, and stared into my eyes.  
 
    “Daisy, Valerie,” I grunted. “The two of you are coming with me. We need to get to Beatrix. If the eleven of us can somehow get into the capital, we can reach the Harlots and defeat the super-soldiers before the Queen totally wipes them out.”  
 
    “What about us, my lord?” Aschere asked. “Shall we come with you?”  
 
    “There’s no way.” I shook my head. “We can only take a few people because of the size of the submersible. The rest of the army and monster-women will have to continue toward the capital on the road.”  
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Josephine cried, glanced over her shoulder, and found the Drake Legion standing over her shoulder. “All of us are coming with you. These are my people, and I need to be there to help them.”  
 
    “Very well.” I nodded, grabbed her hand, and then stepped forward.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Aschere took charge, turned toward the rest of the soldiers, and began shouting out orders. Instantly, I reached out and grabbed both Valerie and Daisy’s wrists before pulling them toward the thick side of the canal. Josephine and the Drake Legion thumped along behind us with the heiress at the lead. In the bright morning sunlight, I made out the shape of the submersible in the distance and immediately raced toward it on the edge of the canal. Thankfully, Celty and Beatrix hadn’t dived down underneath the water, and the three of us pounded toward the submarine in the distance. Right as we reached it, I glanced at the space between the deck and us, then jumped with my hands still tightly clamped on my women’s hands.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie screamed.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, science!” the brunette cried.  
 
    For a second, I thought I’d miscalculated, and we’d miss the back of the submersible completely, but right before I squeezed my eyes shut, our heavy boots thumped against the metal deck loudly. Right as the three of us landed, the six drake-women thumped down behind us and quickly fell into formation. I immediately slammed my hands down on the metal wheel affixed to the submersible’s door and gave it a single mighty twist. With a loud click, the lock unlatched, and the door swung open with a soft creak.  
 
    “C-Charles?” Beatrix stammered from her place at the helm, turned in her seat, and glanced at me with a confused expression. “What the hell are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be marching with the army right now?”  
 
    “We have bigger problems,” I growled, stepped across the room to the helm, and offered her the note. “We need to go save our Harlot comrades from the Queen.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Beatrix, the petite redhead scientist, slammed her hands down on the levers on either side of her and then thrust the left one forward. I glanced over my shoulder and made sure that the door was closed before turning my gaze back toward the glass dome at the front of the submersible. Valerie, who’d already been in the submersible once, settled herself down at the small table and immediately started up a quiet conversation with Celty. On the other hand, Daisy stood in the middle of the room with astonishment in her wide eyes. The brunette turned in place and examined everything in the single cabin with interest.  
 
    When her golden eyes met mine, it was clear she wanted to ask questions about everything inside of the submarine, but there was no time. We had to get to the capital immediately and aid the Harlots. Beatrix turned her head toward me and leveled her mauve-colored eyes at my face with a pensive look. The redhead pressed her lips together in a firm line, and as she opened her mouth to speak, her tiny hands shook on the wheel.  
 
    “Charles, you may want to go sit down with Valerie,” the redhead instructed. “You too, Daisy. The rest of you can probably fit, but a few of you may have to hang onto the rungs attached to the walls. I’m about to engage the thrusters, so you probably don’t want to be standing when it happens unless you enjoy being thrown across the room and then held against the far wall by the acceleration.”  
 
    I nodded, crossed the room, grabbed Daisy by the wrist, and then hauled the bear-girl to the small table. The two of us scooted into place beside Valerie, and then the feline-woman and I immediately reached for the belts we’d used before. Daisy’s golden eyes met mine and then searched for her own belt behind her. The five drake-women thumped down onto the seats around us while Josephine glanced at the bench, shook her head, and then gripped tightly to the rungs below Beatrix’s pod in the wall. Once we tightly clasped the leather straps around our middles, the scientist glanced back at us over her tall, leather seat, and then nodded with a low grunt.  
 
    Beatrix’s tiny fingers were a flurry over the panel in front of her, and as she reached for a small metal box affixed to the board, I knew what was coming next. The redhead flipped it open, tapped the big red button underneath, and instantly, it began to flash in warning. She pressed a few other buttons, but right as she gripped the wheel in one hand, the other hovered over the flickering button. With one more backward glance, her pointer finger slammed down. With a resounding click, a few different sounds reached our ears from below our feet.  
 
    I knew immediately from past experience that this was the sound of the three other propellers dropping down, and soon after, a low humming vibrated through the floor. As Beatrix’s free hand grabbed the lever to her right, the redhead nearly shook excitedly in her seat. The first time she’d showed us this invention, she’d almost been mad with delight, but this wasn’t that. It was clear she was nervous and anxious, and she had every right to be. The last time she’d been in the capital, the Queen locked her away in the palace and attempted to force her to experiment on reanimated male brains. Thankfully, Beatrix and Celty had escaped, but at what cost?  
 
    I assumed that the scientist and the robotic woman thought they would never return to the capital, and here they were again. I had no idea how we were going to get into the city. According to Edony and a few others, the canals entering and exiting the town were heavily guarded by the Queen’s best… but there had to be another way.  
 
    “So,” I uttered loudly. “How is this going to go, Beatrix? What are we going to do?”  
 
    “Well, I have an idea,” the redhead muttered with her hand still resting on the lever to her right. “Celty and I caused a bit of damage--” 
 
    “A bit?” the mechanical woman asked. “You rammed into one of the sides of the canal and caused the whole thing to collapse.”  
 
    “Okay, okay,” Beatrix breathed. “It was more than just a little bit of damage. We completely destroyed the part of the canal that we used to exit the palace and city. I’m sure that they’ve barely repaired it. It’s only been a few weeks since we left?”  
 
    “According to records,” The mechanical woman broke in. “In the capital, it usually takes them around two months to assess the damage and after that, six or seven months to send out a crew for the repairs. Plus, things are a bit chaotic there at the moment.”  
 
    “Celty,” I said. “How do you know all of that?”  
 
    “I know a lot of things.” The robotic woman shrugged. “But a lot of it has to do with the informational chips that Beatrix installed in my hard drives. So, I have a lot of knowledge that I, a reanimated brain, usually wouldn’t have.”  
 
    “But about the capital specifically?” I probed.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Celty nodded. “The way my memory modules are set up, I learn and retain things better than most people would. I can look at something, analyze it, and then immediately understand how it works or how it was built. The Queen’s canal is a lot different than any other across the country. Usually, they’re divots dug into the earth and then filled with water from estuaries or reservoirs like Rezel. These canals are made from quarried stone or one of the newer inventions, a pourable stone that sets over time. From the look of the sides of the canal, I believe it’s the poured stone, but the workers must have built the bottom with sandstone. You can generally tell which parts of the canal were built first because the poured stone is darker than those freshly placed. So, for them to rebuild what we damaged, it would take them a few months before they made any real progress, and I’m sure they would’ve cleaned up the wreckage first.”  
 
    “So, what does that mean for our journey ahead?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re going to take the same route in that we destroyed when we escaped,” Beatrix explained. “It’s going to be difficult, and the water level may be lower, but it’ll be the easiest way in compared to the main routes that soldiers heavily patrol. Now, is everyone strapped in?”  
 
    “Is it safe?” Daisy gasped. “Are we going to make it through in one piece?”  
 
    “I think it’d be best if I didn’t answer that question,” the redhead scientist grunted, pulled her own strap over her chest, and then sat back in her seat. “But one thing I know about this damn submersible is that it is nearly indestructible. The only issue is… if we want to use the thing, we have to be fully submerged in the water to use it. We damaged the walls pretty badly, so the water level must’ve gone down… If there’s not enough water in the canal, we won’t make it to the capital in time to help the Harlots.”  
 
    “Well,” I shouted over the noise. “Let’s hope and pray that there is.”  
 
    Beatrix thrust the lever forward without breathing another word, and the submersible launched through the water with an explosive groan. The sounds all around us were deafening, but I managed to ignore them and push against the force berating my chest. I leaned out from my position and watched as we hurtled through the canal. The massive, leather seat hid most of Beatrix’s form, but her right hand worked diligently at the panel in front of her while the left held the wheel steady.  
 
    In the bright morning sunlight, the water was crystal clear and sparkled while we blasted through it. Schools of fish swam out of our way, and crabs fluttered down to the bottom of the canal in our wake. I wasn’t sure how long it would take us to enter the capital, but at the breakneck speed we were traveling, I assumed it wouldn’t be very long before we entered it. Despite the massive pressure pushing against my chest, I shakily stood to my feet and attempted to steady myself against the rapid movement.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie gasped.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Daisy asked in a hushed tone.  
 
    “Charles,” Celty warned and hurried over to steady me with a single arm. “You shouldn’t be walking around the cabin while we’re accelerating. It’s very dangerous.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured. “Can you walk me to the helm? I can’t just sit back on the bench and wait for us to arrive. I need to be up there with Beatrix.”  
 
    “Very well.” Celty nodded, gripped me by the forearm, and took a single step forward.  
 
    A wave of nausea washed over me, but I pushed through it and settled my sights on the back of Beatrix’s chair. Not just her seat, but the leather strap attached to the headrest. I kept that image in my mind as Celty helped me across the floor. If I could just make it to the seat and hold on to the strap, I would be fine. It was only a few steps away, but that couple of feet felt like hundreds of miles. Celty’s emotionless face studied me for a moment as we walked at our snails-pace across the floor, but she didn’t breathe a word. Her cold blue eyes moved over my features for a second and then turned toward the glass dome.  
 
    In the distance, I could make out something dark in the water, as if it were a place where the central canal split into two. I assumed that’s where we were headed when Beatrix gripped the wheel tightly in both hands and angled the submarine toward it. As we drew closer, I saw that it was more than just the mouth of another tunnel, but large stone cinderblocks had been placed in front of it. Once I finally reached the chair and wrapped my left hand around the leather strap, Beatrix breathed a heavy sigh. Her mauve-colored eyes flicked up to mine, and the expression of apprehension and fear was plastered over her small features.  
 
    “We’re going to have to go through that, aren’t we?” I grumbled, and she nodded vehemently. “So, is the submarine as indestructible as you said?”  
 
    “Yeah,” the redhead grunted. “It could probably hit another ship and go straight through it without a dent.”  
 
    “Probably?” I chuckled. “So, you’re not sure?”  
 
    “I, uh, don’t know, Charles,” Beatrix whispered and glanced over her shoulder. “We could go straight through it like a battering ram, or we could be like a bug smashed against a window. I have no way of knowing.”  
 
    “Better go pretty fast, I guess,” I snorted, and the redhead grinned wickedly.  
 
    “You know what?” the scientist asked. “You’re right. We might as well just hit it hard and fast.”  
 
    Instantly, Beatrix dropped both of her hands from the wheel, gripped the levers on either side of her, and then ripped them in opposite directions. The submersible moved so fast through the water that everything in front of us was nothing more than a blur of blue. The quickly approaching wall of stone was nothing but a fuzz of grey against the constant vibration of the submarine, and seconds before we reached it, Beatrix’s eyes closed.  
 
    From her expression, it looked as if she expected us to hit it and die instantly. Instead, the utmost tip of the submarine hit the barrier, blasted the blocks outward toward the repaired walls, and just kept going through the canal.  
 
    Total silence filled the submarine except for the loud and constant thrumming beneath our feet. 
 
    “Are we alive?” Beatrix asked in a whisper. “Have I died and gone to the afterlife? Oh, please, I don’t want to meet my maker right now. I’m not ready! I haven’t prepared anything!”  
 
    “You’re not dead,” I soothed, bent closer to her, and tapped the redhead on the shoulder. “See? The blockade barely made a difference.”  
 
    The scientist’s mauve-colored eyes snapped open, and a whooping laugh exploded from her red lips. She lifted a hand into the air, curled it into a fist, and punched the air a few times before placing it back down on the levers. As the enthusiastic expression washed away, a more serious one took its place. The water level here was much lower than the other side of the barrier, and as I glanced around the blurry walls blasting past, I saw thick cracks along them.  
 
    “How much damage did you do to the damn place?” I asked, and Beatrix shrugged.  
 
    “Well, I’ve got a few built-in weapons just in case something happens,” the redhead murmured. “You know what cannons are, right?”  
 
    “Yes…” I drew out. “You have a cannon?”  
 
    “Well, not exactly a cannon.” Beatrix laughed. “It’s a bit different than a cannon… more like a giant laser that can… uhm, well, basically melt anything it touches. Technically, it’s a welder, but I may or may not be using it for other purposes that it wasn’t intended for.”  
 
    “How did you get it?” I asked. “Did you build it?”  
 
    “Yes…” Beatrix nodded. “And… no. I stole it, well, the prototype, and then built it off of blueprints… I, uh, ‘found.’ A lot of it is original design like the actual laser part, but the rest of it is, well, lightly borrowed from other scientists. You see, the actual prototype was built by a woman I worked closely with for a few months, and she was building it for an unknown aristocrat. Most likely the Queen from the way she talked about it. Then when she wasn’t looking, I may have jacked a cart, put the prototype on the cart, and then ran off with it. It happened right before the Queen started searching for me, and initially, I thought she was looking for the prototype, not me and my skills.”  
 
    “So, you stole it?” I laughed.  
 
    “Yes and no.” Beatrix shrugged. “I built most of it by myself, and the only thing I took was the frame and blueprints that the other scientist had drawn up. So, when we escaped the Queen, Celty got into position and destroyed everything behind us. You see that area of the submarine?”  
 
    Beatrix pointed directly above my head, and I saw the small raised area that cut through the water first when we surfaced. When we’d come upon the submarine, I’d assumed that’s where the periscope was, but there was no sign of it anywhere.  
 
    “That’s the conning tower,” Beatrix said. “If you look at it, you’ll notice that it’s a few feet behind the helm. They’re usually supposed to be directly underneath, so the captain can use the periscope and steer simultaneously, but instead of that, we have the laser cannon. Celty has to climb up there, get into place, and then the panel for the weapon will open up.”  
 
    “But it can melt things other than just metal?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” Beatrix nodded. “Apparently, the ‘aristocrat’ wanted a machine that could melt anything. Metal, stone, wood, basically anything she could get her hands on. I never learned why she wanted it, but probably another one of her awful plans. I installed the prototype shortly after I returned to the submersible, and by the time the Queen took us, we’d had it for a few months or so. I doubt she knew we had it, and if she did, she would’ve had the whole thing ripped out. I said that Celty has a third safety protocol, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “The most dangerous one, correct?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Beatrix nodded, shifted both of the levers down, and lowered the submersible closer to the bottom of the canal. “The machine essentially shuts down the connections to her brain and takes over. She becomes a killing machine and will do anything to save her and the body she resides in. So, by the time we made it back to the submersible and managed to escape into the canal, she was just starting to come down from it, but as I said, I have to do a manual reset on her when that happens. She climbed up into the conning tower, engaged the welder, and just… ravaged the whole canal. I thought that the whole thing could collapse in on us by the time she finished.”  
 
    “It looks like they’ve managed to make good time on the repairs, though,” I uttered, leaned closer to the glass dome, and looked above the water’s surface. “I can’t see any damage to the sandstone above or below us.”  
 
    “Seems like they want to get this part of the city up and running fast,” Beatrix pondered. “This is one of the main trade routes in and out of the city. It’ll take us up through the first ring toward the market area where we need to go.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “How long do you think it’ll take us?” 
 
    “Well, if they’ve finished most of the repairs.” The redhead thought for a moment. “Maybe fifteen to thirty minutes depending on if they’ve closed off the entrance into the city from this route, which I doubt they have. Maybe a few cinder blocks like they had back there, but they wouldn’t totally close it off unless it was utterly destroyed, but… if the super-soldiers are attacking, we may want to take a few extra preemptive measures.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and the petite redhead didn’t answer but leaned out to stare at Celty behind the massive leather chair.  
 
    “Procedure two, Celty,” the scientist uttered, sat back straight, and then eyed me with a small smile. “You see… after the Queen attacked and the guards made some scratches on the sides of my submarine, I had to take a step back and reevaluate the structural integrity of the whole vehicle. Could it take a full-frontal attack from a much larger ship? Could it withstand pummeling blows from above, below, and the sides with minimal damage? So, we tested it out, and… it was nearly indestructible, but there were a few weak spots. If she found those, hell, we’d be floating down to the bottom of the canal in bits and pieces. So, I put in a little extra… security. Celty, if you would?”  
 
    “Yes, Beatrix,” the robotic woman uttered, crossed the room, and then depressed a single panel in the wall.  
 
    Immediately, the piece of metal flipped up and then disappeared into a small slot. Underneath it were more colorful buttons and a single lever. Celty tapped a few of the flashing buttons and then gripped tightly onto the lever. An even louder sound blared through the cabin, and both of my monster-women clamped their hands down over their ears. The floor beneath my feet shook, and when I shifted my gaze downward, I noticed that a whole section opened up to make the living space wider.  
 
    Louder sounds exploded up outside of the submersible, and as I leaned forward to look out the dome, I noticed a protective coating on the outside of the submersible that wasn’t there before. Right as I settled back into place, a single-seat dropped down from the conning tower on a pair of struts, and Celty stepped assuredly toward it. When the robotic woman slid into place, a series of loud clicks sounded, and then she lifted into the air toward the conning tower. Within seconds, Celty was almost entirely obscured from view, and then suddenly, the whole tower opened up into another glass dome.  
 
    Outside, I saw that most of the submersible had the very same steel armor that I’d seen at the front, and a single barrel protruded out into the canal. Celty settled her hands on a wheel like the one Beatrix used to steer the submersible, and as the whole chair turned, the barrel moved along with it.  
 
    “By science,” I whispered. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”  
 
    “My own invention.” Beatrix laughed softly. “Well, except for the prototype. That was someone else’s, and I just borrowed it for a bit, but I did make a lot of improvements to it, so technically, it’s mine. Alright, we’re getting close to the entrance, so I’m going to slow down for a bit.”  
 
    Beatrix’s hands pressed against the levers and then brought them back into position. The submersible slowed, and the loud sounds from the engines died off. Then we started to rise through the water toward the surface. As we exploded upward and water rained down all around us, I spied the massive, towering wall that surrounded the first ring. We were far from where we left my soldiers, and I wondered how long it would take them to reach the bridge over the gorge. From what Edony and Aschere said, it would take them roughly two days to get there and another third to reach the outskirts of the capital.  
 
    The large archway which served as one of the canal’s entrances into the channel was blotted out by darkness. Every few feet, there was a small sliver of light, and I guessed that instead of using the cinder blocks like before, they’d simply boarded it up until the repairs were finished. Beatrix clicked her tongue once out of annoyance, grabbed the lever to her right, and then thrust it forward. The whole submarine dove down into darkness as we entered the tunnel, and we crept along under the surface for a moment.  
 
    “We’re going to have to ram it,” Beatrix whispered. “And then we’re going to have to haul ass to the market because as soon as we enter the city, the guards are going to be all over us. They probably have tons of them stationed near the construction sites.”  
 
    “Why would they do that?” Daisy finally spoke up from across the room. “Wouldn’t they figure that if you escaped once, you wouldn’t come back?”  
 
    “No, that’s not it at all.” The redhead shook her head. “They’re probably worried about other aristocrats or… more Harlots sneaking their way into the city. Since this part of the canal is a straight shot to the market, they don’t want any more sneaking in to aid their comrades.”  
 
    Beatrix maneuvered the lever forward, and the submersible shot toward the boarded-up entrance. Within seconds, we’d be inside of the city I’d heard about all of my life, and a strange combination of dread and excitement washed over me. This was the city that Edmund and Calistia had worked together to make better, but it was also the place where men lost all of their freedoms. Within the next few days, I’d be sitting on the throne, and my women and I would build a brand new society where everyone was equal.  
 
    Bubbles brushed against the glass dome in the darkness, and then, with a loud crash, we burst out into bright sunlight. From underneath the surface, I could barely make out the houses that surrounded the canal, but I could tell they were rundown and neglected even from this position. The only difference in the channel was more boats, and Beatrix immediately maneuvered the submersible around them. I wished I could’ve gotten a better view of the city, but now was not the time. We hurdled forward through the water, and before I could even move a muscle, Beatrix turned in her seat, lifted her chin, and shouted up to Celty.  
 
    “We’ve got company!” the redhead shouted. “Seven a clock!”  
 
    “On it!” Celty barked, grabbed the wheel in front of her, and immediately turned the barrel in the direction Beatrix indicated. “Guards. They’re on our tail!”  
 
    “Engage,” the redhead ordered, turned back to the panel, and slammed both of the levers forward. “And destroy.”  
 
    “As you wish,” Celty uttered darkly and slammed both mechanical fingers down on two buttons on either side of the wheel.  
 
    A buzzing sound echoed around the submersible’s cabin, and as I stared down the cannon’s barrel, bright blue light exploded out. The water around it fizzled and hissed with heat, but the beam of neon-blue blasted through it toward our pursuers. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” Beatrix shouted, gripped the wheel, and ripped it to the right. “Get them off our asses before we get there, Celty! We’re already heading into a fight. We don’t want to bring more enemies with us!”  
 
    “What do you think I’m doing, woman?” Celty asked. “Up here, twiddling my thumbs?”  
 
    A deafening explosion rocked the whole submarine from directly behind us, and a low sound whispered out of Celty’s voice box. I’d heard it before, and it only took me a few seconds to recognize that the robotic woman was laughing. As the sound rose in volume, she sounded more human than I’d ever heard, and it was quite terrifying.  
 
    “Coming around the bend, Celty!” the redhead shouted, ripped the wheel to the left, and then jammed the right lever backward. “Get that fucker off my ass! Do it! Do it now!”  
 
    “Stop shouting!” Celty cried through manic laughter. “I’ve got it!”  
 
    Right as the blue light exploded through the cannon again, and the robotic woman turned in her seat, another explosion sounded from the left of us. Since it was so close, I was able to see chunks of metal and bits of flesh fly through the air before they pattered down to the surface of the water. Beatrix’s mauve eyes shifted over the area around us, and she pressed her lips into a firm line before glancing over at me.  
 
    “You got your staff ready, Charles Rayburn?” the redhead asked. “It’s time to go topside and kick some serious super-soldier ass.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    I held my staff tightly in both hands as Beatrix ripped the levers backward into place. Unlike anytime before, the submarine rocketed up through the water and through the glass dome, I finally saw the inside of the city for the first time. Through the surface of the water, where we’d entered through the canal looked rundown and dilapidated, but this area was much nicer. As Beatrix, Edony, and Josephine said, this part of the first ring was where the market area was located. 
 
    In the distance, I could make out the sloping, tired roofs of homes and houses that barely looked as if they were holding up on their own. I guessed that if a tornado were ever to hit the capital, the entirety of the first ring, except for the market, would be swept away into a disheveled pile of wood, nails, and maybe a bit of stone. Directly in front of the submersible, a massive stone bridge crossed the canal, but the other end lifted higher into the air as it reached for the utmost top of the second ring. I assumed that this was where all aristocrats and nobles came to do their shopping without ever having to set foot into the poorer areas of the second ring.  
 
    As Celty whipped around in the mechanical seat and took aim with the massive cannon, people on the bridge stopped to stare with wide eyes and agape mouths. Before I could even breathe a word, Beatrix whipped the wheel to the left, let it spin for a second, and then jerked it to the right. The whole cabin tilted to the side as we turned, and the brilliant neon-blue light blasted out of Celty’s canon for a third or fourth time. When I caught sight of the aristocrats again, they weren’t frozen in fear. The women in their fancy hats and elegant dresses were screaming and racing about right as the bridge dividing them from the first ring crumbled into chunks of stone. The pieces fell into the canal almost in slow motion, and right as the submersible turned again, I spied something glinting in the distance.  
 
    “You’ve imagined what the super-soldiers look like, right?” Beatrix shouted in her thick accent. “Well, feast your eyes, Charlie-boy.”  
 
    The scientist’s tiny hand jabbed out toward the glass dome, and I settled my sights on the towering mechanical creatures marching across the cobblestone. The super-soldiers had to be at least seven or eight feet tall and built like boulders. Their robotic arms moved jerkily, but as they moved forward, their heavy feet broke through the cobblestone and left small craters in their wake. Where the super-soldiers head should’ve been, there was nothing more than a metal dome with a blinding scarlet light directly in the middle. I assumed that the reanimated brains were underneath those metal plates.  
 
    Directly underneath the metal plate was a small panel roughly the size of my palm, and across it, frequency lines wiggled calmly in royal blue, emerald green, and burgundy. I immediately deduced that this was where most of the electrical components came together and made the whole super-suits work properly. In a way, it reminded me of Celty, and as Beatrix prepped to dock the submersible, I hastily leaned closer to the redhead.  
 
    “Say, if Celty got into hand-to-hand combat,” I uttered. “Is there a specific place where you could hit her, and it’d immediately shut her whole system down?”  
 
    “Celty?” the scientist asked. “No, she doesn’t have anything like that, but my first prototypes for her body did. I don’t mean to toot my own horn, but I’m pretty brilliant when it comes to inventing, and leaving a zone like that on your machine is a rookie mistake.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” I rushed her with a wave of my hand and stared out of the dome toward the super-soldiers. “But on a robot-like Celty or even on the super-soldiers, where would you put it? Do you see those screens on their fronts? That’s most likely where all the electrical components are bundled together.”  
 
    “They probably put them on the front to make them easier to work on,” the scientist explained through clenched teeth and whipped the wheel to the right as another explosion sounded behind us. “There’s most likely a panel that opens up… They probably have like a passcode they have to enter, so they can get inside and work on the modules of the actual machine.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to enter or work on them,” I barked. “I want to destroy them.”  
 
    “Well, when I built Celty’s first prototype,” Beatrix grunted. “It was at the base of her neck, and all I had to do was unscrew a panel, enter in my passcode, and then work on her internal modules. If someone had hit her there, it would’ve been a total KO, and I don’t mean like a reset of her memory modules. It would’ve malfunctioned the whole circuit module, and I’d have to build her a brand new one. Currently, Celty only has two, but from past experience, I’ve embedded them so deeply in her chest cavity that if someone else were to get their hands on her, they’d have to take her apart to find them.”  
 
    “Okay, then why would an inventor put the circuit module right there in the front?” I asked. “Are they inexperienced or know something we don’t?”  
 
    “Well, think about it,” Beatrix cried, whipped the wheel to the right, and then slammed the levers forward before jumping from her seat. “A scientist is only as good as their inventions. I can only assume that they put them on the front because they figured that whoever attacked it would never get close enough. I mean, look at them, Charles. I’m sure one hit from one of those arms would be comparable to being run over by a wagon filled with rocks. You’d be flattened like a goddamn pancake. For the most part, Celty is built for speed, agility, and endurance. Those things… they were obviously built just for ramming shit until it either dies or crumbles. They’re huge and probably extremely strong, but that also means they’re heavy and slow. They probably have to boot up enough electricity through that panel to take a single swing, and all of that is connected to the brain inside of the dome.”  
 
    “Which in turn,” I pondered aloud. “Is connected to the panel at the front. So… our hypothesis is to destroy the whole super-soldier, you have to destroy the panel first.”  
 
    “Hypothesis?” Beatrix laughed, hurried across the room, and grabbed the metal tube Celty offered her. “This isn’t a science experiment, Charles. This is an actual situation with genuine danger.”  
 
    “We can’t just go out there blindly,” I said, crossed to the table, and snatched up my staff right as Valerie and Daisy scooted off the bench. “We have to formulate a plan first and try it out while fighting. We can’t waste all of our energy then find out what to do right as we reach the point of exhaustion.”  
 
    As we spoke, Josephine let go of the rungs, and the Drake Legion quickly followed after her. I glanced at them over my shoulder and felt their intimidating presences wash over me.  
 
    “The best bet is to have me evaluate their threat levels,” Celty broke in. “If I can assess them, I can give you a percentage of how likely we are to win.”  
 
    “I think I’d rather not know.” Valerie giggled. “If you tell us, it’ll set the tone of the fight.”  
 
    “Then I will only tell Charles,” the mechanical woman stated.  
 
    “I’d like to know, too,” Daisy uttered. “My ability is strength-based, but I’m also small and agile.”  
 
    “Since they’re robots,” Josephine said. “I doubt that me and my women will be able to get any type of hold over them. Maybe the brains inside, but we can only control creatures with flesh and blood…”  
 
    “We’ll have to try everything, then,” I growled through my teeth. 
 
    I crossed the small cabin, gripped the metal wheel affixed to the wall, and ripped it to the right. Right as the lock came free, I lifted my leg, shifted my staff into my right hand, and kicked the door open. The eleven of us burst out into the bright light and quickly assessed the area. All hell had broken loose since our arrival, but it seemed that the super-soldiers had already been here for an extended period of time. A group of about fifty women stood defensively by the side of the canal, and from the weary and pained expressions on their faces, I guessed that these were the Harlots we were meant to aid.  
 
    Ten of the hulking super-soldiers quickly approached the group of women, and I assumed that this was the amount that the Queen thought would thwart the remaining Harlots. Only fifty Harlots managed to take over this part of the city? That didn’t quite seem right to me, though. The entirety of the market area seemed to house about thirty different buildings with shops, restaurants, and small carts… That seemed to be far too few Harlots to be able to infiltrate, attack, and hold this area even for a few hours, let alone almost a full three weeks.  
 
    That could only mean one thing.  
 
    “These are the remaining Harlots,” I grunted. “They probably killed off the rest in other attacks…” 
 
    “Oh,” Daisy murmured. “H-How many do you think they had before?”  
 
    “According to my calculations,” Celty said. “Probably close to one-hundred or one-hundred-and-fifty. This area is far too large for a group of fifty women to take over long. If they tried, they probably would’ve been killed off the second they stepped foot inside.”  
 
    “Intruders,” an explosive, masculine monotone sounded from the group of encroaching super-soldiers. “Intruder alert. Backup.”  
 
    “Arrest and detain,” another soldier barked in its strangely robotic voice. “Excessive violence permitted. Directive: eliminate all threats against public order and the Queen.”  
 
    The super-soldier who’d spoken lifted an arm, and the palm of its hand opened up into a somewhat familiar shape. I immediately knew what was coming and grabbed both of my monster-women by the shoulders. In one swift movement, I ripped both of them down to the deck’s metal floor right as the explosive hit and rolled across the floor. Beatrix hunkered down beside us with her hands held over her curly hair, but Celty blasted across the small space, picked up the explosive, and took aim for the group of super-soldiers. As the robotic men moved toward us, Celty brought back her arm and hurled the explosive into their mass.  
 
    As soon as the silver orb contacted the ground, it exploded with an earsplitting sound, and for a moment, a cloud of dust and dirt shrouded the super-soldiers from view. As we clambered up onto the walkway, I held my sword tightly to my side, the dust started to settle, and we quickly searched for any damage to the super-soldiers.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Beatrix grunted and thrust the metal tube out at her side. “This is going to be more difficult than we thought.”  
 
    The only difference in the approaching super-soldiers was a thin layer of dust and a few pebbles that fell from their shoulders as they thumped closer. Immediately, my eyes moved toward Valerie and Daisy, and the two monster-women nodded once. Without missing a beat, the feline-woman faded from view and launched herself forward toward the super-soldiers. The bear-girl stepped forward, rolled her right shoulder, and then the left before stretching out both hands in front of her. The brunette lifted both hands over her head with a low grunt and knitted her fingers together tightly.  
 
    “Don’t worry, ladies,” Daisy shouted to the remaining Harlots. “We’ve got this.”  
 
    “W-Who are you?” one of the women shouted in a wavering voice.  
 
    “We’re with Josephine!” The ash-blonde giggled from ahead of us. “We’re here to saaaave you!”  
 
    “I’m here!” Josephine roared, but never shifted her gaze from the approaching super-soldiers. “Those of you who are willing to fight, please come aid us! If you are too injured or weak, please, don’t hesitate to stand back!” 
 
    In one swift movement, Daisy’s golden eyes settled on the three super-soldiers in the front and then brought her knit hands down in a long arch in front of her body. The disruption in the air was visible and flew toward the mechanical men in a fluid wall. For a moment, I thought it’d hit them and just keep going, but as it did, it rocked all of them back on their feet. The one directly in the middle wobbled for a second, caught its balance, and then took another calculated step forward.  
 
    “They probably have stabilizers in their feet,” Beatrix explained. “It helps prevent them from falling over, and I’m sure if they did, they wouldn’t be able to get back up by themselves because of their size.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Daisy barked, unclasped her hands, and then bolted forward. “Then this is going to be easy-peasy.”  
 
    “Daisy,” I uttered, and immediately, the brunette glanced at me over her shoulder. “Make sure to leave one in relatively good shape. Don’t bang it up too much. I want to have at least one that Beatrix and I can study.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles.” The beat-girl grinned. “Just pick one out, and I’ll make sure it doesn’t get too banged up by the time I finish with it.”  
 
    “Any of them will do.” I chuckled darkly and took a step forward. “I just want to get a good look inside of them.”  
 
    This battle would be totally different than any other that we’d had before. When we fought against the marchionesses, we knew that they were human and reacted as any human would. The super-soldiers certainly held reanimated brains inside of them, but that didn’t mean they acted like Celty or A.B.. It was certainly something we’d have to test out during this battle and see if there was any ounce of humanity left within them. Not only that, but the Queen had the scientists inject the brains with the elven blood, so that had to mean that these super-soldiers had some sort of ability hidden within their metal masses.  
 
    We didn’t know what to expect from them, and that in itself was the scariest part of all of this. Hell, defeating the marchionesses so far had been relatively easy with my monster-women at my side, but this was something totally different. These were machines with the minds of humans, but as a bonus to our detriment, somewhere inside of their metal hulls was an ability given to them from the elven blood. There were only eleven of us and ten of them, but would that give us the extra help we needed? The fifty Harlots couldn’t take down ten of them, would our added numbers even make a difference? The fifty women huddled by the side of the canal looked exhausted, and their glossy eyes shifted between the approaching soldiers and me.  
 
    All of my worries and fears hounded me like a horrifying carousel around the confines of my mind… Then suddenly, I pushed all of them away.  
 
    I slew a dragon on my own. I conquered Edenhart, Birskonn, Valestia, Granhamn, Tulna, and Rezel. I’d thrown off the chains given me at birth and fought to not only become an excellent alchemist but a doctor and scientist. I’d done the unthinkable and created monster-women with my own ingenious invention. What else could society throw at me? What would they think if they saw me now? I didn’t even have to answer that last question. I saw it in the faces of the aristocrats on the bridge. Hell, I’d seen it in the eyes of the marchionesses’ moments before I took their lives and stole their cities. I could do anything they said I couldn’t, and I’d proven it to them since the moment I was born.  
 
    I was Charles Rayburn. Son of the Queen, and leader of the New Order.  
 
    These puny aristocrats couldn’t touch me, and now, the only way they could get to us was to send out their overpowered super-soldiers?  
 
    It was pathetic.  
 
    Of course, the Queen didn’t know I was coming when she sent out her super-soldiers, but that said something about the Harlots. The fifty women behind me were heroes, and they’d survived multiple attacks from the Queen’s usual guard. The Harlots I’d met so far accepted me with open arms, and now, it was my time to protect them.  
 
    As all of my women attacked, I took a single step forward and felt my blood come alive. For a moment, it felt as if thick, boiling lava traveled through my veins and set my organs on fire. The rage that had built up all of my life condensed into a single fiery ball, and I slammed my right arm out beside me. Scarlet burst up in my peripheral, but I had no time to look because one of the towering super-soldiers moved closer. In an instant, I felt my staff’s shape change and form a new one, but this weapon felt much different than the flamberge and the scythe. 
 
    A warm liquid swallowed my hand and weighed it down. Almost all of the fights we’d been in, I didn’t know what to do and let my weapon guide me, but this time was different. I knew what to do. My boots pounded against the cobblestones, and the first super-soldier stepped closer. Once the red light trained on me, I angled myself to the left and narrowly missed a downward blow from one of the super-soldiers’ arms. The mechanical man’s fist smashed through the stone with a thundering crash, and as I ducked underneath the extended arm, my long weapon dragged along the ground. The vibration rang up to my shoulder, but I ignored it whipped around the super-soldiers. 
 
    The moment I stopped to catch my breath and stare up at the massive being’s back, a loud whistling thrummed through the air above my head. Instinctively, I jumped backward with my arms raised as a flurry of blue blasted past me. A sensation I was very familiar with washed over my exposed skin, and I turned my head for a second to see what it was. An enormous ice ball rocketed through the air, and right before it hit the group of Harlots, one of them put up a forcefield. The sphere smashed against it with a resounding crack and then crumbled into thousands of small, sharp shards. 
 
    For a second, my eyes connected with one of the Harlots, and the moment our gazes connected, her jaw set. The exhausted-looking woman stepped forward, narrowed her eyes on the super-soldier bearing down on me. The mechanical man brought down his left arm, opened up his palm, and instantly, a haze of icicles shot out. I brought up my arms to shield most of my body from the attack, but it never came. As I slowly brought my arms down and lifted my head, the forcefield disappeared in an instant. A spray of cold water smattered my face as it went, but as soon as I moved to wipe it away, a blaze of orange blasted past my face.  
 
    As I whipped in the direction of the flames, another super-soldier aimed its outstretched hand in my direction. I turned slowly in a circle and noticed that the towering super-soldiers surrounded me. Slowly at first, a wide and wicked grin spread over my features. A peal of laughter rippled up my throat, and I hastily lowered myself closer to the ground.  
 
    “Perfect,” I snarled through the smirk. “Just perfect.”  
 
    My body moved before I could even tell it to. I launched into the air and then spun once before slamming a boot down onto one of the super-soldier’s shoulders. In one swift motion, I bent my knees and brought my right arm down. My newly changed weapon smashed forward through the air, and I finally caught sight of its final form. In a way, it reminded me of a giant crystal or diamond that swallowed my arm entirely in the hard surface. The weapon’s sharp edges all came to a single point beneath my closed fist, and as the utmost tip mashed into the metal dome covering the reanimated brain, it felt as if the weapon were part of me.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and forced the blade down onto the dome, but ultimately, I knew that wouldn’t work if I wanted to kill the machine first. I hoped that if we could at least get the mech suits deactivated, we could possibly save the brains inside, but we had no way of knowing what the Queen had done to them.  
 
    As I pulled back my arm and jumped off of the super-soldier, a massive forcefield opened up all around me. A combination of ice and fire berated me from all sides, but the Harlot had protected me. As I fell through the air, the rest of the women stepped forward and then raced through the crowd of super-soldiers. Right as I was about to land, I brought my right shoulder back and plunged it on through the air.  
 
    The deadly spike smashed directly in the middle of the panel, and as I lunged forward, it plunged even deeper into the metal. Instantly, sparks flew through the air, and a loud beeping sound rang in my ears. Without a moment’s hesitation, I pulled the blade back and then thrust it in even deeper. As the beeping sound deepened and then heightened all in a single breath, the scarlet light pouring out the single hole in the metal dome flickered an even deeper shade. The being’s arms jerked, and as it took a single step forward, the palm malfunctioned and sent an explosive rolling along the ground between its feet. 
 
    I hurried backward and made sure to glance on either side of me for any other super-soldiers coming my way. The colossal creature teetered on its feet and then leaned forward. Right as the super-soldier fell, the small panel went dark, and the red light bloomed a shade so bright that I had to squint against it. The giant mechanical man smashed into the cobblestones with a thunderous crash and then laid still. Seconds later, a roaring detonation sent the mechanical man up into the air and then struck down. The explosive made no difference because the brain inside of the helmet was destroyed. 
 
    “The panels!” I roared for everyone to hear. “Destroy the panels!”  
 
    I had no time to go over and examine the super-soldier’s mech suit before another wave of fire blasted right above my head. Luckily, I ducked right in time, and another forcefield opened up above me. I silently thanked the Harlot for protecting me all of this time and then slowly turned.  
 
    My eyes shifted over the open area, and my monster-women dived for a mechanical man each. Valerie instantly faded from view, and the metal beast rocked backward on its feet. Loud clangs sounded up from the panel, and within a few seconds, the panel went dark with a low whirring sound. As the red light that served as its single eye died, the metal soldier fell backward with a low groan.  
 
    When I moved my eyes over the crowd for a split second, I watched as the Drake Legion moved as a single unit with Josephine at its head. The honey-blonde raced through the horde of towering metal creatures, squinted her eyes, and lifted both hands into the air. As her pale hands curled into fists, a low groaning sounded from inside of the machine and then… a muffled scream echoed through the super-soldier. A spurt of greenish liquid exploded out of the single hole in the dome and as it landed on the cobblestones, I saw the neon greenish yellow brain matter mixed into the goo.  
 
    When I turned back, Valerie launched off the ground, appeared through the air, and then slammed into another super-soldier. When I turned, I faced off with another giant mechanical creature, but I wasn’t as daunted this time. As the super-soldier brought up both of its hands in front of its body, I ducked low and raced forward. In a single zigzag motion, I managed to evade the blasts of flames from above and, when I got too close, jumped out of the path of a downward blow. Right as the super-soldier lifted its hands into the air again, either to throw a powerful blow or unleash more flames, I brought my right arm back in a wide arc. As I followed through, the weapon’s tip entered into the small screen and sliced through it like a hot knife through butter.  
 
    The super-soldier jerked back, and a low gurgle exploded up from the dome. Immediately after, the red light in the middle of the dome was obscured by a spurt of greenish-blue liquid and the sound of breaking glass. As the mechanical creature fell forward toward the cobblestones, even more liquid spurted out of the metal dome, and I could only assume it was from the reanimated brain’s containment liquid.  
 
    With yet another thundering crash, I’d felled another super-soldier and settled my sights on a third, but it seemed that my women had other ideas. Suddenly, Daisy raced up beside me with her arms pumping out on either side of her. With a loud yell, the brunette shot out her arm to the left, grabbed onto something, and then dropped low in a blurry spin. Seconds later, Valerie zipped through the air, fully visible for a second, and then immediately disappeared. The entire metal dome knocked backward as Valerie slammed into it and then bounced off to the ground below.  
 
    While fully in view, the ash-blonde bent her knees, lifted her head, and then stuck her tongue out at the massive metal monstrosity. As the super-soldier settled its single eye on her form, Daisy hurtled forward. The bear-girl slammed her boots down on the cobblestones and then used her sister’s angled back as a boost into the air. The brunette held her closed fists tightly to her chest as she spun in tight circles, and right as she collided with the super-soldier, she brought back a single fist.  
 
    For a second, I’d thought the super-soldier had exploded by all of the strange electrical noises that exploded up, but a cloud of dust obscured my view. As I hurried forward with my weapon held protectively in front of me, I searched for any signs of the bear-girl. A sound thump to the right of me told me she’d landed, and I immediately turned in that direction. Right as the dust started to settle, I shifted my eyes and searched the mechanical man, but he was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “He’s over there.” Daisy giggled, pointed into the distance, and I lifted a hand to shield my eyes from the bright sun. “Sorry, but I don’t think you’ll be able to examine that one.”  
 
    When I lifted my gaze to where she indicated, there was nothing more than just a pile of spare parts and ribbed greenish sludge that I could only assume was brain matter. Smoke rose from the metal parts, and every few seconds, a burst of sparks jerked one of the broken arms. When I turned, I half-expected to see the rest of the super-soldiers tearing my numbers apart, but as I did, the last mechanical beast crashed backward with a sizzle of electricity.  
 
    In the distance, I could make out the familiar curl of a silver creature. As Beatrix came into view from a haze of red, the dire wolf curled around her protectively with a low, mechanical growl. All at once, the fifty Harlots dropped their defensive stances and turned toward our direction. The woman who’d protected me so many times during the battle stepped through the masses and rested her weighty gaze on mine. The Harlot’s large brown eyes were weary and exhausted, but as she moved even closer, their eyes cleared, and they stared at me with sharp interest.  
 
    “Josephine, you came to our aid,” the woman whispered. “Who is this man with you? We tried to send letters… but all of them never reached you, and if they did, you never replied.”  
 
    “I’m very sorry,” the honey-blonde whispered. “I wish I could’ve had them forwarded to me, but…” 
 
    “She hasn’t been home,” I explained. “She’s been out conquering cities with me.”  
 
    “And who are you, then?” Another Harlot shifted her gaze from Josephine, spoke up, and stared in my direction. “You… You’re a man, but you have abilities like a woman. That’s impossible.”  
 
    “Conquering cities?” the lead Harlot gasped. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “We’ve taken cities from the wicked marchionesses,” Valerie sang. “We’ve taken a lot so far!” 
 
    “Again,” the Harlot in the front murmured. “Who are you, sir?” 
 
    “I am Charles Rayburn,” I boomed, squared my shoulders, and stood a little straighter. “The future King.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    My women crowded around me, and the rest of the Harlots stepped closer with confused expressions. The lead woman was the tallest out of all of them, and her sharp royal-blue eyes cut into mine. The lines around her lips and eyes were deep from worry and fatigue, but she stood tall with her shoulders thrown confidently back. Her light-blonde hair was slightly frizzy with untamed curls, and her torn dress was dotted with mud, dirt, and soot. In a way, she was a warrior, and she’d saved me during this battle multiple times. Was there any possible way she knew who I was, or had she protected me simply because Josephine was here, too? 
 
    “You said that you would be king,” the woman barked, rested her pale, thin hands on her slim hips, and gazed at me evenly. “What do you mean by that? There hasn’t been a male king in three hundred or so years. How do you expect to perform such a feat when men are treated like rubbish in our society?”  
 
    “As I said before,” I uttered. “My name is Charles Rayburn, and I am the leader of the New Order. So far, we’ve conquered seven cities across the realm. I have a whole army of soldiers and monster-women who are marching here at this very moment, but the five of us split off from the group and came to aid you in your time of need. Within the next few days, I will begin my attack on the capital, remove the Queen, and take back my birthright that was snatched away from me.”  
 
    “Birthright?” another Harlot asked and tiptoed a little closer.  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “I am the Queen’s son. Not only that, but I’m also the first man to ever develop magical abilities.”  
 
    “Why did you come just now?” the lead Harlot asked, swiveled her eyes between Josephine and me, and then settled her gaze heavily on my face. “We’ve spent months trying to reach out, and we haven’t heard a word… We thought you’d given up on us.”  
 
    “Or worse,” another woman shouted. “We thought that maybe you were found out, and the Queen or Edony had you killed.”  
 
    “I haven’t been home,” the honey-blonde apologized. “All of your letters must’ve gone to my address, but I never received them… I was with Charles, trying to make the world a better place for all of us. I’m sorry… I’m so very sorry… We received word that you’d taken hold of the market area of the capital, but there was no way that we could leave our duties at the time and come aid you.” 
 
    “Why did you send a letter this time?” I asked, and immediately, the lead Harlot pressed her hands to her hips.  
 
    “It was our last hope,” the tall blonde answered without missing a beat. “Even though we haven’t heard from Josephine in months, we still hoped that our letter would reach her before we were ultimately wiped out. She was our last tie to the group, and even when we tried to send letters to our other comrades in different cities, I can assume that none of those notes reached them, either.” 
 
    “What city did you send them to?” I asked.  
 
    “Birskonn,” the light-blonde answered. “We had a contact there. A woman who was deeply undercover and worked for Samila, I believe that was her name. We sent multiple letters, but received no response…” 
 
    “Was her name Cecelia?” I asked. “Was she one of the guards?”  
 
    “Yes…” the lead Harlot murmured and lifted a single eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    “Because she’s also been with me,” I explained. “We found her while we infiltrated the city and convinced her to come to our side.”  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” the blonde woman whispered. “Josephine, is this true?”  
 
    “Yes.” The heiress grinned. “She’s one of my sisters now. I helped guide her to our side, and in the end, she was one of the reasons we managed to take the city in the first place.”  
 
    “I almost can’t believe it…” the lead Harlot muttered, pressed her lips together, and then lifted her gaze to mine. “So, it’s true? You’ve taken over seven cities, and now, you’re going to take the capital, too?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “But first, we needed to come and rescue you and your women.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the tall, blonde woman sighed, smiled, and stepped a little closer with her hands outstretched. “Thank you for helping us, Charles Rayburn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it couldn’t have been sooner,” I grunted. “We knew that you’d taken control over this part of the city, but we didn’t know that the Queen had finished her super-soldiers and would sic them on you.”  
 
    “They’re not finished,” Beatrix shouted over the crowd, and the women quickly parted to reveal the redhead hunched over one of the super-soldiers. “All of the wires and electrical components are all sorts of fucked up. These were rushed…”  
 
    “So, that can only mean one thing,” I uttered with a shake of my head.  
 
    “What is that?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “They threw these together and then sent them out to attack the Harlots,” I explained. 
 
    “They were so hard to kill,” the blonde gasped. “They wiped out half our mass in minutes… and they were only--” 
 
    “Prototypes,” Beatrix grumbled, lifted her head, and stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Yeah, you can tell from the way that parts of them are fully finished, but other areas are completely rushed. See these seams?”  
 
    I stepped closer and bent beside the petite scientist as she pointed to an area of the super-soldier’s right arm. I glanced down at the shiny, silver metal and then met her gaze evenly.  
 
    “If you look at the welding, it’s perfectly even,” the redhead uttered. “It looks like a master put all of this together. See how the molten metal looks kind of like a seamless braid or tightly squiggled line? That’s nearly perfect and probably done by a person who’s had a lot of practice, but if you look at the left arm. See this?”  
 
    “It’s just a straight but uneven line,” I uttered and then shifted my eyes to hers. 
 
    “Exactly.” The petite woman nodded. “See this? Where the metal is super thick? That shows where the welder moved too slow, and then this thin area is where they went way too fast. This was thrown together by a lot of amateurs. Maybe even a person who’s never done welding or isn’t very practiced at it. They needed to get these finished and fast; then they just rolled them out to attack the Harlots.”  
 
    “I’ve used a welder quite a few times,” I murmured. “But I practiced a lot before I moved on to my bigger projects, like my machine. How much practice do you think the person has had if the work is this bad?”  
 
    “Minimal to none?” The redhead scratched her head and shrugged. “But if you peel back the faceplate of the screen and look at most of the electrical components, they look pretty good, except a few of them are put in the wrong places. The scientists and inventors rushed all of this, and it clearly shows.”  
 
    “That’s terrifying,” I grumbled, and Beatrix raised her head with furrowed eyebrows.  
 
    “What is?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “They sent unfinished projects,” I went on. “And they still managed to do this much damage. Do you think there’s more we could learn from these if we took them into the submersible and then dissected it?”  
 
    “Of course.” The scientist nodded. “I’m sure that despite the terrible work, there’s still plenty we could learn from one of these big, bad boys. It might take a little while, but I could probably pry off the dome, so we could get a better look at the brains and what’s connecting all of it to the main power source. I mean… if the brain is still in perfect condition, and from the looks of it, the dome of this one hasn’t been damaged too badly.”  
 
    “Can you and Celty get it back to the submersible, so we can examine it?” I asked.  
 
    “I think we can.” The redhead nodded. “We may need Daisy’s help since she’s a lot stronger than the two of us combined.”  
 
    “Of course, I can help.” The brunette stepped forward, smiled softly, and then bent to grab the super-soldier’s shoulders. “It might be a little difficult, but I think we can do it.” 
 
    As the three of them lifted the metal man and hauled him toward the submarine, I shifted my attention back to the Harlots. All of them were huddled closely together, and a few of them eyed the Drake Legion warily. They knew they were Harlots from their proximity to Josephine and me, but they looked drastically different than the rest of them. I didn’t think it’d sunk in that they were monster-women, and that was the reason for the spiraling horns and thick, scaled tails. Immediately, the lead Harlot’s dark-blue eyes met mine, and her severe expression softened. It seemed that she’d already taken a liking to me and felt comfortable enough to approach me without fear or apprehension in her eyes.  
 
    “What happened?” I breathed, stood, and turned toward the group of Harlots. “Start from the beginning, please.” 
 
    “We’ve held this position for the last three weeks, and the guards were relentless,” The blonde explained. “But we could handle them perfectly fine… They’re low-level aristocrats with average abilities. Every few days, the attacks would pause, and we assumed that the Queen was convening with her war council and preparing for the next step. Yesterday started much differently than we’d expected. We knew eventually she’d send out the high-power guards, but we certainly didn’t expect the Royal Honor Guard.”  
 
    “Royal Honor Guard?” I balked. “Who are they?”  
 
    “I assume you know of the Soul Suckers by now,” the blonde stated. “But these are entirely different from the sect of Soul Suckers. They’re highly augmented Soul Suckers. Their families are rigorously put through forced mutation until they’re no longer human but more akin to monsters. It was a difficult task to fight against them, and we lost a lot of women in the battle, but despite everything, we fought through and won. It was grueling, and there were moments when we didn’t think we’d make it to sundown, but when it finally came, we knew that we’d won.”  
 
    “I’d never heard of the Royal Honor Guard,” I uttered.  
 
    “Neither have I,” Josephine said. “Of course, I knew about the guards and the Soul Suckers in general, but the Royal Honor Guard?” 
 
    “They’re extremely powerful,” the Harlot hissed through her teeth. “But the best way to take them out is to wear them down over time. They may be strong, but their endurance is nothing. Their bodies are weak from the forced mutation. I believe that Calistia thought they’d swoop in unexpectedly and then overwhelm us. Still, I don’t think the Queen understands our numbers’ strength together, especially when a few of us come from her augmented crop. So, the Queen did the last thing she knew would cripple us… and sent out the metal hounds. They nearly killed all of us. My women were broken and bleeding in the cobblestones. I had to reach out to our leader in hopes that our last letter would reach her, and… thankfully, it did.”  
 
    “What happened when the super-soldiers arrived?” I said, and the blonde woman crooked an eyebrow.  
 
    “What does it look like?” The Harlot spread her arms wide and gestured toward the carnage around us. “They destroyed everything in their path, killed fifty of my women in a total of two minutes. I’d never seen such horrors in my life, and I’ve been a Harlot since I was ten. They came down from up there.”  
 
    The blonde woman pointed above our heads to the lip of the second ring. For a second, I didn’t quite understand, but as my gaze shifted downward toward the broken cobblestones, I realized what’d happened.  
 
    “They jumped?” I grunted. “From that far above?”  
 
    “Yes.” The Harlot nodded. “Just stepped off of the second ring, fell through the air, and slammed down to the street with no scratches on them. Seconds later, they started attacking. They’d backed us into a corner, and there was no way that we could fight against them. We tried everything, combined all of our powers and strengths, but it made no difference even then. They ripped our numbers to shreds… then you arrived. We thank the heavens, and whatever beings are watching over us that you did or all of us would be dead. My forcefields can only withstand so much, and with ten of those creatures attacking, I would’ve lost all of my strength, and my women would’ve died.”  
 
    “But you didn’t.” I smiled. “You survived, and now we’re here to aid you until the rest of my army arrives.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry I didn’t receive your letters,” Josephine bleated. “I wish I could’ve come sooner, and maybe then… we wouldn’t have lost so many.”  
 
    “If what you’ve said is true,” the blonde woman in front of us stated calmly. “That you’ve conquered cities, overthrown marchionesses, and brought peace to the men who live there, then I believe the women who died here over the past few days did so willingly. Maybe not happily, but they did what we always thought would happen. Lives will always be lost for the sake of a cause, and if you genuinely believe in it, you willingly die for it. As Harlots, we accepted that when we joined the association. All of us knew that it could very possibly happen to one of us one day, but that made no difference in our choices. I became a Harlot because I saw the world for what it was, a massive garbage heap with a chosen few at the utmost top, and decided to turn against it. None of us are free until all of us are…”  
 
    “That’s how I feel,” I growled, stepped forward, and stood in front of the horde of Harlots. “No one deserves to live like this.”  
 
    I spread my arms wide and gestured toward the segregated rings then the dilapidated houses in the distance. The blonde Harlot nodded, and when her eyes met mine, tears brimmed in their corners.  
 
    “No man deserves to be treated as if they are vermin or worse,” I grunted. “I’ve spent most of my life scurrying in the shadows of aristocrats like a scared, diseased mouse. Even now, after listening to your affirmations of support, there is still a part of me that remains as a scared mouse and tells me not to trust you. As a brute, aristocrats will tell you that you can trust them, and even though their words sound genuine, there’s poison dripping from their forked tongues. Of course, every Harlot I’ve met has been nothing but trustworthy, but there is still part of me that whispers not to trust a word you say. Isn’t that horrible? The meek and terrified part of me that once cowered in the presence of nobles still lives on within my being. I don’t think it’ll ever die. It very well may live on within me for the rest of my life, but I hope that once I become king, it finally shrivels up and dies.” 
 
    “I hope that when you’re surrounded by us, Charles,” the lead Harlot murmured and then smiled softly. “You will consider us your friends and comrades. We’ve been followers of Josephine and Eveline for a very long time. I came to the Harlots when I was just ten years old, and I’ve been a part of it ever since then. I hope that eases your mind about us. We’re here to support and aid you in the coming battles. As we’ve said before, we’re more than prepared to die for our cause.”  
 
    “What is your name?” I uttered, and the Harlot’s eyes widened, and then she smiled again.  
 
    “Hazel,” the lead Harlot breathed. “Hazel Shilton.”  
 
    “It’s wonderful to meet you, Hazel,” I murmured, stepped forward, and offered her my hand.  
 
    “No.” The blonde shook her head. “It’s an honor to meet you, Charles Rayburn. We all admired Josephine before any of this happened. Half of us wanted to be her… such an inspiration. She’s a kind-hearted soul with a thirst for justice and peace. Even though we couldn’t change the society we lived in, she guided and taught us how to be kinder women. We modeled our lives after hers and treated the men we employed as humans. I know it sounds stupid and trivial, but a lot of the time, it was the most that we could do in our daily lives.”  
 
    “It’s not stupid or trivial,” I stated. “Even if it wasn’t much, it was still something. You treated them like human beings for the first time in their lives, and in this world, that’s the only thing a brute can hope for.”  
 
    “It’s how I met my husband, Warren.” Hazel laughed, and her cheeks flushed red before she covered her grinning mouth with a single hand. “It’s so strange to say those words aloud… but I finally can with you here. We may not be married in the eyes of the law and society, but he is my husband, and I can’t imagine myself being with anyone else but him… or without him. I see the way that Josephine looks at you, Charles, and it’s the same way I gaze at my husband. She’s in love with you, and I’m sure that with her by your side, you will rule this country fairly and bring back the balance that was lost so long ago. One day, my husband and I and our children will walk down these streets without the worry of being caught or found out.”  
 
    “I hope to do so.” I nodded, smiled, and then slipped my hand into the drake-woman’s. “When we arrived, I thought that all of you had lost hope… That you thought that Josephine wasn’t coming to rescue you, but I’m glad to see the sparkle back in your eyes.”  
 
    “Charles,” Celty’s curt voice interrupted the conversation, and immediately, I turned to face the robotic woman. “Beatrix is ready with the super-soldier if you’d like to head in and examine it with her.”  
 
    “Of course!” I nodded, then turned back toward Hazel and the rest of the Harlots. “If you would excuse me, I’d really like to tear one of those things apart and see what’s inside.” 
 
    As I stepped away, Josephine came closer to the group, and they murmured in a group. Each of the women looked almost starstruck to be standing in the presence of Josephine, their current leader of the Harlots, and I stifled a soft chuckle as it rumbled up my throat. My boots thumped against the cobblestones, and before long, I lifted my legs and hopped down onto the submersible’s deck. The door inside was left open, and when I stepped inside, I shielded my eyes against a blinding white light.  
 
    “Oops!” Beatrix cried. “Sorry about that.”  
 
    As my eyes adjusted, and I stepped closer, I realized it wasn’t a light that blinded me but reflected the yellow glow on the super-soldier’s surface. The gigantic being was laid out on top of the scientist’s work table, and the redhead worked diligently as she grabbed various tools from the wall’s spinning wheel. The super-soldier was so large that only half of it fit on the table, and its long, thick legs hung off of the side of the workspace. She set them down neatly on the table beside the creature and then pressed her tiny hands to her wide hips. In one hand, the little woman clasped a large wrench and, in the other, a small, ball-peen hammer.  
 
    “Ready?” the redhead asked and lifted both of the tools into the air. “I think it’d be best if we took the helmet off first… if you can even call it that. It’s bolted and welded into place. We may need a goddamn can opener to get this thing open.”  
 
    “Would you like me to retrieve the can opener?” Celty probed, and Beatrix chuckled then shook her head.  
 
    “No, it was just a joke, Celty.” The scientist tittered. “I think Charles and I can manage with the tools I have laid out.”  
 
    “We’re going to need a grinder.” I rolled up my sleeves, pushed the fabric over my elbows, and then stepped closer to the table. “Do you have one of those? If not, you may have to ask Celty to get the can opener out. Usually, the only way to get through something that’s been welded shut is to use a grinder or a saw.”  
 
    “Well, damn,” the scientist barked, bent down, and then searched through a few of the worktable’s cupboards. “Oh! There it is! I thought I broke it a long time ago, but apparently, I didn’t.”  
 
    The petite woman held a small device in the palm of her hand, and I nodded. The grinder was small enough to be held in one hand with a large, serrated wheel on one end. When the handheld device turned it on, the blade would spin and cut through basically anything, including rock and thick metal.  
 
    “Should we even bother unscrewing the bolts?” Beatrix asked, grabbed a welder’s helmet, and slipped it on over her insanely curly hair.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “If you cut above the bolts, we should be able to slide the dome right off without any damage to the brain or its jar.”  
 
    “I wish we could’ve saved the brain,” the scientist admitted. “But I doubt that it was even close to human at this point.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked and grabbed the safety glasses she offered me.  
 
    “Well, think about it,” the redhead urged. “Women have had abilities for hundreds of years. They’re acclimated to the effects and changes within their bodies. Not only that, but when they have them, it runs through their veins. The serum they gave us seemed highly concentrated, and we were supposed to inject it directly into the brain. That’s basically like taking a massive dose of a potent drug but doing it so it’s directly absorbed into your cortex. By the time we saw them, they probably weren’t even human… They were just overpowered beasts with mech suits to go along with it. There would’ve been no saving them. You saw the brain matter, didn’t you? Well, pieces of it… If my guess is correct, these aren’t human brains anymore.”  
 
    With that, the petite scientist tapped a small button on the back of the grinder, and it immediately whirred to life with a loud buzzing sound. The redhead snapped her welder’s helmet down and then leaned closer to the table. She sliced through the thick metal, and orange and yellow sparks flew through the air then fizzled anticlimactically. As the petite scientist cut along the helmet, it opened up into almost a small, black mouth, and before long, she knelt and worked her way around the back of the dome. Right as she reached my side of the worktable and met the area where she’d started, she snapped the grinder off then set it aside.  
 
    Beatrix hurried to the other side of the table, and the two of us took off our protective gear. As she brought her hands toward the metal dome, I did, too, and we lifted the helmet off together. Underneath the metal was a clear, circular glass container, and inside of it was the brain, but it barely resembled a human brain at this point, and I stared down at it in horror. It had the general shape of a brain like Celty, A.B., and Jonathan, but it was bulbous and bloated three times its average size. The liquid suspending the brain was a bright, neon green, and it took me a second to realize that the brain’s surface was the same color.  
 
    Pieces of the brain matter pushed out of its normal shape, and I gazed down at it with wide, horrified eyes. It looked more like a piece of misshapen cauliflower than the actual organ, and as I leaned closer, I saw even more bulbous protrusions all over the uneven surface. A large black hole punctured the utmost top of the brain, and it looked as if it’d started to rot from the inside out.  
 
    “What the fuck…” Beatrix breathed, took a step back, and rested her hands on the cold metal wall. “What did they do to it? I knew the elven blood did something to it, but I-I never expected this…”  
 
    “It looks like macrocephaly,” I uttered, and the redhead looked at me with a confused expression. “It’s a congenital disability which makes the brain much larger than it’s supposed to be, but… I don’t think that’s what happened in this instance. You see the injection site at the top of the head?”  
 
    “Yes?” The redhead nodded.  
 
    “The brain rejected whatever they put inside of it,” I explained. “That’s why the liquid it’s floating in is green, too. The reanimated brain tried to expel as much of the unknown substance as possible, but that did nothing since it’s floating in it. The brain then absorbed it through its surface and ultimately, deformed into this.”  
 
    “So, my guess was right,” Beatrix stated. “It did change the behavior and habits ingrained in the body.”  
 
    I leaned a little closer to the dome and finally saw all of the probes attached to the bottom and top of the brain’s surface. The long, black wires snaked through the liquid and then entered into the super-soldier’s hull through small holes drilled through the metal. In one movement, I reached across the table and grabbed a flathead screwdriver. I held the tool tightly in my hands, aimed my eyes toward the dark and dead faceplate on the super-soldier’s chest, and then I wiggled the tip underneath it.  
 
    Beatrix offered me her hammer, and I took it silently then tapped on the end of the screwdriver. Slowly but surely, the faceplate came loose. As it clattered to the floor, the redhead and I leaned closer to see what was inside. Immediately, I recognized a lot of the mechanical components, but there was something strange about them. 
 
    “Charles…” Beatrix shakily breathed, reached into the hole, and touched one of the loose, pinkish wires with her pointer finger and thumb. “Is… Is this what I think it is?”  
 
    The wires connecting everything together looked familiar, and it took me a minute to realize it wasn’t just wire… but tubular threads of skin. These mech suits weren’t only mech suits, but the brain’s actual flesh and bone. The strange thing about it was the structure and electrical makeup of it were too familiar to me. Not only that, but if I had the blueprints to these suits, I was pretty sure that Beatrix and I could work together to build our brains’ bodies. I pulled away from the worktable with a low grunt and faced the wall for a second with a single hand over my mouth.  
 
    “Charles?” the scientist asked. “Are you okay?”  
 
    A low chuckle burst up my throat as the idea popped into my head. It was nearly impossible… The whole concept was a suicide mission, a death wish. We would probably be caught the second we attempted it… but we had to try. 
 
    “Charles?” Celty asked from across the room. “Is something the matter?”  
 
    “No.” I laughed darkly. “But you’re about to think that I’m absolutely insane.”  
 
    “What?” the redhead barked. “Why?”  
 
    “Why would you say such a thing?” Celty uttered.  
 
    “Because,” I stated. “We’re going to do something crazy… Something so insanely risky, but it just might work if we play our cards right.”  
 
    “Stop teasing us!” Beatrix pleaded. “Spit it out!”  
 
    “We’re going to sneak into the capital,” I grunted. “Break into the laboratory, steal the blueprints to these mech suits… and build our two brains bodies.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Beatrix’s stunned face stared back at me for a long moment of silence. The redhead’s mauve-colored eyes were wide, and her plump lips parted as if there was something she wanted to say. Celty stood on the far side of the table, and her hands hung limply by her waist. Both of them absorbed the words that’d just come out of my mouth when suddenly, the scientist leaned forward with furrowed eyebrows and tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “Can you repeat that for me one more time?” Beatrix asked. “I don’t think I heard you right.”  
 
    “I know it sounds crazy--” I started, but the redhead interrupted me.  
 
    “Crazy?” the scientist repeated emphatically and slapped her right hand down into the palm of her left. “Crazy! Charles, it’s a fucking suicide mission. You’d be walking straight into the mouth of a lion! There’s no possible way that you can pull this off and escape the palace alive!”  
 
    “Listen,” I urged, and immediately, the redhead snapped her mouth closed with a loud click. “There are ways that we can do it safely. I’m sure that with all of our expertise and scientific know-how, we could pull it off together. All we have to do is get in there, find the laboratory, and steal the blueprints. I’ve pulled off missions like these hundreds of times! If you’re scared, you and Celty don’t have to go. In fact, it’s best for missions like this if only two or three people are going in. That way, there’s less chance of being caught in the act. I can take Valerie and Daisy with me. We’ve done things like this loads of times!”  
 
    “Charles,” Celty broke in, stepped forward, and pressed her cold, metal hands to the tabletop. “Yes, you may have pulled off a few missions like this, but I doubt there was as much danger as this one. You’re sneaking into the Queen’s palace and stealing her confidential documents.” 
 
    “Celty,” I interrupted with a shake of my head. “What type of danger are we talking about, then? Being caught and killed? That’s the ultimate danger of every single one of them, and yet, it hasn’t happened. We’re careful and methodical. We’ve only been almost caught once, and in the end, I took care of it. It’s how we got Rian, and now she’s part of my family. I promised A.B. that I would find a way to build him a body, an actual body, and he’d be able to fight alongside us in this battle. I’m going to do it one way or another. I made a promise, and I’m not going to break it.”  
 
    “But this isn’t an actual body, Charles,” Celty uttered and gestured to the super-soldier laying on the table. “This is a much larger-scale version of what I am…”  
 
    “Do you see those wires, Celty?” I asked and pointed to the pink, fleshy strips inside of the panel. “I wouldn’t even consider them ‘wires.’ They’re skin. Flesh that’s somehow been created through a scientific process, and getting those blueprints is the key to creating not only you but also A.B. an actual body. No, I’m not going to build you super-suits like these brains, but if I can at least look at the blueprints, I can see how they’re constructed and how we can create bodies for our own brains out of flesh and bone. I need the two of you to listen because you haven’t been a part of our family for very long.”  
 
    “Go on,” Beatrix urged with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “I’m the leader of this group,” I said. “And the future king of this country. I make the decisions. Of course, you can voice your opinions and concerns, and I will take them into consideration, but it is up to me to make the ultimate choice. My women and I’ve been through a lot together, and we’ve learned through experience, so when I say we can do this, I mean it. If you don’t want to be involved with the mission’s planning, that’s fine, but it’s going to happen. We need the blueprints to the super-soldiers, not only for our reanimated friends but to build our own in the final battle.”  
 
    “I just don’t think it’s wise,” Beatrix stated, crossed her arms over her chest, and leveled her calm gaze to mine. “The palace is not only heavily guarded. You also have to be invited into the third ring by letter. I’m telling you this from past experience, it’s hell getting one of those letters, and they’re only good for a certain amount of time.”  
 
    “Do you know what the letters look like?” I asked with a crooked brow.  
 
    “Of course, I do.” The redhead nodded. “I was an aristocrat born in the capital. My mother and I were summoned into the third ring on multiple occasions to work for a few of the council members.”  
 
    “Can it be forged easily?” I probed, and Beatrix’s nose wrinkled.  
 
    “Do you have a copy of the royal seal?” The redhead cackled. “Or the scarlet ink that shimmers when you hold it up to the light?”  
 
    “Or the signature ribbon they use to wrap the scroll in?” Celty added.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” I barked. “We can’t forge a letter, but… we could probably steal one. You just said you were born here, so that means that you know who would most likely have one of those letters in their possession.”  
 
    Beatrix stared at me in complete silence for a long moment and then breathed a heavy sigh before shaking her head with a soft peal of laughter. The redhead brought up one of her tiny hands, ran it through her thick curly hair, and then slammed it down on her petite waist.  
 
    “You’re right.” The scientist nodded. “I know of about three or four aristocrats who live in the second ring and visit the palace quite often. I’d say… about once a week or so.”  
 
    “So, are you going to help me?” I asked and took a step around the small table. “I need those names and addresses, Beatrix, and you are the only one who can help me.”  
 
    “Well, three of them are dead,” Beatrix said. “They were found out to be Harlots. That’s why I knew all of this about them, but the fourth… Well, she was aristocratic through and through, so you may want to check her house. She’s the head council member. You’d probably even call her part of the retinue.”  
 
    “Then why does she live in the second ring?” I asked. “I assumed that the people who worked the closest to the Queen lived within the palace area.”  
 
    “I guess Calistia doesn’t trust her enough.” The redhead shrugged. “I can assume that after three of her council members turned out to be brute sympathizers. She disallowed them from living inside of the palace walls ever again.”  
 
    “So, these letters…” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the work table next to the scientist. “Are they like a single type of thing, or are they generally given to people in the council, and they can use them as many times as they want?”  
 
    “It depends on the person,” Beatrix explained. “The woman you’re looking for is Medina Featherwick. She lives in section A of the second ring. I don’t think I’ll have to tell you the actual address because you’ll be able to spot it from a mile away.”  
 
    “Let me guess,” I grumbled with an eye roll. “It’s probably the biggest house on the block.”  
 
    “Correct.” Beatrix nodded. “It has its own private garden, conservatory, and a wrap-around porch. It’ll be the first one you’ll spot because it has two giant redwood trees, the biggest in the country, that flank the path to the front door. It’s impossible to miss.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea how we’re going to get the letter?” I asked. “Anything I should know or take into consideration?”  
 
    “Medina is a very busy woman,” the petite scientist explained. “But that doesn’t mean she might not be there. Generally, if one of the nobles works in the palace, they leave for the first ring early in the morning and return later in the night. I’d say, around five or six in the evening.”  
 
    “Will she only have the one letter?” I asked. “Or multiple that we can take?”  
 
    “Generally, for people like Medina who travel to the palace every single day for work,” Beatrix stated. “They’ll give them a single letter per month and then reinstate it, and if that one gets too old, they give them a new one… but I’ve heard rumors.”  
 
    “What rumors?” I asked.  
 
    “Medina’s worked for the Queen for a very long time,” the redhead uttered. “But it’s clear that Calistia doesn’t trust her wholeheartedly. I’ve heard rumors that the guards at the gate don’t even check the letters anymore for people who’ve worked there for a long time.”  
 
    “So, you think that Medina doesn’t take the letter with her at all?” I proposed.  
 
    “Think about it,” Beatrix urged. “You said you worked for Edony before, and I can assume that she had a system like the Queen does. When you checked in with her at her manor, did the guards address you by name? Or did you simply show them your letter once and then never again because they recognized you?”  
 
    “The first few times I went there, I had to show them the slip Edony gave me,” I replied. “But after that, they recognized me by face and allowed me entrance.”  
 
    “See?” The scientist nodded. “They probably do the same for her. Half of the guards probably don’t even know her name, only her face, especially during shift changes and such. The guards who let her into the city leave long before she does…”  
 
    “How is that even possible?” I asked. “It’s the Queen… You’d think she’d run a tighter ship than all of this. It seems so… messy and unlike her.”  
 
    “Do you think the Queen oversees everything that happens in the third ring?” Beatrix shrugged. “Sure, she’s in control of the whole country, but do you think she hangs over the shoulders of every guard employed at the palace?”  
 
    “You think she would,” I sighed. “It’s part of her job… If she wants to keep herself safe, she’d have them check every single letter.”  
 
    “Hey now, don’t go looking a gift horse in the mouth.” The redhead laughed. “If she were more strict with her guards, we’d have to storm the palace instead to get the blueprints, and that would guarantee our deaths. Not only that but to Medina, all of this is part of her routine. When you worked for Edony and went to visit her at the manor, the guards recognized you even without your letter after the first or second visit.. All of the guards saw you occasionally and knew you worked there with the Duchess, so there was no need to ask questions, buuuut… when you, Valerie, and Daisy roll up to the gates, they’re certainly going to because they’re not familiar with their faces. Then whabam, you hit them with the letter, and they’ll let you in without much protest.”  
 
    “So, all we have to do is find this Medina Featherwick, grab the letter, and then head straight to the capital?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” the scientist sang. “That’s about it. Once you have the scroll, you’ll be good to go.”  
 
    The same strange noise I recognized exploded out of Celty’s voicebox, and I immediately recognized it as the forced, electrical sound of her laughter. My eyes swiveled between the two of them, and finally, I mustered the courage to ask.  
 
    “What?” I grunted. “What is it?”  
 
    “Well, there was a certain thing about the capital…” the redhead started, giggled, and then regained her composure. “It’s not really practiced in any other parts of the country, but the aristocrats are… really particular about how their servants, workers, and especially consorts are dressed.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I grumbled and raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “They wear these fabric loincloths,” Beatrix stated, and her cheeks flushed red. “Annnd that’s it. Their bare chests are all oiled up to show more of the muscle definition, but yeah, that’s what they wear.”  
 
    “And?” I grimaced. “So, what you’re saying is… to be allowed into the palace, I’m going to have to wear an outfit like that, too?”  
 
    “Well,” the redhead chuckled. “It might depend… If they see you with Valerie and Daisy, they might let you slip through, but they might give you a hard time.” 
 
    “There’s no other way?” I asked and swiveled my gaze in between the two women.  
 
    “As Beatrix said,” Celty answered finally. “Normally there are passes required to move through the city sections, but since the harlot rebellion broke out, the checkpoints are run by the queen's army and are extra strict. but there is one noble who should still have the correct documentation...”  
 
    “Yeah, when I was in boarding school.” I gestured to my white button-down, suspenders, and black trousers with a brown belt. “I’ve essentially worn this since I got out with a few variations here and there.” 
 
    “Edony never had you wear a uniform?” Beatrix furrowed her eyebrows and puckered her lips. “She looks like the type that’d enforce some type of uniform.”  
 
    “No,” I snorted. “I never had to wear a uniform. The only time she had me wear something specific was to a ball she was holding, and she ordered me a tailored made suit. I was at the party for… maybe less than fifteen minutes before I left to go back to the manor.”  
 
    “Was this before or after the transformation?” the redhead probed.  
 
    “Before,” I explained. “Why would she hold a ball after her transformation? Have you seen her? The aristocrats would’ve never accepted her with those ears, tail, and insane abilities.”  
 
    “Damn.” Beatrix puckered her lips and then clicked her tongue. “She really was in love with you, wasn’t she?”  
 
    “Yes.” I chuckled. “She was… Is there anything else I should know about this Medina Featherwick, the guards, or the palace?”  
 
    “The laboratory is underground.” Beatrix tapped her chin. “When we were held there, we were never allowed into the upper area, which I can only assume is the palace proper, but there is a large door and a staircase that leads down into the laboratory. We never saw the other side of the door, but it’s some sort of puzzle. It seems like the Queen really wanted to keep intruders out of the laboratory, and the best solution was to use a door that no one except a select few can open.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I growled under my breath. “A trick door that’ll probably take us a long time to figure out… Anything else?”  
 
    “Something big happens at eight a clock every day in the palace,” Beatrix uttered cryptically. “We didn’t know what it was, but we heard loud sounds of feet above us, and we could only assume that it was the Queen and her entourage traveling through the main hall of the palace. If you end up there by accident, stick to the far sides of the room… When we were downstairs in our laboratories, we heard them come up from the front, move down a set of stairs, and then pass through the large grand hall. Make sure you avoid that place at the exact time like the plague.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded and then pushed off of the worktable. “Is that all? Valerie, Daisy, and I need to leave soon, or we won’t make it to Medina’s house until late afternoon. Wouldn’t want to get there while she’s home, now would we?”  
 
    “What should we do while you’re gone, Charles?” Celty asked.  
 
    “Have Josephine communicate with the rest of the army and tell them our exact location,” I answered. “They should be arriving at the bridge within the next day, and then all we have to do is wait for them. Hold your position here with the Harlots and keep them protected at all costs. Do you understand? The Queen probably doesn’t know that the super-soldiers failed yet, but she won’t hesitate to send more of them once she does. Not only that, but we managed to defeat them, so that means she’s going to have to figure out another way to destroy our numbers. Keep your eyes and ears peeled, do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes.” Beatrix nodded and gave me a small but weary smile.  
 
    “One more question before I go.” I paused by the door, and then turned back toward them. “How hard is it to get into the second ring?”  
 
    “Generally, not too bad,” the scientist explained. “As long as you have Valerie and Daisy with you, and they explain that you’re their consort, they won’t question you. Then you can move on to the residential area of the capital. As you said before, the Queen probably doesn’t know that you’re here yet, and they’ll let you pass through.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and immediately, the two women nodded.  
 
    As I slipped out the door, the bright sunlight immediately assaulted my eyes, and I lifted a single hand to shield them. Josephine still spoke quietly to the rest of the Harlots with the Drake Legion at her side, and Daisy and Valerie both hung over her shoulders. As soon as my boots thumped against the submersible’s deck, all of the women turned to stare at me. I lifted my right hand and waved both the brunette and ash-blonde a little closer. Without a moment’s hesitation, the two monster-women hurried over and then helped me up onto the cobblestones. 
 
    “What’s happening, Charles?” Daisy asked, and her golden eyes glittered in the bright sun.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Valerie giggled and then grinned widely. “What’s our next step?”  
 
    “We examined the super-soldier,” I answered, and the Harlots turned curiously to listen. “It seems that the mech suits are more than just hunks of metal, and the brains aren’t just reanimated then injected with the elven blood. Underneath the metal hulls, there are something like… bodies.”  
 
    “Charles!” the brunette gasped. “That means--”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “That means that we can build bodies for both A.B. and Celty, maybe Jonathan if he wants one, but I don’t think he does since we’re planning on killing his precious Queen.”  
 
    “So, did you figure out how to build one based on the structure of the suit?” Daisy asked and nearly shook from excitement.  
 
    “No,” I uttered. “We couldn’t. It’s far too difficult to open it. We had to use a grinder to open up the helmet, and if we tried to use it on the other pieces, it’s more than likely the blade would destroy what’s inside before we had the chance to look at it.”  
 
    “Well, what are we going to do?” Valerie asked and tilted her head up at me.  
 
    “We’re going to break into the palace,” I stated calmly. “And steal the blueprints and documents for the super-soldiers.”  
 
    “We’re gonna what?” the feline-woman balked.  
 
    “Charles…” Daisy whispered. “Do you… Do you think that’s wise?”  
 
    “We have no other choice,” I explained. “But what we’re going to do first is sneak into one of the council member’s houses and steal her entry letter into the third ring. We’ll probably have to steal some clothes for the two of you, too… either way, it has to be done.”  
 
    I could tell from the apprehension in the bear-girl’s eyes that she wanted to protest, but she quickly let it go, shook her head, and then pressed her closed fists to her hips.  
 
    “Alright,” the brunette sighed. “When are we leaving?”  
 
    “Right now,” I said. “We need to get in and out as quickly as possible. That way, by the time we get back, the rest of my army and soldiers should be here. Then Beatrix and I can start work on the bodies for both of our brains. Before the actual battle, A.B. will be able to stand side by side with us and be a part of our family.” 
 
    “I wish he were here!” Valerie cried. “He’d be so excited!”  
 
    “Let’s put a cap on that for now,” Daisy said. “We need to get the blueprints first before we can announce it to everyone else. So, Charles, do you know where this aristocrat’s house is? Should we head there now before the sun starts to go down?”  
 
    “No, I don’t know where it is, but Beatrix gave me quite a few clues,” I explained. “Yes, let’s go now. All I know is that the woman’s house we need to find is Medina Featherwick’s home. There we will find a letter that’ll give us passage into the third ring, and once we have that, we can probably walk right through the gates without so much as a question asked.”  
 
    Without breathing a word, my women fell into line on either side of me, and we waved our goodbyes to Josephine, the Drake Legion, and the rest of the Harlots. We’d destroyed the bridge down into the market area when we’d first arrived, but in the distance, I could make the slope of another. As we trekked through the city, the houses were more broken down and looked as if they’d collapse in on themselves at any second. When I glanced up toward the windows and in one, I saw the gaunt, pale face of a man staring back. His hair was disheveled and obviously caked with dust, but what stood out to me the most was his eyes.  
 
    Their color was light blue, almost the shade of the morning sky, but there was nothing behind them except an endless expanse of emptiness. When he stared down at me, it felt as if he saw everything and nothing at the same time. His thin, dry lips pressed together into a worried line, and then suddenly, he turned away and disappeared farther into the room.  
 
    How many more men were like this in this area of the city? The man I’d seen was alive, but his soul and mind were dead. His life was not worth living, and he’d learned that fact the moment he was born… How many more were damned to suffer a life such as this? My hands curled around the haft of my staff, and I felt the weapon’s intense energy react instantly. The staff’s form didn’t change, but the dark blue core flashed a brilliant crimson once and then went dark.  
 
    When we neared the second bridge, my eyes raced along its broken and worn cobblestones for a long moment. The structure looked as if it would crumble into the darkened waters of the canal as soon as you put your weight on it. A few men hurried down its length, but they kept their heads low and avoided eye-contact with my women. Without a moment’s hesitation, my monster-women stepped forward, and I slowly fell behind them before lowering my head, too. My neck and back ached as I slumped forward into the all too familiar position of a brute. When we neared the other side of the bridge, I finally saw the first few glimpses of the second ring.  
 
    In a way, it reminded me of a combination of every single city we’d visited before. All of the businesses were tightly clumped together in a single strip while the houses were spread apart with sprawling lawns and gardens. I glanced on either side of the bridge, and two female guards, entirely clothed in scarlet and white, stood at attention with their hands firmly pressed against the hilts of their swords. Right as my gaze almost met one of theirs, I slammed my eyes back down to the cobblestones in front of me and stepped a little closer to my two women.  
 
    For a second, I thought they’d notice Valerie’s pointed ears, but when I peeked up at her, I saw that her ears laid flat against her head and a good bit of her long hair covered them entirely. Even her chocolate-brown tail laid flat against her right leg and blended in against the dark shadows cast along the cobblestones. Right as we passed the guards, Daisy leveled a disinterested, haughty look in their directions, and the two women nodded without a word. 
 
     When we finally stepped into the confines of the second ring, I breathed a heavy sigh and resisted the urge to glance back at them over my shoulder. To me, we were extremely suspicious, but to the guards, we probably looked like two aristocrats who’d gone out to pick up a new consort or courtesan. Did these guards know what’d happened at the marketplace, or were they so low level that they hadn’t even heard?  
 
    When I peeked over my shoulder toward the market area, there was a clear difference. Most of the buildings were burned to the ground, and the others were almost completely collapsed in, but the bigger question was if the capital was currently in the middle of an internal battle, why were the aristocrats allowed to move freely in and out of the area? Was the Queen so trusting of her citizens that she’d allow this to happen? Or was the area where the Harlots had taken over been blockaded off? I hadn’t seen the other parts of the market area, so it was entirely possible that no one was allowed in or out, but all of it seemed a little too convenient to me.  
 
    Once we were on the main street, I finally lifted my head and glanced around for any sense of direction. There seemed to be more shops, stores, and what looked like a courtyard of elegant restaurants and bakeries to the right. When I shifted my gaze to the left, the horizon was blurred by the sloping roofs of more beautiful manors.  
 
    “That way.” I pointed with my head. “Beatrix said that Medina’s house would be closer to the third ring’s wall since she works on the Queen’s council.”  
 
    “How will we find it?” Daisy whispered.  
 
    “Beatrix said that it’s hard to miss,” I whispered back. “The house has two giant redwood trees on either side of the front walk, a giant conservatory, and garden… It looks like most of these houses only have the front guards and a little patio on the back, so keep your eyes peeled for--” 
 
    “There!” Valerie gasped and pointed in the distance. “Do you see the two trees in the distance? Is that it?”  
 
    Above all of the rooftops, two trees towered above everything else. Their trunks looked thin and willowy from this distance away, but I knew that wasn’t true. Redwoods were known for being the largest trees known to man, hell, we’d seen a lot of them in the forest outside of Granhamn, and they’d shielded us from view from the guards. There was no doubt this was the place where we were meant to go, and the three of us headed toward it silently. When we reached the house, we’d either find it empty, or we’d have to sneak in underneath the nose of its owner, the head council member, Medina Featherwick…  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    The gigantic trees towered overhead, and I leaned my head back to get a better view of their thick bark, lush green leaves, and then the massive stumps buried in the thick grass of Medina’s yard. In between both trees was a beautifully placed walkway lined with a wrought-iron fence, and as I followed it with my eyes, it led to one of the most expansive houses I’d ever seen. For some reason, when we came to the capital, I assumed that all of the homes would be tenement houses or all pushed against each other in a line like in Rezel. Though, some of the homes were placed like that closer to the bridge we’d entered through, as we’d traveled deeper into the city and closer to the third ring, the houses grew further apart with larger yards and gardens. 
 
    “Is this it?” Valerie whispered and glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    “Beatrix did say we couldn’t miss it,” I stated, glanced down the street on either side of me, and made sure no one was coming. “These are the largest trees in the city, there’s the massive garden, and if you stand on your tiptoes, you can see the roof of the glass conservatory in the backyard.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like anyone’s home…” Daisy said, took a step forward, and then paused. “But we should make absolutely sure.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded and then gestured for the two women to continue walking up the path. “The two of you should knock on the door and make sure that Medina isn’t here.” 
 
    “What if she is?” the ash-blonde asked. “What do we do? By science, what do we say?” 
 
    “Maybe the Queen sent for her?” Daisy asked. “We could tell her that she’s needed at the palace immediately?” 
 
    “No,” I hissed through my partially closed mouth. “She’ll ask for proof, maybe a summons or something like that, and we certainly don’t have anything like that on hand.” 
 
    “So?” Valerie asked in a high-pitched voice. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Knock on the door first,” I explained. “Then, if no one answers, we’ll sneak in through a backdoor or a window. If Medina is home, we’ll tell her the two of you have just moved in, and you were dropping by to meet the neighbors.” 
 
    “Is that a thing that aristocrats do?” the feline-woman squeaked. “They… They don’t seem very friendly, even with other nobles.” 
 
    “No,” Daisy broke in. “They did. I remember that from my Delphine memories. I believe the term for it was ‘paying calls’. People would drop by during certain hours, take tea, or drink brandy and smoke cigars, though it was thought of as crude if a woman smoked cigars. Back in Edenhart, the aristocrats were more attracted to the thin cigarettes their servants rolled for them. Oh… oh, science, I can’t believe I remembered all of that.” 
 
    “See?” I murmured. “We’re just paying calls and meeting our new neighbors.” 
 
    “But what if she isn’t home?” Valerie asked and stepped up the first stair toward the porch. “What if a butler or a servant answers? What do we do then?” 
 
    “Well, then we reason with them.” I chuckled. “We tell them why we’re here and that my army is on the way to help free them. Then I’m sure they’d let us in with little qualms.” 
 
    “But what if they’re loyal to their mistress?” the feline-woman asked. 
 
    “Then we have no other choice,” I growled. “We take them by force. Knock them out and stuff them into a closet...” 
 
    “You really have all of this figured out, don’t you?” Daisy chuckled and then stepped toward the door. 
 
    I kept behind them with my head held low in case Medina was home, but I glanced around the wrap-around porch. It was beautifully decorated in the styles of the time with a low, wrought-iron table and two chairs. A lace tablecloth laid across the top and a small vase of fresh flowers rustled in the light warm breeze. The air was thick with the scent of the fresh dirt from the aristocrat’s garden, but the undertone of the chemically treated canal’s water stung my nose. I didn’t know how the women of the capital got used to such an ever-present astringent smell. Of course, the smell came along with their ability to basically swim in it and drink the water, but I didn’t think it was something I’d ever get used to. 
 
    Daisy’s small hands brushed at the fabric of her dress, and then she adjusted the bonnet on top of her head. The bear-girl’s golden eyes flicked back to mine and a small smile graced her perfectly pouty lips for half a second before she rapped hard on the door. The glass fitted into the oval-shaped window rattled, and the three of us stared through the stained glass for any sign of movement inside the home. It was early in the afternoon, and if what Beatrix said was true, Medina should’ve still been in the third ring at work. 
 
    Valerie leaned a bit closer to the door and lifted her right ear to listen to anything in the distance, but she quickly forced it back down as we waited for a few more seconds. 
 
    “Hello?” Daisy called in her lightest, sweetest tone. “Hello? It’s your new neighbors come calling!” 
 
    The brunette knocked a little harder on the reddish stained wood, but through the window, there was no sign of anyone at home. The bear-girl hung her clasped fist in the air for a few more seconds and then knocked once more just to be sure. When no shadows passed through the stained-glass window, the bear-girl turned back to me and shrugged her thin shoulders. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I reached for the door handle and half-expected it to be locked, but when the cold metal turned in my hand, my eyebrows raised in surprise. Both Valerie and Daisy glanced at each other with shrugs, and the three of us peeked our heads into the darkened foyer beyond. We held our breaths and listened, but the house made no sounds, not even the familiar settling floorboards. I was the first to move in forward and glanced around at the three doorways beyond. In a way, it reminded me of our home back in Edenhart with the stairwell right off the front door and the drawing-room to the left, but instead of a wall at the end of the stairs, there was another doorway into a much darker room. 
 
    “Spread out,” I ordered. “Search every room. I’m sure if we’re going to find it, it’s going to be hidden away somewhere. Most likely in her office or a library… maybe even in her bedroom, but we can’t leave unless we find it.” 
 
    “Got it.” Valerie nodded and immediately crept through the doorway into the drawing-room. 
 
    Without a word, Daisy hurried silently down the hall, glanced in an archway, and then disappeared into it. I stepped forward through the darkened doorway to my right and glanced around in the dim light for a second. The large, floor to ceiling windows were covered in thick, heavy curtains that blocked out almost all of the light. In a few steps, I crossed the room and opened one the tiniest bit then glanced around. Just as I suspected, it seemed that this was Medina’s office. A large flat top desk stood stoically in the middle of the room and a small lamp rested on its corner. 
 
    An inkwell and a feather pen rested by a booklet, but they were coated in a thin layer of dust from disuse. To the left of that a fountain pen rested against the emerald-green mat laid out across the top of the desk. Immediately, I moved toward it, pushed the high back leather chair out of the way, and slowly opened up the thinnest drawer. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I murmured to myself, thumbed through the papers, and glanced at each of the letterheads. 
 
    “I found something!” Valerie’s sweet voice cried. “It’s not the scroll, but it looks like a to-do list for all of the servants! Looks like… Macoy, Gerald, and Robert all went out to do various shopping in the town square, and another servant named Landon went to the rations office to pick up the groceries. Hm, guess they had to open up something like a food bank because the Harlots took over the market area, and no one could get in or out. From what this says, all of them should arrive back at exactly three p.m. and then two hours later, Medina gets home from the third ring at five.” 
 
    My eyes instantly shifted to the clock hung over the fireplace and glanced at the time. 
 
    “We have about an hour and thirty minutes to search the whole house,” I shouted. “Let’s make sure we find that scroll and leave before anyone gets back.” 
 
    “You got it!” the feline-woman sang. 
 
    “Okay, Charles!” Daisy shouted from the other end of the house. 
 
    Without finding anything in the first drawer, I slammed it shut with a rattle and ripped open the top one to the left. A glass paper weight rolled forward and smashed against the side of the drawer with a loud thunk. I hastily pushed it out of the way, searched through the loose and scattered papers, then pushed it shut. The whole right side of the desk held nothing of interest, and I immediately moved on to the other three unopened drawers, but in them, I found nothing. 
 
    I stood from my position and glanced around the room for a few seconds. Behind the desk was an elegant fireplace where the clock and a few other trinkets sat. Above that, affixed to the wall looked to be something like diplomas from a few different finishing schools and a single college Medina attended long ago. The other three walls were lined with shelves and stuffed with thick volumes. I peeked at all of the titles, but all of them were unfamiliar to me. From what she had on her bookshelves, it looked as if Medina was a high-power judge in the courts, and I had to admit, it made sense. If the woman worked on the high council to the Queen, she would have to have good knowledge of the laws and regulations of the city. 
 
    My gaze shifted down to the fireplace’s brick base and that’s when something caught my eye. Soot and coal littered the mouth of the fireplace, but the bricks on the far left of it looked as if they’d been cleaned. I immediately knelt closer, gripped the last brick, and gave it a hearty tug. The heavy stone came away easily in my hand, and I set it down on the carpeted floor as I reached for another. Three of the brownish-red bricks came loose and underneath of it was a small hidden space. A pack of letters was stuffed inside of the hidden compartment and tied off with a dark-blue ribbon. Immediately, I grabbed for them, pulled them off, and swept off the stray bits of soot and dust. 
 
    I grabbed the first piece of paper in the packet and slid it out of the ribbon holding it in place. From the letterhead, it looked like a court document, but as I unfurled it, I finally realized what it was… a letter sent from the Queen. At first, I thought it was maybe a formal message to one of Calistia’s most trusted council members, but as I glanced over the looping cursive, I realized it wasn’t. Calistia and Medina were friends, close ones at that, and this letter contained private information on a woman living within the second ring who was suspected of being a Harlot. Calistia asked Medina to check in with this woman and if she needed to, search her house and belongings for any proof. 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed as I reached the end of the letter, folded it back up, and grabbed another one in the stack. This one had a different letterhead, not the Queen’s, but I assumed it belonged to another aristocrat. From the postage on the letter, it looked as if it’d gone through the system, but somehow, Medina had managed to get it back even though it was addressed from her home. I quickly flipped open the envelope and pulled out the handwritten letter. The first few paragraphs were complete jumbles of letters and symbols that I didn’t understand, but when my eyes reached the bottom and settled on the last few words, it hit me like a ton of bricks. 
 
    “Find Seraphine,” I read aloud. “The Sirens are calling.” 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest and the letter shook in my hands. Either Medina was a Harlot and had hid it from Calistia all of this time… or the Queen’s high council woman had managed to weasel her way into the group. Right as I slipped the letter back into its envelope, I reached for the third letter and ripped it open with trembling hands. 
 
    “Dear Medina,” I read from the page. “There’s another fox among the hens… Weed her out immediately… A reward is in order for the last one you took care of…” 
 
    My stomach twisted into knots before I set the paper down and grabbed the next. Over and over, the letters repeated themselves. The Queen ordered Medina to find and exterminate a Harlot who’d infiltrated the capital, Medina sent a coded letter to the Harlot, and then Calistia sent another with a woman’s name and her location. There was no way of knowing if Medina was a Harlot, and she was helping these women, or if she’d learned the secret language the Harlots used and had lulled these women into a sense of security before she killed them herself. 
 
    I stared down at the bundle of letters in my hand and then glanced down at the dark hole where I’d found them… Would it really matter if I took them? If she weren’t a Harlot, why would she hide them to begin with? She easily could’ve thought that a Harlot would break into her house and find them, but that seemed unlikely. I’d only happened upon the hiding spot by chance. Did this mean that she was hiding these letters from the Queen and there were more hidden compartments like this around the house? I glanced around the room, but everything was placed in a perfect, methodical way, but that easily could be a cover. 
 
    We didn’t have time to search for more nooks and crannies like this, we needed to grab the scroll and leave before Medina or any of the servants returned to the manor. In one decisive movement, I tucked the packet of papers into my waistband, and then replaced the bricks over the small compartment in the fireplace. When I stood to my full height, I gave the room one more glance and then exited Medina’s office. Right as I did, Valerie and Daisy hurried down the hall together with worried expressions painted across their beautiful faces. 
 
    “No luck?” I asked, and both of them shook their heads. “Well, then we have one more place to look…” 
 
    I lifted my chin and gazed up the darkened stairwell toward the second floor. The three of us climbed it easily and then took turns glancing into open doors along the hall. The first few rooms looked to be guest rooms, a single nursery, and then three different bathrooms of varying sizes in a row. The last door loomed in the distance  and I knew it could be none other than the master bedroom. As my hand landed on the door knob, I paused for a moment and listened as the silence rang in my ears. 
 
    We still had some time before the servants arrived and even more before Medina journeyed back to the second ring, but I wanted to be extra careful, especially after I’d learned all of this new information. Medina’s room beyond was quite plain in comparison to other aristocrats’ bedrooms I’d been in before. Her mattress was nestled into a dark-brown bed frame with two matching side tables. The dresser, wardrobe, and dressing table all looked old and worn, but well-loved. An open door across the room gave me peeks of the large bathroom beyond, but I doubted that the aristocrat would keep such important papers in there. 
 
    Without breathing a word, the three of us broke apart and began tearing into the noble’s furniture. First, I opened up the wardrobe, glanced at the rows of dresses, and then searched through each article with care. I checked the pockets and sleeves of each dress, then when I didn’t find anything, I stuffed my hands into her shoes for the furled paper. For some reason, my heart hammered in my chest, sweat beaded on my forehead, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. This was the last room we had to search, and if we didn’t find it in here, we’d have to tear the whole house apart for a second time. 
 
    “Doesn’t it seem weird?” Daisy asked, opened a drawer, and pawed through it. 
 
    “What?” Valerie murmured through tensed lips. 
 
    “If Medina goes to the palace every single day,” the bear-girl started, slammed the drawer closed, and then peeked in another one, “Why would she hide the scroll so well?” 
 
    “Well, she may not have hidden it,” I assured. “Think about it. Back at the manor, I had tons of important paperwork given to me by the Duchess, and I put them in strange places without thinking. Hell, when I took apart my machine when we were moving it, I found a few pages inside of it. She probably didn’t hide it… She just didn’t think anyone would ever try to find it.” 
 
    “Wait,” Daisy barked, paused, and glanced around the room. “Charles… you gave me an idea! Your papers were usually placed in areas you trafficked throughout the day. I vividly remember them on your bedside table, in the kitchen, and scattered around the laboratory because those were the places you spent the most time… If we think about this logically, we can probably find them pretty easily if we can figure out where she spends the most time.” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t the office,” I stated. “I already looked there and didn’t find anything of interest.” 
 
    I’d decided to tell Valerie and Daisy about the letters later when we came back to Josephine and the Harlots. There was no use mulling over it now when we had a job that needed done. Not only that, but a few of the letters were written in the Harlot’s secret language, so no matter how hard we tried to puzzle them out, we’d never find out what it said. I was sure that as soon as I handed them over to the drake-woman, she could read them with little to no trouble. 
 
    My eyes fell to the floor, and I finally realized that this room was the only one in the house that was fully carpeted. As I stared at the thick wine-colored fibers, I noticed something peculiar. 
 
    “Stop!” I barked and raised both hands into the air. “Stay exactly where you are. Don’t move.” 
 
    “What is it?” Valerie cried, jumped onto the mattress, and stared down at the floor in horror. “Is it a bug? Oh, science, is it a big spider? If I have to see another damn spider, I think I’ll have a heart attack!” 
 
    “No,” I breathed and then pointed toward the carpet. “Look. You can see her path worn into the carpet. It starts at the bed, looks like she sleeps on the right side, then she gets out. After that, she moves to the bathroom, comes back, and gets clothes from the wardrobe. Then she goes to the dresser and then the dressing table to put on her makeup.” 
 
    “I already checked the dresser,” Daisy assured. “There wasn’t anything in it except for nightclothes, underwear, and a few silk robes.” 
 
    “I looked in the side tables,” Valerie assured me. “There was just a bunch of handkerchiefs, night creams, and a few pill bottles.” 
 
    Instantly, I turned and stared at the dressing table. The flat surface was covered in Medina’s makeup products from a specific apothecary, a single paddle hair brush which was probably made from horse hair, and a large silver mirror. The three of us crossed the room at the same time and ripped open the drawers on either side of the wide bench. My eyes settled on the single scroll on top of the old bottles and containers of female goods. I breathed a heavy sigh, grabbed it, and then stared down at it for a long moment. 
 
    “Found it,” I whispered. “Thank science, we found it. Now, let’s get out of here…” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Valerie murmured, puckered her lips, and then strutted back toward the bed. “I don’t know, Charles… Maybe I don’t want to leave just yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, set the scroll down on the dressing table, and turned toward the feline-woman. 
 
    Something in the two monster-women seemed to change as soon as their gazes met. An understanding passed between them, and the bear-girl strutted toward the massive bed, too, then sprawled herself across it. 
 
    “We still have a bit of time before the servants get back,” the ash-blonde sang and laid back on the pillows with her legs spread wide. 
 
    “Don’t you think we could spare a few minutes for us?” Daisy purred, crawled over the bed, and lifted her perfect ass into the air. “You do know, this is probably one of the last few moments we’ll have alone together. Why don’t we enjoy it while it lasts? Just the three of us?” 
 
    As the brunette crawled across the bed, the edge of her dress rode up, and I spied the light lace of her panties. The outline of her vagina lips were distinct against the white fabric and instantly, my member flexed against the fabric of my trousers. I didn’t say anything, only slammed my hands down to my belt, and immediately began undoing it. As my pants fell to the floor, my hands worked at the buttons of my shirt, and the two monster-women crawled eagerly closer. As I tossed my shirt aside, Valerie pawed at the waistband of my underwear, and Daisy stroked me from outside. I yanked my underwear down and lifted a knee up onto the bed. Both of my monster-women giggled and waited patiently as I crawled toward them. 
 
    “Daisy first, Charles,” Valerie pleaded, grabbed her sister by the shoulders, and forced her down to the bed. “I want to watch… We’ve patiently waited for our turns while you pleasured our sisters and now, we can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    As Valerie held the panting bear-girl down, I reached under her skirt, grabbed her panties, and ripped them down before tossing them across the room. Her legs were open underneath the fabric of her dress, and her womanhood invited me to dive deep into her. I crawled over the bear-girl right as she lifted her hips, and I stared down at her beautifully shaped pussy underneath the dress’ skirt. A light sheen of wetness coated the outside of her lips, and I held my member loosely in one hand as I guided it toward her waiting entrance. 
 
    With one hand pressed to the mattress above her head, I used my other to open her legs wider and admired her aroused sex. Daisy sighed against the back of her hand and raised her hips impatiently. The lips of her vagina brushed against the head of my member, and the slick sensation sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    As I leaned closer to kiss the brunette, I pressed the head of my penis against the soft and eager entrance. The bear-girl squirmed underneath me, lifted her hips, and pushed me in the slightest bit. Her lips parted, and the softest moan escaped between them. I forced my way through her tight walls until my hips pressed against her smooth, hot flesh. Her tunnel tightened and convulsed around me, and I felt myself on the verge of orgasm already. I held it back by breathing evenly and gazed down into her mesmerizing gold eyes. 
 
    Daisy’s hands reached up my sides, up my back, and then came to rest around my shoulders, then she gritted her teeth and adjusted her hips. Her position gave me a bit more leverage, so I growled loudly and plunged even deeper into her.  
 
    “Charles!” Daisy gasped, and her eyes slammed open. “By science! I missed this so much!” 
 
    “You did?” I chuckled. “Then I want you to savor every second of it, my darling.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she moaned. “Ohh, oh, oh, yes, Charles.” 
 
    Daisy’s incredible body moved slowly in time with me, and we rocked at a painstaking pace that was pleasurable but also maddening. I gripped the bear-woman’s right breast through the fabric of her dress and groaned at its softness. My fingers swept over the hardened nipple through the fabric and tweaked at the other. The bear-girl’s back arched, and her knees gripped me tightly as a wave of pleasure overcame her. Daisy’s hips moved underneath me slowly but never changed pace, and we gradually worked together to push ourselves closer to delirious orgasm. 
 
    I thrust into the brunette harder, gripped her by the shoulders, and forced my penis into her. Suddenly, I grabbed her by the hips, flipped her over the mattress, and placed her on top of me. The bear-girl mewled softly as I stroked the outside of her moist pussy with the tip of my cock and then forced her down onto it. I held her gently with one hand in the middle of her back and the other on her right hip. I bounced her up and down over my shaft until she caught the motion, gripped me by the shoulders, and controlled the movement herself. 
 
    I gasped and threw back my head as my penis scraped her the deepest parts of her womanly chasm. I was close and could tell from the bear-girl’s labored breathing and shaking hands that she was on the verge of exploding into orgasm. Daisy’s large breasts bobbed in my face and nearly came out of her top from the movement. I pressed my hand to the middle of her back to bring her closer. Daisy bounced faster, forced her hips harder, and slammed down on my penis. Each time she did, our bodies collided with an echoing slap, and the brunette leaned back her head with a sensual grin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Daisy gasped. “Yes! Harder! Yes! Harder! Charles!”  
 
    The bear-girl’s voice caught on my name and drew it out into a scream as her convulsing walls suddenly tightened around me. I groaned out of surprise but bucked my hips against her and quickened the pace. My hands slammed down and gripped her by her perfectly round ass cheeks. I forced her up and down on my cock as her walls shook with ecstasy, and her voice rose in pitch. 
 
    “Daisy!” I shouted. 
 
    I held her there and felt the sensation rise in my loins. I gripped her hard, slammed her down onto her back, and pulled her wrists over her head. I plowed into her harder and faster than ever, and her tender walls twitched around me. 
 
    “Charles! Yes!” the brunette gasped. 
 
    “You feel so good,” I growled through gritted teeth. “I’m… I’m…” 
 
    I couldn’t finish that last sentence as I was thrown forward in the peak of orgasm. My cock tensed for a second, twitched, and then exploded my hot sperm deep into the confines of her womb.  
 
    “Yessss!” she screamed. “Charles! Fill me with your seed!”  
 
    Immediately, the brunette slumped sideways, but I wasn’t finished yet. While Daisy laid against the pillows and recuperated, I grabbed Valerie by the hips, pushed her to the bed, and gripped my penis in one hand. In one swift movement, I gripped the fabric of her leotard between her lips and ripped it aside. The feline-woman gasped loudly, and I stared down at her perfectly molded womanhood beneath the fabric. 
 
    “You heard how loud Daisy screamed, didn’t you?” I growled. “I want you to scream even louder.” 
 
    “Like a gaaaaame, Charles?” Valerie giggled. “I can do that, if it’s what you want.” 
 
    One of Valerie’s hands gripped my shoulders as the other slipped down between our bodies and began to move over my throbbing penis. She grabbed onto me harder, and finally, I slammed forward as I forced my slick member into the hot, pulsing walls of her vagina.  
 
    “Charles!” she screamed in pleasure as her legs wrapped around me.  
 
    I pumped into her harder than I ever had, and her screams rose in height. I could tell from the tension in her walls, she was already so close from watching Daisy and I. Her tunnel squeezed and devoured my member, and it felt as if I was made to be inside her. My hips moved slowly, eliciting wispy muffled coos from the ash-blonde’s lips. Her arms encircled my shoulders, her long fingernails digging into the flesh of my back as I moved quicker within her. 
 
    She pressed against me and reared her hips in time with me, and I grunted as pleasure rocketed through my abdomen. Her mouth opened, her eyes tightly closed, and her pink tongue moved over the soft flesh of her lips. Her pussy tightened and clenched around me, and I had to pause for a second to keep the orgasm at bay. Sweat beaded on my face and shoulders as she screamed. Her free hand grabbed onto the pillows above her head in desperation, and she bucked against me harder.  
 
    Her long, ash-blonde hair fell around her shoulders, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. The pleasure and ecstasy built in my lower belly in a bundled, tangled mess like the fuses of rockets, ready to be lit and set fire to the sky. I moved my hips faster, thrust into her as she slammed herself up to me. I felt it, the sudden clenching and pulling as she wrapped around me in orgasm. Her mouth fell open, her hand slammed down onto my shoulder as she feverishly rode it out, kicking and bucking against me as if she were riding a wild horse. 
 
    I leaned down into the pillows and pushed further into her as I helped her orgasm continue skyward. Then I grabbed her by the neck, brought her close to my face, and kept my eyes intent on hers. She was mewling and howling, her face almost pained as I forced myself even farther inside her convulsing core. Our faces were within inches of each other, and she breathed hard, sweat beading on her hairline. I pressed my lips to hers, and the feline-woman grabbed me with both hands and pulled me even closer.  
 
    I pushed her down on her back in one swift motion, and the sharpness returned to the glinting blue of her eyes. I pounded into her, and as I moved, a sly smile passed over her lips. 
 
    I was on edge teetering, excited by the sounds of her soft cries and the sight of her hands clutching her large, bouncing breasts. I leaned my head back, breathed hard, and relished the feeling of pulling out and slamming back inside her tight pussy. I felt it as it rose and rushed to meet me, pulled and pushed, roared up inside me like an awakened beast, and I gripped tighter on her shoulder. I leaned down, my lips within inches of hers, and I made sure she was looking me directly in the eye. The ash-blonde gasped with each cupful of my seed I released inside of her, and she held onto me tightly with clenched fingers while I pumped into her over and over again. I leaned my head back and took a roaring breath as I exited her. A trickle of my seed escaped her tunnel once my manhood no longer dammed the slick entrance, and she let out a sigh as I flopped down beside her on the soft pillows. 
 
    “If the two of you weren’t already pregnant.” I chuckled and laid back against the mattress. “You certainly would be now.” 
 
    “I love the feeling of being pregnant,” Valerie panted and rested her hands against her small belly. “Just knowing your seed entered me and took over my womb… Oh, I just love it. Charles, when you’re king, I want you to impregnate me over and over. I never want to be not pregnant with your babies! I want to be constantly filled to the brim with your seed!” 
 
    “What about you, Daisy?” I asked through a wide grin. “Do you want to be pregnant all the time, too?” 
 
    “Maybe two or three times,” the bear-girl said, smiled, and then slid off the bed to retrieve her panties. “The more I think about it, the more I only want a few in comparison to the whole brood you and Valerie will have.” 
 
    “Well, I know that Rian is with me.” The feline-woman giggled. “She wants toooons of more babies. You know who I could see only having one baby?” 
 
    “Who?” the brunette asked and glanced at her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Edony.” I snarked, stood from the bed, and began collecting my clothes from the floor. 
 
    “How did you know?” the cat-girl cried. “Did you talk to Edony already?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “But… she’s the only one of my women who I could see only wanting one. You know how Edony is. She worries a lot, and more than one child at a time would stress her out.” 
 
    “I think she’ll warm up to the idea,” Daisy stated, grabbed my shirt from the floor, and then offered it to me. “Shall we get going? We need to reach the palace before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and slipped into my clothes. “Let’s go. The servants will arrive soon, and they wouldn’t like finding us sneaking out of their mistress’ home. Oh… wait…” 
 
    “What is it?” Valerie asked, jumped from the bed, and crossed toward me. 
 
    “We have to find a uniform for me to wear…” I stated and headed toward Medina’s master bathroom. “I may not have to wear it, but we should bring it along with us just in case.” 
 
    Just as I’d suspected, a rung of crème-colored loin cloths hung from the far wall, and I hastily grabbed one from one of the hangers. I held the fabric between my thumb and pointer finger as if it were dirty before entering back into the bedroom. Both Valerie and Daisy had adjusted their clothes and waited for me by the open door. 
 
    “Oh, science,” Daisy gasped. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Beatrix said that all of the consorts who live in the capital have to wear uniforms,” I grumbled and then gestured toward the piece of fabric. “And apparently, this is it.” 
 
    “Are you sure that they weren’t just messing with you?” Valerie asked. “You know Beatrix. She does like to play tricks a lot.” 
 
    “If she was joking,” I started, sighed, and then shook my head. “Then why did I find a whole bunch of them in the bathroom back there? I assume that these are Medina’s consorts’ uniforms… Science, that makes it even worse.” 
 
    “Well, let’s just get to the third ring first,” the bear-girl soothed. “And if they say something, you can just put it on.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded and tossed the loincloth over my shoulder for safekeeping. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    The three of us moved through the hall, down the stairs, and then peeked out the front door for any signs of the approaching servants. With no one in sight, we slipped out and hurried down the stone path toward the street. In the distance, the third ring’s wall loomed like a towering giant and directly in the middle of it, the golden gates inside shined in the afternoon sun. We were pretty close to the gate and it’d only take a few minutes to reach it by foot, but as soon as we headed for it, anxiety pounded in my heart. 
 
    This area of the city was beautiful and the houses were perfectly kept, and an observer would hardly know there was an open insurrection in another part of the city. I hoped that when I became king, all of the city would look like this and no one would live in poverty. The hot sun beat down on our backs as we climbed the steep hill toward the palace’s gates, and in one swift movement, I handed the scroll over to Daisy. The bear-girl held it tightly to her side, but kept her eyes trained on the gate in the distance. I could make out the silhouette of soldiers and guards as they went about their duties, and I wondered if any of them would stop us. 
 
    When we were a few yards away, I stopped and turned to look out at all of the city below. When I looked out beyond the first ring, I could’ve sworn I spied the black mass of my soldiers, but with the sun in my eyes, I couldn’t be sure. From this high up, I could see all of the first and second ring along with the bridge over the enormous gorge outside. Then suddenly, movement caught my eye, and I turned my head curiously toward it. The sound of marching boots and clanking armor was unmistakably familiar. 
 
    “Charles…” Daisy gasped and grabbed me tightly by the forearm. “What is that?” 
 
    “Guards,” I grumbled flatly. “The Queen’s soldiers…” 
 
    The women clothed in entirely black armor marched through the streets of the first ring and for a second, I thought they were yet another attack on the Harlots, but I realized all too suddenly, they were headed in the wrong direction. The guards at the front marched toward the entrance out of the city, not toward the market which was closer to the canal to the left. 
 
    “Where… Where are they going?” the feline-woman stammered and clutched at her heart. “Are they…” 
 
    Even from this distance away, I spied the massive wagons through the throng and finally my eyes settled on the giant black contraptions strapped onto their backs. They were eerily familiar even though I’d never built any exactly like that. Suddenly all of it clicked into place, and I finally understood what they planned to do. 
 
    “The Queen knows we’re here,” I growled and curled my hands into fists. 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie squeaked. “We… we thought she did. What do you mean?” 
 
    “No,” I barked. “Not us… She knows my army is on the way… She can probably see them better from the palace! She’s going to destroy the bridge over the gorge and leave the rest of my army stranded on the other side. We have to stop them! We have to destroy them before they cripple us!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    From this far away, Calistia’s army looked like a trove of ants marching toward the entrance of the city, and no matter how hard I forced myself to think, I stood frozen to the spot… The Queen knew we were here, no, not Josephine, Valerie, Daisy, and I, but she watched as my army marched toward the capital from her position in the third ring. The black mass in the distance was so close to the bridge and the gorge they’d have to cross, but I was sure that the Queen’s soldiers would reach it first.  
 
    “Why aren’t they attacking us?” the ash-blonde asked. “Why didn’t they go into the market area and attempt to wipe out the rest of the Harlots? Don’t you think that’d be the first thing they did?”  
 
    “Maybe the Queen has something else planned?” the brunette hissed through her teeth.  
 
    I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the quick-moving group of soldiers, and I quickly counted off how many there were in total. Twenty-five guards marched with two of them in front of the rest while the ones in the back pulled the massive wagons. The bridge was right outside the capital, maybe a fifteen or twenty-minute walk, and this meant that no matter how fast we ran, we’d never reach them in time.  
 
    “Charles?” the feline-woman gasped and gripped onto my forearm. “What do we do?”  
 
    “What can we do?” Daisy asked. “It’s not like we can rush out there and beat them to the bridge. We’d never make it there before them.”  
 
    “Charles?” the ash-blonde pleaded again and finally broke me out of my trance-like state. “What’s happening? Why isn’t she attacking the Harlots within the city?”  
 
    “They’re small potatoes to her,” I said and swiveled my gaze down to the market area we’d left hours before. “Sure, they managed to defeat the guards, Royal Honor Guard, and the super-soldiers, but she probably thinks the army arriving is backup… If she takes them out first, the Harlots trapped in the market area lose all hope.”  
 
    “What are we going to do, Charles?” the brunette woman probed. “We have to do something. If they destroy the bridge, our army will have no way to get across.”  
 
    “They will,” I whispered. “Edony told me there’s another way, but it’s significantly longer.”  
 
    “How much longer?” the bear-girl asked. “I mean, if they can redirect and get here within the same amount of time, the guards destroying the bridge won’t make much of a difference.”  
 
    “If the bridge is out,” I growled. “It’ll take them over a week before they reach the third ring, and we certainly can’t let that happen… We have to take action. We can’t stand by and watch as they cripple our army.”  
 
    “But how are we going to do that?” Valerie pleaded. “We have no way of getting down there… so.. so f-fast.”  
 
    As the feline-woman spoke, her blue eyes glossed over, and a distant smile spread over her features. It seemed that both of my monster-women finally caught on, and Daisy stepped forward then placed her curled fists onto her hips.  
 
    “We need to contact both Josephine and Cecelia,” I stated. “Josephine will have to force the memory of this area into Cecelia’s mind, and we’ll have to find each other. Then, she’ll have to repeat the process with the area of the bridge, so we can get there before the guards can even reach it.”  
 
    “Are you sure we can do this?” Valerie asked. “I know it takes a lot out of Josephine when she uses the forced memory thingie.”  
 
    “She’ll find the power within herself,” I said, took a deep breath, and then closed my eyes. “She knows what’s at stake, and will do whatever she can to help our side win.”  
 
    As soon as my eyes fluttered closed, I called out to the honey-blonde using my mind and then waited a few seconds before her response sang back.  
 
    “Charles?” Josephine whispered. “Are you alright? What’s wrong? Are you in the palace? Did you find Medina’s house? Beatrix told me everything, and I’ve been worried sick since you left.”  
 
    “We found it fine,” I explained in a rush. “We got the scroll and everything, but that’s not why I called out to you. The Queen’s spotted the army… She’s sending out guards to the bridge, and I believe they intend to blow it up.” 
 
    “What?” the honey-blonde gasped. “They… They can’t do that… How are we going to stop them?”  
 
    “Josephine, listen, I need you to get into contact with Cecelia,” I explained. “Then, I need you to bring her here through the forced memory ability. If you can get her here, then you can use the forced memory a second time, and Cecelia can portal us to the bridge with no problem. You’ve been across the bridge before, haven’t you?”  
 
    “Of course, I have,” the drake-woman murmured. “I need to know where you are exactly. I can’t just give Cecelia one of my memories of the capital and have her wind up in an area where none of you are.”  
 
    “We just left Medina’s house,” I said. “I don’t know if you know where that is, but right now, we’re about two or three-hundred yards from the third ring’s gate. Do you know where that is?”  
 
    “Look to your left,” the drake-woman instructed, and as I did, she continued speaking. “Is there a giant garden there? White marble fountain with a moniker of the Queen at the top? At the other side of the fountain, the clear, blue water flows directly into the canal?” 
 
    “Uhhh,” I murmured and then settled on the exact spot the honey-blonde described. “Yes. I do see that. Why?”  
 
    “Hold on a moment,” Josephine murmured, and suddenly, our connection fell quiet.  
 
    I could still sense her ability in the air all around me, but I assumed that she was speaking directly to Cecelia now. Though I couldn’t hear their voices, I felt the vibrations through the confines of my mind, and as I stared toward the enormous fountain and garden beyond, a familiar inky-blue portal opened up directly on the lip of the waterway. Instantly, Valerie, Daisy, and I raced toward it, and as the portal fully formed, the stunning redhead stepped through.  
 
    Cecelia’s emerald eyes shone in the bright sunlight, and she glanced around the small courtyard in search of us. When she spotted our group, a broad smile spread over her plump lips, and she jumped down from the fountain’s lip and raced toward us with open arms.  
 
    “Oh!” the black drake-woman gasped. “I’ve missed all of you so much!”  
 
    “We missed you!” Valerie cooed and wrapped her arms around her sister’s thin middle.  
 
    “I know you’ve only been gone for a little while,” Cecelia breathed, pressed her hands on either side of my face, and gazed into my eyes with a distant smile. “But I felt as if part of my heart had been stolen away. Now, Josephine explained to me what’s going on… Are you sure the soldiers are going to bomb the bridge? We haven’t spotted anything in the distance. We came over the big hill, and we haven’t seen anyone for miles.”  
 
    “Look,” I stated, grabbed her hand, and pulled her toward the edge of the canal before pointing down into the first ring. “Do you see them?”  
 
    Cecelia scanned the horizon for any sign of the soldiers we’d seen earlier, and when she finally spied them, a low gasp escaped between her plump lips.  
 
    “By science,” the black-drake-woman gasped and held a little tighter to my hand. “But are you sure they’re going to bomb the bridge? They could be just leaving the city to attack us… I’m sure if it was just an attack, we could take them.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” I stated. “Do you see the wagons they’re towing? Those are specialized bombs. I’ve never built them, but I’ve seen them before in the aristocrats’ possession. They used them frequently in the mock wars they’d force their servants to fight in… They destroy everything in their path with little effort. The soldiers are probably going to attach them to one of the sides of the bridge or right in the middle and blow it up before my army can reach it.”  
 
    “So,” Cecelia started, stretched her hands in front of her, and then cracked her knuckles. “You’ll need me to portal the three of you out there, so we can kick some serious ass, right?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “We’ll also need you to portal Josephine and the Drake Legion there, too, if you can. We’ll need as much backup as we can get.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard.” The redhead shrugged, lifted her arms over her head, and stretched her torso. “I’ve been gearing up for a good fight. We haven’t had one in a few days, and I get bored. Now, Josephine, I’m going to need you to use that forced memory one more time, or I won’t be able to find my way to the bridge.” 
 
    “Give me a second, my love.” The honey-blonde’s sweet voice rang through my head. “I just have to concentrate on a single memory for a few seconds, and then I should be able to force it into your mind.”  
 
    “Okay.” Cecelia nodded. “Got it.  
 
    “Haven’t you been to the capital before, though?” Valerie asked. “You said you used to work in the Queen’s guard?”  
 
    “Yes, I did.” Cecelia nodded and then turned toward my other two monster-women. “But we never used the bridge. We always traveled via the canal or the second entrance into the city. Plus, I was never stationed in the second or first ring. I came here for training, set up in the third ring, and then we’d patrol that area. After that, Ortensia sent me straight to Birskonn to aid Samila with her marchioness duties. I saw the Queen a few times, especially when us guards were put on security duties and protected her during parades, but we mainly went through the main streets. I never saw parts of the city like this because we were kept to the first ring only.”  
 
    “But the soldiers are just leaving the city,” Daisy whispered. “We’ll get there far faster than they will… Shouldn’t we go in, steal the blueprints, and then go to the bridge?”  
 
    “No,” Cecelia breathed, placed two fingers against her temples, and then breathed in deeply. “Take a look at those two guards positioned at the front of the army… Those are the ‘scouts’. Generally, they are two women who either have teleportation or time manipulation abilities. They’ll reach the bridge probably a few minutes after we do. They’ve probably already sent out the scouts…”  
 
    “Scouts?” I said. “What scouts?” 
 
    “They’re kind of like the Royal Honor Guard,” the redhead explained. “But a little less powerful, but they make up for that with their elite training. Hell, you probably didn’t even spot them when they left the city. Their skills are better suited for night.”  
 
    “What are the scouts?” I reiterated.  
 
    “They’re a team of spies,” Cecelia murmured. “They’re highly-trained to be silent and unseen in any situation. I was never in direct contact with them, but I believe that Kelara worked extensively with them. They’re usually sent out on secret missions to spy on aristocrats or other cities where the Queen is interested in sending out a marchioness… but for things like this, they’re usually dispatched because of their particular specific ability type.”  
 
    “And what ability is that?” I growled under my breath.  
 
    “It’s kind of like mine,” the redhead sighed. “But a lot faster. Just like the Royal Honor Guard and Soul Suckers, their families have been rigorously put through forced mutation, so they’re extremely powerful. They just blast in and out while attacking you. Not to add to that, but they’re also highly-trained in a specific art of fighting. You know the kind where they strike you in a bunch of places, and then it’s lights out immediately after? Yeaaah, that’s it.”  
 
    “So,” I hissed. “This isn’t going to be easy. Not only are we going to have to battle against the guards, but we’re also going to have to take out these highly-trained scouts.”  
 
    “You got it.” Cecelia nodded, and then her face tensed even more as her connection to Josephine strengthened. “Hold on-- the memory is just starting to come through.”  
 
    Cecelia’s whole body tensed, and her eyelids twitched as Josephine forced the memory into her brain. Without a moment’s hesitation, an inky-blue portal opened up on the edge of the lip of the canal, and Cecelia stepped through it with a soft exhale. As Valerie and Daisy stepped forward and slipped through the swirling mass, I glanced down toward the dark mass of guards and soldiers below. As Cecelia said, there were two guards at the utmost front of the group, and when they stepped through the archway of the massive gate out of the city, they blurred with motion. I stood frozen for a second and tried to understand what was happening below.  
 
    One second, the guards and wagons were there, and the next, they were gone. I searched over the third ring for any sign of them and finally found them in the middle of the road. They moved so quickly that they were nothing more than a black blur on the horizon. Instantly, I curled my hands into fists, set my jaw, and stepped through the inky-blue portal in front of me. The sensation of moving through thick molasses washed over me, and the portal muffled every sound. I heard my women’s voices in the distance, but the strange sensation blocked it all out. For a few passing seconds, I felt as if I were moving through time and space, which in a sense, I did precisely that.  
 
    The sensation of Cecelia’s power drew out the experience, and even though I passed through the portal for maybe a few seconds, when I finally came out on the other side, it felt as if days or even years had passed. My ears cleared, and the weighted feeling all over my body lifted in a single instant. When I opened my eyes, we weren’t in the second ring of the capital anymore, and the third loomed in the distance. When I turned to look out over the massive chasm below us, I spied a tiny river rushed down below. In the distance, the last enormous hill separated us from my soldiers, and when I turned back toward the capital, I spied the quickly moving mass of the Queen’s guards, soldiers, and scouts.  
 
    “Charles!” a familiar, high-pitched voice gasped, and I turned as Josephine rushed at me with her arms spread.  
 
    “You’re here?” I asked and then clasped her tightly to my chest.  
 
    “Yes!” the honey-blonde whispered. “Cecelia appeared in the market area seconds after she dropped Valerie, Daisy, and you off here, and she transported the Drake Legion and me to aid you!” 
 
    “What do we do now?” the bear-girl asked in a rush. “Do we wait for the soldiers out in the open? I’m sure as soon as they see us, they’ll charge, and we won’t have much of a chance to fight back.”  
 
    I didn’t answer the brunette. Instead, I turned in a slow, languid circle and took in all of the landscape around us. There wasn’t really any place out here for us to hide, not even a tree in sight… This would make all of this a bit more difficult than I’d first suspected. We only had a few options, and we had to go through them quickly before the Queen’s guard arrived. We could hide underneath the bridge, but that would require us to climb down onto a ledge on the gorge and wait precariously for them to arrive. We could easily portal off the ledge, but Cecelia had only been here once, and if we did that, we could easily appear right in the midst of the soldiers without intending to. The second was to wait out in the open and have the scouts attack when we were unsuspecting… No, neither of these would work. They both were far too dangerous to pull off at this moment.  
 
    As I stopped turning and glanced at the women in front of me, my gaze settled on one of my women in particular. Instantly it clicked, and a wide, wicked grin spread over my features. I stepped forward and rested a hand on the beautiful blonde’s shoulder before gazing lovingly into her eyes.  
 
    “What?” Valerie balked. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “You used a power once.” I chuckled darkly. “You managed to turn me, you, Daisy, and Rian invisible. Can you do that again? I know there’s a lot more of us here now, but do you think you can do it?”  
 
    “Do I think I can do it?” the feline-woman scoffed, shook her head with a grin, and then pressed her hands to her thin hips. “Charles, I can make thirty copies of my body in an instant. Do I think I can turn everyone here invisible? I could probably turn a group of forty people invisible at this point. My power grows stronger by the day!” 
 
    “Good, good.” I nodded. “Alright, we need to get into position and then wait for the army to arrive, then… we attack. We need to take out the scouts first and then the Royal Honor Guard. Josephine, if you and the Drake Legion could concentrate on the scouts, that would be a big help.”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the honey-blonde murmured. “We can use our body control to stop them from portaling, and then the rest of you can take them out.”  
 
    “Charles…” Daisy asked. “Can… Can we kill the soldiers?”  
 
    “You have my full permission to do whatever you want,” I growled. “Rip them to shreds, my loves.”  
 
    “Oh, hell, yes!” Cecelia cried and lifted a closed fist into the air.  
 
    Valerie stepped forward without a moment’s hesitation, and the rest of our group fell in around her. The feline-woman exhaled heavily, closed her eyes, and then placed her open hands out in front of her body. Just like before, the ash-blonde’s strange ability washed over me and settled itself over my shoulders. When I glanced around at my other women, they were still fully visible to me, but I was sure that once the soldiers arrived, we’d be entirely invisible.  
 
    We stood at the edge of the bridge and stared off into the distance at the road that led to the city. It took longer than I expected, but before long, the two guards at the utmost front of the group appeared over a small dip in the road, and the rest of them followed. Each woman wore the same entirely black armor, and a few of them rested their hands on the pummels of their enormous broadswords. As the entire group of guards came into view, I spied the scouts that Cecelia mentioned. For a moment, I didn’t think they were people, but wild, black hounds running alongside their masters. The women were thin and lanky with almost impossibly long limbs.  
 
    They raced throughout the crowd, and for a moment, I thought they moved on all fours, but I slowly realized they ran so close to the ground that their faces almost brushed against the dirt. They didn’t wear armor like the other women, but tight-fitting black suits tied off around their middles. Most of their faces were obscured by tightly wrapped fabric, and the only features I could make out from this distance away were the sickly yellow of their collective eyes. A loud grunting sound echoed across the land between the bridge and the soldiers, and it took me a moment to realize it came from the scouts. The black-cloaked women broke off from the group and raced forward with their hands outstretched.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as the women used their hands to claw forward and launch themselves closer to the bridge. As they raced ahead, they formed an arrow-shaped formation and then blasted past us. Our group hurried out of the way, and I turned to watch as the women blasted up the bridge. Two women leaped up onto the bridge’s thick stone railing. An even louder sound reached my ears, and I realized it was the scouts’ sniffing the air for our presence. Right as the women reached the other side of the bridge, they paused, stood to their full heights, and sniffed again before racing back toward the two lead women.  
 
    When they blasted past us, our clothes ruffled and rippled from the disruption in the air. The scouts didn’t seem to sense us, and if they didn’t, there was no way of proving we were here. I stepped forward, and as soon as I did, the ranks of guards broke open, and the wagons pushed forward. Just as I suspected, two enormous bombs sat cradled in the wagon’s bed, and I knew it was time.  
 
    “Valerie,” I growled. “Now!”  
 
    My voice echoed across the landscape, and our party burst into view directly in front of the guards. As I took another step forward, I gripped my staff tightly in my hands and felt the weapon’s immense power wash over me in a single wave. The two guards standing in front froze, and their eyes widened at the sight of my women and me.  
 
    “Who dares stand in our way?” one of the guards boomed and clumsily grabbed for her sword. “Who dares interrupt the Queen’s official business?”  
 
    “I do, the leader of the New Order,” I roared, lifted my sword, and pounded forward with the blade pulled back. “Prepare your souls for the next life. You will surely lose them by the time this battle is over!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    As I blasted forward with my blade held tightly at my side, the scouts, who looked almost like protective hounds in front of the other guards, launched themselves ahead. The energy pounding through my body started directly in the middle of my chest and then spread throughout all of my limbs. It felt as if my entire body were on fire, and I half-expected to see flames and sparks flickering out behind me. Something in my vision changed, too, and as I focused on the scout at the head of the group, I noticed that I could not only see her but through her. All of her veins, organs, and inner systems were visible to my naked eye.  
 
    If this were any other time, I would’ve guessed that this was the power of the weapon taking over my body, but now, I knew that wasn’t true. In fact, it’d never been the staff at all, but the ability ingrained within my blood since the moment I was born. This was my power, and I’d seen it at work many times before, yet I hadn’t used it as if it were mine. I didn’t need to trust the weapon because it wasn’t what got me through all of these battles… it was me.  
 
    Right as the scout lifted herself from her downward position, she used her powerful legs to launch herself into the air. Right as her body began to dissipate into an unseen portal, she tensed, and a low groan exploded from her mouth. Josephine and the Drake Legion’s body control ability permeated the air, and they’d taken hold of this specific scout. In one swift movement, I gripped the hilt of my sword, ducked low, and spun with the blade lifted into the air above my head. As the weapon’s blade sliced through the scout’s middle, I saw the unusual form it’d taken.  
 
    Below the hilt tightly clasped in my hands, the weapon was nothing more than wildly dancing orange flames, and as it sliced through the scout, a loud sizzle lifted into the air. Crimson blood smattered the dirt below my feet from the partially cauterized wound, but I barely had time to notice it as I pulled the weapon all the way through the scout’s middle with a loud crackle. Two loud thumps resounded around the landscape as the severed halves of the scout landed below my feet. I glanced down at my boots, and they flecked with the shiny scarlet liquid. The same age-old liquid… Blood…  
 
    The same sensation I’d felt so many times before crashed over me in a towering wave of immense power, but this time, I felt more in control than I’d had. I’d taken the ability I’d received at birth and made it my own. Now it was my turn to show these sniveling aristocrats what hundreds of years of oppression did to a single soul.  
 
    More scouts launched themselves with feral roars of rage, but I was prepared for them. As my women fell into formation, I settled my sights on the two guards at the front of the group. My women needed to keep the scouts off of me while I took out the rest of the soldiers.  
 
    As I took another step forward, one of the scouts flew through the air with her deadly talons raised, but right as I lifted my sword to thrust it through her heart, her whole body curled in on itself with a hellish scream of agony. The portal she summoned closed with a resounding crack, and she fell to the dirt with a low groan. Right as I stepped over her toward the next guard, her whole body sunk in on herself and began to shrivel up like a fruit deprived of water. Her eyes glossed over, and the color immediately began to fade until they were almost a milky white. The way she looked reminded me of the Soul Suckers’ victims, and I had no idea that Josephine or the Drake Legion had abilities akin to that.  
 
    My boots smashed against the dirt road, and an echoing roar exploded from my lips as I brought the sword up over my head then down toward one of the lead guards. As the woman bent and swiveled toward the left, she thrust up a hand in my direction, and a glinting blade swiped inches from my face. With a low grunt, I threw my head back and narrowly missed the sword, then redirected my weapon to the left. Before my weapon sliced through her right shoulder, the guard jabbed out her right hand.  
 
    It took me a second to realize that she wasn’t holding a weapon, but her entire arm had molded into one. I gritted my teeth and growled deep in the back of my throat as our swords smashed together in a burst of flames and sparks. She fought against my strength and stepped closer with a wicked grin spread over her features. In slow motion, the guard brought up her left hand, and I saw the glint of her palm right as another spike of metal exploded out of her flesh. Instinctively I ducked and severed the tension between our weapons. Before the soldier could react, I gripped the hilt of my sword in both hands, bent my knees, and lunged forward with all of my strength.  
 
    The blade of my weapon sizzled as it cut through her underbelly and cut straight through and only partially cauterized again. Blood exploded into the air and then rained down on the beaten dirt in droplets. Seconds later, I lifted my right boot, slammed it into the middle of her chest, and sent her flying backward into the crowd of guards. I hadn’t noticed it, but pandemonium had broken out all around me, and the Drake Legion tore through the scouts as if they were nothing but paper. Bodies littered the path in front of the bridge, but I had no time to assess the damage.  
 
    I turned in one swift movement and settled my eyes on my next victim. Since the horrid scouts were taken care of, all we had to do was kill the rest of the guards and those pulling the bombs. Another guard raced toward me with rage burning in the deep blue of her eyes, and she threw her hands out at me in quick succession. As I tried to step forward, I realized I was held in place by thick green vines growing through the dirt at my feet. The soldier cackled madly and thrust out both hands toward me, but in one movement, I brought my sword down toward the vines.  
 
    The greenery wavered for a second and then immediately shriveled from the intense heat of my weapon. I advanced on the soldier, and her expression immediately dropped. The more she threw out her hands and sent creeping vines in my direction, and I swiped my burning sword toward them with casual ease. Her fear and frustration were clearly painted across her features, and for some reason, it made this even more enjoyable than I’d imagined.  
 
    When I looked at the guard in front of me and gazed into her terror-filled eyes, I saw all of the aristocrats who’d hurt me.  
 
    But when I raised my sword above my head, I saw the faces of every woman who’d oppressed me. Abbess Demetri, the schoolmarms, Edony before the transformation, Delphine Vallantine, and all of the marchionesses we’d killed. I savored the feeling roiling through my body and closed my eyes for a split second before I brought the burning sword down in a single graceful arch. The loud sizzle of the flames reached my ears again and a force pushed against the blade of my weapon, but I ripped through it with all of my strength.  
 
    When I opened my eyes again, half-turned, and gazed down at the soldier in front of me, a single line of red cut down the middle of her face. For a moment, she looked thoroughly confused and concerned, but suddenly, all of the light in her eyes died as the severed sides of her body slid down into halves. The guard collapsed into a scarlet-colored heap of sliced flesh, and I moved away in search of my next opponent.  
 
    Three of the Drake Legion blasted past me, and their golden hair flew out behind them like gilt flags. Their bright yellow eyes were intent on the soldiers ahead of us, and when I glanced to my left, a woman pounding toward me tripped and fell face-first into the dirt. Seconds later, her head was ripped back by an invisible force and then smashed back down to the ground. The soldier’s pained moans echoed through the air, but as Valerie pounded her face into the ground, her noises became more guttural and thick with blood. When Valerie phased back into view, she held the woman by the hair and slammed her back down one more time.  
 
    The feline’s face was pinched and tensed with unbridled rage, and as soon as the guard stopped struggling, the ash-blonde rose to her feet, changed direction, and then disappeared from view. Right as I turned back toward the fighting, Daisy blasted past me with a bellow that sounded more like an actual bear than the petite woman’s scream. Her golden eyes were wild and heated as she whipped her head around with a low grunt. Finally, the brunette settled her sights on an approaching guard and knitted her fingers together. In one swift movement, Daisy brought up her hands over her head and then smashed them down.  
 
    The blow flew through the air and knocked the soldier to the ground, but Daisy wasted no time. The brunette pounded forward with her arms pumping out at her sides, and right as she was about to reach the guard, the bear-girl pushed against the hard-packed dirt. The brunette flew through the air, brought up both closed fists, and then slammed them down on top of the soldier’s skull. With a resounding crack of bone and squelch of brain matter, the soldier’s entire head exploded like a ripe cherry tomato held between two fingers. Blood and gore smattered the dirt, but the brunette simply stood to her feet and then raced off deeper into the crowd.  
 
    The twenty-five guards had dwindled to four now, and all of them had retreated beyond the wagons. I wasn’t sure which one of them had the time manipulation ability, or if we’d already eliminated that woman. From the state of these guards’ armor, they were lower tier and most likely the ones who’d pulled the wagons initially. I stepped forward and lowered my weapon to my side. The women’s eyes settled on me, and their faces visibly paled. It was clear that this battle hadn’t gone as expected, and unlike their prior plans, they wouldn’t return to the capital.  
 
    My burning sword began to shift for a second time, and I felt my immense power transfer into the unbelievably versatile weapon. Suddenly, a wave of uncontrollable rage overcame me, and for a second, I almost didn’t feel human. When I looked at them and saw their organs’ invisible lines, I felt a burning hunger rise in my body. I wasn’t sure what was happening, maybe it was my ability trying to take control of my body, but it certainly wasn’t normal. The weapon burned in my hands as if it were coming alive, and when I stepped forward, I lifted it. I slashed down through the air and felt something exit my body through the tip of the reformed staff.  
 
    Suddenly, my eyes were obscured by an explosion of scarlets, yellows, and golds. An ear splitting roar ripped through my eardrums, and for a moment, I didn’t realize it was the sound of my own voice. The blast of color ripped forward across the road toward the guards, and all of them turned to run, but it was too late. The combination of blood and flames created a form that I was familiar with, and the colossal dragon made of my powers ripped forward with its massive maw open.  
 
    The beast tore forward, knocked over the wagons, and chased down the remaining guards. The creature’s glowing yellow eyes were filled with the hatred and rage I’d felt all of my life. My weapon didn’t create the dragon from my weapon, but from my body and all of the emotions I’d pent-up all of my life. The beast slammed forward, brought up one of its massive taloned feet, and then smashed it down on the back of one of the retreating guards. The woman’s back snapped in half with a loud crack, and her echoing scream died in her throat. The beast lowered its head, grabbed her by the ankle between its enormous, golden teeth, and then ripped its head back.  
 
    The guard sailed through the air and disappeared from view over my shoulder. The massive beast moved on through my willpower alone and blasted after the last remaining three guards. The dragon brought down its head in a single swoop, opened its jaws, and a flurry of blue flames erupted out of its blackened throat. The fire engulfed two of the guards, and they broke from the road with flailing arms. When they finally collapsed into motionless heaps, the beast turned its head toward me and settled its golden gaze on mine.  
 
    I brought up my right hand, swept it through the air, and closed my hand into a fist at shoulder level. The beast disintegrated into smoke and ash with a deafening roar before flowing back to me on a whirlwind. Its power hit me like a wall, and it took me only a few seconds to realize… it wasn’t the power of the dragon. It was my own coming back to me after a massive discharge. Again, my weapon hadn’t summoned up the dragon, I had, and it was my power to use.  
 
    My eyes settled on the back of the last soldier as she raced along the road. Her arms pumped out at her waist, and her armor clanked pathetically. All of my women crowded around me, and Daisy settled her gaze on the guard.  
 
    “Should we go after her?” the brunette panted. “It wouldn’t be wise if we let her live.”  
 
    “No,” I growled. “She’ll come to us.”  
 
    I let my hand drop to my side, and then I swept it out in a single movement before gripping it into a tight fist. A scarlet liquid flowed up around the guard’s ankles and froze her in place. As soon as her feet stopped moving, her torso continued forward, and she teetered in the air. I clenched my fist even tighter and then ripped it backward toward my waist. Instantly, the scarlet liquid responded and flowed along the ground back toward us. The guard’s pitiful scream assaulted the air, and she bent down to tear at the liquid, but it was no use.  
 
    When she was only a few feet away, I turned the hand at my waist, and the guard followed along with the movement. Slowly but surely, I raised my clenched hand higher, and the substance followed along with it. As the blood slowly swallowed the guard, her eyes bulged from her head, and her mouth fell open into a pained scream. When she finally let it out, the liquid covered all of her face and obscured her from view. The guard struggled and wriggled inside of the reddish cocoon, but resistance was futile.  
 
    I closed my eyes and then held out both hands in front of me. As I closed my left hand into a fist, the soldier’s muffled, liquidus screams became more frenzied. Suddenly, I smashed both of my hands together with a resounding slap and ripped open my eyes. The undulating oblong of liquid tensed for a half of a second and then exploded. Gore and bits of broken bone flew through the air in a graceful arch above our heads, then landed at our feet with an anticlimactic slap.  
 
    I breathed heavily for a moment and felt the levels of power return to normal. Except, I wouldn’t even call it normal at this point because, in the back of my senses, I felt it lingering as if it were ready to reactivate the second I called upon it. I’d questioned many times what it felt like to be an aristocrat and what it’d feel like to be born with an ability. It seemed that after so many years of searching and asking, I’d finally found an answer. This was the first battle where I’d relied only on my ability and not just the aid from my weapon. The ever-present sensation circling around my brain was nothing less than euphoric. I felt as if I could do anything, challenge any aristocrat, and beat them with ease.  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy breathed, wiped her brow, and then stared up at me with wide eyes. “What… What was that?”  
 
    “That was fantastic!” Valerie cried. “Oh, my goodness! I’ve never seen anything like it! You summoned a blood dragon and everything!”  
 
    “Truly, Charles,” Cecelia broke in. “That was… exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. I had no idea you had that much power in your body.”  
 
    “I didn’t, either.” I lifted my hands and stared down at them for a few passing seconds. “I just… it felt like there was a second being inside of me, and it needed to be released. Every time I use my ability, it feels like my blood catches on fire and wants to burn its way through and out of my body. I want to say that’s not normal, but I have no idea. I’ve lived for so long thinking that I didn’t have one, and now that I do, I don’t know what’s normal and what isn’t.”  
 
    “Sounds normal to me,” the bear-girl sighed with a soft smile. “When my power activates, I feel like all of my organs are too big for my body as if my ability shrunk my skeleton and skin. Maybe it has something to do with my strength ability, but I can assure you, whatever you’re feeling is normal.”  
 
    “When mine activates,” Valerie started, tapped her chin, and thought. “It kind of feels like I’m weightless. Like my body doesn’t exist at all, and I’m just a cloud floating around the space… but entirely invisible. I’ve realized it also makes me a lot lighter, and it’s easier to perform jump attacks.”  
 
    “Well, mine feels like when you pass through my portals,” Cecelia stated. “You know that weightless, but also heavy feeling of passing through something incredibly thick? Yeah, it’s like that.”  
 
    “All the time?” Josephine balked, and her face paled.  
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.” The redhead nodded and laughed. “Why?”  
 
    “Oh,” the honey-blonde breathed. “It just seems… very uncomfortable, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “No.” the black drake-woman shook her head. “I’ve gotten used to it by now. It was a little weird when it first activated, but now I think of it as a comforting feeling.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe you summoned a dragon…” Josephine whispered. “That was wild, Charles. How did you learn to do that?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I chuckled. “When it happened, all I could feel was this uncontrollable, animalistic rage. It entirely consumed my soul--”  
 
    “While doing my research on mythical creatures,” Daisy broke in. “I actually read something pretty interesting. There’s this theory that if you kill a mighty creature, part of its soul is transferred over to yours…”  
 
    “So, when Charles slew the dragon,” the feline-woman pondered. “Part of its soul transferred over to him?”  
 
    “It’s just a theory.” The bear-girl shrugged. “But it could be possible.”  
 
    As my women continued to talk, I turned in place and gazed out over all of the carnage. Bodies littered the road, and blood flowed freely onto the dirt. Though the wagons holding the bombs had overturned at the side of the dirt path, they hadn’t exploded. We’d effectively wiped out the attack on my army and prevented the Queen from destroying the bridge into the city. If the Queen didn’t send out another party, my soldiers would pass through without little to no trouble at all before they reached the capital. Now, my women and I had one more task to take care of.  
 
    I turned back toward my monster-women and rested my closed fists on my hips, then breathed in deeply. Cecelia was the first to turn and notice my weighty gaze. The black drake-woman’s emerald eyes settled on my own, and her eyebrows knit together before her lips pressed into a firm line. The redhead seemed to understand my train of thought before I even breathed a word, and an inky-blue portal opened up behind her.  
 
    “We need to get back to the capital,” I stated. “We have to steal those blueprints before the Queen realizes her attack failed. If we’re caught… we very well could lose our lives, and that could only mean one thing… The rest of our army and soldiers will be slaughtered mercilessly. Now, let’s go.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Nine 
 
    It was just starting to get dark when Valerie, Daisy, and I stepped out of Cecelia’s portal. As our feet thumped against the bricks leading to the gate of the third ring, I turned back at the last second. The black drake-woman leaned out of the swirling blues and aimed her stunning emerald eyes at my face. Her gaze shifted from them up toward the third ring’s wrought iron gates. 
 
    “Be safe, Charles,” the redhead bleated. “I’ll take Josephine and the Drake Legion back to the soldiers, but I doubt we’ll come across any more soldiers.”  
 
    “Even if you do.” I chuckled. “I’m sure that you and the rest of the monster-women can destroy them with little effort.”  
 
    “Your task is a lot more difficult than crossing some land,” the ex-guard said, gulped loudly, and then outstretched a hand to me. “Just promise me you’ll be careful. There are more dangers inside of the palace than just the Queen…”  
 
    “We’ll be careful,” Daisy promised. “Hell, Charles has two of the best bodyguards in the whole army.”  
 
    “I guess you’ll probably be safer than the rest of us.” The redhead laughed. “Kerak discovered he can set fires, and we’ve been struggling to keep him contained. Best of luck, my love. We’ll see you in a day or so.”  
 
    “You be careful, too.” I smiled and squeezed her hand. “Give the others my love and maybe a few tight squeezes.”  
 
    With that, Cecelia dropped my hand, nodded, and then disappeared into the inky-blue portal. Seconds later, the oval-shaped aura vanished in a cloud of smoke, and my black drake-woman was gone. The three of us turned back toward the palace, and I settled my sights on the two guards at the front.  
 
    They hadn’t seemed to notice us or hadn’t seen us appear from the portal because if they had, they would’ve been on us like hounds on a fresh carcass. I held the loincloth loosely in my hands and then glanced down at it before casually placing it over my shoulders.  
 
    “You’re not going to put it on?” the bear-girl teased. “I think you’d look pretty nice in it.”  
 
    “Yeeaaaah,” Valerie sang. “We’d get to see your chiseled chest. Ooooo, just thinking about it gets me excited.”  
 
    “I’m sure if we told them I’m a consort in training, they won’t make me put it on,” I snickered and shook my head. “I’m doing everything to avoid putting this damn thing on.”  
 
    “I wonder if we’ll sneak past the Queen’s chambers…” the feline-woman pondered and started up the hill with the two of us trailing along behind her.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Val,” Daisy warned, and the ash-blonde stuck out her bottom lip. “I know exactly what you’re thinking, and we’re not doing it.”  
 
    “Not doing what?” I asked with a small twinge of laughter.  
 
    “Well, our dear girl Valerie seems to have been keeping quite a collection that none of us have known about,” the brunette stated, and I raised my eyebrows for her to continue. “Apparently, while we’ve been raiding city’s, Val’s been doing some raiding of her own.”  
 
    “It’s not that bad!” the cat-girl cried. “It’s just… a few things here and there.”  
 
    “Come on,” I chided. “Tell me. What is it?”  
 
    “Valerie has quite the collection of shoes,” Daisy finally said. “She’s been hiding them in a secret trunk in the caravan… How many pairs do you have now, Valerie? Fifty? Sixty? Seventy? That’s quite a collection… maybe even bordering on hoarding.”  
 
    “I’m not hoarding!” Valerie cried. “I’m… I’m saving them!”  
 
    “Saving them for what?” I laughed but kept my eyes glued to the gates ahead of us.  
 
    “Well, I can’t exactly wear them when we’re out on missions!” the ash-blonde grumbled. “Especially on missions where we have to be quiet! I’d be clip-clopping around like a horse! I merely took them from aristocrats’ houses who wouldn’t need them anymore and hid them away in the trunk until you’re the king. Then, when I’m one of your Queens, I’ll wear them with custom dresses to match the shoes’ colors and styles! I’m sure that when I’m Queen, I’ll have no reason to sneak anywhere, and I can stomp down the halls in my high-heels as much as I want!”  
 
    “You?” Daisy balked and then shook with giggles. “Not run anywhere? Valerie, your natural walk is a run. You sprint everywhere you go, and when you’re not doing that, you’re skipping. I don’t even think you know how to walk. Half the time, you’re doing cartwheels and flips through the air as if it’s the most natural way to get around.”  
 
    “Well, I can do that in heels, too!” The feline-woman grinned. “I know for a fact I can because I’ve practiced!”  
 
    “You have?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes!” Valerie nodded. “When everyone’s asleep, I sneak out of the room, pick out a pair of shoes, and then practice elegantly walking, running, and even flipping around. I’ve only twisted my ankles once, and by the next morning, it was healed so I could keep practicing the next night!”  
 
    “I had no idea you did that,” I stated and glanced over at her. “Hell, I didn’t even know you had a trunk full of shoes. Where have you been hiding it?”  
 
    Valerie opened her mouth to speak while nonchalantly glancing toward the left, but Daisy quickly answered for her.  
 
    “In the kitchen,” The bear-girl laughed. “That’s the reason I found it. I thought it was one of our boxes of supplies and flipped it open while looking for flour. Can you imagine my surprise when all I found were stinky shoes?”  
 
    “They’re not stinky!” Valerie cried. “I gave them thorough sniff tests before I stuffed them into my packs!”  
 
    “I guess you weren’t thorough enough,” Daisy teased. “Some of them were pretty dirty and worn out.”  
 
    “Then we can hire a cobbler to fix them!” the ash-blonde protested.  
 
    “Valerie,” I said. “Why didn’t you just take note of the shoes, and then when I do become King, I could’ve had brand new pairs made for you?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” The feline-woman shrugged. “I just figured that the aristocrats wouldn’t need them anymore since we’re transforming them into monster-women to join the army. We wouldn’t want a whole sect of soldiers trundling around in high-heels. That doesn’t sound very effective.”  
 
    “Valerie…” Daisy murmured and then chuckled. “The monster-women don’t come out of the machine without feet… They still need shoes.”  
 
    “Well, I needed them more!” the ash-blonde assured her. “Daisy, at least I have a hobby, and that’s collecting shoes!”  
 
    “I have a hobby!” the bear-girl started in a flabbergasted tone. “I read all of the books on mythical creatures! I’m the damn sage of this group! I know everything there is to know about the beasts. Go on, ask me a question! I’ll tell you everything I’ve learned from studying!”  
 
    “Let’s pause this for now,” I whispered under my breath, fell to the back of the group, and lowered my head. “We’re too close to the gate now. We wouldn’t want the guards thinking we’re chummy with each other.”  
 
    “You’re right.” Daisy nodded, lifted her head, and straightened her back. “Valerie, you know what to do.”  
 
    “On it!” the ash-blonde immediately cried, grabbed my shoulder, and gave it a hard shove toward the gate. “Hurry up! We don’t have all day! You brutes are so fucking slow!”  
 
    “It’s probably his pea-brain,” Daisy scoffed, shook her head, and glanced at the two guards, who finally noticed our presence.  
 
    In one motion, I grabbed the scroll from my waistband, offered it to the bear-girl, and made sure the two soldiers didn’t see the subtle movement. The brunette grabbed the scroll from my fingertips and then held it tightly to her chest before she settled her golden gaze onto the armored women.  
 
    “Good evening,” the first guard said, clanked forward, and held out a hand for the scroll. “What business do you have in the capital today?”  
 
    “Councilor Jarvis asked for us to bring in a new consort,” the bear-girl lied through her teeth easily. “We’ve gone and purchased one from the first ring and brought him here for assessment.”  
 
    “Ah, Councilor Jarvis specifically asked for a new consort?” the guard stated, raised her eyebrows underneath the helmet, and then clicked her tongue. “She does go through them pretty fast.”  
 
    I felt the sweat bead on my temples and the hairs at the back of my neck stand up as the guard fiddled with the red ribbon wrapped around the scroll. For a moment, I thought she’d unfurl it and read the elegant cursive inside, but with another click of her tongue, the guard nodded. In one swift movement, the woman turned, stepped inside the small, boxy guard’s station, and grabbed a slip of paper. As she held the quill and dipped it in ink, Daisy glanced warily over her shoulder at me. I shrugged and then fell back into place as the guard appeared out of the small guard station.  
 
    “Here you go,” the woman said and handed over the small slip along with the scroll. “Just make sure when you leave that one of the guards signs off on this. We’ve been having issues with the current systems of scrolls and paperwork. It seems that a Harlot snuck in through the gates with a forged scroll a few months back, and now the Queen wants everyone on alert, but your papers check out, so go on ahead.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Daisy breathed and grabbed both pieces of paper. “Is that all?”  
 
    “Yes.” The guard nodded and rested her clasped hands behind her back. “You’ll find Councilor Jarvis on the training grounds. She’s testing the new recruits after some rigorous training over the weekend.”  
 
    “Not the sharpest tools in the shed?” Daisy asked with a small condescending twinge in her voice.  
 
    “Hit it right on the nose,” the guard sighed and rolled her eyes. “Seems that Ms. Browning put in a good word for a few of her friends, and… all of them are a bit too… dainty for the job.”  
 
    ‘Ms. Browning’… I wanted to laugh. That was the name and cover we used for Daisy shortly after she came out of my machine. We came up with a random name and said she’d moved from the capital to our small town Edenhart. The worst part about it was that Ms. Browning was residing within the capital, and Edony knew precisely who we were talking about. The wolf-woman had even gone as far as to write a letter to Ms. Browning’s mother to confirm if she’d moved to Edenhart at all. Hell, we’d spent a lot of time intercepting the letter and writing our own to convince Edony that Daisy was the real Ms. Browning.  
 
    “Ms. Browning, you say?” Valerie giggled. “We know of her, and she’s not exactly the best woman. I heard she studies mythical creatures in her free time. How frivolous!”  
 
    “Mythical creatures?” The guard laughed and threw back her head. “How frivolous, indeed. Everyone knows that those species of creatures died off ages ago! There’s no need to learn about them because they no longer exist!”  
 
    My two women nodded along with the guard’s uncontrollable laughter, but Daisy’s golden eyes sliced into her sister. Valerie grinned wickedly, then placed a gentle hand in the middle of her sister’s back and pushed her forward, but before that, she whipped around to me.  
 
    “Now, hurry up,” the ash-blonde snarled. “We have important things to attend to, and we don’t want you to waste any more of our time, pig. Let’s go!”  
 
    I kept my head low and shuffled forward along with my women. None of us knew where we were going, but we needed to get inside of the palace to the puzzle door Beatrix told us about. I assumed since it was well-trafficked, it’d be somewhere in the main hall. The scientist had even told us that footsteps could be heard from above at certain times of the day. The main hall…  
 
    As we stepped into the heart of the third ring, I glanced and made sure no one was looking before I raised my head to look around. The palace was one of the most beautiful places I’d ever stepped foot in. While the second ring reminded me of a quaint cottage town, the third ring reminded me of a forbidden city. All of the buildings were constructed with sun-dried mud bricks then painted a bright white. Each of the buildings’ roofs were covered in lush plants in painted pots, some of them even had small trees up there, too, but the palace… that was the most gorgeous building out of all of them.  
 
    The main building had a massive archway with stained glass pressed into the walls, and above that, an enormous clock tower chimed the time. At the front of the building was a massive fountain that babbled pleasantly in the background, and when we stepped closer, I saw the glint of coins underneath the surface. Crimson flags flapped above our heads, and when I leaned my head back, I took in the magnificent spires and battlements above. It looked as if every inch of this building had been painstakingly planned and then built by masters of their trade. I spied an expansive garden and courtyard through the many archways where a group of women in black exercised. I assumed that these were the recruits the guard told us about. Right as another guard brushed past the three of us, I slammed my chin back toward the ground and whispered to my monster-women.  
 
    “We should go through the main archway,” I murmured. “It’ll probably take us directly into the main hall where the entrance to the laboratory is.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Daisy whispered, glanced around, and then threw back her shoulders before floating forward. “Stay close behind us. We wouldn’t want you getting lost.”  
 
    The three of us stepped up the five stairs through the archway, and I peeked up toward the massive chandelier overhead. It was much darker here in the foyer, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that what we just came through wasn’t an archway at all. The massive oak doors rested against the marble walls, and I took note of the enormous locks on each. They probably threw open the doors in the morning and then closed them up at night. We wouldn’t enter into the Queen’s chambers or even get close to them, but I figured that area of the palace was entirely off-limits. Hell, the Queen’s section of the building was probably kept under lock and key from everyone who entered.  
 
    Once we were through the foyer, the whole room opened up into a massive hall surrounded by granite columns. To the right of us was an open doorway into another chamber, and when I glanced to the right, I spied another open hall out into the courtyard. An enormous stairway came down at the back of the room and then swept up on either side. I hurried out into the middle of the room and glanced up at the second level, but all I saw were nothing but closed doors and more hallways. When I stepped back to my women, I peeked my head out of the doorway to the right and got a closer look at the black-clothed women in the courtyard.  
 
    They were dressed similarly to the scouts, but their black clothes didn’t fit as tightly. The way they moved and whipped around the grassy space reminded me of the marchioness and her women back at Rezel, but these guards didn’t wear the complicated contraptions strapped to their backs. I watched them for a moment in silence as a woman at the utmost front clapped her hands and counted off the numbers. Suddenly, the instructor paused, lifted her sleeve, and glanced at a golden watch strapped to her wrist.  
 
    “That’s enough for today, ladies,” the woman shouted. “You’ve done very well with your techniques. Come back tomorrow at nine, and we’ll work on our moves again. I want to see improvements! Just because you got into the elitist team doesn’t mean you can slack off and relax! I want to see three-quarter turns in half of a second! I know you heard me, Bernice! Your turns and jabs are sloppy! Now, go back to the barracks, practice for a few hours, and then go straight to bed! We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow! You heard what the Queen said when she came to speak with us earlier!”  
 
    “Yes,” the whole group grumbled in exhausted voices. “There’s an army coming, and we need to defeat them…”  
 
    “What about the dirty, disgusting Harlots?” one of the trainees asked. “Shouldn’t we worry about them first? They’ve held their position in the market for almost a month! Can’t we go out and kill them first? If what the Queen said is true, the approaching army won’t be here until later tomorrow… We could kill the Harlots first and then wait for the foreign army.”  
 
    “No.” the instructor boomed and slammed her fists down on her waist. “The Queen already has plans for them. So, the best we can do is keep training and get the lot of you into ship-shape when that army arrives. Now, do as I said and get back to the barracks. You still have a lot of training to do before anything happens.”  
 
    As the horde of black-cloaked women dispersed through one of the archways, I immediately turned at the sound of Valerie’s hissing whisper.  
 
    “Charles!” the cat-girl whisper-shouted. “Charles! I think I found it! Come look! It’s… super weird looking.”  
 
    I hurried toward the sound of their voices and found them still in the grand hall. To the left of a massive column, there was a large space of granite with a vast door built into it. Large runes were carved into the stone overhead, and on either side of the door were two medium-sized statues. The stone was cut into that of two lean dogs. Their snouts were long and narrow, but their eyes were what struck me. For a moment, I thought they weren’t statues at all, but actual living beings from their weight and animalistic gaze. Through the stone, I felt their souls, and gooseflesh bubbled up all over my body.  
 
    “What force and strength cannot do,” Daisy whispered. “I, with a gentle touch, can and many in the streets would stand, were I not as a friend in hand...”  
 
    “What was that?” Valerie asked and scratched at her right ear thoughtfully.  
 
    “It’s written here,” the bear-girl said and pointed to a plaque. “See? Is that a famous quote or something?”  
 
    “Charles, look,” the feline-woman ushered me closer. “The door doesn’t have a keyhole… it doesn’t even have a doorknob. How do we get in?”  
 
    “It’s a riddle,” I whispered. “It’s the clue of how to get in through the door…”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Valerie nodded, cupped her chin, and thought. “I’ve never solved a riddle before… Man, I wish one of us liked riddles… You’d think with such a diverse group, someone would know how to solve riddles or something like that. You’d think it’d be Edony. Edony looks like a person who’d like riddles.”  
 
    “Well, you’re in luck.” I chuckled. “I happen to enjoy riddles. When I was still at the boarding school, the other boys and I would make them up to pass the time. The best way to approach riddles is to challenge your assumptions. What is the first thing that comes to mind when you read this riddle?”  
 
    “Uhhhh, touching?” Valerie questioned.  
 
    “Hands?” Daisy offered. “Or fingers?”  
 
    “No, no, no.” I shook my head. “Then watch for the wordplay and think of a metaphor. What could all of this mean? What could this object do if it were unknown or physical? A lot of riddles use misdirection, and you, Daisy, fell right for it.”  
 
    “The hands?” the bear-girl blurted. “That was the misdirection?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Also, friends… think of the word. What could it mean? I don’t believe it means physical friends, such as a person or a pet.”  
 
    “Then what do you think it is?” the ash-blonde probed.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I whispered. “The other option is to step away from the riddle and sleep on it… but we don’t have the option for that. So, we go off of the other things we know. Touch is a big part of this riddle, so--” 
 
    “Let’s touch the door!” Valerie laughed, raised forward, and started patting down every inch of the wooden surface.  
 
    “No, I don’t think that’s it.” I shook my head. “What force and strength cannot do… So, you can’t force your way through something… Like a barrier.”  
 
    “Like a locked door!” Valerie nodded.  
 
    “Exactly,” I whispered. “I, with a gentle touch, can…”  
 
    “I’ve got nothing for that one.” The ash-blonde shrugged.  
 
    “So, if force and strength can’t get through something,” Daisy pondered. “A gentle touch can… What are we gently touching?”  
 
    “I think the last bit is the key information…” I breathed, and then all of it clicked into place. “Key! The answer is key!”  
 
    Silence hung around our shoulders for a moment, and my monster-women stared at me in utter disbelief.  
 
    “A friend in hand!” I cried. “A key!”  
 
    “But we don’t have a key.” Daisy shook her head.  
 
    “Yes, you’re right.” I grinned excitedly. “So, the key is somewhere hidden in plain sight. The key is… The key is… gentle touch!” 
 
    I strode forward, brought up both hands, and rested them on the heads of the two sleek stone dogs. Right as I was about to push all of my strength against them, the clock tower above us rang out. The bells rang out one at a time, and I counted them off in my head. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven… eight… They reverberated through my mind for a second, and Beatrix’s words replayed in my memory.  
 
    “Something big happens at eight o’ clock every day in the palace,” I repeated and, in the distance, the sound of feet pounded down the hall to the left. “Hide! Get behind one of the columns!” 
 
    I smashed myself against one of the marble structures and listened as the feet came closer and closer. The women’s voices were loud, but I couldn’t quite understand what they were saying. It took me a second to realize that they were speaking a different language. In a way, it reminded me of the sharp tongue Josephine used to communicate with the other Harlots, but this was a softer sound with less thick consonants.  
 
    “Qu’en pensez-vous, Reine Calistia?” one of the women asked, and my blood ran cold as a deep but feminine voice answered.  
 
    “Je ne suis pas inquiet,” the Queen replied, and the rest of the group fell silent. “Ils marchent vers luer mort.”  
 
    The whole group exploded into uncontrollable laughter, and though I didn’t understand their language, I felt as if I understood exactly what she said. The Queen wasn’t worried about the approaching army because… they were marching toward their deaths here in the capital. For some reason, I couldn’t stand still anymore. I had the strange compulsion to see her… She was my mother, and I yearned to know what she looked like. I’d heard her voice, and now, all I had to do was see her face. Maybe if I saw her, it would quell the violent storm brewing in the pit of my belly.  
 
    With my hands pressed fully against the cold, slick granite, I took a half-step to the right and peered around the column. There she was… Calistia, the Queen. I’d heard her description so many times before, I felt as if I had her appearance memorized, but none of those compared to actually seeing her in person. Just as everyone had described, she was extremely tall, around seven or eight-foot and towered over the rest of the councilors. Her long, wavy hair was the color of onyx, and when her large, almond-shaped eyes swiveled to find someone in the crowd, I admired the forest green of her eyes.  
 
    When I’d looked at the statue in the courtyard of Magnta, I hadn’t seen the resemblance between the two of us, but now… I certainly did. Her cheekbones were high and nose pointed at the tip, but her lips were a little thinner than I imagined. When I looked at her, something within me moved, and I felt strangely drawn to her, but both Cecelia and Rian told me about this. The Queen had a way of beckoning you in without even breathing a word, and I felt the effects of that sensation at this very moment. She was unbelievably beautiful and horrifying at the same time.  
 
    Calistia… The Queen… She was the cause of all of the suffering and strife of the whole male population, but I felt something else that I hadn’t expected when I looked at her. When the Queen stared down at her councilors and spoke to them, her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. To me, Calistia looked sad and burdened by the weight of some unknown or unseen load. In a way, her pale, thin face looked haunted even as she smiled and laughed with her councilors. Did the memory of Edmund haunt her, or was it something else? Plagued by what she’d done to the whole male population, maybe? I seriously doubted that… but it very well could be possible.  
 
    Suddenly, her forest-green eyes shifted from the aristocrat in front of her and settled on me. I sucked in a breath and froze in place as our gazes connected with an audible snap. Calistia stared at me for a long moment, and her expression shifted into pure confusion. She saw me… She saw me for what I was… I was a loose rat in her home, and she’d do anything to kill the pest. Did she know who I was? Or was I just another man in the sea of brutes that surrounded her in her day-to-day life?  
 
    The councilors around her continued walking and talking as if they hadn’t noticed the change within her. As she stared at me with wide eyes, her expression changed again, and I felt the rage pour off of her. Was it because she knew who I was? Sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and my heart hammered in my chest right as I reached for the staff strapped on my back. Then suddenly, Calistia’s deep-green eyes cleared, and she shook her head as if to brush off the sudden feeling that washed over her.  
 
    Without uttering a word in my direction, the Queen turned on her heels and took her rightful place at the head of the group. It felt as if we’d stared at each other for minutes, even hours, but I knew that only a few seconds had ticked past. Just looking at her, I felt so small and unwanted… but had she known who I was? Immediately, my first reaction was to reach for my weapon and attack while the Queen turned her back, but right as my hand tightened around the haft of my staff, the Queen glanced at me once over her shoulder with furrowed eyebrows. I felt her strength and power all around me as if I were choking in it.  
 
    For the longest time, I thought that Edony was the most potent aristocrats I’d met, but now that I’d been in the presence of the Queen, I knew that was very untrue. Calistia was powerful… more than just powerful, an unstoppable force like a hurricane or a tornado. If Calistia wanted to, she could step foot outside the third ring as my soldiers arrived and wipe them out with a single twitch of her hand. If she was this strong, why was she using other means, the Royal Honor Guard and overpowered super-soldiers, to get what she wanted? 
 
    “What do we do?” Valerie hissed. “Charles? Do we attack? Do we kill her right now and get it over and done with?”  
 
    “No.” I released my staff from my grip, turned, and pressed my back against the cold stone. “No… We can’t do that.”  
 
    “Why not?” the feline-woman asked. “She’s unsuspecting… She wouldn’t know we’re coming.”  
 
    “Because there’s only three of us,” I murmured. “And what? Twenty-five of them? Val, did you not feel how fucking strong she was? It feels like the air is on fire from her power… I feel like every breath I take is catching my organs aflame… If we challenged her here, even by surprise, we’d be dead within seconds. No, we have to continue with what we were doing and take on the Queen later.”  
 
    “Did you get a good look at her?” Daisy whispered, and her voice shook with palpable fear. “She was… She was…”  
 
    “Beautiful and terrifying,” I whispered. “Like a mighty tigress in the wild. I’ve never been in the presence of a woman so powerful in my life. When she looked at me, it was as if I were looking into the eyes of that dragon we fought… No, it was worse than that. Can you imagine a person so powerful that you can’t even fathom the amount of power they wield?”  
 
    “They say that she’s ageless,” Valerie breathed, stepped out from behind the column, and gazed up the sweeping staircase where Calistia had just disappeared. “Is that her power? Can that even be a power, or does she have something else hidden away in there?”  
 
    “We know what abilities she has,” I stated gravely. “She has the Soul Suckers… They take away the powers from other aristocrats and gift them to her. She probably has more abilities than any other woman in the world.”  
 
    “Then maybe we should augment everyone in the monster-women army?” the brunette innocently asked. “I mean, if we used all of the cores, we’d end up stronger than her at some point.”  
 
    “Half the point of battles is not to be stronger than your opponent,” I said darkly, stepped forward, and replaced my hands on top of the stone dogs’ heads. “But smarter and faster. If we can at least outsmart her, we have a chance at winning. Now, why don’t we be a little smarter and help ourselves to those blueprints?” 
 
    In one swift movement, I slammed both of my hands down on the heads of the stone statues, and they depressed with a low hissing sound. I held them there for a long moment and listened for anything in the distance, but right as I was about to pull my hands away, the double-doors swung inward with the low creak of automatic pistons. The wide stairwell was dark, and the dank smell of stagnant water assaulted my nose, but all three of us knew we have to go down there. I lifted both of my hands from the statues, offered them to my monster-women, and then the three of us descended down into the underbelly of the palace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    The smell of stagnant water filled my nostrils, and I felt as if I would choke, but we had to push past it. As I stepped down the first stair, I took one last backward glance at the grand hall and the space where my mother, the Queen, had just stood moments ago. I felt a strange combination of emotions hanging over my shoulders like a tattered cloak, and I certainly didn’t have the time to sort through them. She was almighty… all-powerful… but why did she look so sad and powerless? We’d learned her story and about her past, shouldn’t she be happy? Shouldn’t she be in revelry with her councilors and Queen’s helpers? When I’d thought about seeing her before, I imagined a giant statue of a woman with a persona of ice and stone, but that certainly wasn’t the woman I’d found.  
 
    As the three of us hurried down the wide stairs, and the door swung closed behind us with a vibrating creak, I couldn’t help but think that Calistia looked like a shadow of a person. She was the flimsy personification of the Queen, a façade she kept up with because she had to. Of course, I hadn’t challenged or spoken to her, so I had no idea how she would react in a dangerous situation, but all of this seemed a little too real to be unbelievable.  
 
    “It looks like once the stairs end,” Daisy whispered. “The only way to go is right. This must be the area where they held the scientists.” 
 
    “Held?” I barked and shook my head. “No, I bet that they’re still holding them here. Not just them, but the elven women Olette told us about.”  
 
    “It smells so bad down here,” Valerie murmured and plugged her nose with two fingers.  
 
    “It’s probably residual stagnant water from the canal,” I murmured. “Do you hear that in the distance? That’s the sound of the canal rushing underneath the ground and out into the third ring. There’s probably a duct directly underneath of the palace, and then it flows out into the rest of the city.”  
 
    It was dark and dank at the bottom of the stairs, and it almost reminded me of the images of dungeons in old books I’d seen. I’d half-expected the area where the scientists worked to be pristine and cleaned regularly, but it seemed that Calistia didn’t care about them as long as they continued to do the work for her. I made out the sounds of electrical grinders, welders, and other tools such as hammers and wrenches in the distance. It seemed that they were still hard at work, even this late at night, but I wasn’t surprised. Beatrix had told us that the Queen had them chained to their desks and equipment quite like the miners back in Valestia, though I was sure they were treated a bit better than those men.  
 
    Large lamps were affixed to the walls every few paces, and they glowed a harsh bluish color. The lights cast dark, shifting shadows across the cold stone walls, and it almost looked like the entire hall was haunted by the lost spirits of the scientists and elves who’d ultimately died here. In between each of the candelabras, thick metal doors were cut into the stones, and I guess that these were put here after the cells and bars were replaced. Jonathan had told me that there was a dungeon underneath the palace, and perhaps I hadn’t believed him at first, but I certainly did now.  
 
    Even Celty had mentioned it when she recalled her memories of being Calistia’s handmaiden. The robotic woman had even been locked in here for a long time before the King’s helpers had her brain extracted then reanimated. I wondered what it looked like so long ago, but I guessed it wasn’t much different than this. Each of the doors had a small pane of glass at about chest height, and when I peered into the first one, I could only make out the glow of a machine in the distance while sparks flew through the air. Against the bright light, a hunched woman's silhouette worked desperately at the machine, and then, she faltered as the welder fumbled out of her hands. Even more sparks flew through the air and a piercing scream vibrated through the thick metal.  
 
    I didn’t think, only moved, and immediately brought up my right boot in one swift movement. As I slammed it down on the point closest to the lock, the door exploded open, and the woman inside screamed again, but this time, out of surprise and fear instead of pain. I searched for a light switch on the wall to my right, but all I felt were the greasy, slick stones that kept her locked in.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” the woman pleaded. “I’m so sorry! I’m working as fast as I can, but my bandages need changing! Please, Councilor Margot, I’m sorry!”  
 
    She couldn’t see our faces, only our shadows in the dim light cast from the candelabra outside the doorway, and as I stepped closer, the poor woman cowered in fear. The scientist brought up both hands in front of her face, and as even more light leaked in from behind me, I saw her dirty, soot-streaked face. They hadn’t even given her any protective gear while using the welder. No gloves or goggles to protect her hands or eyes from stray pieces of metal.  
 
    How fucking cruel.  
 
    “We’re not here to hurt you,” I breathed. “I’m here to save you…”  
 
    When I stepped out of the way, the scientist lowered her shaky, injured hands, and peeked out at me behind thick, smudged glasses. Deep scars covered her cheeks’ soft flesh, and when her eyes met mine, I noticed the milky-white film covering her left one. She looked so young, barely over the age of twenty, and they’d already beaten her down so low… How could Calistia do such things? How could I even ask myself that question? I knew she did all of this willingly and didn’t care if she injured or killed any of these scientists as long as she got what she wanted from it.  
 
    “W-What?” the petite woman balked. “N-No, sorry. I have to continue working… Councilor Margot will be back soon, and if I d-don’t finish, I’ll be punished.”  
 
    She seemed completely out of it, catatonic even, and as she reached for the dropped welder, I grabbed her gently by the wrist and wrapped my hands around her own. The woman gasped loudly and shrunk in on herself before swiveling her feverish, frightened eyes back to my face. Her pale, cracked lips parted as if she were about to deny me again, but I couldn’t stop myself. I was overcome with emotions and dropped her hands, then wrapped my arms around her thin frame.  
 
    Inside of my stomach, the rage boiled and burned its way up to my chest, but I couldn’t let it out on this poor girl. For a moment, I held her tightly to my chest as if this Councilor Margot was here, in this very room, and I was the only one to protect her. This scientist was the first one we’d found, and she was in the worst state I’d ever seen. If there were more like her, I didn’t want to know what type of situations or conditions they were in. I had to save them… I had to protect them… I was the only one who could step up and do that.  
 
    When I dropped my arms from around her, the frail scientist stared up at me with wide eyes, and her mouth hung open in shock. With one shaking hand, she brushed her glasses up higher on her dirty nose and squinted at my features.  
 
    “What is your name?” I asked in a low, rumbling voice.  
 
    “Scientist 11436--” She spoke, but I interrupted her with a shake of my head.  
 
    “No,” I snapped. “Your name. Your real name.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” the scientist whispered and then lowered her head. “Babette Saint Claire… W-Who are you?”  
 
    “My name is Charles Rayburn,” I explained, turned away from her, and searched the room for any object to break the chain around her ankle. “I’m the leader of the New Order, and we’re here to rescue you.”  
 
    “W-Why?” the petite woman asked. “Why would you d-do that?”  
 
    “Because no one deserves to be treated like this,” I explained and finally took the welder from her hands. “You’re not a prisoner, and you certainly shouldn’t be treated as such. If I free you, I need you to do one thing for me.”  
 
    “I-I don’t think I can.” Babette shook her head. “I-I can’t escape. They’ll find me wherever I go, and… and… they’ll kill me for attempting to escape the Queen’s orders. I have to stay here.”  
 
    “No, you don’t,” I assured. “I have a whole army, and we can protect you as soon as I free the others. You don’t have to stay chained up like this for the rest of your life. Babette, listen. What makes you think that once you’ve finished all your projects for the Queen that she’ll let you go?”  
 
    “She promised…” the small blonde woman whispered. “She promised me that she’d let me go, and I can return to my family in Birskonn.”  
 
    I didn’t want to mention that Birskonn was practically empty, and we’d most likely transformed all of her family into monster-women. All I knew at this moment was that Babette’s life and safety were more important than anything else, and after we freed her, we’d release the rest of the scientists locked down here.  
 
    “That was a lie,” I breathed and held the welder loosely in my hands. “She’s not going to free you when you’re finished. She’s going to kill you… especially once my army arrives, and we start to attack the city. I’m going to cut you free now. Sit still for a second.”  
 
    Babette didn’t breathe a word, only held her thin arms close to her chest and scooted backward as I bent toward the chain wrapped around her ankle. I kicked on the welder in one swift movement, and the bright blue flames exploded out of the nozzle. I held it close to the metal chain until it glowed a bright red, and then I grabbed the chain a little higher up. I swung my arm backward and ripped the molten metal apart in one movement. As the droplets of melted metal fell to the floor, Babette whimpered and whined before stepping a few paces away. It was clear that she’d been burned more than just a few times, and the welder terrified her. It was a good thing we’d found her because she would never have to touch a machine like this for the rest of her life.  
 
    Before I could even utter her name, Daisy stepped forward and wrapped a tender hand around the scientist’s shoulders before aiming her toward the door. Right as the two of them reached it and Valerie lifted a hand to wipe the dust out of Babette’s hair, the petite scientist turned back toward me.  
 
    “What did you want from me?” the blonde woman asked. “You said if you freed me, there was something you needed.”  
 
    “Where are the blueprints for the super-soldiers?” I asked. “Which room are they in? We need to find and steal them before the Queen makes more of those horrible creatures.”  
 
    “I-I… I have no idea.” Babette shook her head, and her glasses nearly tumbled from her face. “You may want to try in Room 1B. That’s where a lot of the mechanical work happens. I was placed in there first, but the Queen’s helpers quickly realized that I’m not practiced with building and inventing machinery. There’s a scientist in that room… or at least, she was in there when I was, her name is Celeste Manchester. She’s probably the one you’ll want to talk to. She’s the lead scientist in that laboratory… Well, that was after the crazy-eyed redhead was brought in and subsequently broke out a few weeks later.”  
 
    “Beatrix.” I chuckled and shook my head. “Thank you, Babette.”  
 
    “You may want to stick with us,” Valerie soothed. “We’re going to break out the rest of the scientists while we look for the blueprints. You said that Councilor Margot was supposed to come to check on you? Are there no guards down here? Or do they come in shifts?”  
 
    “No, there are no guards at all down here.” Babette inclined her head, lifted a hand, and pushed her thick glasses up her nose. “From what I’ve learned from snippets of conversations, the guards aren’t allowed down here. This area is completely off-limits to everyone except the Queen and the Councilors, but we rarely see the Queen, only our direct supervisors. They come twice in the morning and twice in the evening, then never overnight. They give us our orders in the morning at seven a.m., and then after that, they just check-in to see if we’re doing our work.”  
 
    “When does the last check-in come?” I asked and immediately looked to my two monster-women.  
 
    If they were to come while we were down here, we’d have to kill them no matter what. We couldn’t take any prisoners or kidnap them to transform them into monster-women later. My army hadn’t reached the city yet, which ultimately meant that my machine was still being pulled down the road at the back of the caravan.  
 
    “Nine-thirty,” Babette replied with a small shiver. “If... If Councilor Margot doesn’t find me at my station, she’ll kill me. Please, we have to hurry. The eight bells just sounded, so that means we only have an hour and a half before all of the Councilors make their rounds.”  
 
    “Then let’s go,” I said and offered the tiny, terrified woman my hand. “We’ll free every scientist in this damn place before any of them arrive.”  
 
    The four of us hurried down the hall toward the next room but noticed no door attached to the stone wall. When we stepped inside, it looked as if the room hadn’t been inhabited for a long time, and most of the machinery within was destroyed. The metal sides of each machine were coated pitch-black with soot, and the others were thrown across the room from a massive explosion. There was only a single pod in the corner that was utterly untouched. In a way, it reminded me of the pod inside of the submersible that Beatrix built for Celty a long time ago.  
 
    “Charles…” Daisy breathed. “I think… I think this was the room where Beatrix was held. Look, there are jars on the shelves… These must’ve been where they kept the brains they wanted her to experiment on.”  
 
    Immediately, I turned toward Babette, and her single good eye swiveled around the room before it came to rest on me. The petite blonde woman pressed her thin, chapped lips together and then nodded once to signify what the bear-girl said was true.  
 
    “Yes,” Babette whispered. “This was the crazy redhead’s room. I saw them bring her in while Councilor Margot left my room open. She was screaming and kicking to get free, but the Councilors are too strong to fight against. Then… after that, some of us spoke to her through the ductwork, though my room is too far away for me to talk directly to her.”  
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “We have to find the others fast.”  
 
    I stepped out of the room, glanced down the corridor, and then moved closer to the next metal door. Before any of my women spoke a word, I gripped the door handle and opened it swiftly. Just like Babette, the woman in the room screamed out of shock and whipped around with a hammer held tightly in her fist. This woman looked a bit older, maybe in her mid-twenties with long, black hair tied back with a dingy red ribbon. Just like with the first scientist, her face was streaked with dirt, but her hands and face weren’t covered in horrid scars.  
 
    “Who are you?” the scientist nearly screamed.  
 
    “Charles Rayburn, leader of the New Order,” I forced out and crossed the room. “There’s no time to explain. Are you Celeste Manchester?”  
 
    “No, I’m Lydia Reeves.” the black-haired woman shook her head and lowered the hammer onto the desk in front of her. “She’s in the next room over. Please, how did you get down here? You can’t be in here, especially a man like you. They’ll kill you as soon as they find you. You have to leave.”  
 
    “I’m not afraid of the Councilors,” I laughed and then searched the room for anything to break the chains wrapped around her bare ankle. “I’m here to save you and the rest of the scientists. I, especially, need to find Celeste Manchester.”  
 
    “What do you need from the lead scientist?” the woman asked in a low, grumbling voice and drew back when I came near.  
 
    “We need to find the blueprints for the super-soldiers,” I explained and then glanced over my shoulder toward Daisy. “There isn’t anything in here we can use to break the chains. Can you help?”  
 
    “No problem.” Daisy smiled, stepped forward, and then knelt beside the black-haired scientist. “This isn’t going to hurt, but it might pinch, so please, let me know if you feel any discomfort.”  
 
    The brunette grabbed the circular cuff around the scientist’s ankle, gripped it between both hands, and then snapped her wrists outward. The metal screamed in protest and bent for a second before it exploded into two pieces then clattered to the ground. The scientist froze for a second with her eyes closed, and then suddenly, she exhaled loudly and took a defiant step forward. As the four of us watched, the second scientist moved toward the open doorway and then stepped through with her shoulders thrown back. When she glanced at us over her shoulders, tears welled in the corners of her eyes and then coursed down her round cheeks in rivulets.  
 
    “Thank you,” the scientist sniffled. “Thank you… so much. I’m finally free… I-I… I’m free!”  
 
    “We are.” Babette nodded and held her injured hands to her chest. “We don’t have to suffer in silence anymore.”  
 
    “Let’s go get the others,” I ordered. “How many more are down here?” Do you know?”  
 
    “There’s supposed to be ten of us,” Lydia explained. “I worked closely with Celeste for a few months before Councilor Dawes put me on electrical work and moved me to a different room. I think currently there’s only five of us doing the work of the usual ten…”  
 
    “What happened to the other five?” I barked, and Lydia’s hazel eyes fell to the stone floor at her feet. “Ah, I see…”  
 
    “We had another,” the black-haired woman went on. “But she broke out and escaped. We all were so happy for her, but… I think most of all, we were jealous of her freedom. She destroyed the wall between our laboratories, and they had to hastily construct a new one before I realized I could escape, too. Scientists stop being useful to the Queen after a certain point, then they move you on to welding, which is the easiest of the tasks. They leave you on that for a few weeks until you’re too weak, tired, and cut up to be used for real work. I can see… that our other new friend is one of those. By now, they’ve probably scouted another scientist to replace her and are just waiting for the day to receive orders to execute her. Come with me. Celeste is in the next room over.”  
 
    We quickly followed after Lydia, and I made sure to keep Babette close to my side. From the glossy look in her single good eye, the news the other scientist gave us haunted her. If we hadn’t come, she would’ve stayed in that horrible room, welding useless pieces of metal until the Queen finally decided she didn’t need her anymore. Then, she would’ve been killed and replaced hours later with another, more capable scientist, but what happened after that? Would another one of the scientists be moved to the welder room? How long had this vicious cycle continued before we arrived to put a stop to it? 
 
    The bright light illuminated the glass window of Celeste’s door, and I pushed toward it with all of my might. We only had three more scientists to rescue, and the next one probably had the blueprints in the laboratory with her. I grabbed the door handle and twisted it in a single movement before slamming my shoulder against it. The door opened with a loud groan, and I glanced around for any signs of the woman the others told us about.  
 
    I sucked in a lungful of air and then spun in place as I took in all of the machinery in the room. There wasn’t much space to move because all of it was filled with the colossal super-soldiers we’d seen earlier. These looked unfinished, though, because they didn’t have the dome-shaped helmet and the reanimated brain underneath it. All of them were lined up one after the other, and only a small aisle of space was left in between them. As we stepped through it, I finally spied the woman we were looking for.  
 
    The tall, neon-blue-haired woman stood at a table with her back turned to us, and she leaned over her project intently. Her long, thin fingers worked diligently at what looked to be a circuit board, and she gingerly grabbed a tiny screwdriver from the tabletop.  
 
    This room was entirely different from the rest. Its white walls and tiled floors were spotless, and even the desks and tables shined in the overhead lights. I wondered for a moment the last room we’d been in looked like this before Beatrix and Celty destroyed it. I stepped even closer and glanced around all of the machinery that I vaguely recognized and saw a few that I did not. Everything in this space was exceptionally hi-tech compared to the laboratory back at my manor or even the one inside Beatrix’s submersible. I wondered if this woman, Celeste, had built it all or one of her predecessors had.  
 
    “Celeste?” Lydia whispered, pressed her clasped hands to her chest, and brushed past me. “It’s me, Celeste. It’s me, Lydia. Do you remember me? We worked together for a little while.”  
 
    “Lih-di-ya?” the woman at the desk repeated with her back still turned to us. “Lyyyy-d-ia. Hmmm, it rings a bell.”  
 
    Her voice was high-pitched and sounded as if she weren’t really here with us but dreaming instead. When she turned to stare at our group, her muddy brown eyes were glossy and shimmered with a distant light. For a moment, her pale, gaunt face looked serene, and then immediately after, the expression shattered. Her large, almond-shaped eyes wrinkled at the corners as her entire face pinched into a mask of horror and agony. 
 
    “Lydia!” Celeste gasped and reached her shaking hands toward the dark-haired scientist. “I thought you were dead… I thought they’d killed you.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” the other scientist breathed and shook her head. “You talk to me through the ducts almost every day!”  
 
    “I thought…” The blue-haired woman sobbed, and her entire body shook with tremors. “I thought you were dead, and I merely heard your voice because I’d finally gone crazy.”  
 
    The two women collided into a tight embrace, and without hesitation, I brought my arm around Babette. The petite woman hadn’t had this connection with any of the other scientists, but I needed her to know that we were here now, and we were her new family.  
 
    “I’m so glad to see you after so long,” the blonde woman whispered. “It’s been so long, and I was worried about you. I heard through the vents how Councilor Vetra spoke to you… I thought you were close to breaking, and I hoped that wouldn’t happen.”  
 
    Lydia loosened her grip on the taller woman, and Celeste held her at arm’s length for a moment. The tears dripping down her thin face glistened against the harsh overhead lights, and finally, she noticed the rest of us over her close friend’s shoulders.  
 
    “Who are these people, Lydia?” the blue-haired scientist whispered. “Wait… How did you get out?”  
 
    “This is Charles Rayburn,” Babette spoke up and stepped forward. “He’s the leader of the New Order, and they’re freeing us. His army is on their way here, and they’re going to kill the Queen.”  
 
    “You are?” Celeste gasped.  
 
    “I never explicitly said it to any of you.” I chuckled. “But yes, that’s the plan. We came here for the blueprints for the super-soldiers and to free all of the prisoner scientists. We need the blue-prints for our friends who happen to be reanimated brains. Do you have them? It looks like you’ve been the primary one working on them.”  
 
    “Yes,” the blue-haired scientist breathed, stepped back toward the desk, and searched through the drawers. “I have them…”  
 
    Celeste stepped forward with the large parchment scrolls held tightly to her chest, and then she took a long, shaky breath. Surprisingly enough, the blue-haired woman smiled up at me, and a light blush crossed her thin cheeks.  
 
    “It’s kind of funny…” Celeste murmured and came closer.  
 
    “What is?” I asked, tilted my head, and examined her closely.  
 
    “Councilor Vetra told me something a long time ago shortly after they brought me here,” the blue-haired woman stated and stroked the parchment lovingly with the back of her thumb. “She said that someday, someone would come to steal the blueprints, and I had to protect them… even with my life, but I’ve realized something while locked in these four walls.”  
 
    “What is that?” I probed.  
 
    “My life is far more important than a few scraps of paper,” Celeste growled and offered me the bundles. “My destiny is not to live and die inside of this horrible room… You’re a friend of Beatrix, aren’t you?”  
 
    “We are.” I nodded.  
 
    “Then you must know the desperados, too.” The blue-haired woman smiled. “We heard so many stories about them… I wish I could’ve met them…”  
 
    “And you will.” I nodded. “They’re part of my army, and soon, once we get you out of this place, you’ll join them. Now, we should find the rest of the scientists before any of the Councilors show up.”  
 
    I turned on my heels and moved to exit the room with the parchment scrolls held tightly to my chest, but right as I stepped forward, Celeste’s voice echoed around the tight space.  
 
    “There’s something else you should see…” the scientist breathed, came closer, and gripped me by the wrist. “I wish I could help them, but… I’m trapped in here, too…”  
 
    “What?” I breathed. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “When Beatrix blew up the next room, they moved them in here with me…” the blue-haired woman bleated and started crying again. “I… I need you to help them because I never could. Please, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    As the blue-haired scientist tugged me toward her desk, I noticed another path through the super-soldiers. It led to a second door, but this one didn’t have a door, but instead a metal plate with holes drilled through it. A familiar scent hit me like a wall, lush plants, wet dirt, and the faint bouquet of wild hibiscus flowers. It was a smell I often associated with the beautiful Olette. Celeste dropped her hand from mine and drew back while I moved closer to the familiar scent.  
 
    When I finally reached the door, I looped my fingers through the holes in the small window and peered through into the darkness. All I could make out in the distance were medical beds and silhouettes on top of them. The frigid air blowing out of the room immediately brought back memories of something Olette had once said.  
 
    “They’d have to keep them in a sedated state,” I whispered. “Forest elves fall dormant in the cold…”  
 
    Silence wrapped me in its arms as I listened to the soft in and out of the women inside breathing. My heart sank, and I knew all of Olette’s fears were confirmed. The Queen may have stumbled upon the elves by accident or even saved the last one the King’s helpers kept captive, but she was repeating all of the past mistakes… They were most likely unconscious because of the cold but probably tortured throughout that. How many times had their blood been extracted? What else had they done to them? Right as I reached for the doorknob, a low, wavering voice echoed through the darkened room, and shivers rocketed up my spine like a ghostly caress.  
 
    “H… He… Help…” the grave voice cried. “Help… help us… puh… please… We’re a… alive… please…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    How many were in there? I couldn’t see through the grate, and the only thing visible in the dim light were the metal tables they rested upon. My heart hammered in my chest, and the hands wrapped through the cold metal barrier sweated. These were Olette’s daughters… and the Queen had stolen them from their rightful home in the desert. Jonathan may have told me that she stumbled upon them by accident, but this… this certainly wasn’t an accident. These elven women were clearly held against their will and used in horrid experiments. What had they done to them? Had the Queen’s helpers only extracted their blood, or had they done things far worse than that? 
 
    There was no sign of a doorknob or even a keyhole to unlock when I glanced at the door. Affixed to the wall to the left was a small screen, and when I tapped it with my index finger, it lit up instantly. The screen opened up and revealed a set of keys with numbers printed across each. I turned and glanced at my women and the scientists behind me. My eyes shifted to Celeste to see if she knew the passcode, but the blue-haired scientist shook her head sadly. It seemed that only the Councilors moved in and out of this room, so we’d have to find another way in. Immediately, my gaze flicked to Daisy, and I didn’t have to breathe a word as the brunette stepped forward surely.  
 
    The bear-girl lifted her arms over her head, knit her fingers together, and then stretched with a low groan. Then the brunette twisted her neck until it cracked once, and she came forward to scrutinize the door. She seemed to study it for a moment, pressed her lips together, and then furrowed her eyebrows. 
 
    “I can’t bust it in,” the bear-girl said. “I don’t want to send it flying, and have it accidentally hit one of them, but I could certainly try to tear it off.”  
 
    “Do it,” I urged with a nod. “Do it now.” 
 
    The bear-girl brushed off her hands, squinted up at the door jam, and then interlaced her fingers through the metal grate. She bent her knees and gripped onto the small crack underneath the door. Though it was a struggle because of her height, she still managed to grab hold of it and then pulled with all of her strength. Instantly, the metal groaned and screamed in protest, but it didn’t budge. In the reflection of the metal, Daisy’s face tensed, and her lips pulled back against her slightly pointed teeth. The brunette paused for half a second and then yanked backward with all of her might, but nothing happened.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Daisy let go of the places she gripped, glanced over the metal surface, and then settled her golden gaze on the grate at the top of the door. With a low shrug, the bear-girl brought up her right hand, gripped the metal, and then ripped it back as if she were tearing apart a piece of flimsy parchment. The sound that immediately came after echoed around the room, and the scientists clapped their hands over their ears. The grate came free, and Daisy let go of it before it clattered to the floor with an explosive jangle. I moved forward, gripped the bear-girl by the hips, and gave her a boost up through the door. Her boots clattered against the tile floor on the other side, and her voice exploded out from the small window.  
 
    “I need everyone to stand back,” the bear-girl shouted for us to hear. “I’m going to kick the door out, but I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I grabbed Valerie by the wrist, wrapped my other arm around Babette, and ushered Lydia and Celeste to the wall beside the door. After the two women hustled over, we pressed our backs to the cold stone, and I leaned my head back to shout to the brunette.  
 
    “We’re ready!” I roared, and seconds later, a loud crack echoed through the large laboratory.  
 
    The door blasted outward, bent from the force of Daisy’s kick, and then flew through the air. It spun twice, flipped, and then slammed into the side of one of the super-suits. The massive body wobbled for a second, and I held my breath as it moved a little too far to the right. With a rumbling crash, the super-soldier fell into the one beside it, and I watched in horror as it took out almost the entire row of mechanical men. Daisy stepped out of the room and brushed off her hands with a distant smile. Her glowing golden eyes met mine, and she shrugged nonchalantly.  
 
    “See?” The bear-girl laughed. “That’s why I told you to stand back. Can you imagine what it would’ve been like if it’d hit a human? You’d probably be cut in half or something.”  
 
    “Let’s not worry about that right now,” I barked, then turned toward Valerie and Celeste. “Do you know where the other two scientists are?”  
 
    “Yes.” The blue-haired woman nodded. “They should be in the next room over. They’re the only pair of partners we currently have. They primarily work on the reanimated brains.”  
 
    “Okay,” I murmured. “I need the two of you to go, find them, and free them. We’re going to get the elven women out of here.”  
 
    “Don’t you need our help, Charles?” Valerie asked and jumped from foot to foot anxiously.  
 
    “Yes,” I said but shook my head. “But we can do it on our own easily. We need to get everyone out before the clock strikes nine-thirty, and the Councilors make their rounds. We absolutely cannot get caught. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Of course.” Valerie nodded and then turned toward Celeste. “Let’s go free those other scientists!”  
 
    The two women turned and climbed over the fallen super-soldiers before disappearing from the room. When I turned back to Babette and Lydia, the two women looked at me for their next instructions. With a jerk of my head, the three of us followed Daisy back into the room, and I finally got a good look at what was inside. As soon as we moved past the threshold, the lights overhead flickered on, and chills raced up my spine. The room was freezing, and frigid air blasted out of vents overhead. Daisy stood at the far wall and examined a panel of buttons and levers. The bear-girl squinted her eyes, clicked her tongue, and then curled her right hand into a fist.  
 
    As soon as her hand smashed against the metal panel, a loud bang sounded from overhead, and the flow of air ceased. My eyes then flicked to the five women strapped to the medical tables directly in the middle of the room. Three of them resembled Olette’s kind with the greenish skin, dark green hair, and large, soft eyes that reminded me of a doe’s. The other two were similar in ways, but their features were totally different. The most striking woman was on the table to the right, and her elongated features reminded me of the ethereal faces of the gods I’d seen depicted in books.  
 
    Her long hair was pin-straight and utterly colorless except for a few stray wefts that were bright, snow-white. Her catatonic eyes stared up at the metal ceiling with a glossiness that reminded me of the dead. The deep moss-green color of her mesmerizing eyes looked devoid of all life, but as the room started to warm up a bit, she blinked once. Her plump, pale lips parted, and she sat up with a roaring breath. Her colorless hair shifted around her bare shoulders, and her perfectly shaped, pert breasts bounced a single time. When the woman turned to me, I noticed a strange tattoo-like symbol scrawled across her forehead, and from across the room, Daisy gasped loudly.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” the brunette whispered. “Oh, science.”  
 
    The pale elven woman aimed her beautiful green eyes in my direction and tilted her head curiously before cupping her long, thin limbs around her naked body. As the pale, lean woman collected herself, my eyes swiveled to the second woman lying on the table beside her. This elven woman’s hair was dark gray, but her skin was a lighter shade of that. When her large, snake-like eyes snapped open, I saw the crimson streaks within her irises. Unlike the other elf, her hair was wild and unkempt, with intricate knots threaded through the wefts throughout.  
 
    Her face was a bit smaller than the pale elf’s, and her cheeks were full and round, almost like a doll’s. When she whipped her head in my direction, her crimson eyes stared at me curiously, and a mischievous grin spread over her features. She was a lot smaller than the thin woman beside her, and as she scooted to the edge of the examination table, she perched on the end like a gargoyle on a tower.  
 
    “Holy hell,” Daisy breathed, pressed her hands to her chest, and backed away until she bumped into the far wall. “This… Oh, science… this…”  
 
    “Spit it out, Daisy,” I urged. “What is it?”  
 
    The bear-girl didn’t have time to speak as the tall, lanky woman stood from the metal table, wobbled for a moment, and then took a single assured step toward me. The tall elven woman examined me with interest and then tilted her head before she parted her plump lips to speak. 
 
    “She’s a High Elf…” the bear-girl whispered.  
 
    “Thank you for freeing us,” the tall but beautiful elf said. “But I must ask you one question…”  
 
    “Yes?” I gulped.  
 
    “Why did they lock me here with my mortal enemy?” the pale elven woman asked.  
 
    “Oh!” the gray-haired elf shouted and threw back her head. “I didn’t even get the chance to thank the man for saving us, and you’re already going in on me!” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked, and immediately, Daisy stepped up beside me.  
 
    “I believe that the grey-skinned elf is a Drow,” the brunette said. “Formally known as a Dark Elf.”  
 
    “And?” I whispered. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “High Elves and Drows are mortal enemies,” the bear-girl explained. “They hate each other more than any other species of elves.” 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed. “Well, that explains some things.” 
 
    “Only speak when you’re spoken to, dirty drow,” the pale woman snapped and glanced over her shoulder. “I’m sure this human doesn’t wish to speak to someone as disgusting as you.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s it!” the grey-haired elf screamed. “Millicent, I’m so tired of listening to your sleep talk, and now that we’re finally awake, I can finally give you a piece of my mind.”  
 
    “Can you please get us out of here?” one of the elven women asked and jumped from the table before stretching her arms over her head.  
 
    “I thought they were only testing on forest elves…” I whispered. “We guessed they used a few other species in their tests, but…”  
 
    “What?” Inasa barked and whipped her head in my direction. “Ohhhh, so the drows aren’t good enough for ya, are we? Is that what you’re saying, human? I’ll have you know that the drow population is one of the strongest and wittiest out of all the types of elves!”  
 
    “They should’ve exterminated you as soon as they caught you--” the High Elf chuckled, but I cut her off. 
 
    “Enough!” I roared. “I don’t care about the issues between the two of you. I’m here to save you and take you back to my army. If you want to continue your squabble, that’s entirely up to you. We’ll leave you here to reap the repercussions with the Councilors. If the rest of us waste any more time, the Councilors will come, and we’ll be caught. Do you really want to spend the rest of your lives strapped to tables and have your blood extracted every single day? Do you want that? Either of you?”  
 
    “I certainly don’t,” the third forest elf spoke up and hurried to my side. “Can we get out of here?”  
 
    “Fine,” Isana grumbled, crossed her arms over her small chest, and shrugged. 
 
    “Now, let’s go,” I barked. “We got what we came for, and now we must escape before anyone notices all of you are gone.”  
 
    I turned on my heels and quickly moved from the cold room into the next. The nine of us clambered over the fallen super-soldiers, and I glanced down the corridor toward the last door. Thankfully it was open, and right before I headed for it, Valerie, Celeste, and the two other scientists hurried out. The ash-blonde’s blue eyes were wide, and a wicked grin spread over her stunning features. I knew Valerie pretty well, and from her expression, it told me that she’d done something devilishly mischievous with the help of the other two scientists.  
 
    “Run!” Valerie screamed. “Go! Go! Go! It’s gonna bloooooow!”  
 
    Seconds later, three super-soldiers exploded out of the room they’d just emerged from, and my heart immediately slammed into overdrive. It beat so hard that for a second, I thought it would explode out of my chest and bounce along the hall in front of us. The sounds of the giant mech suits echoed behind us, but the sound of my breathing was so loud in my ears, it almost drowned all of it out.  
 
    “What?” I balked, but the feline-woman shook her head and slammed her hands into the middle of my back. “Valerie! What the hell? Why are they after us?”  
 
    “They’re not!” The feline-woman giggled. “Maryanne and Rosie hotwired them to come with us! We’re steeeeaaaaling them!”  
 
    “But I already have a super-soldier back with Josephine!” I protested. “I don’t need any more! We can’t take them with us!”  
 
    “Noooo!” the feline-woman cried. “We have to! That one was far too beaten up, and what better way to escape the palace than to use the Queen’s own inventions against her! Come on, Charles! It’s our battle against Calistia! Live a little!” 
 
    “But,” I screamed over the noise. “You said it was going to blow? What are you talking about? The super-soldiers?”  
 
    “No!” the ash-blonde cackled. “The boooomb!”  
 
    “Bomb?” I roared and whipped my head over my shoulder.  
 
    Our entire group broke out into a run, and the sound of our boots echoed down the long, dark hall, but the sound of the super-soldiers running behind us was far louder. When we reached the stairwell, and the mechanical creatures shouldered their way up the stairs, I turned to look back once. Bright orange light glowed in the doorway of the end of the hall, and from the strange shapes it cast against the stone, I guessed that something inside the room was already on fire.  
 
    Instantly, I turned and hustled up the dark stairwell after everyone, and with a loud, mechanical groan, one of the super-soldiers ripped back its massive arm. The being’s fist closed, and it slammed directly in the middle of the wooden double doors with a resounding crack.  
 
    The wood shattered into hundreds of pieces and flew through the air like blunt projectiles, but we ignored it and pushed forward into the grand hall. As my boots clattered against the polished stone, I whipped my gaze around the room and noticed the four women on their way down the sweeping staircase. They spoke silently to each other for a moment until the first one paused and settled her gaze on us.  
 
    “Intruders!” her voice screamed and cracked on the last syllable. “T-The scientists! The scientists are escap--” 
 
    “You daft cow,” Inasa’s voice sounded from beside me, but as soon as I moved to glance over at her, the drow was gone in a flash of grey.  
 
    As we skidded around the corner and headed for the entrance into the palace, an agonized scream echoed through the grand hall. A resounding crack and subsequential squelch reached our ears. When I turned to look, blood poured down the stairwell, and the Councilor who’d spoken laid broken on top of them. The drow’s hands were blurs through the air as she tore into the aristocrat’s abdomen and ripped out the pinkish intestines. The two Councilors on either side of the gray elf stared down at her in horror while frozen to the spot.  
 
    Isana raised her head, snarled at the two women, and then braced her strong legs against the stair she stood on. In a single movement, she shot up into the air, spun once, and then kicked off one of the columns. In a manner of seconds, the drow landed in front of us with an echoing cackle and took off through the entryway toward the massive arch.  
 
    “Three, two,” Valerie counted off and kept her sparkling blue eyes on the two Councilors who’d finally regained control of their bodies. “One!” 
 
    For a few seconds, I didn’t know what happened. A deafening explosion resounded around the room, and a cloud of dust obscured everything but the massive chandelier above from view. Stone cracked and crunched, then the floor under my boots rumbled. As our group burst out of the entryway, I took one more backward glance over my shoulder. Both of the Councilors had disappeared, and only smears of blood remained where they’d once stood. More than half of the enormous stairwell had collapsed in on itself from the detonation below.  
 
    Stones crumbled from above and fell into the gaping chasm below while the chandelier shook with more tremors. I wondered what Valerie and the other scientists had done to create an explosion like that, but I had no time to ask. I pumped my arms out at my side and tore toward the front gate. I held the scrolls tightly in my fist, and a bit of the parchment crumpled, but I didn’t care. We had the blueprints for the super-soldiers, and we’d saved not only the scientists but the elven women, too. I almost couldn’t wait until my army and monster-women arrived because then I could reunite Olette with her daughters.  
 
    Though, I had to admit I was curious about the other two elven women. The tall, lanky one with the colorless hair was a High Elf, which I assumed was one of the species' strongest and smartest. The other with the darker features and hair called herself a drow, and though I’d heard that before, I didn’t exactly know what it meant. Isana raced alongside me and cackled wickedly the entire time. In a way, the petite, gray-haired woman reminded me a lot of Valerie.  
 
    As we ran, the palace’s gate came closer and closer, along with the two guards we interacted with earlier. They raced out of the guard’s station with their swords in hand, but Daisy let out a peal of laughter and broke from our ranks. To my surprise, the bear-girl dropped low to the ground and dragged her fingertips along the cobblestones. Her golden eyes were intent on both of the guards, then shifted to the path in between them. 
 
    The bear-girl tucked in her arms and legs, then rolled across the road and picked up speed. Right as she was about to roll right past them, both guards lifted their swords, but it was too late. The brunette unfurled herself, stretched her clasped hands over her head, and then smashed them down onto the cobblestones in between her spread thighs. The ground detonated just like before in the grand hall, and the brunette flew through the air with practiced ease. Her legs and arms pressed tightly to her sides, but right as she was about to slam into the cobblestones, she tucked her body once more. Daisy rolled through our mass, jumped to our feet, and then tapped my shoulder lightly.  
 
    We had no time to waste, so we burst through the settled dust, and I lowered my gaze in search of the guards that’d just been there. Even in the dim light, I spied the smatters of blood and bits of gore smeared across the broken stones beneath my feet. I’d gotten so used to seeing such things as this that my stomach barely gurgled in protest.  
 
    Our group raced through the gate with the three super-soldiers at our heels, and I searched through the market area in the distance below. Most of the capital was aglow with bright candlelight and streetlamps, but the only dark area was where the Harlots had taken over. The Queen and her helpers had most likely cut off not only electricity but also water to the site, not that it mattered then. Their position was close to the canal, so they had water, food, and places to bathe.  
 
    As my women continued down the hill into the second ring, someone inside my body tugged me backward. I slowed my feet, stood with my back to the city for a moment, and then half-turned back toward the palace. For some reason, I felt compelled to do this, as if the third ring wouldn’t allow me to leave unless I did. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for or why I needed to look, but I scrutinized every inch of the city for a few passing seconds… then I saw her.  
 
    At the utmost top of the spires and out on an expansive balcony, the Queen, Calisitia stood and glared down at me. Her hands clutched at the stone railing in front of her, but she didn’t move and certainly didn’t call out to me. Even with such a great distance between us, our eyes connected and a chill rocketed through my entire body… I had no way of knowing if she knew who I was or why I was here, but she certainly knew I was the man who’d invaded her city. She’d tried to kill my Harlots and thwart my soldiers, what else would she do? There was no way she would simply stand by and allow this to happen; I was confident that there was more to come. The Queen wasn’t the type of woman you could steal from and just get away with it.  
 
    “Charles?” Valerie cried, slowed her run, and gestured for me to follow. “Come on! The guards are probably coming! We need to get out of here before they arrive.”  
 
    “I know.” I nodded, lifted my chin, and aimed my eyes back up to my mother, then shouted up to her. “It gives me strength to have someone to fight for! Is that why you are so weak, Calistia?” 
 
    “Charles!” Daisy gasped. “Don’t provoke her! We’re out in the open!” 
 
     “I cannot fight for myself!” I roared to the Queen above and slammed my fist to my chest. “But for others, like the brutes you’ve tortured for hundreds of years, I can kill, and I will! Starting with you, Calistia!”  
 
    She stared down at me for an exceedingly long moment, and in the distance, the guards’ pounding boots reached my ears. I thought she wouldn’t speak to us, but right as I turned to flee, her terrifying voice called down to me.  
 
    “A soul needs a purpose to live, doesn’t it, brute?” Calistia tittered. “Once I made it my purpose to kill every brute within the capital, I finally felt alive. I wonder, when I kill you and your followers, how will I feel? Even more alive than I do now? My soul is ageless and all-powerful, vermin-trash. Your grubby brute hands will not touch me without being scourged. Scurry back to your hole now… I’ll find you soon enough.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Charles!” Daisy screamed, raced back to me, and tore me away from the Queen above. “We have to go! The guards are coming, and I don’t think we could hold them off on our own!”  
 
    I swiveled my head away and broke the intense eye-contact between my mother and I. We’d spoken to each other… She’d directed her voice at me, and I’d heard her for the first time in my life. It wasn’t an actual conversation, but nothing more than two enemies hurling insults at each other. Why hadn’t she reacted? Why hadn’t she attacked? You would think that if she saw the group who stormed her palace, destroyed part of her lab, and then stole some of her super-soldiers, her first reaction would be to destroy us. Why hadn’t she? Was there something that we didn’t know, or something she’d already planned?  
 
    I may not have known my mother personally, but I’d heard thousands of stories and seen what Queen Calistia could do. When she couldn’t take down the Harlots in the market area, she’d sent out soldiers and scouts to destroy the bridge to prevent the rest of the army from arriving. What did she have planned? Could I prevent it, or could I even stop it? I had no way of knowing what was going through her head, but I could guess that none of it was good. The fact that she wasn’t attacking made me more nervous than if she had.  
 
    I didn’t have time to deduce why Calistia hadn’t attacked us the moment she laid eyes on us while we raced through the gate. The guards were hot on our heels, and we needed to reach the destroyed market area before they caught up to us. Our group tore down the steep hill, but there weren’t a lot of aristocrats out and about, and those who were seemed to have just come from the pubs. They stumbled toward their townhomes with their consorts in tow and barely paid us any mind. Their glossy eyes swiveled to us for a few seconds, and a few even smiled drunkenly in our direction, but other than that, they must’ve thought we were some inebriation-induced illusion.  
 
    My lungs burned, and my muscles ached in protest while we ran, but we couldn’t stop. The guards were right behind us, and if we paused for even a moment, they’d be caught or, worse, killed on the spot. I kept to the front of the group with the super-soldiers directly behind me, and the rest of our group fanned out behind them. The High Elf ran languidly on her long, willowy legs while the Drow kept herself low to the ground and cackled like a madwoman with her arms held out in front of her. The Forest Elves ran in between the two, and from the looks in their wide, golden eyes, it was clear that the three of them didn’t understand or trust the foreign elven women. 
 
    Daisy and Valerie took up the back with the five scientists, and my two monster-women supported them when they stumbled. From their pained and exhausted faces, it was clear to me that locked in the dungeon, they hadn’t had a moment of rest. They were hounded by the Councilors and, on occasion, the Queen. I had so many questions I wanted to ask them but now was certainly not the time. As we blasted through the second ring and headed straight for the bridge into the first, a loud sound blasted through the air.  
 
    My pounding feet screeched to a halt, and I turned for half a second to stare back at the high walls that shielded the palace from view. It sounded almost like the blaring of horns, but the tune was a little off, almost as if it were electrical instead of naturally made. Instantly I knew that all of us, not just my group, but the Harlots inside the marketplace were in grave danger. Not only from the guards pursuing us but from something much, much worse. I immediately whipped around and slammed forward across the cobblestones toward the darkened bridge. When we almost reached it, the guards we’d encountered earlier hustled out into the middle of the road.  
 
    The two armored women lifted their hands in front of them in offensive stances, but did they think they could stop us? We’d stolen three super-soldiers, for science’s sake. We could probably plow right through them without even a dent. Right as we were about to engage them, the three mechanical soldiers paused and stepped forward. The bright sensor shining out of the metal helmets shined on the cobblestones for a second and then finally rested on the two guards. The women’s faces paled in the darkness, and their mouths dropped open before they took a cautious step backward.  
 
    It was so strange to see the aristocrats receive a taste of their own medicine. I wasn’t sure how the scientists had forced the super-soldiers to shift to our side, but watching them clank forward made goosebumps vibrate across my flesh. Their shiny silver plates reflected off of the streetlamps, and as they moved, they created something like an arrow shape. The lead super-soldier uttered a low beeping sound, and then the robotic voice I recognized from earlier lifted into the air.  
 
    “Threat detected,” the synthesized voice boomed. “Eradication is imminent. There is no use in running.”  
 
    All three super-soldiers lifted their left hands into the air in slow motion, and as time almost came to a stop, the palms of their hands opened up. From my position, I couldn’t see what they were holding or what they were doing, but without a moment’s hesitation, the two guards screamed in horror. Both women backpedaled down the bridge to the other side, but it was too late.  
 
    A sudden scent burnt the insides of my nose, and I could only describe it as the smell of the ozone burning off the molecules in the air. Sizzling rays of royal purple, navy blue, and neon orange blasted out of the super-soldiers’ palms and flowed toward the two guards like the motion of a whipping snake. As it slammed into the two of them, it thrashed around like a whirlpool until they were entirely cocooned in the strange undulating colors. Their screams were muffled by the thick film surrounding them, but as I watched, my stomach began to twist and turn.  
 
    Their pale exposed skin began to darken at first, and then, fat, bulbous bubbles rose from underneath. When they exploded with a burst of pus and ooze, the guards threw back their heads and roared in agony. One of the women ripped off her helmet, but as she did, the skin of her face and scalp tore away with it, leaving her pale white skull exposed. The whites of her eyes were streaked red with strain, and her mouth hung open abnormally wide as she screamed. As more and more boils and burns popped up over their skin and exposed faces, the super-soldiers stepped closer.  
 
    The surging colors seemed to fry them from the inside out, and as even more of their boils popped like cooking chicken, the super-soldiers finally lowered their hands. With a single snap and the crackle of the electricity, the brilliant colors flowed back to the giant, mechanical men. Since the strange surge of power no longer illuminated them, the two guards collapsed to the ground with low gargles and groans of pain. We couldn’t waste any more time, and I was the first to step toward them.  
 
    I almost didn’t believe my eyes when I hurried past and glanced down at the crumpled heaps that used to be the guards. The women’s sturdy, meaty bodies looked as if they were turned to a gelatinous soup and oozed out onto the dark, dirty cobblestones. What remained of their faces were solidified into masks of pain and agony, but the thing that haunted me that most were their eyes. The organs seemed to be the only things left untouched, and as we brushed past, their brilliant, agonized eyes followed our movement. They pleaded with us to kill them, to end their misery right now, but… the sadistic part of me wanted them to suffer.  
 
    These women chose this path and stuck with it for the entirety of their lives. They’d sided with the Queen since their birth, and now, it was their turn to pay the price for being born the wrong sex. How many men died solely because they were born and unwanted? Hell, the moment I came out of my mother, she tried to kill me. Thankfully, she’d stopped herself seconds before my new life ended, but how many others hadn’t been given that kindness? How many graves were filled with the corpses of newborn boys? This was my wrath… my vengeance for all of the wrongs that’d been done over the last two-hundred years, and before long, I would stand face to face with my mother to exact my revenge.  
 
    We pounded down the other side of the bridge, and I took a single backward glance over my shoulder. In the darkness, I spotted the mass of soldiers as they pounded down the slope toward the third ring, but would they pause to aid their fallen sisters, or would they do what I hadn’t done and put them out of their misery? When we reached the other side of the bridge, and the rest of my group broke off toward the destroyed marketplace, I finally turned back.  
 
    The group of ten soldiers slowed to a stop at the end of the bridge and finally found the presents we’d left them. They slowed to a halt, and then the group leader lowered herself closer to her dying sisters. The woman’s gloved hands reached out and stroked the deformed woman’s face with such tender kindness. My stomach lurked, and my hands curled into fists at my sides. I should’ve expected it, hell, I’d seen it so many times before. An aristocratic death was one painful enough to pause and watch. They completely deviated from their task to mourn the loss of their sisters…  
 
    Though the mourning part was a bit strange to me, maybe it was just the comradery of the Queen’s guard, but I’d grown up in Edenhart when none of the aristocrats cared if the others lived or died. Hell, many times I’d witnessed the nobles wish visceral deaths on their friends and acquaintances. Why would they do this? Weren’t they ordered to follow, attack, and kill us? Why would they pause to aid their already dying or dead sisters? Just as I’d suspected, they probably knew something we didn’t.  
 
    “Motherfuckers,” I grumbled under my breath, turned, and then disappeared into the darkness.  
 
    I wasn’t far behind the rest of the party, but in the darkness, the destroyed market area looked even worse than it did in the daytime. The wind whistled through the destroyed buildings and almost sounded like the voices of the dead calling out to me. The burned and scorched trees looked like the figures of hanged men in the shadows. The crumbled walls of houses and businesses littered the street, and no matter where I walked, broken bricks crunched underneath the heels of my boots.  
 
    I wished I’d been there to see what’d happened, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure if I really did. The market area looked as if it’d been bombed once or twice, and the only remaining building was a large structure that looked almost like a courthouse or something along those lines. I’d already guessed that was where the Harlots had made their home base, and in the dim light, the moon cast the building in inky-blue shadows. Silhouettes moved back and forth out front, and some of them eerily familiar. Even the voices shouting out orders and commands made my ears tingle with excitement, and as I took another step forward, a familiar woman came around the side of a massive wagon.  
 
    “Put the cannons over there, Aschere!” the she-wolf barked. “Frances, have the soldiers bring in the ballistae and catapults, too. Tell Cecelia we need them here now! Alliana, I told you, you need to take her out of here! It’s dangerous.”  
 
    Her strong, assured voice blasted chills down my spine, and I remembered times long ago when she’d spoken to me in a tone similar to that. As I stood stunned in the shadows, an inky-blue portal opened up to the left of the wolf-woman, and a whole horde of monster-women raced out with their weapons held tightly in their hands.  
 
    “We’re setting up camp over here, Edony!” another deep, alluring voice shouted over the noise. “I’m going to start setting fires for the soldiers, and once I’m finished with that, I’m going to help them put up their tents.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t get ahead of yourself, Rian,” a twangy voice broke in. “I don’t think we’ll be gettin’ much sleep tonight. Maybe not for a while.”  
 
    “Kleeia,” Edony boomed. “What are you doing over there? We need your help.”  
 
    “We’re freezing the canal in this area,” the nix-woman replied over her shoulder. “The Queen could attack us at any moment if we keep it the way it is. We wouldn’t want any sneak attacks now, would we?” 
 
    “Smart move.” Edony nodded with a smirk. “Carry on. Where’s Olette and the other elven woman? I thought Cecelia brought them through alre--” 
 
    My hammer heart drowned out the rest of her words, and I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. My women… My monster-women were here, and I finally could breathe. The tension in my chest and shoulders immediately loosened, and I took an involuntary step forward. I’d missed them so much even if we’d been apart for only a short while. Edony’s long, colorless hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and as she swung her head to the left, it shifted over her shoulder in a waterfall. The wolf-woman’s sharp, violet eyes cut through the dark and connected with mine.  
 
    The she-wolf’s plump lips hung open for a moment, and the raised hands she used to direct the soldiers froze. Without a moment’s hesitation, the wolf-woman forgot everything she was doing and raced forward. Even though my body screamed in protest, I slammed my boots forward and outstretched my arms to the beautiful wolf. We slammed into each other, and I wrapped my arms tightly around her shoulders before I brought her to my chest.  
 
    “Charles!” my beautiful she-wolf cried. “Oh! Charles! Where have you been? Where is everyone else? Where are Daisy and Valerie? We found Josephine, Beatrix, and Celty, but they said they stayed here to aid the Harlots.”  
 
    “They must’ve gotten lost in the crowd,” I whispered into her hair, and the two of us stood in silence for a long moment.  
 
    Edony’s sultry scent surrounded me, and I breathed it in deeply while I pressed my lips to her forehead. When I lifted my eyes, more shadows raced toward us, and it took me a moment to recognize them in the dark.  
 
    “Charles!” Kleeia gasped.  
 
    “You’re back!” Rian shouted.  
 
    “How did all of you get here?” I asked as the two of them slammed into me before wrapping their arms around my middle. “I mean, I can assume it was Cecelia, but how?”  
 
    “She portaled us here,” Edony murmured into my shirt. “She arrived back right as we were crossing over the bridge. Something you’d said to her sparked a memory of hers, and she reached out to Josephine. When she’d lived here, she’d patrolled the third ring extensively with her unit, and with our sister’s help, she managed to portal all of us here. Well, she had to do it multiple times since there’s so many of us, but she’s still helping the rest of the monster-women cross over.”  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I breathed. “Why didn’t I think of that?”  
 
    “Sometimes we’re pretty ingenious on our own, Charles.” Edony giggled. “We’ve already got all of the soldiers here, so what’s the next step?”  
 
    “These,” I stated, grabbed the scrolls of parchment from my waistband, and offered them to her. “We stole the blue-prints to the super-soldiers.”  
 
    “You did it…” Edony breathed, and her eyes widened in horror. “Beatrix told us you’d gone off on this insane suicide mission to the palace to steal them, but… you actually did it… and you survived. Look, you don’t even have a scratch on you. Your hair is a little messy, but that’s pretty normal.”  
 
    “You snuck into the palace?” Kleeia gasped. “Charles! That’s so dangerous.”  
 
    “We needed the blue-prints if we want to build actual, physical bodies for both Celty and A.B..” I explained. “And the only way we could do that was to sneak into the palace to take them.”  
 
    “Did you see Calistia?” the she-wolf asked. “No, you probably didn’t… She’s usually tucked away in her personal quarters.”  
 
    “No,” I growled. “I saw her…”  
 
    “You didn’t attack, did you?” the wolf-woman asked in a hushed voice. “Charles, she’s extremely dangerous.”  
 
    “No, we didn’t.” I shook my head. “We were entirely outnumbered, and if we even attempted it, I’m sure we would’ve been killed instantly. Not only that, but we’d just found the entrance into the laboratory. We didn’t want to attack and then have to flee immediately afterward. It just wasn’t worth it.”  
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t have any direct interaction with her, then,” Edony sighed, shook her head, and then smiled, but it immediately disappeared when I spoke up.  
 
    “No,” I said. “She saw me. Right as we were leaving… She stood on the utmost balcony, and I… I couldn’t help myself.”  
 
    “Charles!” Kleeia gasped, covered her mouth with both of her hands, and shook her head.  
 
    “Why didn’t she attack?” Edony asked with furrowed eyebrows. “You’d think that’d be her first reaction.”  
 
    “I think something much worse is coming,” I warned and gazed over each of my women. “Something just doesn’t sit right with me. I think she’s planning another attack.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad we’re not out on the road anymore,” Rian stated. “We were in a much more vulnerable place out in the open. If she attacks here, I’m sure we can fend her off.”  
 
    “That’s just the thing,” I stated. “That’s exactly what the Harlots thought… They managed to fend off her attacks for weeks until she sent out the super-soldiers. That’s when they couldn’t hold their position. If she sends out the super-soldiers for a second time, we’re going to have a problem. They’re insanely strong.”  
 
    “But thankfully.” A familiar voice laughed behind my women, and they parted to reveal Beatrix. “We found out they have a single weak spot. It’s right here in the middle of their chests, and if you destroy the screen there, it shorts out the entire electrical system, which in turn kills the brain inside of the helmet.”  
 
    “Beatrix!” I sighed and opened my arms to her. 
 
    “Now, hold on.” The redhead laughed. “I saw you this morning. Why am I getting a hug?”  
 
    “Because you’re part of my family now,” I whispered and brought the petite scientist to my chest. “Am I not allowed to miss part of my family?”  
 
    “My lord!” A booming voice echoed, and I immediately lifted my gaze to my most trusted soldier.  
 
    A small shadow followed after him, and I immediately recognized the small child as Aschere’s daughter, Amelia. I’d found her long ago in Granhamn with her mother, the marchioness at the time, Alliana. The woman had to be around here somewhere, but it was good to see that the little girl kept as close to her long-lost father as she could. Her tightly curled brown ringlets shifted around her shoulders as she lifted her chin and gazed up at me with a wide smile.  
 
    “Mr. Rayburn!” the little girl cried. “Will you come play with me, Mr. Rayburn? Mommy and Daddy are quite busy, and Ms. Rian said that Kerak is too rough to play with.”  
 
    “No, not right now, my dear,” I said, then shifted my weighty gaze up to her father. “Aschere, I don’t think it’s safe for her to be here… She’s a child, and there’s a war brewing.”  
 
    “Of course.” The guard nodded. “Alliana and I plan to have Cecelia portal her and the other children a safe distance away once the actual fighting begins, but for now, we have no other place to take her. I’m sure you would agree, Charles, that the safest place for a child to be is with her parents. Alliana wanted to leave her in Granhamn while we journeyed along with you, and she even tried to do it, but we were only about fifteen minutes away before she made us turn back to go get her.”  
 
    “I don’t mind at all, Aschere,” I murmured. “As long as she is safe. I need you to have her portaled away as soon as the fighting starts. Hell, you might want to do it now.”  
 
    “Why?” the guard asked and rested a hand protectively on his young daughter’s shoulder.  
 
    “I just have a bad feeling,” I breathed. “I doubt it’ll happen tonight, but possibly in the morning, so we should definitely prepare for anything.”  
 
    “Of course.” Aschere nodded. “I’ll have her stay in the caravan with Kerak if that’s alright with you. While you were gone, Edony made sure that all of the children were taken care of by a few of the monster-women, so as soon as the fighting starts, we’ll send them somewhere else safe with the women.”  
 
    “Very well,” I breathed. “Now, we have important things to discuss. You may not know this, but Valerie, Daisy, and I infiltrated the palace just now. We snuck in, stole the blue-prints to the super-soldiers, and freed all of the scientists they’d trapped in there. Not just the scientists, but the e--”  
 
    A scream rose from the mass of people in front of the courthouse, and through the mass of people, Olette stepped out. The elven Queen’s golden eyes were bright in the moonlight, and her gaze settled on a small group of people who’d appeared out of the darkness. I immediately recognized Valerie and Daisy at its head, but that wasn’t the cause of the commotion. The green-haired beauty stepped forward slowly at first and then broke out into a run.  
 
    “My daughters!” Olette screamed. “My… my daughters! Oh, my darlings! He found you! He saved you! Come here!”  
 
    Tears streaked down Olette’s chiseled cheeks, and her lips pulled down into a pained wail. Her long, willow arms wrapped around the elven women’s shoulders and held them tightly to her chest as she sobbed. All of their bodies trembled from tears of joy, and I broke away from our group to watch from afar. Slowly, Olette let go of the women, grabbed each by the shoulder, and checked them over with an intensity that only a mother could possess.  
 
    She may not have been their physical mother, but she loved them with all of her being, and it was genuinely heartwarming to see her reunited with them. The green-skinned Queen held each girl at arms-length for a long moment and then brought them back to her chest with a loud sigh.  
 
    “Neia…” Olette whispered in an emotion-saturated tone. “Sarya… Nabeora… My darlings… I’m so glad you’re okay.”  
 
    “What about us?” a loud, snarky voice exploded out of the shadows, and the dark-skinned Drow sauntered forward. “Do we not get a nice, heart-felt reunion too, mommy dearest?”  
 
    “Stop pestering them, Inasa,” Millicent, the High Elf, chastised her with a roll of her eyes. “We all know you were born from a sewer rat then crawled out of the sewage and made your existence everyone else’s problem.”  
 
    “I swear to the Dark Gods,” Inasa growled, curled her hands into fists, and whipped toward the much taller woman. “If you insult me one more goddamn time, I’m going to kill you.”  
 
    “Oh, swearing on your spider non-existent gods?” the High Elf spat. “How pathetic.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Inasa nodded, puckered her lips, and nodded with her arms crossed. “At least my people don’t worship ourselves! That’s what’s pathetic! Worshipping your ancestors because they were soooo greeeeat! Can you imagine that? You’re so full of your own kind that you pretend they’re gods, you ugly excuse for a birchwood!” 
 
    “Did you just try to insult me… by calling me a… tree?” Millicent asked with a single raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah!” the Drow barked. “You’re big, tall, thin, and pale! So, there!”  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Olette asked, grabbed her daughters by the shoulders, and placed them protectively behind her. “Why are you here?”  
 
    “How should we know?” Inasa shouted. “Some man burst into the laboratory and freed us! Do you know what he should’ve done? He should’ve left this damn tree-woman behind! Maybe she would’ve grown roots and burst through the floor or something!”  
 
    “Again,” Millicent hissed. “Calling me a tree isn’t an insult… It’s just… dumb.”  
 
    I stepped forward, and finally, the green-haired beauty shifted her gaze to mine. Olette looked thoroughly confused, and I understood. I also didn’t know why the Queen had a High Elf and a drow locked among the forest elves, but it was probably the same reason she had the others. Perhaps the other women had unique properties in their blood that the forest elves didn’t have.  
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said, rested my hands on my hips, and stared toward the two squabbling women. “But I have a few questions for both of you.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I have some questions for you, too, buddy,” the drow sneered. “Like, why did you bust in there and free us? Huh? Why’s that?”  
 
    “Are you not grateful that I freed you?” I asked, raised a single eyebrow, and clicked my tongue. “I mean, if you want to go back, you certainly can, but… I don’t think the Queen will let you live since you escaped. So, are you going to answer my questions, or should we send you back to the third ring?”  
 
    “No, no!” The gray-haired woman shook her head. “I’d like to stay here where no one is pricking me with needles and whatnot.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked Millicent directly. “Would you like to behave and stay here with my army or be killed by the Queen’s guard? Do you think you can be civil for five minutes while I ask some questions?”  
 
    “I wasn’t the one who started it,” the white-haired elf protested. “She--” 
 
    “Enough,” I ordered. “Right now, the two of you aren’t free yet. For the time being, we will protect both of you, but you went from being the Queen’s prisoners to ours until we know we can trust you. Just to let you know, from this behavior, it’s not looking like we can.”  
 
    “No!” Inasa protested. “We’re trustworthy! Please, don’t send us back to the palace!”  
 
    “Then answer my questions,” I demanded. “For one, why did the Queen have you in the first place?” 
 
    “I am from the mountain tops in the far east,” Millicent explained. “As I’ve mentioned a few times before, I am a High Elf.”  
 
    “And what significance does that make?” I asked with a single raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I-I… uhm, well,” Millicent stammered and glanced around nervously. “Y-You don’t--” 
 
    “If I could interrupt,” Daisy whispered, stepped closer, and came to stand at my side. “I can tell you.”  
 
    “Go on,” I urged with a nod.  
 
    “High Elves are graceful warriors and wizards,” the bear-girl explained. “High elves have a greater capacity for intelligence than most humanoid races while also possessing agility comparable with their elven kin. High elves were also unusually strong-willed and stunningly beautiful. Due to their longevity and strong ties to the otherworldly magic, high elves have a detached view of the world outside of their sphere.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Millicent breathed with a small smile, but without missing a beat, Daisy continued.  
 
    “Because of their attitude toward others, it makes high elves seem distant and intimidating,” the brunette said. “Not to mention haughty and arrogant.”  
 
    “There it is!” Inasa shouted and lifted both hands into the air. “Not so smug now, are you, High Elf?”  
 
    “And you…” Daisy said, settled her sights on the grey-skinned woman, and pursed her lips. “You’ve called yourself a ‘drow,’ though that’s not the technical term for your kind. You’re what they call a ‘Dark Elf,’ aren’t you? Formally known as deep elves, night elves, and sometimes, ‘the ones who dove below,’”  
 
    “H-Hey,” the dark-haired elf stammered. “W-We call ourselves drows now. That’s what we like to be called.”  
 
    “Orcs often call you ‘Dark Ones,’ isn’t that correct?” the bear-girl asked before continuing. “You are a dark-skinned subrace of elven people who live underground. Your kind are hated and feared because of your cruelty and tenacity for violence. Drows’ bodies are wiry and athletic, while their faces are chiseled and attractive. Drow are shorter and thinner than other sub-races of elves. It is believed that females are generally bigger and stronger than males, but both sexes vary in size and height.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Inasa gripped. “I think that’s enough analyzing for the night, thank you.” 
 
    “Please don’t interrupt,” Daisy barked. “I’m not finished. Charles asked, and it’s my duty as the sage of our group to tell him everything I know. Drow are intelligent, even when compared to other sentient creatures. This is due to selective breeding over several generations and the necessity of being analytical and observant to survive in their society. Despite that, the Drow are not wiser than other races. Their upbringing in secluded societies, with little contact with the outside, as well as the indoctrination of religious dogma, has made them close-minded.” 
 
    “And their temperament?” I asked. “From what we’ve seen so far, she’s very argumentative.”  
 
    “Drow are arrogant,” the bear-girl said. “Ambitious, sadistic, treacherous, and hedonistic. From birth, the Drow are taught they are superior to other races and that they should crush those beneath them.” 
 
    “Well, that explains both of their temperaments,” I stated. “Now, what about them together? Can they fight alongside each other?”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” the bear-girl snapped, and both elven women winced. “They hate each other. Drows dwell in subterranean places while the High Elves primarily live on the surface. For some reason, that’s a big point of contention between the two. I’ve heard it’s a whole mishmash of religious clashes and whatnot, but I doubt you’d be interested in all of that.”  
 
    “So, the two of you will never get along,” I murmured. “I control a whole army, and if I have two bad apples amongst the bunch, it’ll ruin the whole crop. I hope you understand what I mean.”  
 
    Silence filled my ears for a moment as both Isana and Millicent processed my words. The Drow immediately stepped forward and pressed her hands together before dropping to her knees.  
 
    “I’m not gonna beg,” the Drow stated, glanced at her position, and then shrugged. “Okay, fine. I’m already in a begging position. I will do anything to get along with the damn birchwood. Please, please don’t send me back to the Queen. I’ll do anything. I’ll be on my best behavior.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked, lifted my eyes, and gazed evenly at the High Elf. “Do you promise, too? Will you get along with your mortal enemy to keep yourself safe?”  
 
    “I will do anything,” Millicent answered. “I’ll pledge my allegiance to you and your army.”  
 
    “Hey, no fair!” Inasa shouted. “I didn’t know that allegiance was on the table! Fine! I’ll do it, too!”  
 
    “You don’t even know what my side is for…” I stated coldly. “You would join an army that you don’t actually believe in?”  
 
    “We already know what you’re about,” Millicent broke in. “Do you think we didn’t notice?”  
 
    “Isn’t it clear what you want?” Inasa asked. “Both of us know you’re out to kill the Queen. You believe men deserve to be equal, and you’ll do anything to make it a reality.”  
 
    “Do you not believe in that?” I probed.  
 
    “We’re elves,” the High Elf rumbled. “We don’t meddle in the affairs of humans… but we live in societies. Unlike our forest cousins, we have male and female elves, and they are equal. From what we’ve seen, your society is not the same as ours. So, yes, I believe that all humans should be treated equally.”  
 
    “So, what were the other questions you wanted to ask us?” Isana asked and rose from her position.  
 
    “What did the Queen want from--” 
 
    My voice died in my throat right as brilliant oranges and neon yellows lit up the night’s sky. A familiar snap reached my ears, and goosebumps rocketed up my back. For a moment, I thought it was a shooting star or a meteor shower, but the colors were far too bright, close, and fluid to be either things. As it flew through the air, I saw the flames billowing out behind the smoking liquid. I felt the heat on my face, and the smoke burned my eyes right as the substance landed on the roof of the courthouse. Seconds later, the burning oil caught the building aflame, and it burned wickedly in the night.  
 
    “Everyone!” I roared, gripped Isana and Millicent by the shoulders, and ripped them toward the ground. “Take cover! Man the ballistae and catapults! Move! Now, now, now!”  
 
    Chaos broke out around me as all of my soldiers and monster-women jumped into action. Right as I turned and my hands slipped off of the elven women’s shoulders, part of the wall above us crumbled. The sound of crunching rock and tinkling pebbles reached my ears. A massive chunk of marble tumbled through the air in slow motion, and I followed its trajectory downward with my eyes… right where my most trusted guard Aschere stood. My heart smashed against my ribcage, and before I could even think, I moved.  
 
    “Aschere!” I roared. “Move, damn you!”  
 
    He didn’t seem to hear me over the other soldiers’ screams and shouts, and as I watched, the massive slab of rock plummeted closer. No… I couldn’t let this happen. I couldn’t let Aschere die, especially right after he’d been reunited with his lover and daughter… No… No… Science, no. I had to stop it. I had to do something, but… it was too late. Aschere raised his head seconds too late, and his dark-brown eyes widened in horror. I was almost to him, and if I reached out my hands, I could grab him by the back of his shirt, but the boulder was too close, seconds away from leaving him a mere crimson smear against the cobblestones.  
 
    Right as the broken slab was about to slam into him, a strange, unfamiliar sensation washed over me, and my eyes bulged from their sockets. It was a power so immense that for a moment, I choked on the breath I’d inhaled seconds before. It came from behind me, so I had no way of knowing who had done this and who was this powerful to cause such a reaction within my body.  
 
    “Daddy!” a small voice vibrated from directly behind me. “I won’t let them do this to you, Daddy!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Since I was in the direct path of Amelia’s power, time slowed all around me, and each breath I sucked in felt agonizing. I was only a few feet away from my dear friend Aschere, and I feared that within a few seconds, I’d witness his graphic and horrific death. The guard’s deep brown eyes were wide, his mouth was open in a silent scream, and his chest heaved. The massive slab of stone wavered inches from his face, and my outstretched hand moved sluggishly through the burning air. His terrified eyes shifted toward me, and the lines around them deepened as his gaze turned from me to the petite girl standing right behind me.  
 
    Aschere was more than just my guard and most trusted soldier, most importantly, he was my friend, and my heart broke realizing that he was this close to death. My army wouldn’t survive this long without his aid and knowledge… Not only that, but the man had so much to live now, and since I was the one who’d given it back to him, I couldn’t allow his life to be snatched away so easily. The Queen and the aristocrats had taken away so much from our gender. Our families, friends, and freedoms, but I wouldn’t allow them to take Aschere away from his newly reunited family and me.  
 
    “No!” I roared and pushed forward through the thick molasses that separated the two of us.  
 
    I felt as if I were moving through quicksand, and no matter how hard I pushed my muscles, I couldn’t step forward or grab him. My heart hammered in my chest, and cold sweat dripped down the back of my neck as flashes of my life without one of my dearest friends passed behind my eyes. For a painstakingly long moment, I saw what the past few months would’ve been like if Aschere hadn’t joined our side. We would’ve made it through, but it wouldn’t have been as easy without his help. He was too good of a man to die, and despite my strength, tears brimmed in the corners of my eyes.  
 
    It’s challenging as a brute to make and maintain friends. That was why Aschere was so important to me and why I wouldn’t allow the aristocrats, the soldiers, and the Queen to take him away from his family and me.  
 
    The slab came within inches of his face, and in slow motion, my friend bent his back almost to avoid it. The immense power from behind me intensified, and even though it loosened up its hold on me, a rose-pink illusion rushed out all around me. The shifting colors surrounded not only me but Aschere and the massive slab, too. Somehow I was able to move my body against the frozen state I was just in, and I slowly glanced over my shoulder where Amelia stood.  
 
    The petite brunette stood directly behind me with both of her tiny hands raised into the hair. Her doll-like face was pinched in a mask of pain, rage, and absolute sadness. She’d spent most of her life as a child with a single parent, and she’d not only met her father, but he’d stepped into her life almost seamlessly. Tears streamed down Amelia’s face, and her chest hitched with muffled sobs. I’d seen a lot of pain and suffering in my lifetime, but this, by far, was one of the worst scenes I’d ever witnessed. Aschere’s little girl held it together by a single frayed thread, and if she wavered for even a second, her father’s life would end. I needed to help her… not just her, but Aschere, too, and now was my chance.  
 
    With my limbs freed from the weight of Amelia’s immense power, I pushed forward through the thick air and barely had time to comprehend what was happening above my head. The giant slab of stone lifted for half a second, and when I hastily glanced over my shoulder, my eyes didn’t move to Amelia but the crowd of soldiers behind her. All of them looked as if they were running, but their tensed bodies moved backward awkwardly.  
 
    When Cecelia and I first met the tiny girl, we’d surmised that her ability was something like time manipulation, the past to be more specific, and here it was in action. My gaze shifted back to the struggling little girl behind me, and finally, her baby-blue eyes met mine. For a split second, she pleaded with me silently, and instinctively, I moved. My muscles tensed, and my head turned before my whole body lunged. My arms jabbed out in front of me in slow motion, and I felt my body cut through the air slowly as if I were traveling through one of the black drake-woman’s portals.  
 
    Right as my boots lifted off of the slick cobblestones and the blaze of fire above retracted toward the catapults, my arms wrapped tightly around Aschere’s chest. I slammed my body into him and used my momentum to drag him out of the massive slab of stone’s trajectory. For a few passing seconds, the two of us fell through the air in slow motion, and then the two of us slammed into the cobblestones with muffled thumps. Instantly, Amelia ripped her hands backward with a high-pitched scream, and the rock smashed into the ground with a resounding crack. For a second time, the burning oil flew through the air and lit the whole courthouse ablaze in bright orange and yellow flames.  
 
    My women’s and soldiers' voices rang through the night, and it took me a moment to realize that within the last few minutes, I’d been deaf to anything outside of Amelia, Aschere, and I’s small sphere of time. I let go of my lieutenant, rolled off of him, and then struggled to my feet. Immediately I turned and offered the dark-haired man a hand. Aschere breathed heavily with wide eyes and gazed up toward the sparkling stars.  
 
    “Daddy!” Amelia’s voice assaulted my ears, and the little girl burst out from around the slab of stone buried in the ground. “Daddy!”  
 
    “Amelia…” Aschere whispered and clutched his hands to his chest.  
 
    My trusted guard seemed to be in a dazed trance, but as soon as his daughter threw herself down onto his chest, tears sparkled in the corners of his eyes. Finally, the dark-haired man settled his sights on my outstretched hand and, with Amelia held tightly to his chest, allowed me to help him to his feet.  
 
    “My lord,” the dark-haired man whispered in a shaky voice, but I shook my head to stop him. “Thank you… Thank you for saving my life.”  
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” I stated, turned, and surveyed the ongoing attack from our position. “If you’re going to thank anyone, thank your little girl. She’s the one who did most of the work. It was a blessing she was here with us. Now… let’s get back to the soldiers, so Cecelia can keep her and the rest of the children safe.” 
 
    The three of us turned as another loud snap of a catapult came above, and I listened as I heard the cradle jiggle against the wooden frame of the war machine. Bright orange, neon yellows, and deep crimsons smeared the sky with their hate, and as the boiling oil landed on another destroyed building, it quickly caught fire and billowed smoke against the darkened clouds.  
 
    The slab of stone that almost hit Aschere was buried deep into the ground at least five or six inches, and I didn’t want to imagine what would’ve happened if my lieutenant had still been standing there when it finally landed. We had no time to think or speak, I nodded to my trusted guard, and he gripped his young daughter tightly to his chest as we dropped low to the ground. Aschere and I raced across the cobblestones toward my soldiers, and they immediately turned toward me for instruction.  
 
    I turned and squinted into the darkness toward the high wall of the second ring, then I finally saw them… Rows and rows of massive metal catapults along with the slinking shadows of the Queen’s guard. I couldn’t believe my eyes… How had they set up all of this so fast? I shouldn’t have been surprised, and for a second, I chastised myself for taunting Calistia, but… it wasn’t my criticisms that forced her to do this. She was the Queen, and she had been for hundreds of years, so she knew how to react when a threat within her city reared its ugly head. Even when we left the palace and raced back here, she already had all of this plan thought out and probably set up.  
 
    The realization hit me like a ton of bricks, and I stared up at the rows of catapults for a few seconds in utter awe. Every single move we made, Calistia was two steps ahead of us. There was no doubt in my mind that she knew all about us before we even arrived, and we were simply playing along in a game she’d laid out months in advance. She’d been through this before, probably thousands of times, and she knew how to squash an uprising beneath her heels. Calistia was cunning and astute, but most of all practiced and knowledgeable.  
 
    “My lord,” Aschere said and broke me away from my thoughts. “What are our orders?”  
 
    “There’s no way we can beat them from this position,” I stated and grabbed my staff Edony offered me. “Sure, we could probably take out some of their soldiers, but we definitely wouldn’t win. No matter how hard we fight, they have the high ground… It’s a disaster waiting to happen. And we can’t stay put, either. They can just barrage us at their leisure, and we would be helpless.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” my lieutenant breathed, shook his head, and reached over his shoulders for his battle axes. “So, what are we going to do?”  
 
    I glanced around while my soldiers and monster-women gathered in a tight mass around me. Their eyes studied my face, and while they waited, they held their weapons tightly in their hands. To the left of me, Edony had placed our largest weapons in position to attack the third ring, but with their angles, they could possibly reach the utmost top of the second ring, too. Then, my gaze shifted to my core monster-women, especially Cecelia. The redhead fiddled with her fingers at waist-level but kept her emerald-green eyes glued to my face.  
 
    All of the soldiers above worked together to reload the boiling oil into the metal bowls of each catapult, but there was one thing I noticed that my soldiers and monster-women hadn’t.  
 
    “Their attention is solely on us,” I murmured. “I’m sure their direct orders are to take us out immediately before we can fight back, but… they most likely have no one positioned behind to keep them safe. I mean, why would they? We’re trapped down here… pinned down, so they expect us to attack from the front and only from that position.”  
 
    “My lord?” Aschere asked in a firmer tone.  
 
    In one swift movement, I lifted myself onto the driver’s seat of the caravan and then addressed all of my soldiers and monster-women directly.  
 
    “We have to attack them from the front,” I explained. “Keep them occupied and distracted with a full-frontal attack. I want everyone to give their all. Fire up the catapults, blast them with the ballistae, and attack them with your abilities.”  
 
    “But Charles,” my guard broke in nervously. “You just said that’s a losing game. They have the high ground. There’s no way we can win if we do that.”  
 
    “Correct.” I nodded. “But what if we took them by surprise? Knocked out their defenses while their attention is directed somewhere else? This will be difficult, and I don’t doubt there will be losses on our side. No, I will put it more plainly. Some of you will not make it out of this fight alive.”  
 
    A stunned silence rose from my party amidst the utter chaos above us on the edge of the second ring. Each of my soldiers seemed shocked by the words I’d just spoken, but this was the hard truth about war. Lives would be lost no matter what precautions we took, and we certainly couldn’t go into this battle believing the best outcome would happen.  
 
    “Men die senseless, useless deaths every day,” I shouted as I gripped my staff tightly in one hand. “Men are used as scapegoats in every situation. They were accused of crimes they didn’t commit, killed simply for being born or existing, or executed merely because their mistresses grew tired of them. We have died thousands of deaths every single day, and their hands are smeared and coated in our blood! Would you rather die at the hands of an aristocrat or die fighting for something you believe in? If any of you die today, you go out as heroes! You die as the first men who fought for equality for every man, not just living, but those who’ve yet to be born. You fight for the lives of your fathers that they never got to live! You fight for every man who has laid in the dirt at the feet of his mistress and prayed silently for death! Alone, we are nothing! Together, we can move mountains, but that does not come without sacrifice! Have we not sacrificed enough without fighting? It is time we rose to our feet and took back what was stolen from us hundreds of years ago!”  
 
    A deafening battlecry rose from my soldiers and monster-women below, then they raised their weapons in solidarity.  
 
    “I am amongst you!” I shouted and raised my staff high into the air as the core flashed excitedly. “Not as your king or ruler, but as your fellow soldier! It is my duty to stand and fight beside you throughout all of this! I am resolved to live or die amongst you all! I will willingly lay down my life for my beliefs, for my future kingdom, and most of all, for you, my dear friends! We all will lay down our honor, lives, and blood for our cause.”  
 
    With one more hurrah, the crowd died down, and I looked each readied soldier in the face. Some of them would die in this battle, but it was the sacrifice they were willing to make so that all men could stand shoulder to shoulder as equals in the future. I breathed in deeply, rolled my shoulders, and then stood to my full height.  
 
    “We shall go into battle,” I barked. “And we’ll be accompanied by the spirit of millions of our martyrs. Our male ancestors tortured and burned for merely existing, our murdered fathers, butchered friends, slain brothers, and strangled children. In this battle, we shall break the enemy and bring salvation to our people! We must advance and keep on advancing regardless of whether we have to go over, under, or through the enemy! We are the New Order! Now, give them hell!”  
 
    My ears rang with the thunderous roars from my soldiers, and before I could move a muscle, they broke rank, swiveled, and turned toward the massive wall above us. Guards rushed forward and jumped into position at the catapults and ballistae, while others ran to load them with ammo. As I jumped down from the driver’s seat of the caravan, I scanned the crowd of bustling soldiers and finally found my core women. Each of them readied themselves for the coming battle, and a few of them snatched up spare weapons before offering them to the passing guards.  
 
    “Josephine,” I barked. “Edony, Cecelia, Sukizu, and Yureru. The five of you are coming with me. Cecelia?”  
 
    The women crowded around me, and the drake-woman shifted her gaze to mine. The tall, shapely redhead threw back her shoulders before taking a step toward me with her hands clenched into tight fists.  
 
    “Yes, Charles?” the redhead asked, grabbed her satchel from the ground, and threw it over her shoulder before rushing to my side.  
 
    “Have you ever been to the top of the second ring?” I asked in a low voice. “Do you think you could portal us up there?”  
 
    “I was never stationed inside of the second ring,” the black drake-woman explained. “But we used to travel from the barracks, through the second ring, and then down into the first ring, so I’ve been on about every bridge down here. I can portal us to the northeast bridge, which is about a five- or six-minute walk from where the guards are stationed up there.”  
 
    “That’s fine.” I nodded. “We just need to get up there--” 
 
    “We want to help,” a gravelly voice whispered from behind me, and I immediately turned to see both the Drow and High Elf standing there.  
 
    “Why?” I asked suspiciously.  
 
    “Hey,” Isana sighed. “We agreed to fight by your side, and we want to do exactly that. Also, don’t you think we want a little payback, too? They fucking kidnapped us and held us in a laboratory for two years. I think we deserve a little bit of revenge.”  
 
    “Don’t call it revenge,” Millicent corrected. “They’ll pay penitence for what they did to us.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Isana grumbled, then turned her attention back to me. “So, can we come or not.”  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “Cecelia?”  
 
    The redhead nodded without a word, and instantly, an inky-blue portal opened up in front of us. The black drake-woman was the first to step through, and I quickly followed after her. When I stepped out on the other side, darkness swallowed me, and I quickly glanced around to get my bearings. The street we stood on looked quaint and lovely with beautiful houses with lush gardens out front. Behind me, one of the many bridges into the third ring reached down above the canal and then rested against the broken cobblestones below. It looked like a nice neighborhood where fairly wealthy aristocrats lived, but that wasn’t what we were here for.  
 
    I saw the fire blasting through the sky and then down into the first ring in the distance. Loud voices told me we were pretty close to the action, but not enough for them to see us.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder right as Sukizu and Yureru stepped out of the portal with Cecelia. In an instant, the dark-blue portal closed. I stepped forward, held my staff tightly to my side, and crept closer to the area where the soldiers were stationed. We moved quickly but silently through the quiet street, and our long shadows loomed out behind us. As we neared the area of the attack, I snuck closer to the sides of the buildings and then pressed myself against them. My women quickly followed suit, and we crept closer with our eyes glued to the edge of the second wall.  
 
    The battle was in full swing now, and when I glanced over the edge of the wall into the first ring, my soldiers raced around manically. Every few minutes, our catapults and ballistae sent projectiles flying into the air, but only a few of them hit their mark. If we’d stayed like that, we’d have no chance of winning, and all of our lives would be lost to the Queen. I settled my sights on the catapults and silently counted them off. There were seven catapults in total and five guards operating them, but that didn’t count the other three guards pouring the oil into clay pots in the catapults’ basins.  
 
    Each war machine had a large supply of clay pots with lids to the left of it, and a fire underneath them told me that’s where they boiled the oil that they then poured into the catapults’ metal bucket. So, in total, about fifty-six guards were attacking from the edge of the second ring’s wall. I watched them move through squinted eyes, and none of them seemed to be carrying any personal combat weapons. Usually, sheaths clanked at the guards’ sides, but none of those things clanged against their armor as if they’d expected this battle to go exactly like this.  
 
    Calistia knew we’d be overpowered, especially from above, and that’s the exact reason why she’d plotted all of this out. She probably realized that my army had arrived into the first ring or, at least, was close enough to enter.  
 
    “Why didn’t she send out more super-soldiers?” Cecelia whispered, crouched down lower, and edged a little closer to the action.  
 
    “I don’t know if there’s any left,” I murmured. “Valerie and one of the scientists blew up the laboratory, so we have no way of knowing if they survived or are at least salvageable. Not only that, but I bet that the Queen already had all of this planned before we even entered into the palace… When I saw her earlier, she was deep in conversation with her councilors.”  
 
    “What did she say?” Josephine asked, gripped Sukizu by the wrist, and pulled the squid-girl deeper into the shadows.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I stated. “She spoke a different language to them that I didn’t understand, so I didn’t get any information.”  
 
    “Ah,” Cecelia sighed. “Isonian. It’s the language that only the Queen and her trusted councilors speak.”  
 
    “Hmm,” I mumbled. “I thought it was similar to the language that Josephine uses to talk to the Harlots, but the sound of it was a little different; not that it matters right now.”  
 
    “So, Charles,” Edony hissed through clenched teeth. “What’s the plan? I think that Cecelia, Josephine, and I should move in first and cause as much damage as we can, then the rest of you take out the guards. I can probably destroy three of the catapults by myself if Cecelia and Josephine can take out the other four.”  
 
    “I don’t think I can destroy any of the catapults,” Josephine admitted, then glanced around with a wicked glint in her eyes. 
 
    “How many people do you think you can control at once?” I asked under my breath and kept my eyes glued to the busy soldiers.  
 
    “At a time?” the honey-blonde probed with a click of her tongue. “Twenty-five to thirty, but it depends on how much they struggle.”  
 
    “Cecelia, Edony,” I said. “Could the two of you destroy the seven catapults on your own?”  
 
    “Probably,” the she-wolf tutted. “But it might be a little more difficult. You’d have to keep the guards off our backs.”  
 
    “Then let’s do it.” I grinned and lunged forward, but a gentle hand rested on my shoulder to stop me.  
 
    “Let me go first,” Josephine whispered, and when I shifted my gaze toward her stunning face, the drake-woman stared off into the distance with glowing, hateful eyes.  
 
    I didn’t breathe a word, only nodded, and Josephine took an assured step forward. As she passed us, her features were blotted out by the bright light coming off of the fires, and her long shadow brushed against us in the dim light. Her delicate hands hung limply at her waist, and her back tensed once then curled backward as if she were a mighty serpent about to strike down at a powerless mouse.  
 
    Each of the fires heating the oil had three guards attending to it, and as I stayed in the shadows, all twenty-one of them tensed suddenly. Their eyes bulged from their skulls, and their lips pulled down into painful grimaces. I sensed Josephine’s extreme power in the air around us, and in one swift movement, all of the guards shifted toward the edge of the wall in tandem. They jerked like puppets being controlled by some unseen master, and it only took a few seconds for the rest of the soldiers to notice the disturbance.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” one of the guards roared. “Get back to your stations! Get back here! Do as you’re ordered! What--” 
 
    The woman’s voice turned into an echoing and vibrating scream as all twenty-one guards lifted their right legs. The tensed limbs hung out over the edge of the wall stiffly and right as the lead guard raced to grab one of their comrades from the ledge, every controlled woman’s head snapped backward with a resounding crack of bone.  
 
    “All hail the New Order.” Their collective voices groaned.  
 
    The words spilled from the twenty-one guards’ mouths before, one by one, they dropped from the ledge to the cobblestones below. The moist smacks that came afterward turned my stomach, but I pushed past it and stepped out into the light with the rest of my women. A moment of silence fell over the rest of the guards, but it didn’t last for very long before the swirling clouds overhead opened. Neon yellow and blinding white light blinded us for a moment, but the evident electricity in the air sizzled and bit at my exposed flesh. The resounding clap of thunder was quickly followed by three more, and flames burst up in a long row of infernos.  
 
    Edony strode forward with both of her hands held out on either side of her with the palm facing upwards. Her long, colorless hair whipped around her, and her usually violet-colored eyes were obscured by a brilliant film of white. When the she-wolf took another step forward, a gale of wind lifted her into the air, and she floated along like a malevolent goddess on the warpath.  
 
    As I gripped my staff tighter in my hands, I came forward, too, and felt my immense abilities rush through me like a tidal wave. I lifted my staff from my side, and immediately its form began to change. The scarlet flooded everything from view, and I felt the old need rise in the pit of my belly. Blood, I needed blood. I wanted to spill all of these guards’ precious blood and then waste it down onto cobblestones. Suddenly, a strange sensation crept up my back then down my shoulders. I groaned deep in the back of my throat and then rocked forward as the feeling intensified.  
 
    It felt as if every muscle in my back rearranged itself and made new homes in places where they shouldn’t have been. Red filled my eyes from all directions, and I wasn’t sure if it was from my ability or something else entirely. When I took another step forward, I felt heavier and as if I had new appendages attached to my back. My eyes strayed from the burning catapults and the screaming soldiers down to my feet, and I finally noticed my looming shadow behind me. For a moment, I thought I saw things… My shadow resembled the marchioness from Rezel with her massive mechanical wings, but that couldn’t be true. I turned my head and finally saw what’d happened to my body.  
 
    Enormous, meaty appendages ripped through my shirt where my shoulder blades were and grew outward almost like wings, but these… these certainly weren’t wings. The tips of each limb were wickedly sharp and dragged against the ground with a low clinking sound. The sensation vibrated up the new limbs and then rippled down my back. Just like any other muscle, I flexed it, and it responded immediately with a jerk. This was my ability, and I could use or manifest it to my will… I lifted my head, and all of the soldiers stared at me with horrified expressions.  
 
    I lifted my head, gripped the hilt of my flamberge a little tighter, and flexed the massive, scarlet wings. The gigantic limbs curled up and over my shoulders until the pointed tips nearly touched my chest. The guards instinctively lifted their hands in defensive positions in front of their bodies, but they shook and trembled with unbridled fear. Yes, yes, this was what I wanted. Their faces were enough to fuel me for the rest of the battle, maybe even for the rest of my life.  
 
    It was clear. I was the thing they feared… I was the physical embodiment of the single, collective nightmare, and now, they would taste my wrath. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Cecelia’s loud laughter rang in my ears, and in the distance, a massive portal opened up to the left of the farthest catapult. The black drake-woman’s scarlet hair whipped out behind her as she raced along the edge of the second ring. Her taloned hands jabbed through the air madly, and as I took a step closer to the stunned guards, I finally saw what she’d done. An enormous inky-blue portal opened up below one of the catapults, and in an instant, it dropped through with a loud clatter and a few explosive bangs. In one swift movement, Cecelia ripped around toward the lip of the wall, cupped her hands around her mouth, and screamed.  
 
    “Thought you guys could use another catapult!” The black drake-woman laughed. “Don’t worry. There’s two more where that came from!”  
 
    The ex-guard turned, flipped through the air, and slammed out her hands as she curled through a perfect cartwheel. Yet another smoky portal opened up and swallowed another war machine before the redhead flipped away once more with her hands raised. I didn’t have time to watch as she portaled the last catapult away and turned my attention toward the group of guards slowly approaching with their weapons raised.  
 
    The new limbs sprouting out of my back flexed with an inhuman amount of muscles, and when I slammed my right foot forward in a half-turn, the crimson appendage shot out. The rippled flesh of the tentacle tensed and flexed right before it punctured into one of the unsuspecting soldier’s chest and tore a hole through her middle. The crack of bone and patter of blood echoed across the top of the second ring, and as I retracted the muscle, it dragged the soldier along with its movement. The woman’s heavy boots thumped against the cobblestones, and her glossy eyes attempted to focus on my face, but her mouth fell slack from the immense pain.  
 
    When she was only a few inches from my face, I flexed the muscle for a second time. I felt the intense power rush through me right as the appendage still stuck inside of her curled into almost a fist. A low, pained gurgle exploded from the guard’s throat before her middle collapsed from the constant strain of my limb. The meat, muscle, and bone within her flesh crushed against my strength and exploded outward like a ripe tomato. Blood flew through the air in a glinting film and spattered across the cobblestones. The guard’s severed body slumped from the appendage’s grip and thumped to the ground with a sickening squelch.  
 
    I lifted my gaze toward the approaching guards, but they stood frozen in place and stared at the corpse at my feet. I saw their weakness and tasted their fear on the tip of my tongue. I relished it and felt it course around me like a rushing river. I’d never felt stronger in my life, and as the squid-twins rushed past me, the sensation bursting through my core intensified. Even though I’d activated my power so many times before, I’d never felt this powerful in my life.  
 
    Sukizu and Yureru kept low to the ground, and within a blink of an eye, the two of them slammed down to the cobblestones into purplish blobs of goo. The remaining soldiers immediately took tentative steps backward with their weapons still raised, and finally, one of the soldiers set her jaw. The woman dressed entirely in black lifted her sword and her left hand into the air defensively right as a royal-purple blob of liquid flew through the air. The projectile wobbled for a second and, through its trajectory, exploded toward the guard in question’s head.  
 
    In one swift movement, the guard slammed her left hand down into a tightly clasped fist. A shadow broke away from the woman’s body and came to stand directly in front of her, almost like a humanoid shield. The orb of purple liquid slammed into the translucent copy of the guard, and it stammered backward with a low, explosive groan, but right as the substance stuck to its translucent skin, it began to sizzle and hiss with heat. With an echoing moan akin to that of a ghost or dying spirit, the shadow-person disappeared, and the guard settled her sights on the twins with a wide, wicked grin.  
 
    As the woman in black lifted her left hand for a second time, bright pink liquid flowed from her palm up into the air. It jiggled there for a second before she ripped her arm back and threw it at the twins. Sukizu and Yureru flowed along the cobblestones to escape the attack, but they were too slow in these forms, and it smashed down in between their formless shapes. The baby-pink substance exploded and then clung to the twins until it started to fizzle and pop just like it had before. The twins screamed in pain and immediately shifted forms until they stood directly in front of the guard.  
 
    Their normal bodies were coated in the pink liquid, and as they attempted to rush forward, it held them in place. Both purple-haired beauties screamed and grabbed at their stuck legs, but it was no use. As the guard drew forward with her sword and hand raised, I knew it was my time to take over. Immediately, the massive muscle sprouting out of my body twitched and flexed out of anticipation, and without a moment’s hesitation, I raised both of them over my head. I slammed forward with the guard distracted by the trapped twins and brought both of the gigantic limbs down.  
 
    The appendages’ wicked tips slammed into the slope of the woman’s shoulders and cut through the meat like a hot knife through butter. Blood exploded into the air and smattered against my face in a warm sheen, but the scent alone was enough to keep me going. As I flexed the muscles one more time, I dragged the paralyzed soldier closer and glared down into her wide, glossy eyes.  
 
    “Copy this!” I roared in her face, reached out, and gripped her head in between my giant, meaty hands.  
 
    Unlike all of the other times, I guided and controlled my power entirely instead of it completely taking over my consciousness. Finally, I was the one in control of my body and ability, and I could wield it at my will. An inhuman amount of strength rushed through my body, and as the limbs pushed even deeper into her flesh, I curled my fingers inward. I felt the bone of her skull crack before the sound echoed up from underneath her skin and hair. The helmet encapsulating her head dented and then shattered into three clean pieces of metal before it clanged to the cobblestones. Seconds later, her entire face crunched in almost like the bellows of an accordion. Her pale skin wrinkled, and her nose bloomed red with an explosive crunch.  
 
    Her screaming voice was loud in my ears, and I felt it vibrate off of my eardrums, but then it suddenly stopped. My hands broke through the bone encapsulating her brain, and I felt the wet, soft brain matter ripping through my strained fingers. When I finally let go and retracted the massive limbs holding her in place, I’d nearly tore her head cleanly in two. The pinkish grey matter laid spattered against the cobblestones at my feet, and I flicked my hands downward to clean them of the sticky, thick chunks coating them. When I turned, Sukizu and Yureru had finally freed themselves from the liquid gluing them to the cobblestones, and they whispered their thanks before they raced off toward another group of guards.  
 
    With Cecelia and Edony’s help, we’d destroyed the catapults or at least broken four of them and then portaled the other three to my soldiers. Now, all we had to do was deal with the rest of the guards before the Queen sent more out. This wasn’t just a fight or a battle to her. It was clear to me that this was a warning. She hadn’t sent out the super-soldiers this time… She’d sent out catapults to launch boiling oil. I’d been in battles before, and I’d taken over many cities in the past, but I’d never experienced anything like this before. This was a barbaric and cruel way of killing your enemies. Sure, the super-soldiers certainly weren’t a walk in the park, but at least they weren’t dehumanizing. This way of battle showed us how little the Queen really thought of human life and how low she’d stoop to kill us.  
 
     When I glanced out over the third ring, the fire from the courthouse had spread to other buildings, and I wondered if they’d even bother to put them out. No, that was something we’d have to do on our own. If we didn’t step in after we’d taken out the guards, probably more than half of the third ring would be in flames which meant that the men living in this area were in grave danger. Though this fact was extremely concerning, I didn’t have time to mull over it any longer as another guard threw herself at me.  
 
    The woman’s scream echoed around the vast, open space, and with a little bit of fancy footwork, I managed to dodge her flying body. As I stepped out of the way, the soldier stumbled with her back turned to me and her weapon raised in the wrong direction. The flames from below illuminated every single crack in her armor, and I chuckled darkly under my breath. The two crimson muscles sprouting from my shoulder blades lifted into the air above my head and cast shadows over the guard.  
 
    When she turned, she let out a gasp, and her eyes widened with sudden, horrifying realization. I brought both of the massive limbs down and sliced through her belly with a soft grunt. Blood spurted into the air, and the jagged seam across her stomach opened up with a low gurgle before expelling all of her pink, swollen intestines onto the dirty cobblestones. They landed with a moist smack, and the two of us stood in silence as steam rose off of them in the chill of the night. The soldier stood there for a moment, frozen in place, and then instantly reached for them.  
 
    Blood smeared against her hands as she feebly grabbed up the sensitive organs and attempted to stuff them back into her body with soft, pained groans. Her hands moved quickly, but as I took another step forward, they began to shake and slow from the intense pain ripping through her.  
 
    “Never,” I growled, felt the big muscles retracted into my shoulders, and then gripped my flamberge in both hands. “Ever turn your back to an enemy. Didn’t your Queen teach you that, or are you too stupid to remember your training?”  
 
    I didn’t give the guard time to answer before I brought the sword to waist-level, thumped my left foot forward, and then followed through with my burning weapon. The orange blade of my sword sliced through her chest with a sickening crack of bone, and even more blood lifted into the air. Right as I retracted it and turned in search of another victim, the guard fell forward with a loud grunt. 
 
    The woman’s weak hands fumbled from the sliced seam around her belly, and before she landed with a muffled thump, her ropey intestines snaked out with wet gurgles. I didn’t have time to look as another guard thrust her sword in my direction and narrowly grazed my shoulder. I felt the heat burst off of the blade and threw myself backward before the weapon could slice into my face. The guard’s expression was pained, and tears streamed down her cheeks while she thrust her weapon at me wildly.  
 
    None of her attacks seemed thought-through or plotted. In fact, most of them were downright sloppy, as if she’d paid zero attention to her training and fought purely off her emotions. That was no way to win a battle, especially against someone as practiced as my women or me. How had she even been given a uniform? Every single one of her thrusts shook and wobbled from her constant sobbing. When she came at me for the third time, and I stepped out of her way easily, I had to wonder, had one of the guards I’d killed been a friend? Maybe even a lover? Or was she fueled purely by the anger of watching her comrades die? Either way, she was terribly trained, and it’d be more than just easy to kill her; it’d be child’s play.  
 
    My living flamberge crackled with heat, and as she swung out at me one last time, I brought the blade down. The brilliant flames consuming the metal of the sword lit up the guard’s face, and her eyes widened even more. With an explosion of bright oranges and reds, the weapon cleanly sliced through her forearm, and it fell to the ground with a gentle thump. The guard’s sword clattered loudly against the stones, and she stared down at it for a moment with a confused expression. It was as if she didn’t truly understand what’d happened, but I had no time for hesitation. I ripped my weapon upward, and it connected with the metal of her armor at her hip but ripped through it as if it were thin parchment.  
 
    The weight behind the weapon changed as it moved through the thick armor and into the soft flesh of her flank. I gripped the hilt of my sword between both hands, closed my eyes before I gritted my teeth, and swung my weapon through the thick meat of her body. When it finally came free, I opened my eyes wide and stared straightforward at the guard. There seemed to be no change within her, and her golden eyes settled on my face. A sly smile spread over her features, but when she moved to come closer, her body didn’t respond. Suddenly, blood spurted into the air from the invisible wound, and her upper half slid slowly to the side.  
 
    With a soft squelch, the guard’s severed upper half slipped off and landed on the ground at my feet. When I glanced down at her eyes, they stared aimlessly at the darkened sky, and her mouth hung slack. I gripped the hilt of my sword tightly in my left hand and then searched for yet another guard. The number of soldiers had dwindled to about ten or eleven, and my women attacked from all sides with an animalistic strength I’d never seen before.  
 
    I hadn’t realized it or heard it while fighting the other guards, but every few seconds, more and more lightning bolts touched down all around us. Thunder rocked the ground underneath of me, and blasts of neon yellow illuminated the darkened space above the first ring. I wondered for half a second if the Queen was watching all the way up in her palace, and if she’d realized that her archnemesis, the Duchess of Edenhart was here. For so long, Calistia wanted to kill Edony’s family, and she’d tried so many times, but now the Duchess was on her doorstep. The she-wolf’s ancestors had built this city with their bare hands, and the Duchess was more than prepared to destroy it for me if she had to.  
 
    I could almost sense Calistia’s presence as if she watched over us every minute that ticked by, and when I glanced toward the third ring, all of the lights in the palace were dark. There was no doubt in my mind that the Queen hadn’t left her position on the balcony and watched as the whole scene played out. What would she do when we defeated her attempt to snuff us out? Would she send out more guards or super-soldiers?  
 
    “Charles!” Edony’s voice boomed, and I immediately turned right as a sword swung down at me from above.  
 
    I ripped away, turned, and then bent my knees before I slashed my sword out at the attacker’s legs. My weapon’s blade crushed the metal poleyn over the guard’s knees and easily sliced through the meat and bone of her legs. The woman’s scream echoed over the top of the second ring’s wall, and she fell forward with her hands outstretched. She landed with a low exhale and grunt, but she had no time to react before I stood to my full height and lifted my heavy boot. Her head turned, and I audibly heard the strain of the tendons in her neck before her eyes connected with mine. She was an enemy to me, my women, and the future world we would build together. It was my duty as the future King of the country to eliminate all threats to my crown.  
 
    I smashed my boot down on the crown of her head, and a loud grunt burst from the woman’s lips. I held her in place with my shoe and then gripped my flamberge in both hands. In one swift movement, I swung my sword down and swiftly separated her head from her shoulders. As I brought my sword back up and shifted position, I lifted my boot and then kicked at the severed head. Blood spilled across the cobblestones as it bounced and rolled toward the edge of the second ring. One second, the head was there, and then the next, it was gone over the wall’s lip. 
 
    When I turned back toward the action, Josephine swept past me with her taloned arms held out in front of her. Her delicate hands whipped through the air as if she were weaving an elegant but invisible tapestry, but I knew that couldn’t be true. The honey-blonde used her powerful ability to grab hold of one of the remaining guards and then ripped her right hand downward in a single graceful swipe. The guard’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open before her entire body slammed downward. Her bones crackled and popped while they broke in tandem, and her whole body condensed as if a massive object from above flattened her.  
 
    When the drake-woman whipped around her head to the left, her orange, cat-like eyes burned with a hostile fire that I’d never seen before. The honey-blonde was usually one of my calmer women, and she rarely relished in violence. In fact, she often called herself a pacifist, but it seemed that all of that had changed. As the heiress stomped forward, yet another soldier threw themself at her, and she barely glanced at them before she brought up her hands once again.  
 
    The drake-woman’s mesmerizing eyes squinted, her hands curled into tight fists, and immediately, the guard slammed into the cobblestones with a roar of pain. Blood spurted from the woman’s mouth, and her hands went to her stomach, but seconds later, they flopped down to the wet cobblestones beside her. The guard struggled against the drake-woman’s ability, ultimately succumbing to it and laying completely motionless. I didn’t want to imagine what the heiress had done to the soldier’s internal organs.  
 
    I’d seen Josephine battle many times, but generally, she used her abilities to hold our enemies while the rest of us attacked. This fight was very different, and it was clearly painted across the honey-blonde’s features. It was almost as if all of the rage, pain, and loss had built up inside of her, and now it was finally her time to let it all out. The heiress had spent her entire life fighting and defending the brutes of our world, and now, the Queen had killed a majority of her comrades. I’d never seen the drake-woman angrier, and for some reason, it excited me more than it should’ve.”  
 
    “Nice to see ya!” Cecelia shouted in a singsong, raced past a guard, and enticed the woman to chase her.  
 
    When she did, the redhead stopped, whipped around, and then slammed out both of her hands in the soldier’s direction. Instantly, an inky-blue portal opened up and swallowed the guard swallow. The black drake-woman turned, settled her emerald eyes on a spot in the sky, and then unclasped her fists. Another smoky portal opened up above the drop of the second ring’s wall, and the unsuspecting guard fell through with pinwheeling arms.  
 
    “Wouldn’t want to be ya!” the redhead taunted with a high-pitched giggle.  
 
    The black drake-woman whipped around, and her thick, scaled tail dragged along the bumpy crowd with a low scrape. In quick succession, the redhead pumped out both of her hands and threw out multiple portals. The remaining guards attempted to dodge them, but only four of them were successful. When the drake-woman turned for a second time, her delicate hands flew through the air like those of a conductor, and again, more portals opened up over the expanse of the first ring. The guards fell through, and their hoarse voices echoed in the distance.  
 
    Only five of the Queen’s soldiers were left, and all of them huddled together in a tight cluster. Each woman held their weapons tightly in one hand and lifted their other in preparation to activate their ability or shield themselves from one of our attacks. I immediately felt my ability respond as I reached out for it, and then I stepped forward. For the second time in my life, I felt the strange sensation of something inside of me separating from my physical form, and as I rolled my shoulders back, I felt the phenomena rush out of me.  
 
    My snaking, unearthly body twisted along the cobblestones toward the guards, but they didn’t seem to see or sense it yet. The first time this’d happened was back in Rezel, but here in the capital, my form felt so much larger and stronger than then. I curled around them and circled around their heavily armored legs until… I snapped my eyes open with a loud, booming roar and then my eyes focused on the remaining soldiers. They were obscured by a swirling mass of scarlet liquid, and just like before with the marchioness, the fluid swallowed them whole. Their silhouettes struggled and jerked in an attempt to escape my clutches, but I slammed my closed fists out in front of me.  
 
    The crimson substance stopped swirling immediately and seemed to harden into an enormous, towering marble. I breathed in deeply through my nostrils, closed my eyes, and then reopened them while I exhaled. My colossal ability wrapped around me tightly like a warm and comforting cocoon… and suddenly, I knew what I had to do. As I gripped my flamberge in one hand, I took a single, decisive step toward the massive sphere of blood. It towered eleven feet into the air, and because of the distant fires, I could make out every single struggling shape within it. I wanted them to suffer… and more than anything, I wanted them to die slow painful deaths.  
 
    Every single aristocrat, soldier, and noble who died at our hands was retribution for what they’d done to my gender for hundreds of years. Now was my time to show them what hundreds of years of oppression could do to a person.  
 
    I breathed in deeply, exhaled loudly, and then lifted my weapon into the air. As the flamberge shifted through the gentle arch, its form changed back into the staff I was so familiar with. I held it loosely at first, then gripped it tightly in both hands over my head. In my mind, I saw all of the faces of those who’d died at the hands of the cruel and unforgiving aristocrats. Some of them were nothing more than blurs, while others were perfectly clear, and I saw all of them in a single split second.  
 
    The core glowed bright red, and for a moment, I could’ve sworn I felt heat pour off of it. Instinctively, I brought the staff down, and my jaw dropped open into an explosive, animalistic bellow of unbridled rage. The gigantic orb of blood wavered for a second from the sound waves of my roar then exploded into millions of glistening droplets. The guards’ silhouettes inside shook and then suddenly started to disintegrate with blinding bursts of light. Their screams cut through the air and whistled away in the wind. My ability slowly ate away at their flesh, and as their voices grew louder, the crimson liquid rained down on us. 
 
    Each guard jerked and twitched uncontrollably, and as I came even closer, their bodies slowly turned to ash. The light grey pieces of burned flesh lifted into the chilly air and then floated off into the distance. I stood where the bodies should’ve been and stared down at the small piles of ash by my boots. A low breeze rushed down the second ring and blasted the ash out over the first ring. I lifted my head and breathed in deeply before I stepped closer to the ledge, too.  
 
    From this far away, my soldiers and women looked like miniatures of themselves that I could pluck up and stuff in my pocket. All of the catapults and ballistae had ceased their firing, and everyone stood facing the wall with their faces upturned toward the ledge. The fires still burned across the roofs of the buildings below, and it looked as if a portion of my army had been sent out to extinguish them. I stared at my soldiers, and they gazed right back with solemn, dirtied faces.  
 
    Suddenly, a low rumble rose from their masses, and slowly, it grew louder and louder. My soldiers and monster-women chanted with their weapons raised, and some of them even pounded on their chests viciously. At first, I couldn’t quite understand the garbled words coming from their lips, but as the noise reached full volume, a wide grin spread over my features, and I opened my arms to them.  
 
    “King Charles!” they roared. “King Charles! King Charles! All hail King Charles and the New Order!” 
 
    I lifted both hands into the air for silence, and quickly, my soldiers silenced themselves to hear my words from so far above.  
 
    “We have been taught for centuries that it is forbidden to kill,” I boomed. “We were born in a world where our leaders told us all murderers are punished, jailed, or killed in the streets… Then I must ask, why are those who’ve committed no crimes the ones to receive the worst punishments of all? Why has my kind hung in the streets until they’re nothing but bone because they were accused of a crime they didn’t commit? Listen and listen well, my friends. This is the war that will end all wars! If we do not end this war, it will be the end of us! Our struggles, victories, and everything in between will be for nothing! So, from this moment on, we are merciless! Ruthless, heartless, and pitiless!” 
 
    My voice echoed out into the darkness of the first ring, and in the moonlight, my soldiers’ eyes glistened with a hunger for vengeance.  
 
    “We are the vile vermin we’ve always been accused of being!” I shouted for all to hear and lifted my hands into the air once again. “We are the New Order, and they shall know our names, even if we have to scrawl it across the city in their spilled blood! They will know it, and they will fear it! Look to the person on either side of you! That is a leader! The controller of their own destiny, and we will take back all of our freedoms! Tonight begins a lifelong lesson we’ve waited to teach them! Sometimes, you have to pick up the sword to put the sword down! We are the vermin they fear, and like vermin, we will destroy everything in our path! We are the New Order, and we must teach those in power that we will not stand idly by anymore while they kill our friends, family, and brothers! May the heavens have mercy on our enemies, because we certainly won’t!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    With the Queen’s underhanded attack thwarted, there was only one thing left to do… After Cecelia portaled all of us down to the rest of the army, I turned to Aschere, and the guard squared his shoulders.  
 
    “The fires,” I stated, and he immediately nodded in agreement. “We need to put them out before they burn everything down within the first ring. Are there any women among us who have a sand or dirt ability? That is the only way that we can put these oil fires out.”  
 
    “Rian has already taken charge, my lord.” The guard smiled. “She and a few other fire elementals went with your woman Kleeia. As soon as the guards above stopped the attack, she had the same idea as you and rounded every woman with an ability that would help. As you can see, they’ve managed to put the fire out on the top of the courthouse, and now they’re extinguishing the ones that spread to the houses.”  
 
    “Very good,” I stated. “Thank her when she arrives back.”  
 
    “Where are you going, my lord?” Aschere asked with a crooked brow. “Shouldn’t we move forward into the second ring?”  
 
    “We will,” I breathed. “I doubt that the Queen will send any more attacks tonight. She’ll retreat with her war council and lick her wounds until she cooks up a new plan. That’s when we will strike, but for now, I want the soldiers to rest. They’ve had an eventful night and will need to save their energy for the next battle. Have you seen Beatrix and the other scientists? I need their aid.”  
 
    “Beatrix and Celty stayed inside of the submersible,” Aschere explained. “They attacked using the weapons the submarine has built into it. They did a lot of damage. I was honestly surprised. Look at the wall. Celty’s energy cannon nearly brought the whole thing down… though, I doubt that would’ve been much help to us. They probably would’ve squashed us all into pancakes. The other scientists, well, Daisy looked them over and decided they were far too weak to aid in the fight, so she kept them safe inside of the caravan.”  
 
    “And the children?” I asked and glanced around before settling my gaze on his.  
 
    “Cecelia portaled them out before anything could happen,” the dark-haired man said. “It was right before you took charge and laid out the plans for our attack.”  
 
    “And… our losses?” I probed, and just as I suspected, my trusted guard’s dark-brown eyes lowered to the cobblestones at our feet.  
 
    “We haven’t counted them yet.” Aschere shook his head. “Some of them were horribly burned by the oil and others… well, others were crushed by falling rocks… If Amelia hadn’t been there and saved me, I’d be one of the casualties.” 
 
    “Do you have an estimate?” I murmured, and finally, the guard nodded.  
 
    “Perhaps seventy,” Aschere breathed. “But we haven’t counted yet, so the number could be higher or lower. That’s merely going off of those who haven’t been located… Some of them could be merely injured and waiting for someone to find them.”  
 
    “Send out groups to search through the rubble,” I instructed. “Then bring all of the injured soldiers to Daisy and Josephine. The two of them may not be doctors, but I’ve trained them extensively in wound care and other medical procedures.”  
 
    “What about the dead?” the dark-haired man asked, lifted his chin, and rested his hands softly on his waist.  
 
    “Recover them,” I barked and then cleared my throat. “Line them up on the ground and then cover them with blankets. Once we’ve taken the palace, we’ll have proper burials for all of them. Each man will receive the highest honor in all of the country. They fought and died for what’s right… I just wish I could’ve spared them the cold knife of death.”  
 
    “They knew what they were doing,” the guard said. “They knew that when we joined the army that there was a chance that we’d die fighting for what we believed in… but that doesn’t make it any less sad. These weren’t just our soldiers; they were our comrades… our brothers.”  
 
    “And we will honor them as such,” I soothed in a low voice, reached out, and placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Their souls have already left their bodies, Aschere, and I’m sure that whatever is out there… whatever comes after this life is much more peaceful. I hope that, at least in the afterlife, they finally are free from the weight of their oppression. I bet you at this very moment, they’re smiling down at us.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t say things like that, my lord.” Ascher chuckled, sniffled loudly, and then swiped at his teary eyes. “They were good men, and they fought bravely at our sides… Alliana told me there’s a massive mausoleum just outside of the palace’s gardens where brave heroes are buried. Of course, it’s probably filled with pious aristocrats currently, but I think we should erect a new one on the same ground and fill it with those who died and will pass…”  
 
    “And we will do just that.” I nodded, squeezed his shoulder, and then finally let go. “A memorial to the true victors of these final battles. They have lost their lives, but they paved our way straight to the palace and Calistia. Now, I must find Beatrix and Celty. We have critical business to attend to.”  
 
    I turned away from my trusted guard and searched along the canal for the familiar-looking submersible. Kleeia and the other women with water abilities had frozen most of the channel, and the windows of the submersible underneath the ice glowed a bright and inviting orangish-yellow. Thankfully, the submarine's deck rested above the water, and I headed toward it with my hands clenched at my side. When I was a few paces away, the door swung open, and a familiar redhead bounded out.  
 
    “Charles!” Beatrix grinned, jumped up onto the cobblestones, and raced forward with Celty quickly following behind. “Congratulations! You’ve won the battle! Now, what type of prize would you like to collect?”  
 
    “What type of prizes are there to collect?” I asked, pressed my hands to my hips, and leaned a little closer to the petite woman. “I had no idea I’d be rewarded for such a feat.”  
 
    “Hmmmm.” Beatrix hummed, tapped her chin thoughtfully, and then spun while shifting her mauve gaze over everything in sight. “You can choose… a pile full of riches! Jewels, diamonds, goblets made of fine and pure gold!”  
 
    “What if I don’t want those things?” I asked and leaned the tiniest bit closer. “I’ve never been a selfish or greedy man, so heaps and heaps of money have no interest to me.”  
 
    “Then you should stay very far away from Beatrix,” Celty commented coldly. “That is the only thing she’s interested in.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” the redhead cried. “I enjoy inventing and science!”  
 
    “Ah,” the robotic woman barked. “So, four things of interest…”  
 
    “So, what’s the third?” I asked.  
 
    “Uhhh, uhhhm, w-w-well,” Beatrix stammered, flushed bright pink, and took a half step backward. “That’s a s-s-secret!”  
 
    “Hmmm,” I murmured. “I can trade the secret for one of my prizes?”  
 
    “No!” the scientist nearly screamed. “Trades are absolutely not allowed!”  
 
    “Very well.” I shrugged. “If I don’t want the riches, what else can I claim as my prize?”  
 
    “How about honor and fame?” Beatrix asked, and her dark eyes sparkled in the moonlight.  
 
    “I think I already have enough of both of those.” I chuckled. “I am the first man ever to develop abilities. I think that alone has made me pretty famous, and… I think I have some claim to honor. You know, saving the whole male population and all. What else you got?”  
 
    “Well, there’s only one more option.” The petite redhead nodded, crossed her arms over her chest, and laughed heartily.  
 
    “And what is that?” I snickered. “This is the last option? It doesn’t seem very tempting for a man like me to defeat a whole trove of guards then only receive three options for rewards.”  
 
    “You could win the heart of a fair maiden,” Beatrix whispered. “That’s a popular one.”  
 
    “I think I’ve got quite a few fair maidens by my side,” I breathed, wrapped a tender arm around her shoulders, and then took a step toward the caravan. “I don’t think I need any more. Come to think of it. I don’t really need a reward for this battle. I’ve never gotten anything from winning a fight, except maybe the control of a city, so I don’t need it. Knowing that I helped my fellow man and took a step closer to equality, well, that’s enough for me.”  
 
    “Makes sense.” The redhead laughed lightly and patted my back gingerly. “Now, what’s the plan, Charles? What are we doing?”  
 
    “I think you can guess that I retrieved the blueprints,” I said. “I returned after all, so we plow on ahead with our plans.” 
 
    “Do… do you mean?” Celty asked, froze in her tracks, and aimed her icy blue eyes at my face.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and smiled at the mechanical woman. “We’re going to build you and A.B. bodies…”  
 
    “I can’t…” Celty whispered. “I can’t believe it! Charles, you can really do it?”  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure yet,” I warned her. “You’ve made it clear you don’t want a super-suit like the one you’re currently in or the bodies like the super-soldiers, but I think I’ve found a way to bypass all of that.”  
 
    “How?” Beatrix asked, grabbed me by the arm, and peered into my face.  
 
    “I’m a practiced alchemist,” I explained, took another step toward the caravan, and urged the two women closer. “Not only that, but we freed five of the Queen’s scientists. I’m sure they’d be more than willing to help us do this.” 
 
    In one swift movement, I grabbed the door handle into the first cabin and opened it quickly. Warm candlelight flooded out into the cobblestones, and I immediately turned to offer Beatrix a hand. After I helped both of the women inside, I quickly crossed to the next cabin.  
 
    All five of the scientists occupied the room, the two of them I hadn’t been introduced to slept soundly together on the largest couch while Babette, Lydia, and Celeste jolted with low yelps of surprise. Babette, the smallest and youngest scientist adjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose, and I noticed that a lot of the scars on her cheeks looked as if someone had cleaned them. Even the milky-white color of her white eye looked a little dimmer, and from the way she scrutinized me, it seemed she could see a bit better, too.  
 
    “Master Rayburn!” Celeste, the blue-haired scientist, said, stood from her chair, and bowed with her hands clasped in front of her. “Thank you for saving us. We also wanted to thank you for the care your women have given us--”  
 
    “I need your help,” I interrupted. “You worked extensively on the super-soldiers, correct? I can assume that Babette made the metal outsides of the machines, but what did you and Lydia work on?”  
 
    “I worked on the electrical components on the insides of the super-soldiers,” Celeste explained in a low, calm voice. “And Lydia, well… Lydia?”  
 
    “I worked as part of the biology department,” the black-haired scientist answered. “I was supposed to work extensively with the scientist they brought in to reanimate the brains, but… we all know what happened there.”  
 
    “Sorry about that.” Beatrix tittered, and the rest of the women nodded along with nervous smiles.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Lydia soothed. “I think we were all a little jealous you managed to escape, and we didn’t. I’m a scientist and a doctor, so they put me in charge of working directly with Celeste and, of course, that scientist there before she escaped. I concocted the serums of proteins, lipids, minerals, and chemicals to craft new flesh…”  
 
    “We saw the insides of your machines,” I said. “How did you do it? How long did it take?”  
 
    “Six months for each super-soldier,” the black-haired woman replied. “Thankfully, we did them all at the same time, but the ones you saw and… the ones I’m sure you fought against weren’t finished.”  
 
    “We’re going to need your help,” I stated. “We need to create bodies for two reanimated brains we currently have in our possession. Do you think that’s possible?”  
 
    “Possible?” Lydia repeated. “Yes… Feasibly within the next few days? No. The chemical process for creating skin takes an excruciatingly long time… and you want to add bones and organs to all of that? I don’t believe it’s possible in this short period.”  
 
    “What if we had an edge?” I asked. “What if I used alchemy?”  
 
    “It could help.” The second scientist nodded. “We toyed with the idea of using alchemists, but the Queen thought alchemists were dirty and untrustworthy, so she wouldn’t allow them into the third ring, let alone the palace or the laboratory.”  
 
    “I’ve been practicing alchemy from the moment I stepped foot out of my boarding school,” I explained. “I would even go as far as to call myself an expert.”  
 
    “Charles,” Beatrix broke in, turned, and aimed her mauve-colored eyes at my face. “Didn’t Edony want super-soldiers, too? Why didn’t you use alchemy then?”  
 
    “Edony didn’t want me to,” I stated. “She wanted to reform me from my alchemic ways because she too saw it as a dirty trade. Not only that, but there isn’t a lot out there about 'building a body’ in the alchemic realm, you know?”  
 
    “We’re going to need a lot of ingredients,” Celeste stated. “One of your women, Daisy, I believe, told us you have a laboratory on hand?”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and then pointed down the long hall of the caravan. “It’s the last cabin.”  
 
    “Then why don’t we get to work, Master Rayburn?” the blue-haired woman smiled, grabbed Babette’s hand, and hauled the petite woman to her feet. “We’ve got a lot to do, and we’re not even sure if any of this will work.”  
 
    “I’m sure it will,” I grumbled, turned on my heels, and guided the five women to the room at the back of the caravan.  
 
    I opened the door, and I laid my eyes on the copper monstrosity at the far side of the room. We hadn’t used my machine in months, and its three glass windows were dark. Nearly all of my women had come in and out of this machine, and now, it almost seemed as if it wasn’t needed, though it was still beautiful to look at. It’d toiled over it for months until it finally worked, but even then, Edony hadn’t been satisfied with it. Now, it was the mother to all of my women in a way after it’d given them new life.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” a familiar voice cooed from the far side of the room, and a wide grin spread over my features.  
 
    “Hello, A.B.,” I said, stepped closer to his jar, and peered in. “I have some good news.”  
 
    “Is it that you’re finally taking me out of this room?” the brain asked. “I’ve been stuck in here for ages! You can’t just take me on one trip and expect me never to want to go anywhere again! You awoke my latent wanderlust, Charles! Let me roam! Let me wander! Let me-- Celty! My darling!”  
 
    “Please refrain from calling me that,” the robotic woman stated. “But greetings to you, too, Abraham.”  
 
    “Soooo…” A.B. tutted into the confines of my brain. “Uhm, what are we doin’? Who are these lovely ladies?”  
 
    “I have good news, dear friend,” I said, stood to my full height, and gestured toward the three women. “These scientists from the palace. They worked extensively on the super-soldiers.”  
 
    “And?” The brain barked.  
 
    “Did you not hear me?” I asked. “They built the super-soldiers, which means if we work together, we can possibly build you and Celty bodies.”  
 
    Silence filled the room, and A.B. floated for a moment in his greenish liquid. Finally, his voice spoke up again, but this time, it was much quieter and filled with wonder.  
 
    “What?” A.B. asked. “Charles, please don’t joke about these things… It isn’t funny.”  
 
    “I’m not joking,” I assured him. “We’re going to build the two of you bodies, and you can finally fulfill your wish.”  
 
    “Charles, I-I… I don’t know what to say,” the brain murmured. “I never thought it would happen… I know you promised, but I was pretty sure it was impossible.”  
 
    “We’ll make it possible,” I stated. “For you and Celty. You deserve to live fulfilling lives as people and not just sentient brains. Now, Celeste, Lydia, and Babette, where do we start?”  
 
    “We need water, lots of it,” Celeste said, rolled up her sleeves, and then glanced around the room. “What are these tubs, Master Rayburn?”  
 
    “Just call me Charles, please.” I smiled. “And those are cucurbits. If we’re using my alchemy, we’ll need them anyway. They’re round containers made to hold the substance being distilled from one thing into another. Cucurbits are generally made of glass, copper, or earthenware ceramic. That is one copper since it’s easier to get your hands on.”  
 
    The blue-haired woman grabbed the two large round bowls from underneath the table and dragged them into the middle of the room with the other scientists’ help. As I grabbed one of the massive jugs of water we’d taken from Valestia, I turned my attention back to Celeste.  
 
    “How much water do we need?” I asked.  
 
    “Thirty-five liters,” the scientist replied, turned toward my massive cabinet of supplies, and glanced over the handwritten labels. “We’ll also need carbon, ammonia, lime, phosphorus, salt, saltpeter, and sulfur.”  
 
    “All of those should be in there.” I pointed to the glass case then shifted my finger down to the closed cabinets. “The phosphorus, salt, and ammonia are down there. I keep them in large containers since they’re in most alchemic potions. Anything else?”  
 
    “Lithium carbonate,” Celeste murmured, opened up the case, and began grabbing bottles from the shelves. “Iron, silicon, and a few others… but it looks as if you have all of them here. I do have to tell you, Charles, I don’t know the exact measurements of each of these since we only used them to create the small pieces of flesh. We never created full bodies…”  
 
    “I think I can do it,” I murmured, unscrewed the cap from the giant water container, and poured it into the cucurbit closest to me. “You said thirty-five liters of water?” 
 
    “Yes.” The scientist nodded and laid out all of the ingredients on the table.  
 
    “Beatrix, grab that other container of water,” I ordered. “And pour it into the other cucurbit, will you?”  
 
    The redhead nodded immediately, then moved to grab the clear container before she unscrewed the cap and upended it into the copper bowl. I felt… strangely alive at this moment. The last time I’d practiced alchemy was to create the crystal dagger that we used to cut the cores into pieces, and since I’d activated my ability, I felt even more in tune with my actions. I paused for a moment then lifted my head toward the cabinet Celeste stood in front of. My eyes shifted to a large silver bottle smattered with dust on top of the shelves.  
 
    “Celeste?” I asked. “Will you grab that metal bottle, please? I have an idea.”  
 
    “Of course,” the blue-haired scientist said, grabbed it, and then hurriedly offered it to me. “What is it?”  
 
    “Azoth,” I murmured, pulled out the cork, and took a deep breath over the neck of the bottle. “Formally known as the ‘universal solvent’ or ‘universal medication.’ It can heal all wounds… It’s even been said that it’s the elixir of life and it’s used frequently in many different alchemic practices. Primarily, in the attempt to make gold… though, most practiced alchemists know that’s a fool’s errand. No one has ever made gold, and they never will.”  
 
    I held the azoth over the first cucurbit and then tipped in the tiniest amount. In a single movement, I grabbed a large copper stirrer from one of the side tables and thoroughly mixed the clear liquid in with the water. Then I repeated the process with the second cucurbit before capping the azoth and setting it aside. Celeste laid out all of the ingredients we would need, and as I reached for one, Babette hastily thrust one of the glass containers into my hand.  
 
    “They have to go in order,” the petite blonde one told me, pushed up her glasses first, and then unscrewed the top of the fine powder. “Calcium phosphate comes first… always.”  
 
    “How do you know this, Babette?” I asked and took the large, round container from her hands.  
 
    “The others may not know this,” the blonde sighed, glanced over the other jars, and scooted another close to the edge of the table. “I used to be the lead scientist… that’s until I caused a bit of trouble, and they wanted to get rid of me. Do you know how much of that to put in?”  
 
    “If I’m making a body,” I breathed, grabbed a large measuring scoop, and dug it into the milky white powder. “I need about one-and-a-half to two-and-a-half pounds of this powder. Which in measurements translates out to about two cups for each cucurbit.”  
 
    I scooped the first two cups of the fine powder into the water and azoth mixture and then moved on to the next. As I placed the top back on the container and handed it over to Babette, the tiny woman offered me the copper stirrer for a second time.  
 
    “You have to stir it both ways,” the blonde explained. “Clockwise and counter. It’s the only way that the powder will mix with the water.”  
 
    “Babette,” I murmured, knelt by the first container, and began to stir. “How do you know all of this? You built super-soldiers… not bodies.”  
 
    “When I was first brought to the capital,” the blonde murmured. “The Queen didn’t want the super-soldiers she currently has. She wanted monsters made of humans, and when that didn’t work, she turned to other means. If you can’t mutate or create what you want from an already existing being, you simply make one yourself. We only made two… and they were… horrid. Sure, they were human, but something was missing about them. Something not quite right about them, so she shut that down and moved on to the super-soldiers. I was the first and only person to work on these, so I personally know what goes into them. I never told anyone that… because shortly after all of my projects failed, they moved on and put me in charge of the welding, which they hoped would eventually kill me. If that didn’t work, I’m sure that they would’ve killed me themselves. Now, you’ll need to add the salt and fluorine at the same time.”  
 
    “How much?” I asked and grabbed the bottles she offered me.  
 
    “Two-hundred milligrams of each,” the tiny scientist said. “Tip them in at the same time and count off with me.”  
 
    I followed her instructions and tipped the small bottles over until the granulated powders flowed out. Babette’s lips moved while she counted off, and when she finally finished, she brought both of her puny, bandaged hands in an upward motion for me to stop. Instantly, she grabbed the containers from my hands and offered me the iron, silicon, and sulfur. My eyes lifted to hers, but she’d turned around to examine my worktable then plucked up a small silver spoon.  
 
    “You’ll need this much,” the blonde explained. “I don’t remember the exact amount, but the next step is important. You need to lay the sulfur on the surface first, then the silicon on top of that, and finally, the iron. You have to wait for five seconds for the iron to fall through because it’s the heaviest, then you mix.” 
 
    Using my thumbnail, I peeled off the containers’ lids, held them tightly in one hand, and then dipped the silver spoon into the finely ground sulfur. The powder was a bright yellow, almost the color of dandelions, and I gently spooned the substance onto the surface of the water. Surprisingly, the sulfur didn’t sink to the bottom like the rest of the ingredients and simply rested on top of that. Quickly, I grabbed a spoonful of silicon and laid that on top of the yellowish powder. Next came the iron, and I counted off in my head as the thin particles broke through the layers of sulfur and silicon then dropped down to the bottom. Immediately, I snatched up my copper stirrer and mixed all of it in together.  
 
    After Babette took back the three containers and set them down, her hands immediately went to the last four larger containers. Ammonia, carbon, lime, and saltpeter. The tiny blonde stared down at them for a moment and then rested them on the floor in front of me. I half-expected her to tell me the exact measurements and how to stir them in properly, but her lips pressed together into a worried line. I understood completely… This was why the experiments had gone so wrong. They had the measurements for all of the other ingredients, but these last three… no one knew.  
 
    “I’m a doctor,” I breathed. “I’m not sure if you knew that.”  
 
    “I knew you were a scientist and an alchemist,” Babette stated. “But a doctor? No.”  
 
    “The reason your experiments failed is because of these three measurements, correct?” I asked, and immediately, the blonde nodded. “You’re in luck, then… I’ve studied the human body hundreds of times, so I’m used to this.”  
 
    I grabbed the container holding the lime, opened the lid, and then scooped the tiniest amount out onto the pad of my thumb. I dropped it down into the water of each and then viciously stirred it until it disappeared. Then I grabbed the carbon, glanced at each of the cucurbits, and then unscrewed the lid. I dumped half of the black powder into the first and then the rest into the other. Without missing a beat, I grabbed the silver spoon she’d handed me earlier and dipped two spoonfuls of saltpeter into each.  
 
    In quick succession, Babette grabbed the rest of the smaller glass containers and tipped them over the cucurbits at least once, then raised her face to mine. The petite woman gestured one of her bandaged hands toward both copper bowls, and I stirred both of them vigorously. By this time, the liquid in each of the cucurbits had turned a deep wine color, and steam lifted off of it.  
 
    I stood from my position and turned toward both Beatrix and Celty. My gaze settled on the mechanical woman, and she took a tentative half-step forward.  
 
    “Charles?” Celty asked in a voice so low it was almost a whimper. “Is it time?”  
 
    “What do we do next?” Beatrix asked. “Is that it? That’s what’ll make our brains bodies?”  
 
    “It might not,” I answered, then shrugged. “But does it hurt to try? I would rather try millions of things and fail than to never find a solution for our friends.”  
 
    “But this doesn’t seem…” The redhead trailed over and stared down at the cucurbits for a long moment before Celty laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “I cannot go on living like this,” the robotic woman whispered. “I can’t continue to be nothing but a brain in a mechanical body without feeling or touching. That is not a life. Open up my faceplate, Beatrix. It’s time.”  
 
    The petite redhead nodded and then motioned for the robotic woman to kneel. My heart pounded in my chest as Beatrix’s nimble fingers unscrewed the bolts holding the faceplate in place over the glass dome. With a hiss of steam, Celty reached up and lifted it from its panel, and finally, the reanimated brain came into view. While Beatrix lifted the jar from its holding place, I crossed the room toward A.B. and stood over him for a moment.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” my assistant warned, and a low chuckle exploded from my lips.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “I thought you wanted this?”  
 
    “More than anything,” A.B. whispered. “I half-expected you, Charles, to ask me if this is what I really want, and if I wanted to stop now, we could.”  
 
    “I would never do that,” I promised. “I know this is something you’ve yearned for, and I’m more than ready to give it to you… Are you ready, my dear friend?”  
 
    “Get me out of this damn jar!” the brain cried. “As soon as I have a body, I’m going to smash it to pieces!”  
 
    “You can do whatever you want with it,” I murmured, dipped my hands into his liquid, and clasped him on either side of his bumpy surface.  
 
    “I think this is the first time you’ve held me, Charles,” A.B. murmured. “It’s warm… and nice… What a comforting grip you have.”  
 
    “This is certainly not the first time I’ve held you.” I laughed loudly. “I’ve cleaned you on many occasions. Now, be quiet before I drop you on the floor and you roll under a shelf or something.”  
 
    I approached my cucurbit and then glanced toward Beatrix. The small redhead rested the jar against the table, popped open the metal lid, and then reached inside for Celty. The reanimated brain was utterly quiet while Beatrix lifted her out and held her softly in between both hands. When the redhead came to stand beside me, she glanced over, and our gazes connected. Silence filled the room as the rest of the scientists watched with bated breath.  
 
    “Come on!” A.B. shouted. “Drop me in already! Do it!”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at his excited tone, and I hastily bent before dipping him into the purplish-red liquid. Beatrix quickly followed suit, and both of the brains bobbed along in the steaming liquid for a moment. We waited… and waited, but nothing happened. My gaze met Babette’s, but the blonde scientist looked as surprised as I did…  
 
    “Well, do I have a body yet?” A.B. asked. “I think I’m growing a bone… I can feel it coming in… Nope, never mind. That was just my brain stem stuck to the bottom of the barrel. What about you, Celty? Feel anything yet?”  
 
    “I feel no different…” the female brain answered. “Is there a chance you made it wrong, Charles?”  
 
    “No,” I stated. “I think it’s missing something… But what could it be?”  
 
    Immediately, I pressed my hands behind my back and paced along the inside of the laboratory. Surely, we were missing a key ingredient, and I ran through all of the powders we’d mixed into the water and azoth. The reason I put the universal solvent in was in hopes that it would aid our alchemic potion, but it seemed that not even the most potent substance in the world could do that. In a way, every single ingredient we’d mixed into the water was a symbolic version of the human body. The calcium-phosphorus was meant to be our bones, the carbon, all of our cells, and everything else a mixture of all of the chemical makeup… but what else were we missing from the equation?  
 
    When I’d spoken to Jonathan in Rezel, he’d told me that the Queen was extremely close to finding a solution, but she missed one key factor. Even Babette said that the experiments failed, but why had they? What was missing? If alchemy and science couldn’t fix this, what could? I couldn’t let this fail, and I certainly couldn’t let A.B. down. I’d promised him this, and I intended to keep that promise. In a way, my assistant was one of my closest friends, and if I couldn’t do this for him, it felt as if I’d failed everyone. Of course, A.B. would forgive me… but his life would be meaningless. He’d even said that to me before, and it made my heart ache in my chest.  
 
    Maybe if I approached this situation as if it were my machine, then I could figure it out? No… That wouldn’t work because, even though my machine was a scientific wonder, I’d only made the experiment work entirely by accident by adding my blood. Wait… no… My eyes snapped to Beatrix, and my mouth dropped open, then I swiveled my gaze to Babette.  
 
    “Which chemical is blood?” I asked, and the petite blonde drew back with a confused expression.  
 
    “What?” Babette asked.  
 
    “Which chemical is found in blood?” I reiterated, and the glasses-wearing woman shook her head with a frown.  
 
    “None,” the scientist answered. “None of them do… Blood is a highly complex fluid. It’s extremely concentrated, and not only that, but its makeup is not found anywhere else on earth unless you’re willing to slice up a body and drip-- Charles!” 
 
    “Exactly!” I roared. “By science!”  
 
    Before anyone could stop me, I brought my right and stared down at the scar tissue between my thumb and pointer finger. Without a moment’s hesitation, I bit down on the webbing between both fingers, and immediately, the metallic liquid flowed into my mouth. I stepped forward, drew my hand away from my mouth, and held the bleeding hand close to my chest. As I gazed down into the cucurbit with A.B. floating inside of it, I held out my bleeding hand. The droplets of blood plinked off the surface of the potion and then dropped down to the bottom. Each bead of scarlet left a feathery trail of red after it in the liquid, and slowly at first, the potion began to change color for a second time.  
 
    Then steam poured from the cucurbit's lip and the surface bubbled over as if it’d been placed underneath a heat source. A glowing white light surrounded A.B.’s form, and his voice rang out through my head, but I couldn’t understand his garbled words.  
 
    “Holy shit!” Beatrix barked, raced forward, and then snatched up a small paring knife from a side table. “Charles! You’re a genius!”  
 
    “Hurry!” Celty bleated. “Please! Hurry!”  
 
    Beatrix held out her tiny hand then lifted the blade. With the steadiness of a surgeon, the redhead sliced into the palm of her hand, dropped the knife to her feet, and then squeezed the skin around the open wound. The petite scientist hissed in pain and squinted her eyes, but surely, the blood began to flow. I watched in utter amazement as the droplets of the redhead’s blood fell into the wine-colored liquid surrounding Celty and then began to boil just like A.B.’s. Immediately, I grabbed Beatrix by the wrist and forced her backward right as the cucurbits’ exploded with white steam.  
 
    “Open a window!” Lydia shouted.  
 
    Celeste was the first to jump into action and flew across the room toward the single window above my desk, but even when it was open, it didn’t clear all of the smoke. Both of the cucurbits were entirely obscured from view, a loud sound echoed through the laboratory, and as I listened, I couldn’t even begin to describe it. At first, I thought it was nothing more than the bubbling of the liquid in the large bowls, but that wasn’t right. It sounded more like two voices speaking quietly, barely above a whisper. 
 
    The lights inside the swirling smoke grew even brighter, and I lifted a hand to shield my eyes, but I still wanted to see. Either this would work, or it would fail… I didn’t want to imagine what would happen to both A.B. and Celty if it didn’t work. Would it kill them? Would it destroy their perfectly intact brains? I should’ve thought of these things before we went through with them… This could’ve been one of my gravest mistakes, and I walked blindly into it. Hell, I put the innocent Celty and A.B. through it. What was I going to do if it failed?  
 
    “Oy, oy, oy,” a familiar voice boomed, and I lifted my head to listen. “You worry too much, old chap.”  
 
    “A.B.,” I whispered and stepped toward the two cucurbits. “You’re okay. Thank science… I’m sorry… it seems the experiment failed.”  
 
    “It failed?” the brain’s voice asked, and I finally realized I wasn’t just talking to a voice inside my head anymore.  
 
    A thick, meaty hand jabbed out of the smoke, gripped onto the front of my shirt, and dragged me forward. As I came closer, a tall, muscular man leaned out of the smoke and grinned down at me excitedly. His mid-length wavy blond hair shifted, and his brilliant baby-blue eyes glittered in the bright lamplight surrounding us. His handsome face was dotted with freckles, and I felt an instant connection to him as if I’d known him my entire life. I’d seen this face, that same good-natured, overly-friendly smile before, but only once in a dream…  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The tall blond man stood half out of the swirling cloud of smoke, and when I glanced down toward his feet, I realized he was still standing inside of the circular cucurbit. I lifted my gaze back up to his sparkling baby-blue eyes, and his wide grin faltered for a second. I’d done it… something that no other scientist or doctor had ever done. I’d taken a reanimated brain and transformed it back into a human with merely my scientific, medical, and alchemic genius. The proof was right in front of me. My friend and trusted assistant stood right in front of me.  
 
    “A.B.,” I breathed, and the corners of my lips twinged up into a wide grin. “You have a body. You finally have a body!”  
 
    “What?” the blond man balked for a second, glanced around, and then settled his eyes on the thick, muscled arm holding me by the front of the shirt. “Ohhhh, oh, science…”  
 
    “Did you not realize it?” I asked, reached out, and placed a steady hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” A.B. shrugged, glanced at his body, and then threw his head back with a roar of laughter. “I-I guess I didn’t! Oh, man, this feels weird. I have arms… I have legs! Would you look at that! This feels so strange. I forgot what it’s like to feel and touch!”  
 
    The blond man glanced over his pinkish flesh then ran his large hands over his bare chest for a moment while still giggling like a schoolgirl. His baby-blue eyes were wide, and the smile on his lips never wavered for a second, but before I could speak again, a soft voice erupted up from behind me.  
 
    “Celty?” Beatrix murmured, clasped her hands to her chest, and stepped forward. “Celty, are you alright? Charles, Celty isn’t responding… Do you think it didn’t work? Oh, no, what if it didn’t work because I used my blood instead of yours? I mean, we both have a blood ability, so it should’ve worked the same, but what if I royally fucked up? Oh  no, what if I killed her? Celty! Please, Celty! Respond! I’m sorry--” 
 
    “Will you stop shrieking?” an unfamiliar voice snapped from inside the swirling smoke over the second cucurbit. “I’m fine… I just think it took a little longer for my transformation because you did it a little after Charles… Can you support me? I feel… I feel weak.”  
 
    “Of course!” the redheaded woman shouted, rushed forward, and dipped her hand into the grey mass of smoke.  
 
    A pale, thin hand shot out of the fumes and came to rest on the petite scientist’s shoulders. The redhead immediately grabbed for the woman’s elbow, and suddenly, the newly transformed Celty leaned out of the cucurbit’s basin. Her long, pin-straight hair was a deep yellow and came to rest at almost waist-level. When her large, doe-like eyes swiveled around the room, I saw their dark color. At first, I thought the irises were wholly black, but when the lamps glittered off of them, I finally saw that they were a deep brownish-orange color. The hand gripping my shirt loosened, and when I glanced at A.B., I saw why.  
 
    The blond man’s mouth hung slack, and his thin cheeks flamed red with embarrassment. His mouth snapped right as his hand loosened from my front then dropped to his waist. I knew this look. In fact, I’d seen it on my own face many times before. This was the expression of a man in love, and when Celty’s large eyes met his, a small, shy smile spread over her plump lips.  
 
    “Is that you, A.B.?” the yellow-haired beauty asked in a hushed tone.  
 
    “Yes,” the blond man gasped, nodded, and then gulped loudly. “Celty?”  
 
    “It’s me,” the stunning woman breathed and stepped out of the cucurbit with Beatrix’s help.  
 
    “You… You’re so beautiful,” the tall, blond man whispered, gripped me by the shoulder, and stepped out of his own basin. “I imagined what you’d look like in life so many times, but I never dreamed you’d be so stunning.”  
 
    “I never thought I’d play match-maker for a pair of reanimated brains.” Beatrix laughed, pinched Celty’s cheek, and then made sure the yellow-haired woman stood steadily on her own feet. “What about you, Charles? Ever think you’d be in a predicament like this?” 
 
    “Beatrix!” Celty gasped, hastily covered her bare breasts, and scuttled to the far side of the room. “I can’t believe you’d say such a thing!”  
 
    “What?” the redhead balked. “It’s pretty clear the two of you are in love. Well, maybe not love, but certainly attracted to each other. I mean, come on. You both just became human for the first time in who knows how many years! It was meant to be! Two star-crossed lovers turned into humans after being confined to jars for years! The tension in this room is almost unbearable! Look! Both of your cheeks are red! Haha! Hilarious.”  
 
    “Almost as red as yours get when you see Charles, right, Beatrix?” Celty snapped from the far corner of the room, and immediately, the redhead’s mouth snapped shut.  
 
    “I’m a redhead!” the petite scientist protested. “I have a pinkish complexion! You can’t say I turn red when my skin is already flushed!”  
 
    With A.B. standing in the middle of the room, I realized he was the same height as me or a few inches taller. The unbelievably muscular man rested his large hands on his waist and then glanced around the room. He seemed to notice the other three women in the room finally and then grinned wolfishly with flushed cheeks.  
 
    “Sorry, ladies,” A.B. apologized, swept into a low bow, and then stood to his full height. “I didn’t seem to see any of you there. When you’re a reanimated brain, you don’t have the best eyesight, so you never know how many people are in the room. Not only that, but the only people I can freely communicate with are Charles and his women. So, hello! My name is A.B., or you can call me Abraham. Whichever, I don’t really have a preference.”  
 
    “H-Hello.” Babette waved shyly and averted her eyes from the exposed parts of the blond man’s body.  
 
    “It’s wonderful to meet you.” Lydia smiled, nodded her head, and clasped her hands in front of her.  
 
    “This is amazing,” Celeste breathed, stepped forward, and then circled A.B. “I can’t believe we managed to do it… I give all the credit to you, Charles Rayburn. This is utterly unbelievable.”  
 
    “Babette should take some credit  too,” I said, shook my head, and then smiled gently. “In fact, all of you should. Without your help, I doubt we’d have been able to do this… We were finally able to give Celty and A.B. their wish… and I hope that if there are any more reanimated brains across the country, we can do the very same for them, too. No one deserves to live like that.”  
 
    “So, what now, Charles?” the blond man asked. “Do I go out and get fitted with a suit of armor? Oh man, I can’t wait to feel the weight of it on my shoulders. Oh, and a weapon! I get to bash in some aristocrats’ skulls with these two hands!”  
 
    “No,” I said. “I actually have one more request from you two if that’s quite alright.”  
 
    “What is it?” the yellow-haired woman whispered, leaned against Beatrix, and aimed her dark eyes in my direction.  
 
    “Would it be alright if I examined you two?” I asked. “Since the two of you are the first of your kind, I’d like to have enough data on you for my records.”  
 
    “That’s fine with me, Charles,” Celty stated with a single nod.  
 
    “Would you like me to take notes?” A.B. joked with a low snicker.  
 
    “No.” I grinned. “I think it’s time that I took my own notes. You’ve done enough for me, A.B., and if you wish, you don’t have to be my assistant anymore. You can live your own life and do whatever you choose. You’re a free man now.”  
 
    “I’ve already told you what I’ve chosen to do,” the blond man interrupted with a shake of his head. “I’ll stay by your side until it’s my time to leave this earthly realm. You are my King, and I pledged my allegiance to you the moment you brought me back to the manor so long ago. You can’t get rid of me that easily. I will fight alongside you in this battle and all the others that are to come. You’re my master, Charles, and it will stay that way even now after I’ve received a human form.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, offered the tall blonde my outstretched hand, and when he took it, he shook it heartily. “If you two of you could come over here by the examination table, we’ll get started.”  
 
    As the two crossed the room, I grabbed three smaller items from the cabinet and then dragged over a large scale with a long arm attached. I waved A.B. toward it, and immediately, the blond man stepped up onto it, and I immediately began to shift over the weights until it was completely even. Then I brought down the lever over his head until it rested flat against his honey-blond hair. I sucked in my cheeks for a moment, clicked my tongue, and then grabbed a small pad of paper and pencil from the countertop. 
 
    “A.B. is approximately six-foot-four,” I said. “Roughly one-hundred-and-ninety-eight pounds. You’ve got a lot of muscle on you… Do you mind if I measure you?”  
 
    “Why would I mind?” A.B. asked and tapped his forehead with a devilish wink. “Get it? Because I used to be a brain.”  
 
    “I get it,” I snorted, shook my head, and then opened a drawer in search of the skinfold calipers. “Now hold still for a second… It looks like you have about a ten percent body fat percentage…”  
 
    “Really?” Beatrix balked. “That’s… that’s insane.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” the blond man asked with a single raised eyebrow, glanced between Beatrix and me, and then stared straight into my eyes. “Charles?”  
 
    “A.B., this is going to sound a bit strange,” I breathed, set down the skinfold calipers, and then rested my fists on my hips. “But you have a near-perfect build and body for a man your size. Hell, if I were to cut you open and look at your organs, I bet they’d be in perfectly healthy shape. Here, give me a moment.”  
 
    I crossed the room, snatched up a piece of parchment from my desk, and then ripped it up into smaller pieces. I crumbled up each one and then turned toward the tall blond. A.B. turned and faced me with a confused expression, but as I lifted the first crumpled ball of paper, he seemed to understand. I threw the first one at him, but right as it blasted through the air, I tossed the other ones toward him, too. A.B. shifted his position and then snatched every single one of them with an expression of intense concentration. He caught them so fast that I barely had time to register the blurs that were his hands moving through the air.  
 
    “One-hundred-and-fifteen milliseconds,” I murmured.  
 
    “What?” Beatrix gawked and whipped toward me. “Are you serious? Aren’t… aren’t the average human’s two-hundred-and-fifteen milliseconds?”  
 
    “That’s correct.” I nodded. “And I bet that Celty has similar reflexes. Beatrix, we’ve created the perfect human. Celty, if you wouldn’t mind, would you step up onto the scale, too?” 
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the yellow-haired woman breathed, brushed past A.B., and followed my directions. 
 
    I fiddled with the weights until they were level and then brought down the metal arm to measure her height. As I grabbed the pen and paper for a second time, I glanced at the measurements before exhaling loudly through my nose.  
 
    “Celty is approximately five-foot-seven,” I said, scribbled it down over the paper, and then turned toward Beatrix. “One-hundred-and-sixty pounds with twenty percent body fat. Celty, would you like to try the reflex test?”  
 
    “I will if you think it will aid your assessment, Charles,” the yellow-haired beauty stated, stepped off the scale, and then stood where A.B. had.  
 
    I grabbed the rolled-up balls of paper from A.B. and then crossed the room for a second time. Then I settled my sights on Celty before tossing the first ball at her. This time, I threw them at odd angles and different lengths to see if it would make much difference. Just as I suspected, it didn’t, and Celty immediately threw herself forward. The yellow-haired woman flipped once hand over hand, snatched the first paper ball from the air, and then whipped around. The yellow-haired woman twisted through the air, flipped one more time, and grabbed the remaining three paper balls from the air in one swift arc.  
 
    Celty raised her head to me, stepped forward, and then offered me the papers. As I took them back, I imagined what these two super-human-like people could do out on the battlefield. If Both Celty and A.B. had inherited Beatrix and I’s blood, that could only mean one thing. Eventually, the two of them would develop blood magik and would be able to wield it as the two of us did.  
 
    I paused for a moment and then turned my gaze toward the tall blond. A.B. studied me curiously before he tilted his head and lifted a single eyebrow. In a way, his body was made from a complex combination of chemicals and my blood, Celty, too, but with Beatrix. Did this mean that, in a way, we were siblings? I already knew that I had brothers from the long list of the Queen’s children we’d found in the library back in Granhamn, but A.B. was one of the few people I’d met in my life who really felt as if he were my sibling. We quarreled, joked, and spoke as if we were brothers, and when I looked him in the eye, I felt a strong bond between us. This wasn't just the bond between scientist and assistant, but an unbreakable brotherhood.  
 
    I knew the sentiment was true for Celty and Beatrix, too, because I’d witnessed how they interacted together. The two of them already acted as if they were related, and it showed when they picked on each other lovingly. I examined A.B.’s face for a moment and then shifted my gaze over to Celty. The yellow-haired woman spoke quietly to Beatrix, and then the two of them tightly embraced. I guessed that this was the first time the two of them held each other like this, and it was an intimate moment that I witnessed from across the room.  
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” A.B. snickered.  
 
    “Do you remember anything?” I asked. “Any of your memories or your past?”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works, Charles…” the blond man admitted. “This isn’t the transformation your women go through… You built me a new body through science, medicine, and alchemy. I remember everything that’s happened over the last four years and the few memories I recalled before, but other than that, my past is nothing more than a blank slate. Maybe that’s for the better… I plan to make more memories and live a brand-new life in this body. Not only that, Charles, but I think I’ve remembered enough. I don’t need to recall anything else. From what we’ve learned, my death and subsequent reanimation were horrible memories for me. I don’t want to remember. In fact, I think I’d prefer it if I didn’t. I’m a new man, and my past… is just that, the past.”  
 
    “I understand,” I stated. “And that’s perfectly normal if you don’t want to. I only ask because I wondered if these are your old faces or if the alchemical process gave you brand-new ones.”  
 
    “This certainly wasn’t my old hair color,” Celty commented, grabbed a weft, and held it up to the light. “It used to be a mousey-brown. What color are my eyes, Beatrix?”  
 
    “They look black,” the redhead explained. “But they’re actually dark brown with orangish flecks.”  
 
    “That’s not right, either,” the reanimated brain breathed. “My eyes used to be blue, a dark blue, kind of like A.B.’s.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked the blond man directly. “Can you remember what you looked like?”  
 
    “I don’t even know what I look like now.” The tall blond laughed heartily. “But no, I don’t remember what I looked like… It’s been so long ago. Am I at least handsome? You know, I was always dashingly handsome, even as a brain in a jar. So, ladies, what’s the verdict? Am I handsome? Am I a prince charming? Or am I dashing rogue you see across the bar at an old-timey tavern?” 
 
    “I think you’re a good-looking man.” I nodded. “But what do I know?”  
 
    “Can you not think another man is handsome?” A.B. scoffed, rolled his eyes, and clicked his tongue. “I’ve always thought you were handsome, even for a scientist, but I won’t say it now because you’ve offended me, Charles.”  
 
    “You… you… uhm,” Celty stammered and then shook her head.  
 
    “You already said it, you dum-dum!” Beatrix cackled, grabbed A.B. by the shoulder, and then forced him down to her height before ruffling his already messy hair.  
 
    “That’s beside the point!” The blond man laughed and pulled himself away from the small scientist. “I need the opinions from the other ladies in the room.”  
 
    “Am I not a lady?” The redhead snickered. “I think you’re handsome, but definitely not my type.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” Celty agreed. “Beatrix’s type is the bookish, scientist types. You know the ones, incredibly pale, surprisingly strong, and extremely intelligent.”  
 
    “I think you’re handsome,” Babette whispered. “But you’re a little too muscular for my taste.”  
 
    “I think he’s dashing.” Celeste grinned. “But in a playboy type of way. I’ve read a couple of books about men of those types, and they’ll give you their attention, but only for a short while before they move on to the next woman.”  
 
    “What?” A.B. squeaked. “That’s not true! I’m a loyal man! True to the bone!”  
 
    “To me,” Lydia commented. “He reminds me of the stableboys back on my estate. Ruggedly handsome with rough hands, deep voices, and… tender touches…”  
 
    “That sounds… interesting.” Beatrix giggled and elbowed the black-haired scientist. “Why don’t you tell us about those tender touches in the barn, Lydia?”  
 
    “I’d rather not.” The scientist blushed, shied away, and then cleared her throat. “Yes, you are very handsome.”  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” the blonde man interrupted. “There’s one more person we haven’t heard from.”  
 
    Immediately, A.B. settled his wicked blue eyes on Celty, and the tips of the yellow-haired woman’s ears flushed red. She hunched her back, crossed her arms over her bare chest, and then glanced down at the floorboards at her feet. Celty seemed to muddle over her thoughts for a few seconds until she raised her head with a determined expression.  
 
    “Yes, you are,” the yellow-haired woman snapped. “In fact, handsomer than I expected you to be. Before, you were quite crude, so I thought your appearance would match.”  
 
    “Ouuuuch,” I grumbled, shook my head, and patted A.B. on the shoulder. “That’s got to hurt.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” the blond man barked. “I was the most astutely handsome brain in the whole country! I know that for a fact! Take it back!”  
 
    “No,” Celty huffed with a small smile. “I won’t.”  
 
    “Ahhh, stop it,” Beatrix finally broke in, smacked her hand down in the middle of Celty’s back, and forced her toward A.B. “We all know that’s not true. As soon as Valerie took A.B. out of the submersible when we arrived back to the army, you told me that you missed him on multiple occasions! That talking to him was extremely refreshing, and even his crude jokes were a little funny. I think you like him enough to say you have a crush on him!”  
 
    Celty’s reddened face immediately paled, and her plump lips pressed together into a thin line. Her dark, almost black eyes glared over at Beatrix, and the petite redhead, whose cheeks puffed out from holding in the laughter, immediately let out a low, whopping breath.  
 
    “I think that’s enough for the day.” I stepped in, smiled, and pressed a hand to the middle of Celty’s back. “Ladies, why don’t you find Daisy. You remember her, don’t you? The petite brunette with bear ears? She’ll find you a tent to sleep in for the night.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Lydia nodded, smiled, and then bowed her head low to the rest of us. “Come on, ladies. I’m pretty tired after the day we’ve had.”  
 
    “I’ve never been in a war before,” Babette commented and passed through the doorway into the next cabin. “Maybe next time, the three of us will get to join the fight! I can’t wait to get my hands on one of the councilors. I’ll—” 
 
    The tiny scientist’s voice faded in the distance, and I turned toward the remaining three people in the room.  
 
    “We’ll have to get you some clothes,” I said. “A.B., if you want to, you can go into my room and take some of my spare shirts and trousers. They might be a little tight, but it’s the best we can do for the time being.”  
 
    “Clothes?” the blond man asked, furrowed his brow, and then glanced down at this body. “E-gads! You let me wander around the room completely naked for that long? And in front of all of those people! Charles! How absolutely embarrassing!”  
 
    “I was a little too blown away to remember,” I stated through a chuckle. “I honestly thought the experiment wouldn’t work… At least, I’m telling you now. Can you imagine if you just waltzed outside? The soldiers would think some crazy man just happened upon the battlefield... I mean, they wouldn’t harm you, but they would certainly think you were out of your head.”  
 
    “You’re right.” The blond man nodded. “Never mind the clothes, Charles. What I really want is a suit of armor. I can have one, right? Oh, oh, and a sword. A big… Ohhh, a broadsword. One of those massive ones that do some damage.”  
 
    “Of course, we’ll get you both,” I snickered. “But you have to wear clothing underneath of it, A.B.. Usually, there’s a tunic and guards, then quilted fabric to separate the rough metal from your skin.”  
 
    “I don’t need it.” A.B. grinned. “You said I’m the perfect super-human. I’m sure I can withstand a few pieces of metal poking into me. Also, I don’t remember the sensation of pain. Maybe I’ll enjoy it? It’s such a strange sensation not remembering common daily annoyances. Pain, discomfort… I think it’ll take me a long time to get used to these things.”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “I understand, but don’t you want to protect the body I just created for you? You wouldn’t want to run out into battle and then be instantly killed by one of the aristocrats, would you? Sure, it may seem a little pointless, but a few layers of cloth between your skin and the armor could save your life.”  
 
    “Beatrix…” Celty whispered, and immediately, the redhead turned toward the wall where a few of my lab coats hung from rungs.  
 
    The petite scientist grabbed one, stood in front of the yellow-haired woman, and shielded her from view. Even though the yellow-haired woman was much taller than Beatrix, the redhead still stood protectively in front of her. Beatrix lifted the lab coat as Celty put her right arm in, and then the left, before resting it comfortably around her shoulders. Celty bent her head forward and hastily buttoned the front of the lab coat before turning around. A wave of nostalgia washed over me as the yellow-haired woman gave me a shy smile.  
 
    So many times, my monster-women had worn those very coats after their transformations, and for a moment, I longed for the past. Our lives were a lot simpler then, and though things had changed for the better, I still missed the little world that Valerie, Daisy, and I created back at the manor. Within the next few hours, we would storm the palace and confront the Queen, but I yearned for what I used to have. Soon enough, I would be King of the country, and I would make sure every person was equal, but I had to admit I missed the peaceful quiet of our old home. 
 
    “Fine, Charles,” A.B. barked, crossed his arms over his chest, and then sighed. “I’ll go put on some clothes, but only because you said I need to protect this precious body you gave me.”  
 
    “Very good.” I nodded. “The bedroom is the next cabin over, and my dresser is the smallest one in the corner.”  
 
    “We’re going to find Daisy, Charles,” Beatrix stated, smiled up at Celty, and then pressed her hand to the middle of the yellow-haired woman’s back. “She should be able to find Celty some clothes and a weapon to use before her ability activates.”  
 
    “Actually, could I speak to you alone?” I asked, and Beatrix’s eyebrows shot up.  
 
    “Is there anything in particular you want to talk about?” the redhead probed.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, folded my arms behind my back, and regarded her over my nose. “Something very important.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” the scientist gasped and then glanced up at Celty.  
 
    “It’s quite alright, Beatrix,” the reanimated brain said. “I can find Daisy on my own. If I hear her voice, I can probably pick her out of a crowd. I know her general description, too, so that’ll make it easier.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Celty assured. “I’ll be fine.”  
 
    I held my position with my back toward the door until Celty exited. When she did, I crossed the room, closed the door behind her, and then turned back toward Beatrix. The redhead eyed me cautiously for a moment, and her glistening lips parted to speak.  
 
    “What’s so important that you couldn’t say it in front of Celty?” the petite scientist asked. “You know she’s part of this, too… Hell, we made her body together… Charles?”  
 
    I stepped closer and wrapped an arm around her waist. A low grunt escaped her lips, and she lifted a hand, but I grabbed it by the wrist. I stared down into her beautiful mauve-colored eyes for a moment, and then a wide, wicked grin spread over my features.  
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid?” I growled underneath my breath.  
 
    “W-What?” Beatrix gasped and struggled against me. “No! Why would you ask that?”  
 
    “I have enough women to know the look in their eyes when they’re aroused,” I whispered into her ear, and she stiffened against me. “I know how their faces pinch, their eyes soften, and their mouths beg to be filled with my girth… Do you think I’d not notice the very same in your own expression? Not only that, but Celty’s hints haven’t exactly been subtle. You’ve wanted me from the moment we spent the first night together in your submersible. You remember it, don’t you?”  
 
    “Yes…” Beatrix whispered.  
 
    “I loomed over you as you were putting up the hammocks,” I murmured. “I don’t remember what the conversation was about, but I do recall how small you looked in front of me and how large I would be on top of you… pounding into you. You touched yourself that night, didn’t you? You closed the screen on your pod and stroked yourself to the thought of me thrusting deep inside of your aching tunnel, didn’t you, Beatrix?”  
 
    “I did…” the redhead gasped into my neck. “Oh, yes, I did. I’ve never orgasmed harder, Charles. The thought of you being inside of me was absolutely maddening.”  
 
    My large hands danced over her tiny waist, down her hips, and then rested against her curvaceous thighs. As I leaned closer and my lips brushed against hers, I brought my right-hand underneath her torn skirt. I caressed the soft flesh of her womanhood through the fabric of her tights, and before long, the cloth was wet from her womanly secretions.  
 
    “Tell me you want it,” I urged. “Tell me you need it… you’ll die without having it. Come on, Beatrix, tell me.”  
 
    “Please,” the redhead cried. “Charles, oh, please. I need you. I’ve wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you… Please, make love to me.”  
 
    In one swift movement, I turned her, gripped her by the hips, and then pressed her against the far wall. Beatrix gasped loudly and pressed herself against the wooden boards with her ass pushed out. I ripped up the fabric of her torn, brown-plaid skirt, and then gripped the waistband of her thick tights. I ripped them down to her ankles in one swift movement and then admired her perfectly round ass cheeks. Then I gripped her black underwear by the hem and easily tore them to shreds. Beatrix hiccupped with pleasure, and I tossed the ruined clothing aside.  
 
    “I never want you to wear underwear again,” I growled in her ear, untied my belt, and ripped both my trousers and boxers down. “Do you understand me? I want you to be ready for me at any second of the day. You’re mine now, Beatrix. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes!” the redhead shouted and pushed her ass toward me. “I’m yours! I’m all yours! Please, fuck me! I’m dying! I need it! Charles, I need you inside me!”  
 
    Beatrix’s vagina was swollen with arousal and slick with wetness. My hardened member twitched in my hand, and I guided it closer to her awaiting entrance. The moment my flesh brushed against hers, my body jolted forward with an unexpected but thrilling sensation. Maybe it was something to do with our similar abilities, but for some reason, the blood rushing through my veins forced me forward. My member thrust into her convulsing womanhood, and I threw my head back with an explosive groan.  
 
    “Oh, Beatrix!” I roared, gripped her by the hips, and pushed into her painstakingly slowly. “You’re so tight… So perfectly tight.”  
 
    It felt as if she’d never been penetrated before, and as I thrust into her fast, the scientist’s walls clenched me in a tight embrace. 
 
    “Charles!” the redhead panted. “Oh, science! You’re so huge! I don’t know how you can fit all of that in me! Oh, oh! I need it! Please! More!”  
 
    I forced my way deeper into her tight tunnel until my hips pressed against her smooth, perfect ass. Her body tightened around me, and I felt on the verge of orgasm already. I held it back by breathing evenly and gazed into her mesmerizing mauve eyes over her shoulder.  
 
    Beatrix's hands pressed hard against the wall, and she pushed me further into her convulsing womanhood. The redhead gritted her teeth, adjusted her hips, and I plunged even deeper into her. I groaned loudly, twisted a lock of her silken hair into my hand, and thrust into her.  
 
    “Ohhh… that’s… perfect… you fill me soooo goooood…”  
 
    “You are incredibly tight,” I growled. “I’m going to go slow, so I don’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she moaned. “I’m spread open around your manhood. I feel so full of you. I needed this so much. I need you.” 
 
    Beatrix’s body moved slowly in time with me, and we moved at a painstaking pace that was pleasurable but also maddening at the same time. I wanted to indulge and throw myself in with reckless abandon, but I feared the sweet reward would come too soon. 
 
    I gripped Beatrix’s right breast in the palm of my hand through the fabric of her dress and groaned at its softness. My fingers swept over the slightly bumpy areola and tweaked at her hardened nipple. The redhead’s back arched, and she pressed into me as a wave of pleasure overcame her and washed her away. The scientist’s hips slowly moved underneath her skirt, and we gradually worked together to push ourselves closer to delirious orgasm. I thrust into her harder, gripped her by the shoulders, and forced my penis into her. Suddenly, I grabbed her by the hips, pulled out of her, and then lifted her into my arms.  
 
    “Charles!” Beatrix mewled. “No! Please! I need more!”  
 
    “And you’ll get more,” I growled, laid down on the examination table, and then lifted my erect member into the air. 
 
    Beatrix stared down at it for a moment, then licked her lips before climbing on top of me. The redhead mewled softly as I stroked the outside of her dripping labia with the tip of my member and then forced her down onto it. I held her gently with one hand in the middle of her back and the other on her right hip. I bounced her up and down over my shaft until she caught the motion. The scientist then gripped me by the shoulders and controlled the movement herself. 
 
    I threw back my head with a loud groan and relished the sensation of my penis deep inside her. I was close and could tell from the redhead’s labored breathing that she was on the verge, too. Beatrix’s breasts bobbed in my face, and I pressed my hand to the middle of her back to bring them closer. I ripped down the fabric of her top and exposed the beautiful pink of her areolas. Because of her pale complexion, the nipple and surrounding area were such a brighter color than the rest of her skin, and for some reason, it aroused me even more. I took her erect nipple into my mouth and bit down on it slightly until a guttural scream rose from her lips. Beatrix bounced faster, forced her hips harder, and slammed down on my penis. Each time she did, our bodies collided with an echoing slap, and the redhead leaned back her head with a sensual grin.  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Beatrix gasped. “Yes! I’m almost there! Harder! Yes! Harder! Charles!”  
 
    The scientist’s voice caught on my name and drew it out into a scream as her convulsing walls suddenly tightened around me. I gasped out of surprise but bucked my hips against her and quickened the pace. My hands slammed down and gripped her by her perfectly round ass cheeks. I forced her up and down on my cock as her walls shook with ecstasy, and her voice rose in pitch. The redhead’s face almost looked as if she were in pain, but I knew that couldn’t be true from the wide smile that spread over her lips.  
 
    “Beatrix!” I shouted. 
 
    I held her there and felt the sensation rise in my loins. I gripped her hard, slammed her down onto her back, and clasped her wrists over her head. I plowed into her harder and faster than ever, and her tender walls twitched around me excitedly.  
 
    “Charles! Yes!” the scientist gasped. “Release inside me, Charles! Please! I want to feel it inside of me! Fill me to the brim with your seed! Make me one of your women! Give me a baby like your other women! Fill me!”  
 
    Egged on by her words, I plunged into her savagely and felt her womb tremble. Beatrix certainly wasn’t one of my monster-women, but her body felt as if it were made specifically for me like all of the others.  
 
    “You’re so tight,” I whispered through gritted teeth. “I’m… I’m…” 
 
    I couldn’t finish that last sentence as I was thrown forward in the peak of orgasm. My member tensed for a second, twitched, and then exploded my hot creamy seed deep into her accepting womb.  
 
    “Yessss!” she screamed. “Charles! You are filling me!” 
 
    I thrust into her as I let all of it out, and I gasped for air as a gallon of my sperm filled her tunnel. I would give her a child. My seed will take root within her womb and create yet another one of my future princes or princesses. My pace slowed after what felt like a minute of my testicles releasing their gift inside of her, and I hung over her for a second. The scientist stared up at me, and we panted together before we finally regained our breaths.  
 
    “That was…” Beatrix gasped. “That was beautiful. I’ve never felt that good in my life. Thank you so much, Charles.”  
 
    “There is no need to thank me,” I whispered.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m yours now.” The redhead giggled. “I’ve wanted to be since the moment I laid eyes on you.”  
 
    “I felt the same way,” I breathed. “I knew this would happen.”  
 
    “It’s so funny to think about,” the scientist whispered and stared up at the ceiling.  
 
    “What is?” I asked.  
 
    “Today, I’m just a scientist helping a brute fight a war,” Beatrix said, and her voice echoed around the room prophetically. “But by tomorrow, maybe the dawn of tomorrow, I’ll be one of the Queens aiding, loving, and forever pleasuring the world’s best leader, King Charles. I cannot wait to see the look on Calistia’s face when we break into the palace and ultimately slaughter her and the evil society she’s created. The world is almost ours, Charles. Let’s relish it for a moment. Tomorrow, we bring forward a new world... A New Order.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I awoke before dawn, and beside me, Beatrix slept soundly against the cold metal of the examination table. Today was the today that we’d infiltrate the second ring and then… attack the palace. How long would it take for my army to reach the Queen? Would we fight hard all day and then take her later tonight, or would the culmination of our efforts arise with tomorrow’s dawn?  
 
    I slipped off the metal table and then gently shook Beatrix’s thin shoulder. The redhead awoke with a low gasp, sat up, and stared up at me with bleary eyes. Her wild scarlet hair covered half of her face and the back of it, which had rested against my forearm for most of the night, looked as if a rat had made a nest in it. 
 
    I chuckled softly in the back of my throat, leaned closer, and stroked the wild curls down while the petite scientist whimpered out of annoyance. This was the first night that Beatrix and I’d spent together, but it wasn’t like all of the other times with my monster-women. We were on the verge of a massive war, and I had no way of knowing how long it would last… It could be hours, but it could stretch on for days knowing the immense power that Calistia wielded. How long would it be before I stood at the feet of my mother and ultimately stole her life away from her?  
 
    As I slipped to the window and stared out at the subdued inky-blue of the dawn sky, Beatrix shifted her position on the examination table and hung her legs off of it. With a low grunt, the redhead jumped off, thumped to the floor, and then searched the darkened room for her discarded tights. When she finally found them, she slipped into them with a soft sigh and then padded closer. The petite scientist gripped my forearm in her tiny hand, wrapped it over her shoulders, and then leaned in close to look out the window with me. We stood in silence for a long time, and I wondered, when would my soldiers wake?  
 
    From our past experience with the Queen, she wouldn’t wait long before sending out another attack. After we’d killed the soldiers who planned to bomb the bridge, she’d sent out the other guards with the catapults. In fact, it seemed as if these two attacks were planned almost in tandem as if Calistia knew precisely what would happen and when. I already knew the Queen was ageless, hell, she’d been alive over hundreds of years, but we didn’t know how many other abilities she could use. Calistia had the Soul Suckers at her disposal, and they could gather as many abilities that the Queen could ever want. How many had they given her already?  
 
    Our army was strong, and they’d proved themselves hundreds of other times, but this was different than battling a marchioness or taking over a city full of aristocrats. The Queen had purposely shut off traffic to the palace and then surrounded herself with as many powerful women as she could find. Not only did she have the soldiers and guards, but she also had the Soul Suckers, Royal Honor Guard, and the scouts… Not to mention the super-soldiers, but there was no way of knowing if we’d destroyed them all in the laboratory blast or if she had more tucked away somewhere else in the palace.  
 
    “I never got to see Celty’s level three attack,” I whispered absentmindedly, and immediately, the redhead perked up with a low chuckle.  
 
    “I don’t think you’d ever want to see it,” Beatrix stated. “It’s one of the most terrifying things I’ve ever seen, and that’s coming from the person who built that body and implemented the hardware to create that level… but you could still see it.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, then glanced toward the empty suit in the corner of the room. “I thought it didn’t work if Celty wasn’t inside?”  
 
    “Well, that’s true.” The redhead nodded. “But that’s only for modes one and two. I told you before that when Celty’s body shifts into mode three, she’s not in control of the body. The space where her container usually is, opens up, and she’d drop down into the holding area of her chest. Mode three is essentially the robot version of our ‘fight or flight’. So, even if Celty wasn’t in the suit, it would still work.”  
 
    “Does this mean we can use Celty’s empty suit to fight against the aristocrats?” I probed.  
 
    “Yes,” the redhead breathed. “But we’d also have to deal with the aftermath. I mean, it’s not as big of a deal as it used to be since Celty no longer inhabits the body, but…”  
 
    The petite scientist’s mauve-colored eyes strayed from the window and rested against the darkened face of the robotic woman. Her lips pursed together, and her entire face pinched as if she were about to burst into tears. Instinctively, I brought the tiny woman a little closer and wrapped my arms around her even tighter.  
 
    “It’s just…” Beatrix whispered. “I don’t know how to explain it, Charles. Yes, I’m glad that Celty received a body, and we were able to do that for her, but I feel as if there’s a disconnect between us now. That yellow-haired woman, well, I don’t know her. Yes, it’s the same Celty that I’ve known for so long, but at the same time, it feels alien to me. That robotic woman, the one standing in the corner over there, that’s Celty to me. That’s the face of the woman who comforted me when I was upset or if one of my inventions failed.”  
 
    “Don’t think of it like that,” I urged. “That suit is just an object. It was an aid for Celty’s inner being. It’s not human, and it certainly can’t talk on its own. Celty is the person you formed a bond with, not the suit she inhabited.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles.” Beatrix nodded, lifted her face to mine, and smiled softly. “I just need time… It will be an adjustment, and I don’t want it to seem like I’m not happy for Celty. I’m ecstatic for her, but I just think that I’ve been so used to it being the two of us. The scientist and the robot she built  and now… Celty has her own life.”  
 
    “She’s not going to abandon you,” I soothed. “Do you really think she’d do something like that?”  
 
    “No,” the redhead said with a click of her tongue. “But life will never go back to the way it was… It won’t be just Beatrix and Celty out on the road anymore. You saw how Celty and A.B. looked at each other. They’re going to fall in love and maybe even start a family together. It… it makes me sad and happy at the same time.”  
 
    “That’s what life is,” I stated. “Even if we stand frozen in one place, time won’t stop for no one, not even us. What’s so bad about Celty falling in love and creating a life for herself? Aren’t you doing the very same thing  too? You’re here with me… you’re part of my family now, Beatrix. Time has moved on, and you’ve chosen another path for yourself. There isn’t much of a difference between the two of you, don’t you see?”  
 
    Beatrix gasped softly then brought her right hand up to cover her mouth. Her purplish eyes were wide, and their irises shook for a moment as the sudden realization hit her. Celty had wanted a life where she could do the things that all humans could do, and we’d given it to her, but it was still normal for Beatrix to mourn the loss of their constant friendship. Quietly, Beatrix closed her mouth, dropped her hand, and then leaned into my chest with a soft sigh.  
 
    “I know I didn’t say any of these things to her,” the redhead stated. “But I feel as if I should go apologize to her. You’re right, though, Charles. Nothing can stay the same for long, and at the moment, I didn’t realize how drastically we were about to change our lives, but… I couldn’t take that away from Celty. She’s wanted it for so long.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “I completely understand where you’re coming from, Beatrix. For the longest time, it was just me and A.B.. It feels so strange calling him that because for a while, I thought it simply stood for ‘Abnormal Brain’. Maybe I should start calling him Abraham, but that feels so unfamiliar to me, as if he’s a person I’ve never met. He was my assistant for so long that I don’t remember a time when he wasn’t there, and it’s going to be a hard adjustment, but it has to happen. They’re not just reanimated brains in jars anymore… They deserve to live lives just like the rest of us. We don’t have to let them go, but they’ve earned their freedom. Now I think we should wake up the soldiers and prepare for the oncoming battle. We must infiltrate and take over the entirety of the second ring today before the Queen sends out yet another attack.”  
 
    “Very well,” Beatrix breathed, let go of me, and stepped toward Celty’s old suit. “I’ll wake my sisters and get them ready, too.”  
 
    “What about this?” I asked and gestured toward the robotic shell. “How are we going to get it outside and operational for the battle?”  
 
    “Easy.” The redhead giggled, turned toward the robot, and then cleared her throat. “Unit One, initiate directive twenty.”  
 
    “Directive twenty activated,” a low mechanical voice echoed out of the robot’s speakers. “Hello, Beatrix. What would you like me to do?”  
 
    “Serve and protect all soldiers,” the redhead boomed with her hands held stiffly behind her back. “Eradicate all threats. Use excessive force if needed.”  
 
    “What mode would you like me to use?” the unfamiliar voice echoed.  
 
    “Three,” the petite scientist stated and then paused for a moment.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to implement level three?” the ghostly robotic voice asked. “Need voice key from main user before the application process can begin?”  
 
    “Yes,” Beatrix said. “Run mode three, passcode: Phlogiston.”  
 
    I didn’t want to interrupt, but this process seemed so much more in-depth than the others we’d seen before. When Beatrix asked Celty to enter into the other modes of attack, all she had to do was shout an order, and the robotic-woman immediately began the transformation process. Was the robotic body’s third level that dangerous that it needed this level of security to execute it?  
 
    “Voice key accepted,” the voice echoed, and immediately, the blue light inside of its dead eyes glowed a light blue.  
 
    Before I could even breathe a word, the robot glanced around the room and then turned toward the door. I rushed to keep up with it and then peeked over my shoulder toward Beatrix, who quickly raced after me.  
 
    “What’s happening?” I barked. “Why is she leaving?”  
 
    “The room is too small,” the redhead explained through pants. “She can’t start the process in a room so small.”  
 
    “What does that even mean?” I roared, and immediately, the sounds of stirrings rose from inside the master bedroom as we raced past.  
 
    “You’ll… uh,” Beatrix stammered. “You’ll see.”  
 
    The robot nearly took off the damn door to the caravan as it burst out of it and out into the open. Beatrix and I quickly followed after it right as the mechanical woman turned in place. The bright blue light shining out of its eyes studied the skyline for a moment and then assessed the damage to the structures surrounding us. Instantly, the robot-woman stepped forward, gazed at Beatrix, and spoke again. 
 
    “What level of alloy energy consumption would you like me to use, primary user?”  
 
    “One-hundred percent,” Beatrix growled.  
 
    “And what if I lose all energy?” the mechanical woman asked. “Should the system shut down until key user reactivates?”  
 
    “There will be no reactivation this time,” the redhead snarled. “Consume as much as you need to keep running. Shut down failsafe for system overload.”  
 
    “You understand the dangers that this poses, key user?” the robot asked coldly. “You are willing to accept the consequences? System needs voice key to continue.” 
 
    “Yes.” The scientist nodded, took a step backward, and grabbed me by the arm. “I understand. Charles, you may want to stand back for this…”  
 
    Celty’s empty body stepped forward, and then immediately, the color within her systems shifted color. The brilliant blue darkened, flashed twice, and then glowed a familiar scarlet we’d only seen a few times. The small spaces between each of her panels opened up, and I spied all of the intricate, brightly-colored wires deep inside of her core. In a way, the robotic body looked almost like a dissected version of herself, and even the panel of her face came away from the screws before lifting higher into the air.  
 
    “Hold onto something!” Beatrix barked. “Here! Grab the caravan’s wheels!”  
 
    “What’s happening?” I roared over the strange humming noise wracking my ears.  
 
    “Magnetism!” the redhead screamed. “Celty’s final mode relies heavily on the consumption of energy! That means that in her normal state, the flight or fight one, she relies heavily on the metal already attached to her body to fuel her! Usually, Celty’s first two modes only last for a few hours, but this one can go on for much longer. I’ve shut down the failsafe that stops her from consuming all of the metal within her body! Therefore, she’ll need more metal to keep running for a longer amount of time!”  
 
    “Wait!” I boomed. “Does that mean--” 
 
    “In her own way,” Beatrix shouted. “Celty’s robotic body is a super-soldier, too, but… on a much, much larger scale!”  
 
    Shock rocketed through my body as I aimed my wide eyes away from Beatrix and settled them on the strangely elongated version of Celty in the distance.  
 
    Thin pieces of metal connected the panels to the glowing core in the middle of what used to be Celty’s chest cavity. My eyes immediately slammed to the rubble to the left of us right as it began to shake with loud rumblings. Suddenly, large metal pieces flew through the air toward the robotic woman and slammed directly in the glowing orange core in the middle. Metal railing, sheets, and other parts that once held the building aloft ripped through the air and flew toward Celty. Even the metal cufflinks attached to my sleeves pulled me closer to the magnetized woman, and then I felt the tugging of my belt buckle.  
 
    I held tightly to the caravan’s wheel as the tugging sensation intensified, but I kept my eyes glued to the robotic woman’s form. Suddenly, a wave of silver and grey metal obscured her entirely from view. Time seemed to freeze as all of the objects surrounded the mechanical woman’s long-form. I wasn’t exactly sure what’d happened until all of it suddenly moved and shifted into place.  
 
    Instantly, the magnetism stopped pulling me forward, and I managed to scoot backward almost underneath the caravan’s last cabin. The metal shielded the glowing orange core inside the robot, but the light glittered through as it began to take shape.  
 
    I’d seen the super-soldiers, and I’d witnessed the damage they could do, but they certainly weren’t like this… The super-soldiers were strange human-like beings with smooth surfaces who stood roughly seven or eight feet, but this creature towered over that measly measurement. If I had to guess, this machine was around fifteen feet tall, and its massive silver arms hung down at its sides. The being turned in place and stared down at us through glowing orange eyes.  
 
    Unlike the super-soldiers, the mechanical creature’s entire body was angular and sharp from all of the scrap metal. Beatrix said earlier that it fed off the alloys, so this could only mean that over time, the mechanical beast would have to collect more and more before we reached the capital.  
 
    When Beatrix described Celty’s final form before, I’d imagined a wild animal tearing through humans with glinting claws. The scientist had described a vicious beast that would kill everything in its way, and I pictured a slinking creature not quite unlike the metal dire wolf, but this… this was something entirely different. Of course, I knew that the robot was something that’d never been invented before and was one of a kind, but when the mechanical being glared down at me, I felt its cold robotic intelligence wash over me in a towering wave.  
 
    The sounds of grinding gears, shifting pistons, and the clicking of mechanics almost sounded like a symphony, and as the super-soldier thumped closer on its massive legs, the cobblestones beneath my feet shook. I stared up into the angular face for a moment and tried to remember what it looked like before. Brilliant orange light glowed through the metal's cracks and shined through the small pinpricks of its eyes.  
 
    “Charles!” A familiar voice laughed from around the corner, and seconds later, A.B.’s human form came into view. “Sounds like you’re awake! Aschere gave me armor and a sw-- holy hell! What the fuck is that?”  
 
    The super-soldier abruptly turned and glared down at the tiny blond man, then a low beeping sound erupted from the robot.  
 
    “Oh, oh,” the blond man gasped, raised both hands into the air, and then took a hasty step backward. “Oh, science. Charles? What is that thing? Is that the super-soldiers you warned us about? Should I attack? Oh, hell, I just got this body, and I’m about to die in it. This wasn’t the way I wanted to go! I had so much planned!”  
 
    “A.B.,” I sighed. “It’s not one of the Queen’s super-soldiers.”  
 
    “Then what the hell is it?” A.B. barked.  
 
    “Mode three,” Beatrix boomed, and the blond man looked thoroughly confused at that explanation.  
 
    “It’s Celty’s old body,” I clarified. “There are three modes of attack, and this… this is the third one.”  
 
    “This?” the tall blond whispered, stepped forward, and leaned his head back. “This used to be Celty? It’s magnificent. I wish I could’ve seen her other modes…”  
 
    “Well, I wish you would’ve told me that before I initiated mode three.” The redhead chuckled, stood from her position, and brushed off her skirt. “The suit can’t shift back into the other modes after the third has started. After this battle is over… I’m going to have to shut it down permanently. Celty no longer needs it since she has a body, and it’d just be useless after that.”  
 
    This super-suit was Beatrix’s grandest invention, and from the tone of her voice, I knew it upset her to think she’d never use it again. Immediately, I rested a hand on her shoulder and leaned my head back to stare up at the gigantic, terrifying super-soldier in front of me.  
 
    “I can think of a use for it,” I breathed. “Sure, I’ll be King soon, and I’ll make everyone equal, but… there are still aristocrats out there who won’t accept me as their ruler. They’re not going to sit idly by while I change everything about their society, so I already know there will be attacks, and what’s more horrifying than a fifteen foot tall mechanical creature.  
 
    “Charles,” Valerie’s voice sang from the doorway of the caravan. “What’s with all the no--” 
 
    The feline-woman’s voice cut off with an echoing scream, and I rushed toward her with my arms outstretched. The ash-blonde laid on the floor and wriggled backward with wide, terrified eyes, but I hastily grabbed her by the wrist.  
 
    “Valerie,” I soothed. “It’s alright. It’s not one of the Queen’s. It’s Celty’s old body. Remember mode three? The one Beatrix never showed us? This is it, and we’re going to use it against the Queen.”  
 
    “W-What?” the cat-girl gasped, blinked at me, and then stared up at the towering beast above. “C-Celty’s in there?”  
 
    “No,” Daisy spoke up from the hall, entered into the room, and then headed toward the door where I stood. “Celty’s human now. Remember? Charles and Beatrix managed to create both her and A.B. bodies yesterday. You spent over two hours talking to her before bed. Do you really not remember this?”  
 
    “N-No,” the feline-woman stammered. “I remember…”  
 
    “What is this?” another familiar voice rang out, and I turned right as Rian sauntered up to the massive mechanical being.  
 
    The black-haired beauty ran a hand along one of the misshapen pieces of metal, frowned, and then gave its massive foot a swift kick. The metal clanged in protest, but all Rian did was glance up toward the robot’s face with a wicked smile.  
 
    “She’s a real beaut, isn’t she?” the imp-woman asked and then turned at a loud sound.  
 
    “Kerak!” my child roared and thumped forward. “Kerak! Kerak! Kerakkerakkerak! Ramafustaka!”  
 
    “Ramafustaka to you, too!” Rian cackled, jumped forward, and swept up the child into her arms.  
 
    My son seemed even larger than the last time I saw him, almost as if he’d grown to the size of a seven year old child. His thick black hair ruffled in the wind, and when he smiled up at his mother, his forest-green eyes glittered in the dawning sun. It took me a moment to realize our child wore an intricately crafted outfit that reminded me of my soldiers’ armor. The beaten black metal perfectly molded his small body, and he even held a tiny helmet between both hands.  
 
    “Rian…” I said, stepped forward, and then glared down at our son. “What’s the meaning of this?”  
 
    “Meaning of what?” the black-haired beauty asked, set Kerak down on the cobblestones, and then aimed her yellow eyes at my face.  
 
    “Why is our son wearing armor?” I asked. “He’s a child… Are you… insinuating that he’s going to fight alongside us? He’s only a few weeks old, Rian.”  
 
    “I’ll let Kerak answer that question for you.” The imp-woman shrugged and then gestured to our son. “Kerak, reragkerg kaurak.”  
 
    “Ka!” The tiny boy nodded, slammed his feet out into a wide stance, and then curled his hands into fists. “Rakergak!”  
 
    My son punched the air in quick succession, and large fireballs blasted out of his closed fists. My son launched himself forward in one swift movement, and flames burst out of his feet in a large, graceful arc. When he landed, the red-skinned boy brought up both of his hands in front of him, and even more bright orange flames exploded forward in a thick, impenetrable wall. I was stunned and stared at my firstborn with wide, shocked eyes. He looked to be nothing more than a boy, but he was already so skilled in combat… 
 
    “Did you train him?” I asked, lifted my head, and stared at Rian.  
 
    “No,” a familiar low voice erupted, and slowly, Edony’s slinking silhouette skulked into view. “I did. I’ve made the boy my apprentice and taught him the ways of war while on the road. He is a skilled warrior even for such a young child, and if he continues on his path with me, by the time he’s an adult, he will be unstoppable.”  
 
    “Edony, he’s a child,” I said.  
 
    “To you, maybe.” The wolf-woman shrugged. “He looks like one, so immediately we assume that he is one. Think about it, though. Rian already explained that imp children grow exceedingly fast, and according to his mother, his intelligence is already that of a teenager. Of course, he may not speak the human language yet, but he understands most of it. As I said before, he’s a skilled fighter, and I’m sure he could battle alongside us. Of course, not with the Queen directly, but against the aristocrats, I’m sure he’d fare well.”  
 
    I settled my gaze on my son once more, and he relaxed his defensive stance to grin up at me excitedly. Slowly, I bent closer to his level and stared directly into his deep green eyes. I reached out to stroke his soft, plump cheek, and he giggled loudly at the affection.  
 
    “Do you think you can fight, Kerak?” I asked.  
 
    “Mufka!” my son shouted, raised both hands above his head, and shot off two large fireballs. “Kerka… f-f-fi-fi-fight!”  
 
    I leaned back on my heels, rested my elbows on my knees, and then sighed heavily. Kerak’s green eyes studied my face patiently as I brought up my right hand and rubbed at my face. Finally, I let the hand drop and then aimed my gaze back toward Edony.  
 
    “How well can he fight?” I asked.  
 
    “We practiced the entire time we were on the road,” the she-wolf explained. “And the soldiers sparred with him. Once he got the hang of it, he defeated every single one of them. Even for a child, I would put him amongst the highest ranks of soldiers. I’ve trained him well, Charles. Do you not trust my word? Do you think I’d send out your only child to war if I didn’t think he was trained or capable of fighting alongside us? I trained all of the other monster-women and look what they can do… Your son is no different.”  
 
    I breathed in deeply, turned my attention back to Kerak, and inspected the armor shielding his small boyish body. The metal looked a little thicker than the older soldiers’, and when I tugged at the fabric underneath, I saw it was double-layered to keep the rest of his body protected. As I looked him over once more, Kerak grabbed his helmet between two hands and settled it over his head. Finally, his eyes met mine, and he gave me a pleading smile. I didn’t really want to allow him to do this, but I trusted Edony and her training abilities. Rian told me that after Kerak was born, he’d grow at an accelerated rate, but I hadn’t expected it to start making changes this soon.  
 
    Though I loved and cherished my son, I felt as if time had passed too quickly. He hadn’t gotten to enjoy the usual things babies and toddlers do, and that felt so wrong to me. Yes, this was how imps grew, but I was so used to the human stages of life that all of it felt rushed and almost impossible. Within the next few years, Kerak would continue to grow, and before long, he’d be the man he was meant to be all-alone.  
 
    But I still wished we could’ve savored his childhood a little bit longer. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you one more time,” I whispered, placed my heavy hand on his sturdy shoulder, and stared deeply into his eyes. “Do you think you can do this, Kerak? We can send you to be with the other children and monster-women. They’ll look after you for the time being.”  
 
    “No!” the red-skinned boy shouted. “Kerak mufka! Kerak fight!”  
 
    “Fine,” I stated. “I’ll allow you to fight with us, but I want you to stay with your mother and the other soldiers. Do you understand? As soon as you’re in danger, you need to find Cecelia so she can portal you away.”  
 
    “Kerak in danger?” Edony chuckled and shook her head. “I think you should be worried about the aristocrats being in danger from him.”  
 
    “Seriously, Charles,” Daisy stated and finally stepped in. “You know I normally wouldn’t speak up unless I truly believe in something, and last night while you were with Beatrix, we watched Kerak practice with Aschere and…”  
 
    “He nearly cooked me alive in my armor.” My trusted soldier laughed, stepped through the crowd, and came to stand directly behind my son. “This is a good fighter, better than me probably, which I’m not happy to admit. He would be a fine addition to our army.”  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed and finally smiled. “You may fight alongside us, Kerak, but remember what I said.”  
 
    “F-F-Fi-find C-C-Ce-Cecelia!” Kerak forced out with a little trouble.  
 
    “Ah!” the redhead squealed from the crowd, clasped her hands to her chest, and danced around a bit. “He said my name! That’s so fantastic! That’s me! Auntie Cecelia!”  
 
    I stood from my position and aimed my eyes toward the towering palace in the distance. The sun was just starting to come up, and in the shadow of the first ring, there was no light, but the gigantic palace glowed with bright yellows and oranges in the morning sun. The clocktower’s face glinted in the bright rays, and even from this far away, I could make out the lush trees dotting the grounds around the large structure.  
 
    “It’s such a beautiful place,” I breathed, grabbed my staff that Daisy offered me, and took a single step forward with the rest of my army following along behind me. “It’s a shame.”  
 
    “Shame?” one of the soldiers asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I laughed darkly, turned, and stood in front of them. “A shame we have to burn it to the ground.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    At what point did a person stop being human and transition into a god? Was it when humans first developed powers, or was it when the elven people graced the earth? I guessed that no humans were ever meant to wield such powers within their bodies, but it became possible through scientific and medical advancements, but that still didn’t answer my question. When did a man stop being a human and evolve into such a powerful position like a deity? Was it after the first kill or the twentieth? Was it after their bodies were no longer confined to the mortal realm, or was it something else entirely?  
 
    Would I consider myself a god, or was I merely a brute who developed abilities entirely by accident? No, I didn’t see myself in that light. I was powerful, and my army was strong, but I never considered myself to be on that level. Did Calistia think of herself as an all-knowing, all-powerful being who could choose when brutes lived or died? At some point in her life… she made that change, and even though the King’s helpers had abused her, she easily could’ve gone about all of this differently.  
 
    Would I have to go through the same transformation, too? Would being king make me a different person than I already was? I’d gone through so many changes over the last few months. At the beginning of this year, I was nothing more than a measly brute scientist who worked for one of the most powerful women in Edenhart, and now… I was the head of a whole army with a trove of monster-women. When I lived in the tiny, quaint town, I was nothing more than a scared brute, thinking only of myself and my safety, but now, I had hundreds of soldiers and monster-women to watch over. Was this what the responsibility of being the ruler did to people? No… Calistia was a different case entirely.  
 
    What happened to Calistia and society after Edmund died was nothing more than the usual corruption and greed of a select few. The King’s helpers had hurt her, destroyed her trust in humans, and ultimately signed their own death warrants. By the time she revolted against them, she’d been so beaten down and abused that her only choice was to rise against them. The Queen and I were so similar but on opposite sides of the spectrum… In the beginning, she’d wanted the same thing as me, for all people to be equal in their own right, but her way of doing it had gone so wrong. In the end, she lifted those who were oppressed and reversed the scales.  
 
    How could such a beautiful dream go so wrong? I guessed that was what trauma and abuse did to a person… Calistia had been backed into a corner, and after all of her human rights were stripped away, she reacted as any cornered animal would. She retaliated and destroyed all those who made her less than human, but that could have been the end of it. She could’ve stopped herself and continued with her and Edmund’s shared dream, but she didn’t. She decided to lift the oppressed women and then treat men as less than human.  
 
    Even though I hated the aristocrats and how they treated men in our society, in no way did I want to kill them or treat them like animals. When I finally took my place as King, I planned to transform the aristocrats in the world unless they agreed to treat men as equals, and then finally, our country would know peace for the first time in centuries.  
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh and stepped forward toward the sloping bridge into the second ring. I heard the sounds of pounding feet in the distance and knew the Queen had sent out even more guards to thwart us.  
 
    My soldiers and monster-women marched along behind me, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I spied the terrifying, towering beast that once was Celty’s robotic body. It thumped across the cobblestones and created small craters in the stone from its enormous weight. I didn’t want to imagine what type of damage its massive, metal hands could do, but it was clear I’d soon find out. When I swiveled my attention back toward the slope of the hill, I saw the silhouettes of the Queen's guard, and I slammed out my staff in front of me. The weapon’s shape began to change instantly, and I felt the strange sensation shift over my body once again. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get over the new and odd feeling of my ability activating.  
 
    I held the massive flamberge over my head and an echoing roar vibrated up my throat. Instantly, my soldiers jumped into action, and all of us tore forward with the resounding echo of our battlecry. As my boots thumped over the other side of the bridge, my voice caught in my throat, and my heart seized at the sight in front of me. A teeming line of soldiers raced down the hill from the palace, and even from this distance away, they looked like a troop of hustling ants. The long, snaking black stripe of soldiers led all the way down to the middle of the second ring, and I settled my sights on the first line of soldiers in front of me. I had no time to think, only attack as the soldiers raised their swords and raced toward me.  
 
    My soldiers fanned out around me and collided with the Queen’s army like two enormous waves crashing together. Before we left our position, I’d given my soldiers and guards their direct orders. We would treat our attack on the capital as we would with any other city. The army would occupy the soldiers, guards, and aristocrats while pushing my women and me closer to the palace. Once we were inside, our core group would take out the Royal Honor Guards, scouts, and other guards on patrol. Then we would move on to the palace where undoubtedly, the Queen waited for us. Before I brought down my sword and clashed with one of her soldiers, for a split second, I wondered what she had prepared? Would she fight us head-on or wait until the last second before appearing? 
 
    The blade of my flamberge smashed against the guard’s weapon, and as I hastily stepped back then ripped my weapon away, flames streaked through the air from the colliding metal. The woman grinned wickedly behind the large helmet, slammed her sword out at me, but I stepped to the side to avoid the blade. With the soldier so close to my body, I brought up the hand holding my sword and slammed my elbow down. The bone clanged against the helmet’s thick metal, and the soldier fell flat on her stomach from the force, but before she could, I ripped the flamberge back then plunged it forward. The flaming weapon entered into the area of the helmet where her right ear should’ve been and continued through to the other side. Blood exploded into the air, but I had no time to admire its elegant arc before thrusting the weapon backward out of her skull.  
 
    I immediately turned before another downward strike from another guard could slice into the slope of my shoulder. Our weapons smashed together, and the fire burning off my curved sword burned even brighter. Suddenly, the tension between the weapons lifted with a loud sizzle, and the longest part of the attacker’s sword clattered to the ground. My blessed weapon had burned right through the silver, and as I brought the flamberge down then to the right, the soldier’s expression dropped. The woman’s mouth hung agape, and her greenish-blue eyes widened to the size of dinner plates. She hadn’t expected this outcome. In fact, it looked as if she thought I’d be an easy foe to beat.  
 
    My flamberge slashed through her neck in the span of two seconds, and when I turned to advance toward the second ring, her severed head rolled backward down the sloping hill of the bridge. When I glanced over my shoulder toward it, it quickly disappeared into the thumping crowd of my soldiers’ feet. Before the battle started, I thought I’d be overcome with fear and anxiety, but that’s when I realized something. As I mowed through the troves of the Queen’s soldiers who threw themselves at me, I finally knew that I was a completely different man than the one who’d started all of this back in Edenhart. I wasn’t scared or anxious at all and in fact I was quite the opposite.  
 
    The sight of my soldiers, guards, and monster-women ripping the Queen’s women to pieces exhilarated me. In a way, I’d never felt so alive, and maybe it was the fact that I was the first man in history ever to fight a battle against Calistia. Sure, there’d probably been men before me who’d attempted such a feat, but had they gotten this far? From what I’d heard, the moment word spread about a resistance, the men and the Harlots were quickly taken care of.  
 
    As I ravaged forward through the crowd of guards, I lifted my eyes toward the palace above. We were even closer now, and the battle had only just started. Did this mean that I’d be in front of Calistia before long? So many times, I’d question if I was ready to face my mother finally after all these years, and I knew deep in my heart that it was time… The Queen couldn’t continue her onslaught for much longer, and I would be the single person to put an end to it.  
 
    Inside of my body, my ability roiled and fought against my limits to escape. I couldn’t hold it in for much longer, but I wanted to reach the palace at least before I unleashed it onto the Queen’s soldiers. The guards we fought against now were probably nothing more than low-level aristocrats, and I could tell from their sloppy moves, they weren’t very well-trained. It was clear that the first and second rings weren’t Calistia’s priority, and it didn’t matter to her if they were destroyed as long as the third ring remained intact, but that meant one thing to me. Once we reached the palace, we would unleash absolute hell on it.  
 
    Suddenly, yet another guard advanced on me, and she swung her sword down over my head. Time seemed to slow as I gingerly stepped out of the way, dodged the downward blow, and slashed through the air with my flamberge. Blood spurted out across the guard’s chest, and like so many before her, her top half slid to the side with a moist sound. As she fell to the cobblestones in two severed pieces, I moved on and calmly sliced at the women who threw themselves in my path. Suddenly, I was thrown to the side, and I stumbled to keep my balance. My breathing struggled out of my tensed lungs, and I lifted my gaze toward the attacker.  
 
    This soldier held a massive Warhammer between both hands and looked as if she could barely lift it independently. Her chest wheezed painfully, and sweat dribbled down her slick hair into her wide eyes, but she hastily wiped it away with the back of her hand. My ribs ached where she’d smashed me in the side, and I wondered for half a second if any of them were broken. I didn’t have any more time to think as the panting woman forced a painful grin, ripped the Warhammer backward, and struggled to lift it over her head. If that weapon hit me directly in the chest or head, it’d all be over, and my side would be without a leader.  
 
    The guard took a shaky step forward, but I was ready for her in an instant. When she brought the enormous hammer down, I spun away with my sword held out in front of me. The sizzling blade caught her in the small seam where the plates of her armor didn’t quite connect. The massive hammer fell to the cobblestones with a clatter, and she threw her head back with an echoing scream. My trajectory spin put me directly behind her, and I prepared to slash into the middle of her back, but before I could, the guard disappeared with an explosion of scarlet. Bits of gore flew through the air and rained down all around me.  
 
    It took me a second to realize what’d happened, and slowly, I raised my head to the towering mechanical creature above me. Its bright orange eyes stared down at me for a second, and a low beeping sound erupted in my ears before it moved away toward another group of soldiers. My heart pounded in my chest, and my tongue felt like sandpaper stuck to the roof of my mouth. Within a mere two milliseconds, there was a living being in front of me, and the next… there was nothing more than an oozing blob of crimson blood and broken shards of bone.  
 
    “Charles!” Valerie shouted from behind me. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “I’ve got ‘im!” a familiar twangy voice boomed from behind me, and the sound of galloping hooves reached my ears.  
 
    When I turned, the green-haired desperado rode through the street on the broad back of her silver, mechanical horse. The stunning horsewoman grinned down at me but never slowed her pace before reaching out her silver hand to me. Without missing a beat, I shook off the sudden shock and grabbed the green-haired woman’s outstretched glove. I braced my legs against the cobblestones and then jumped. Right as Matilda let go, I slammed down onto the back of the horse in front of her and snatched the reins from her hands. I smacked them down onto the robotic horse’s back, and we raced forward through the crowd. In one hand, I held the leather straps, and in the other, I wielded the flaming sword.  
 
    With Matilda’s aid, we cut through the approaching guards in tandem, and when I glanced behind us, the rest of my women raced down the path we’d created for them. Edony floated directly behind us held in the massive undulating orb of electricity, and above her, spheres of yellow surrounded her. The wolf-woman’s delicate hands were blurs through the air as she tossed them almost leisurely into the crowd of soldiers. The guards struck by the neon-yellow orbs fell to the ground in jerking heaps.  
 
    Behind the wolf-woman, Daisy and Valerie worked in tandem to keep the other soldiers off our backs. Then came Rian, Kleeia, Cecelia, and Josephine, with the rest of the desperados following quickly behind. Somewhere amongst the crowd, Olette, Celty, and Beatrix fought, too, but they were nowhere in my line of sight. My gaze settled on the rest of my soldiers in the distance, and I admired how admirably they fought. Amongst the mass of guards and soldiers, I spied Aschere, and my trusted lieutenant used his mighty battle axes to cut down the Queen’s women who dared come closer. Suddenly, a resounding crash caught my attention, and massive pieces of rock and stone rained down from the sky.  
 
    The massive metal creature lifted from the earth, and it only took me a few seconds to recognize the enormous digger I’d built with my own two hands. The spiraling spike at the front of it groaned then spun faster with an explosive sound right as it dipped back down into the earth. The enormous digger smashed into the roof of one of the quaint houses on the street and then disappeared into the massive black hole it’d created.  
 
    Seconds later, the digger reappeared farther down the street through the ground again, and I spied one of my men through the tiny window. The wide grin spread across his features told me everything we needed to know. The second ring was already ours, we’d turned the tables in our favor, and now, it was my turn to tip the scales entirely. I shifted my gaze back toward the palace looming high above us, and a wicked grin spread over my features. I smacked the reins down hard on the mechanical horse’s back, and we sped forward faster than physically possible for a regular horse.  
 
    A group of guards marched toward us, and as we neared them, Matilda’s mechanical horse reared back on its hind legs. An explosive neigh ripped through the air before it slammed back to the cobblestones. As we raced forward, the soldiers broke out into a run, and instantly, we were plunged into their midst.  
 
    Even though we were surrounded on all sides, I kept myself calm and swung my flamberge down. The burning weapon cut through a woman’s armor with a loud sizzle, and then she threw back her head in a deafening scream. As I continued through the arc, the weapon sliced through her shoulder, cut halfway through her side, and completely severed her right arm. The dead limb fell to the ground along with the broadsword she carried, but before she could bend to grab it with her free hand, Matilda’s silver arm jerked backward. Her fist flew through the air in a blur, and one second, the woman’s head sat cleanly on her shoulders, and the next, it looked like a smashed pumpkin in the streets.  
 
    “Stop them before they reach the gates!” One of the guards roared, and instantly, I felt a change come over me.  
 
    The need to unleash my ability was unbearable, and if I held it in for one more second, I felt as if I would explode. With an ear-splitting roar, I let go of the reins, gripped the hilt of my sword, and raised it over my head. An aura of crimson fell over my vision, and as I swung my sword down toward the wall of guards in front of us, the sounds around me softened. The only thing I could hear was the soft thumps of the horses’ hooves all around me, but then I realized it wasn’t that… it was the heartbeats of all of the guards surrounding us. I physically felt the blood coursing through the maze of their veins, and immediately, my ability flexed within me like the curling of a massive snake.  
 
    Suddenly, all of the soldiers around us tensed, and this time, I didn’t feel the sensation of Josephine’s ability wash over me. No… this was my ability all on its own, and as I flexed it even more, their limbs twisted at odd angles with explosive and sickening snaps of bone. Each woman’s eyes widened, and their mouths opened in a chorus of agonized screams. I certainly wasn’t controlling their bodies, but instead, the blood within them. As my hands twisted on the hilt of my sword, their bodies contorted into obscene shapes, and slivers of bone ripped through their pinkish flesh. Their bodies continued to move through my ability, and when I gritted my teeth, the metal of their armor sunk into their horrifyingly misshapen forms. 
 
    Blood seemed out onto the ground and ran in rivulets along the cobblestones. I’d promised my soldiers we’d paint the capital red with the blood of the aristocrats, and I’d made good on that promise. We were almost to the gate, and through the wrought-iron bars, I spied even more guards, but they wore armor entirely different than the rest. In between each Royal Honor Guard, a scout poised herself closer to the ground like a bloodthirsty hound, and I dreaded having to fight even more of them. So, my guess about the Queen’s tactic was entirely correct. She’d sent out the weaker guards to fight against my army while she used the skilled Royal Honor Guard and the scouts to protect the palace and her.  
 
    As I retracted my ability, I concentrated on the closed gate in front of us, but I didn’t have to for long. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and a familiar sensation bit at my exposed skin. This feeling was more than just familiar; it was burned into my memory. The wave of electricity rose over me, and the sensation intensified to the point that I thought I was drowning in it. Right as I thought it’d be too much, the largest orb of electricity I’d ever seen rocketed toward the iron fence. 
 
    Before it even reached the gate, the black metal wavered and shook from the intense heat. Seconds later, the sphere crashed into it and exploded with a clap almost like thunder. The waiting guards and scouts were thrown backward by the force of the attack, and our group raced over the threshold into the third ring. Immediately, I jumped from the back of Matilda’s horse, and the green-haired woman leaned forward toward the creature’s mechanical head. The silver horse turned immediately and then kicked out its strong hindlegs at one of the approaching guards. The woman’s muffled scream barely reached my ears before she flew across the massive garden then slammed into one of the walls of another building.  
 
    “We have to keep going!” I reached, lifted my flamberge, and aimed at the open archway into the main hall.  
 
    As I stomped forward, and my monster-women quickly followed after me, I glanced over the crumpled bodies of the scouts and guards. A few of them who’d been farther back in the crowd struggled to their feet, and I immediately advanced on them with my sword held loosely at my side. Right as I loomed over one woman, in particular, she grabbed her sword and then glared up at me.  
 
    “You will never win this war, brute,” the guard snarled. “You aren’t strong enough to defeat the Queen. She’ll wipe the floor with you… You think you’ve won because you’ve made it this far. You have no idea what waits inside for you.”  
 
    The woman lunged forward, but because of her position, her blade completely missed its mark. I lifted my leg in one swift movement, kicked the hand that held the sword, and sent the weapon skittered across the stones. As the guard stared up at me with hateful but terrified eyes, I leaned closer with my flamberge held slightly out.  
 
    “I’d heard over the last few months that the Queen’s guard was the strongest in the world,” I said, clicked my tongue, and then grinned down at her. “That their abilities and skills were enough to kill anyone who stepped in their path, but from my experience, that must’ve been a lie. Either your forces are feeble and untrained, or… my women are twenty-times stronger than you will ever be. You simply stood at the gates and waited for us… like sitting ducks. You’re the only guard who managed to attack. How sad is that? This is the Queen’s Royal Honor Guard? Aren’t you supposed to be a force to be reckoned with? How pathetic.”  
 
    In quick succession, the guard gritted her teeth and then slammed out her right hand. Purplish black smoke obscured her fingers, and as she reached out to slam the hand into the middle of my chest, I gripped the hilt of my sword in both hands. Before the guard could even lay a hand on me, I slammed the flamberge’s blade into her chest and felt the bone of her sternum snap. The vibration shot up the length of my weapon and wrung all the way up to my shoulder socket.  
 
    The guard’s hand fell through the air almost in slow motion, but the dark purple smoke surrounding her fingers dissipated only the tiniest bit. The tip of her index finger brushed against the crackling flame of my weapon, and the fire grew even wilder. As I lifted the weapon aloft, the color in the fire deepened and then shifted even more. When I gripped the hilt of the sword in both hands, the weapon separated into the small, handheld weapons I’d never seen before. As I held them loosely in my hands, royal-purple and inky-blue smoke surrounded the two circular items.  
 
    I gripped the handheld weapons by their intricately carved ivory handles. The design pressed into the skin of my hand looked like that of a snake’s scales, and a face of a dragon opened up as if spewing out the single, largest blade between the two. The weapons looked like two crescent moons locked together, but with each of the half-circles pointed edges pointed outward, so the smaller crescent pointed toward the below, while the other slashed outward away from my body. I’d seen these types of weapons long ago in a book about ancient warriors of the north, and the name echoed up from my distant memories.  
 
    “Double-antlered bagua tomahawk,” I whispered under my breath.  
 
    Suddenly, the hairs at the back of my neck raised, and I half-turned to see what was happening, but before I could do any of that, a massive force slammed into me. The heavy feet in silk slippers smashed into my already bruised ribs, and before I had time to steady myself, I slammed down onto the cobblestones. My eyesight blurred, and my breathing hitched while an immense weight pressed into my chest. Hot, rancid breath hit my face while my vision slowly returned, and a sea of black entered my focus, then slowly, the eyes above the massive swatch of fabric over the woman’s face.  
 
    The sickening yellow of her irises were wild with a feral madness. Her hitching breathy sounded almost like the panting of a dog, but as the woman reached up a single dirty talon to pull down her face-covering, I slowly realized it wasn’t breathing… it was insane, maniacal laughter. The woman’s face was unbelievably thin and long like that of a canine’s muzzle, and a thin line stretched out from the corners of her mouth. Her nearly non-existent lips were coated in bubbling saliva, and as the muffled laughter grew louder, her mouth unhinged.  
 
    I instantly saw that it wasn’t a line or tattoo drawn across her cheeks but instead the seam of her ungodly mouth. Her mouth stretched open almost from ear to ear, and the edges of it looked torn as if someone had cut it with a jagged knife. Her teeth, which I’d assumed would look like most did, were canine in nature and loomed over my throat with long strings of more saliva. With the face-covering lowered, the stench of her breath hit me even harder than before, and my stomach roiled in protest, but I couldn’t be concerned with the smell when her massive pointed teeth were inches from my exposed throat.  
 
    The lines around the scout’s mouth deepened as she opened it even wider and lunged forward. My heart stopped beating for half a second, and my hand instinctively gripped onto the handles of my bagua. With her knees pressed into my forearms, the movement was difficult, but I managed to push through it with an echoing roar. I nearly threw her off of me, and just as her gnarled teeth grazed my skin, my wickedly sharp bagua clanged together. The scout’s rabid eyes widened, and her mouth snapped closed with a soft yelp, then blood spurted from the wound on her neck. As I drew the crescent weapons backward, I saw the frayed ends of her jugular vein and the exposed meat inside her throat. 
 
    The scout tried to scream, but it seemed retaliation was more important than saving her own life. The black-clothed woman curled her taloned hand inward and slashed at my chest, but I brought up my right hand before it could even connect. The weapon’s blade sliced through the meat of her neck again, and this time, I felt the blade connect with the bone of her spine. As I ripped my way through, a loud tearing sound echoed in my ears, and the scout’s eyes widened for the last time. Before she could collapse on top of me in a bloody heap, I rolled out from underneath her then jumped to my feet. The scout's blood coated my entire front, but… what would be a better way than to face the Queen for the first time covered in her minions’ blood?  
 
    During my struggle with the single scout, my women had taken it upon themselves to eliminate the rest of the Royal Honor Guards and scrambling, dog-like scouts. When I settled my gaze upon the last one in the courtyard, I marveled at her strange way of moving. I’d never seen people maneuver and shift around like that in my entire life. Though it was impressive, it was still terrifying and unsettling to see. These scouts, just like Soul Suckers, were products of vigorous and disgusting forced mutation. Unlike the aristocrats, usual guards, and nobles, I didn’t think these women were capable of going through the transformation, but if we could catch them and hold them, it was worth giving it a try.  
 
    Suddenly, my ability moved within me, and I swung my right bagua into the air. The weapon slipped from my fingers and spun through the air in a graceful arc. The silver metal glinted in the bright sunlight, and right as it reached its highest point, the swirling smoke around it changed colors. The brilliant purples and blues shifted into deep crimson as my eyes slammed down to the last remaining scout. The woman slammed herself down onto all-fours and raced toward me with whooping laughter, but seconds before she’d reach me, my bagua slammed down into the base of her neck.  
 
    The scout’s tensed hands relaxed then went limp, and she flipped head over tail against the cobblestones. The woman clothed in black laid only a few feet away from me, and I stepped over her, I knew there was no reason to check if she was dead. In one swift movement, I grabbed the crescent-shaped bagua and wrenched it from her flesh. The weapon came away with a sickening sucking sound, and my stomach clenched in disgust.  
 
    As I headed for the archway into the main hall, my women crowded then fanned out around me without a single word. There was no reason to talk… we all knew what came next. Right as we passed underneath the massive chandelier we’d seen the last time we’d come here, I felt it… not like a sudden wave, but an unbelievably calm flood. The power oozing out of the grand hall was like nothing I’d ever felt before, but it was strangely familiar. It pulled me in and repelled me at the same time, and I had half a mind to turn around and flee from this place.  
 
    I stepped through the second archway into the massive room surrounded by marble columns, and the light from the overhead dome was almost blinding.  
 
    The grand hall was in chaos compared to what we’d seen the last time we were here. Dust coated the once shiny floor, and rubble laid across every surface. The grand staircase that swept up the middle of the room and then separated on both sides was broken in the middle. An empty hole showed where the floor had dropped after the bomb Valerie and the scientists planted exploded. The elegant grandeur of the room was gone in an instant, and now it was nothing more than an empty shell of what it once was.  
 
    Only three steps remained at the bottom of the staircase, and there sat the woman we searched for. Calistia sat gracefully in her pristine white robes trimmed with exotic spotted furs, and a golden crown encrusted with jewels rested perfectly on top of her onyx hair. Her eyes sparkled with a glowing white for a moment while she stared off into the distance and it instantly reminded me of how Edony looked when she used her ability. Two pure white dogs rested on either side of her, and their large, thin bodies with extremely long snouts reminded me of the statues outside the door of the laboratory. As our party entered, Calistia’s large hand stroking one of the dogs’ heads paused, and she slowly raised her eyes to us. Instantly, the milky-white in her irises disappeared, and I felt the full weight of her gaze. Her expression never changed, but that wasn’t what daunted me about this situation.  
 
    I’d spent my life surrounded by overpowered aristocrats who could kill me with the swipe of a single hand, but Calistia… her power was overwhelming. It filled the entire room and choked off all of the air in my lungs in a single second. I’d felt it before when we’d snuck into the palace, but this was different. She felt even more powerful than she did then, and when she slowly stood from the stair, it slammed into me like a brick wall.  
 
    “Asmodeus, Amon.” Calistia snapped her fingers, lifted her right hand, and then pointed to one of the long halls to the right. “Go.”  
 
    Immediately, the pure white dogs rose from their positions at her feet, growled in our direction, and then slunk off into the darkened hall. Their nails clicked against the granite, and Calistia stayed silent until the sound stopped altogether. She seemed even taller than the last time I saw her, and an unearthly glow rested around her shoulders. Her forest-green eyes burned brightly in the sunlight streaming in from above, and when she stepped forward, I took an instinctive step back.  
 
    “So,” Calistia breathed, and I felt the familiar pull of her strangely soothing voice. “You come to kill me, as you’ve promised, but I didn’t expect the ragamuffin group of orphans… It’s good to see you again, Edony. How’s your mother? Still dead? You, too, Josephine? The last I heard, Eveline was rotting in a tuberculosis ward, if that’s what you’d like to call it.”  
 
    “You dare speak about my mother?” Edony snarled, stepped forward, and slammed out her hands on either side of her. 
 
    “I’ve waited for this day for a very long time.” Calistia threw out both hands on either side of her, and swirling black smoke encapsulated both of them. “I often imagined how sweet it would be to kill you, Edony. It was a fantasy of mine, you see. I’d replay it over and over in my head, and now… I finally get to end your repulsive bloodline!”  
 
    “You won’t touch her!” I roared, stepped out in front of my women, and raised my weapons. “I’m the one you want!”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “You?” Calistia laughed, shook her head, and then stared condescendingly down at me. “You’re nothing but a useless, powerless brute. You’re like a slug, crawling across the pavers of a garden. Sure, you have a purpose, but what difference does your purpose have in the grander scheme of things? You’re pathetic and weak… I’m surprised you managed to fight your way to the palace, but I’m sure it was with the help of these… modified women.”  
 
    “You’re wrong.” I chuckled, gripped my weapons tightly in both hands, and then felt a sudden change come over my body. “And I’m going to prove it to you right now.”  
 
    I ripped forward toward Calistia with my women trailing behind, and the black cloud of smoke encapsulating the Queen’s hands enlarged. Her forest-green eyes glinted in the bright sunlight streaming in through the glass dome overhead, and an evil grin spread over her thin lips. Valerie raced alongside me, faded from view, and then launched herself through the air toward the towering woman, but in one swift movement, Calistia’s eyes glowed blindingly white. My mother’s hand lifted lazily, and she batted the air as if she were swatting an annoying fly buzzing around her head.  
 
    Valerie gasped out of surprise and pain then phased back into view. The ash-blonde slammed into the dust-covered granite floor with a low grunt and then slid a few feet before slamming into one of the many columns. The feline-woman laid there motionless for a few heart-wrenching seconds and then slowly rose to her feet. Blood dripped out of the corner of her mouth, and she begrudgingly wiped it away with her wrist before lowering her body closer to the ground. The cat-girl tore off toward Calistia for a second time with her ears laid back, and her chocolate brown tail whipping out behind her.  
 
    The Queen chuckled softly under her breath as if Valerie were a petulant child she attempted to chastise. As I was about to reach the Queen, I slammed my boots against the tarnished floor and launched into the air with both of my weapons raised on either side of me. Instantly, Calistia’s dark green eyes slammed to mine, and her wicked grin widened even more. With a loud sizzle and burst of white light, Calistia disappeared in an instant. Instantly, I shifted my trajectory, brought my weapons down, and slammed down onto the third stair where she’d just been standing. I glanced around the room while all of my women slowed to a stop, but that’s when an agonized scream echoed around the room.  
 
    Calistia appeared directly behind Valerie and towered over her for a moment. The Queen brought her black-stained hand down, and the feline-woman smashed to the dirty granite. Before any of us could move, my mother’s massive hands curled into tight fists and hammered at the air in front of her. The ash-blonde’s pained wails vibrated in my head over and over as the Queen beat her into the ground with yet another ability.  
 
    “Don’t fucking touch her!” Rian boomed, glanced to her right, and then gripped Kleeia by the wrist. “It’s time! We have to stop her!”  
 
    The nix-woman and the black-haired beauty ripped forward, and a trail of fire and ice followed after them. Like so many times before, the ground in front of Kleeia instantly froze, and the turquoise-haired nix-woman used it to skate faster toward our enemy. As their usual tactics, Kleeia went high as Rian struck low, but it seemed that Calistia could predict every single one of our moves. As the turquoise-haired nix-woman flew through the air on a beautiful arch of ice, the thin water wavered for a second then cracked. With a snap as loud as a crescendo, the nix-woman plummeted through the air with an echoing scream then slammed down to the granite behind the towering Queen.  
 
    Calistia settled her sights on Rian now, and as the imp-woman brought up her flaming hands in front of her, my mother laughed uncontrollably. In an instant, Calistia disappeared right as blue flames shot out of the imp-woman’s hands and then reappeared directly behind her. My mother slammed out her right hand, tensed the fingers, and then curled them into a tight fist. The sound that escaped Rian’s lips was indescribable, and the soft crunching of bone finally reached my ears. No, I couldn’t allow this to go on anymore, and as I slammed forward, an inky-blue portal opened up only a few inches from Calistia’s face.  
 
    Neon-yellow light burst out of the portal and slammed directly into Calistia, forcing her backward with a vibrating shriek of pain. The Queen’s tensed hand let go, and finally, Rian fell to the floor panting for air and shaking uncontrollably. The portal didn’t close, and as Calistia struggled to get her bearings while still holding her face, both Cecelia and Edony burst through the bluish smoke. Edony’s wide, enraged eyes glowed with brilliant white light, and two enormous orbs of electricity hung inches from the flesh of her palms.  
 
    “It’s time to end this, Calistia!” the she-wolf boomed and slammed both of her hands down toward the Queen.  
 
    Seconds before the electrical orbs smashed into the Queen, a low chuckle exploded from Calistia’s lips, and instantly, an undulating wall of violet and peony burst up in front of my mother. As she lifted her face and sneered at Edony, the orbs of yellow power crashed into it and exploded into small fizzles of sparks. The wall separating Edony and Calistia disappeared with a loud snap, and the Queen’s large hand jabbed out.  
 
    “No!” I roared and pounded toward the enormous woman, but I was too late.  
 
    Silver particles flew through the air and took the shape of a massive metal spike protruding out of Calistia’s palm, and she jabbed it toward Edony’s unsuspecting chest. Right as it was about to puncture into the wolf-woman, an inky portal opened up directly behind the Duchess, and two pale arms reached through. They wrapped around the she-wolf’s shoulders, pulled her through the bluish smoke, but even then, the Queen was too quick. The wicked tip of the spike entered the tiniest bit into Edony’s chest, and the wolf-woman threw her head back with an echoing scream.  
 
    Suddenly, the granite underneath my feet rumbled then cracked in a few places. As massive pieces of it split and rose into the air, Daisy launched herself forward across the uneven terrain. The bear-girl’s face was nothing more than a tensed mask of rage and her knit hands raised over her head. The bear-girl flipped through the air twice, and as her momentum slowed, she slammed her combined hands down. When the brunette slammed into the floor directly into the ground behind the Queen, the shockwave sent me wheeling backward onto a massive slab of cracked granite. The columns surrounding the room shifted and then cracked up to the ceiling, but I kept my attention glued to Calistia. 
 
    The Queen fell forward with a scream, and the metallic spike immediately disintegrated in thin air. Her large hands smashed against the broken pieces of stone, and blood oozed from the thin cuts along the flesh, but as she regained her bearings, a low giggle escaped her lips. A portal opened up on the other side of the room immediately, and Cecelia cradled Edony’s limp body out. The redhead’s eyes were filled with tears, and she barely held back sobs before she hastily hid the wolf-woman behind one of the still intact columns. I wanted to race to them and check on the she-wolf, but I couldn’t, not at a time like this.  
 
    “Enough!” A loud voice echoed from across the room, and from my position, I swiveled my eyes toward the speaker. “It’s time to end this!”  
 
     Josephine stood on the only remaining intact part of the floor, and the Drake Legion crowded in behind her. Their six sets of golden eyes settled on Calistia, and slowly, the Queen rose to her feet. My mother brushed off her snow-white robes, squared her shoulders, and then glared down at the group of drake-women. As she stepped across the broken slabs of granite, the stone creaked, cracked, and then shifted underneath her massive heels. I didn’t want this to go as all the other attacks had… Josephine and the Drake Legion’s abilities relied heavily on control of another person’s body. They weren’t particularly skilled in hand-to-hand combat, so I had no other choice but to take matters into my own hands.  
 
    Josephine’s orange, cat-like eyes hardened on Calistia’s face, and I felt her ability shift through the air like the snapping movement of a serpent. The Queen’s movement slowed and then stopped as the rest of the Drake Legion joined in.  
 
    “Charles!” the heiress barked. “Now! Attack now!”  
 
    I held the bagua tightly in my hands and jumped from one slab of granite to the next until I was close enough to the Queen. As soon as I neared her, my ability immediately responded. The smoke swirling around the bagua shifted colors once more to an even deeper red than usual. In one swift movement, I braced my legs against the broken piece of stone underneath me and then launched myself up toward Calistia’s arched back. As I brought the two semi-circular weapons over my head, I felt another ability intermix with Josephine’s. My stomach dropped, and I hastily brought the blades down toward the back of the Queen’s neck, but it was too late.  
 
    Josephine stumbled forward with a hacking wheeze and slammed onto the floor while clutching her throat. The drake-woman roared with coughs, and her thin chest heaved while her whole body curled inward into a fetal position. A sudden realization hit me as the blades of my bagua slashed through Calistia’s back. Most or all of my women here today were pregnant… and all of them were either injured or would be hurt during this battle. I couldn’t let anything happen to them or our precious babies. They were in far too much danger to keep this up, and if something happened to them in this battle, I would never forgive myself.  
 
    The pure white fabric on Calistia’s back tore, and blood spurted from the wounds, but against her expansive back, they looked to be nothing more than measly papercuts. With the Queen’s attention on me, Josephine took a roaring breath and hastily climbed to her feet with the aid of the Drake Legion. Finally, my mother’s rage-filled eyes rested on me, and I slammed down to the broken stone at her feet. For a moment, I thought she recognized who I was… but as yet another wicked smile spread over her features, I knew that couldn’t be true. She only knew me as the brute who’d infiltrated not only her laboratory, but her city, too. I stared up at her and felt the power within me flex then snap.  
 
    As I brought my left foot back into a wider stance and raised both of the weapons upward, they immediately began to take a new shape. The glowing purple flames intensified, and in my right hand, a new sword began to take shape. In a way, it reminded me of the flamberge I used often, but this weapon didn’t have the memorable flame-like blades. The long silver edge curved outward like a cutlass but extended outward from my hand at least forty inches. Most smaller-sized cutlasses were only about twenty-seven inches. This massive, curved weapon was almost the size and weight of a much larger broadsword, and I felt its power emanate directly into my body.  
 
    Small, round jewels were pressed into the hilt of the sword, and I barely had time to peek down at them. Even though they were much smaller, they reminded me instantly of the massive shards of elemental cores we used for my initial staff. Calistia slammed forward, and her entire torso leaned toward me before her mouth opened wide. Green, sizzling bile spewed from her mouth, and I instinctively raised my right arm into the air to shield myself. My eyes squeezed closed, and I gritted my teeth against the pain I thought would come next, but the only thing that hit me was the rancid stench of melting stone.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, all I saw was red, and for a split second, I didn’t understand. A wall of flowing blood separated Calistia and me, and through the thick liquid, I could barely make out the change in her expression. As I ripped my arm downward, the barrier of blood disappeared with a snap, and the Queen stared down at me in a daze of disgusted disbelief. Her stunning features went slack, and her thin lips parted for a moment before they smashed back together with a resounding click of her teeth.  
 
    “You vile vermin!” Calistia roared, blasted forward, and jabbed her enormous hands out at me. “Where did you get that? Who’d you steal it from? No man on this earth is capable of having an ability! You mutant! Spineless beast! I will crush you under my heel, peel you off, and then feed you to my hounds!”  
 
    The Queen’s lips curled up at the corners as if she were grinning, but her eyebrows pulled down into a deep grimace. Her large, almond-shaped eyes were wild with fury, and as she slammed out her right hand, a blast of black smoke brushed against the slab of granite I’d just jumped from. When I glanced over my shoulder as I flew through the air, my stomach dropped. The stone seemed to eat away at itself with loud sizzles and snaps before seconds later, it dropped in between the other broken pieces' cracks.  
 
    Calistia’s breaths came out in pained, shaky gasps, but despite that, she ripped after me with reckless abandon. Clouds of black smoke burst up behind me mere seconds as I jumped from a broken piece of granite to the next, but she was catching up to me. Seconds after I leaped from one shattered slab, it would begin to eat away its own matter. I couldn’t go on like this for much longer, but I couldn’t allow any of my women to be hurt in this battle. My heart pounded so hard in my chest that it was the only thing I heard ringing in my eardrums, and suddenly, I found myself cornered.  
 
    My last step landed on the third stair of the destroyed staircase, and I paused for a moment to stare down into the blackened hole below. Slowly at first, I calmed my breathing and listened to the loud crunching sounds from behind me. The Queen was so close, and I felt her choking power bearing down on me. I turned, paused, and then glared up at the towering woman above me. Calistia lifted both of her hands into the air and grimaced down at me. Her beautiful face was beet red, and her eyes nearly bulged out of her skull. Her once expertly curled hair looked frizzy, and the golden crown placed atop it was almost comically askew.  
 
    Dread settled itself over my shoulders as the billowing black smoke surrounding the Queen’s fists grew larger and larger. The fumes seemed to be caught in a wild gale and whipped around unstably as if powered by the Queen’s unfathomable rage. I’d worked so hard to get to this point, and I’d knowingly walked into a trap. This was my one chance to take back my birthright and… 
 
    “Charles!” Edony screamed weakly.  
 
    “No!” I roared. “Stay where you are! I have to be the one to kill her! It’s my duty! Stay where you are! Stay safe!”  
 
    “How pathetic,” Calistia spat, grinned, and then chuckled under her breath. “You think you’ll be the one to kill me? I’m ageless, brute. Not only that, but within my body, I hold over ten-thousand different abilities. Do you think you even have a sliver of a chance of besting me? Toying with you has been fun, but now, I’ve grown tired of our little game… It’s time I end this and squash this little rebellion before it gets too out of hand.”  
 
    No… This couldn’t happen. I’d come so far and fought like hell to get here. All of it couldn’t end like this! Calistia loomed closer, and her hands swept down in a graceful arc toward me, but suddenly, a grey shadow slammed into the Queen’s shoulder. The beast scrambled viciously over her front with the slashing of long, black talons. Calistia screamed and stumbled backward while trying to rip the unseen creature from her chest. The beast attacking the Queen cackled with laughter, and as time seemed to slow for half a second, I finally saw what it was.  
 
    “Miss me, bitch?” Isana, the wild Drow, cackled and ripped even more brutally into the Queen’s exposed chest.  
 
    I took a half-step backward, and my heel hung out over the empty space of the hole Valerie and the scientist had created. I held my hands out on either side of me to balance myself as ropey vines wrapped around the Queen’s neck from behind. The thick tendrils tensed for a moment, and Calistia’s eyes widened before a low grunt escaped her pursed lips. Instantly, the Queen’s hands went to the thick vines wrapped around her throat and attempted to free herself, but right as she did, even more wrapped around her neck.  
 
    A familiar white-haired woman leaped from one slab of granite to the next, and when she jumped the last time, she turned through the air with her arms raised. Beams of white light blasted out of Millicent’s palms and smashed directly into the middle of Calistia’s chest. The Queen grunted even louder in pain and thrashed against her bindings, but it was no use. Suddenly, my mother fell backward onto the piles of rubble, and I finally saw who’d caused all the commotion. Olette and her daughters stood at the mouth of the archway and glared hatefully at the downed Queen. 
 
    “It’s time to kill her!” the Elven Queen boomed. “End her reign of terror, Charles! Do it now while we have her subdued.”  
 
     I breathed a heavy sigh of relief and then stepped down from the stairs toward Calistia. It took a little while to climb over the destroyed pieces of granite, and finally, I loomed ovrr her. With the vines wrapped tightly around her neck, Calistia breathed in shakily and stared up at the ceiling with the franticness of a trapped feral animal. When I came into view, the Queen gritted her teeth and nearly snarled at me. I knew I shouldn’t have wasted any time killing her, but I couldn’t stop myself from staring down at her. This was my mother. The woman who gave birth to me, tried to kill me, and then tossed me away as if I were nothing but garbage.  
 
    “I’ve waited a long time for this,” I growled, and Calistia snarled weakly through her restraints. “I’ve spent hours upon hours thinking of what I should say to you when we finally got to this point, and now that it’s here… I have nothing. No words to describe how I feel, and I think… I think I’ve come to terms with that. I’m not going to give you a wordy speech or chastise you for what you’ve done because I think deep in your heart, you know the crimes you’ve committed. Long ago, I read something from a book, and it said, ‘The more we hated or loved a person, the more we want to remember them,’ but that’s not true, Calistia. When you die, your memory will be erased from history. When my children ask who the last ruler was, I’ll say no one was… There was a two-hundred year gap where no one ruled our country. You won’t be remembered by anyone, let alone loved and especially hated.”  
 
    I gripped the hilt of my sword in both hands and then brought it high over my head. Silence filled the room for a long moment, and as I swung my sword down toward her exposed neck, Calistia smiled through her bindings.  
 
    After that, my sight went black, and pain ravaged every cell in my body. I roared in agony and ripped my weapon backward, but my ears warbled and muffled the sound. For the slightest moment, I registered the weightless sensation of flying backward through the air, but after that, I felt nothing… My feet smashed against the granite floor then slid and slammed into the far wall, but something soft outside of my body buffered the blow. I realized during all of this, I’d instinctively closed my eyes and curled my body inward to protect myself.  
 
    Slowly, I opened my eyes and realized I’d manifested a massive orb of blood to protect me from the explosion. As I dropped the shield, all of my muscles screamed in protest, and when I took a decisive step forward, my left knee buckled. I nearly fell to the dirty, debris-littered floor but somehow managed to keep myself upright. Low grunts and groans rang out from all around the room, and I hastily glanced around to make sure everyone was okay. Olette was the first to jump to her feet and leaped forward toward Calistia, but I had to stop her.  
 
    “Leave her!” I snarled. “Get the others out to safety! Calistia is mine to deal with!”  
 
    The Elven Queen looked as if she wanted to protest but immediately slunk backward to collect her daughters and sisters. Their cries of pain stoked the burning fire in the pit of my belly, and I stepped into the center of the room with my eyes glued to the bloody back of the Queen. All of the rubble from Daisy’s first attack had been blown backward and now was lodged into the palace's marble walls.  
 
    Calistia stood in a massive crater in the middle of the room and then slowly turned. The vines wrapped around her neck slowly unraveled and fell to her feet limply right as she lifted her eyes to mine. Her smile never wavered for even a second, and soft laughter bubbled up her throat before she opened her hands then gestured around the room.  
 
    “Did you think it’d be this easy?” Calistia tittered. “Did you think I’d simply allow you to walk in and kill me? It seems you’ve greatly underestimated my power, brute. I will admit, your women and your powers are unbelievably strong, but I’ve been doing this for a very long time. Oh, I wish I could’ve allowed you to finish your ‘not a speech’ speech. It was highly ironic and oh-so pathetic. Little did you know that within my body, I have the force of thousands of powerful aristocrats. I’m not a silly little marchioness, yes, I know all about them…”  
 
    “You… You knew?” I breathed.  
 
    “I’m the Queen,” my mother barked. “I know everything that happens in this country.”  
 
    “Then why didn’t you stop me?” I asked.  
 
    “To make an example of you.” Calistia smiled and pressed her hands together. “If I let you get this close… If I allowed you to enter into the capital and fight against me, even for a little bit before I ultimately slaughtered you and the rest of your soldiers, it’d be a lesson to all other brutes across the country. No matter how hard you fight and how strong you think you and your forces are, you will always lose in the end. I learned a lesson long ago, and I’ve taken it to heart. If you squash rebellions as soon as they start, the vile brutes learn nothing, and those who survive, scurry back to their holes to tend their wounds. Once they’re healed, they begin their plotting and rise again… That’s when I realized if I allowed a rebellion to grow to fruition, it would benefit society even more once I killed them. Once all of this is over, and you are dead, the brutes of the world will see what happened here today and know it is hopeless to try… You may not have realized it, you poor little thing, but you’ve been a pawn this entire time. You went where I wanted you to go, and finally, you ended up at my doorstep. A perfect game of chess, wasn’t it? But in the end, the Queen is always the one to win.”  
 
     The way Calisita put it, my life seemed to be nothing more than a one-sided game that I’d never quite understood. How could I win if I didn’t know the rules? All of this time, I’d thought I was making a difference in the lives of the men I saved, but in reality, I fell directly into the Queen’s trap. This entire time, I’d been the puppet, and she’d been the mastermind. She had no idea who I was, and I was entirely sure she didn’t know my name, but she’d orchestrated all of this. She’d probably known the moment I’d taken control of Birskonn and then kept following along with me after that.  
 
    “Why did you allow me to kill your marchionesses?” I growled. “Weren’t they important to you?”  
 
    “Not in the least bit.” The Queen giggled and swatted a hand through the air as if batting away the question. “I didn’t allow you to kill them. I was actually quite surprised when you managed to take out Samila. For an annoying brat, she was quite powerful. Now, as I said before, I’m tired of this conversation. Let’s end this. I have a speech to prepare before I address the masses of aristocr--” 
 
    “Your city has already fallen, Calistia,” I interrupted in a roar and, despite the pain ripping through my body, stepped forward. “By now, half of the aristocrats in your city are probably transformed into monster-women. That was the direct order I gave to my soldiers. Kill the guards and incapacitate the citizens, then begin the transformation process. You may not understand what that means, but they’ll become like my women… hybrid-humans. That’s not even the best part, Calistia.”  
 
    “Stay away from me, vermin,” the Queen snarled, backed up a few steps, and lifted a glowing hand into the air.  
 
    “The best part is when they go through the transformation,” I interjected with a grin. “They come out better; fixed… Equal minded. So even if you manage to kill me, all of your citizens will be turned against you. You may be the Queen for now, but you won’t be for very much longer. I’m almost certain that if you do manage to kill me, your beloved citizens will overthrow you.”  
 
    It seemed Calistia had enough and threw herself toward me. Her raised hand slammed out toward me, and a blast of screaming white light blasted out. Instantly, my ability responded, and I smashed my sword down in front of me. This time, the weapon didn’t transform but instead began to warp and melt. Right as the orb of electricity was about to strike me, the weapon crept up my flesh and slowly absorbed into my body. A rush of cold air flooded my lungs, and all of the pain ripping through my body disappeared. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d closed my eyes instinctively as the weapon fused within me.  
 
    When I finally snapped them open, I saw everything a little bit more clearly than before, and the power moving through me intensified so much that for half a second, I thought I’d explode into blinding beams of light. I wasn’t even sure how to begin describing this feeling… inhuman, maybe? Omnipotent? That wasn’t quite right, either… No, I felt god-like. My ability moved through my body like cold water rippling through maze-like channels. My entire mind cleared, and when I lifted my gaze back toward Calistia, her terrified eyes were wide.  
 
    I ripped forward and slammed out both of my hands in her direction with a mighty, echoing roar. Ropes of blood flew through the air wrapping themselves around her arms and legs. As the towering woman struggled, I clasped my hands into fists and then smashed them down toward the strangely smooth floor. More of the scarlet liquid materialized all around the Queen and swirled in a tumultuous tornado. My mother threw back her head and screamed while she struggled, but I ignored the sound.  
 
    She’d done this to me.  
 
    She caused all of this.  
 
    Why should she be the one to win? Even if she were the puppet master, I was no longer attached to her strings! I’d fought too hard and long to give up now! I was Charles Rayburn, the leader of the New Order! No one would stand in my way! 
 
    It took me a moment to realize I screamed along with the Queen, and then I brought my closed fists closer together in front of my body. The whipping tornado tightened around the Queen, and in the thick liquid, I saw the faces of all the men she’d killed over the last two-hundred years. Not just the men, but the Harlots and aristocrats she’d destroyed simply because of her greed.  
 
    Suddenly, I ripped my arm back, and the blood flowed away from her in a river toward my body. Calistia slammed to the floor with a resounding crack, but I didn’t allow her to rest for long. The blood pooled around my ankles, and I ripped forward through it. I brought up both hands over my head, gritted my teeth, and then slammed them down before curling my body inward. An explosive roar escaped my mouth as four ropes of blood grabbed Calistia by the wrists and ankles.  
 
    I forced my body downward and, with the movement, hoisted the Queen into the air. Once she was high enough, my boots pounded across the ruined marble and then I jumped. The pendulous blood surrounding my legs and knees lifted me into the air higher than I could’ve gone on my own. As I was about to reach her, I felt all the pain, sorrow, and despair she’d caused in her lifetime and summoned up the scythe I’d used a few times before.  
 
    The scarlet blade dragged behind me, and droplets flew through the air only to rejoin the haft as they fell. I brought the edge up from my right side and slashed upward through Calistia’s chest. For a split second, the Queen’s eyes widened, then her mouth opened with a spurt of blood. Instantly, I let go of the scythe, and it poured down to join the fluid at my feet. Before I fell to the floor, I brought my hands up over my head, clasped them into a single fist, and then smashed it into Calistia’s stomach.  
 
    Time seemed to stop right as the ropes holding her in place let go, and the Queen blasted backward through the air. It seemed like hours before gravity dragged me down to the floor, and I landed with a soft thump. Calistia smashed against the stairs’ remaining three steps, and her head hung back over the open hole behind her. A loud clatter in the distance told me her crown had fallen and then dropped all the way down to the ruined laboratory below. With a low groan of pain, Calistia struggled to sit up, and I strode forward with rage burning in my belly. I knew it was time, and I shouldn’t waste my breath speaking, but I couldn’t stop myself when I finally loomed over her broken, beaten form.  
 
    “You said you’d waited a long time to kill Edony,” I spat. “That you imagined it in your head, replaying it over and over. I’ve done the very same, too, Calistia. I’ve waited for this moment for a very long time! I poured over what to do with you, and when I finally came to a decision, I received the news… I was torn. Should I save you, or were you even worth saving? Could someone like you deserve redemption? It disgusts me looking at you, and now I know how you felt the moment I was born. You should’ve killed me! You shouldn’t have hesitated because your hesitation made you weak! That is the reason I am here today because of that weakness, and it will be your downfall!”  
 
    My voice echoed around the silent room, and then all was quiet. Calistia struggled to lift her head, and when her bleary, pain-filled eyes finally found mine, it seemed she’d finally understood. The Queen struggled to stand and pressed her left hand to the stair behind her before struggling to lift herself. I took a step back and watched for a moment while she struggled to stand. Finally, I grew tired of this and swept my right hand out in front of me. My ability washed over her, lifted her into the air, and placed her only a few feet from me.  
 
    “It’s you,” Calistia whispered. “The boy.”  
 
    “Yes,” I snarled, and immediately, the cutlass materialized in the palm of my hand. “It’s me. The child you tried to kill so many years ago and failed. I’m here to take back what’s mine. My birthright! The throne, Calistia, it’s mine now! I’ve defeated you!”  
 
    My mother’s deep green eyes met mine, and her lips wavered before a single tear dripped down her dirt-stained cheek. The hands she held tightly in front of her dropped limply to her sides, and she took a single step forward with her chest lifted. The sadness and sorrow I’d seen in every single portrait of her finally revealed itself on her face, and she pressed her lips into a fine, determined line.  
 
    “It seems all of us have been waiting for this moment for a long time…” Calistia breathed. “I suspected it would come, but I never anticipated it so soon… My son… I often dreamed of my reckoning so many times before, and I imagined myself valiantly fighting against my foe to the death. Still, I didn’t realize how hard and heartbreaking it’d be, especially when my foe looks so much like my beloved, Edmund. Is this the bitter irony of my end, or my atonement for all of my transgressions? I would rather die than continue fighting a man who looks so much like him… So, do it.”  
 
    Calistia closed her eyes, brought up her hands on either side of her, and stepped forward. For a few passing seconds, I stared at her to make sure this also wasn’t a trick, then came closer. I breathed in heavily, then exhaled softly before I brought up my sword.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    “I hate to admit this now,” Calistia whispered with her eyes still closed, and her hands held out on either side of her. “Deep inside, I knew it was you all along. I knew you’d return to me eventually, but I never imagined it like this…” 
 
    Her final words struck a chord with me. The roar died in my throat, and along with it, I pulled my sword backward. Silence filled the room once again, and with my weapon carried loosely at my side, I stared up at the serene face of my mother. Why? Why would she give up now? Was it because I looked so much like Edmund, or because I’d beaten her?  
 
    “What did you mean you knew I’d come back?” I asked but kept my sword at the ready in case this was also a trick.  
 
    “The moment I gave birth to you,” the Queen murmured. “I knew there was something different about you. When I looked at you, I saw Edmund’s face, and at first, it was almost like relief… He’d been gone for a very long time, and I’d missed him with every fiber of my being, but when you looked at me, you didn’t look at me the way he did. Of course, you were a baby, but I saw him behind your eyes. He was gravely disappointed in me… No, not just disappointed in me… He hated me for what I’d done. I couldn’t stand to look at you, so I tried to kill you, but even then, I couldn’t do it. That’s why I had to send you away, but even then, I knew Edmund’s fiery spirit grew within you. Ironic justice at its best. I loved Edmund with my entire soul, and now here he is again to make me pay for my sins.” 
 
    “I’m not Edmund,” I barked. “Edmund is dead, and he’s been that way for hundreds of years. He’s not my father.” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that?” Calistia asked, pressed her lips together, and then finally opened her eyes. “I’m not stupid. I know Edmund’s dead, and there’s no possible way you’re his child, but somehow, he reached through from beyond the grave and gave me a warning. We’d worked so hard together to make society a better place and--” 
 
    “You turned it into a hierarchy of violence, hatred, and vengeance!” I hissed. “You tipped the scales for your gender! You took out your anger on the whole male population because of something a select few put you through! Edmund may not be here, but I can understand why he hates you! You deserve his hatred! You deserve to die because of what you’ve done for the last two-hundred years!”  
 
    “I know that.” Calistia nodded, and her forest-green eyes studied me for a long moment before she continued. “I had to become ruthless. To know your enemy, you must become your enemy, and I did exactly that. I’m sure that by now, you’ve learned a good chunk of the story. Ayland Bolthelm, Edmund’s seer, led me astray… It sounds like an excuse, doesn’t it? To blame it on someone else, but he pretended to be my friend and confidante, but all the while, he repeated my every word to the late King’s councilors. Whenever I made a move, they were five steps ahead of me, and no matter how hard I fought, they always got the upper hand. They stripped me of my powers as the Queen and made me the face of all of their horrible deeds. It looked as if I were the one changing all the things Edmund and I put in place for my people, and they hated me. I’m not asking you to forgive me, but I’m trying to get you to understand.”  
 
    “I don’t know the whole story,” I said and my sword loudly clattered to the floor before I took a step toward my mother. “But I would like to hear it. It’s over, Calistia, all of it. The men who did this to you have been dead for a long time, and they’re not coming back, but society has to change. We can no longer live like this. Your cruelty and bias end here and now.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that,” the Queen admitted. “Their memories plague my mind, and I wish I could forgive and forget, but I’ve gone through too much. I am a victim who was forced into action by circumstances outside of my control, and unfortunately, those circumstances made me a harsh ruler. Men were my enemy, and so, I made them the entire country’s enemy. I know it’s a harsh reality for you, but you have to picture it from my perspective. If I, the Queen, couldn’t protect myself from the evils, greed, and selfishness of man, who could protect the women of our country? We were treated worse than animals. When our husbands looked at us, all they saw were walking wombs to bear their future sons, and when the King’s helpers stepped in, they made it even worse.”  
 
    “I can’t condone what you did,” I stated. “But I can understand where you’re coming from. Our stories and situations are the same but reversed. Calistia, I didn’t let the abuse get to me, and when I take my rightful place on the throne, no woman will be punished for what she did before I took control. I’m not going to kill anyone simply because of their sex or disagreements with my policies; that is what it takes to be a true and honest ruler. Your fear was rooted deeply with you and then spread to the rest of society. You say you can’t forget what happened to you, but if you come with me and step down from the throne, I can fix that for you.” 
 
    “There is no way to fix this.” The Queen shook her head. “I’m cursed with the weight of what happened and what I’ve done. I would rather you kill me and carry my head out onto the balcony than live like this for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “You won’t have to,” I breathed. “I can cure you. You can go through the transformation process, and it’ll wipe away all of those memories… There are cases where the memories stay, but they won’t hurt you anymore. Calistia, I need you to listen to me. When we came here, I fully intended on killing you. It was my purpose and the only thing that fueled me for months, but now that I stand in front of you, I can’t allow myself to do it. I thought if there were redeemable parts of you, it makes you worthy of salvation, but it seems I’ve been going about this all wrong. I’ve never thought that way about the aristocrats or marchionesses in the past and transformed them anyway. What makes you so different? What parts of you did I think I couldn’t change? Then it hit me… We can be redeemed only to the extent to which we see fit ourselves. So, Calistia, do you think you are worthy of receiving redemption?”  
 
    The Queen’s sharp eyes stared down at me for a few ticking seconds, and her lips parted with the softest whisper I’d ever heard. Her bloody back curled forward, and she fell to the knees with an echoing cry. My mother hung her head, brought her hands up to her face, and sobbed into her palms. Her whole body shook with unbridled emotion, and for a minute, I had no idea what to do or what to say. Suddenly, I stepped forward and rested my hand against her shaking shoulder. Instantly, the Queen paused, and her sobs ceased before she dropped her hands from her face.  
 
    Tears streaked her stunning face, and her chest wracked with sobs, but that wasn’t what mattered. All of the hate and rage I’d seen behind the beautiful color of her eyes and etched across her face disappeared, and now, all she was left with was unfathomable sadness. I’d seen this expression in every single one of her portraits, but in person, it was much worse. Jonathan had said something to me when we’d met, and I heard his voice echo through my head.  
 
    ‘The Calistia I knew didn’t have the ability to be evil… she was merely a scared and powerless girl. At first, she was docile and accepted her treatment with a child’s naivety while thrown into an unfamiliar situation. Still, an animal can only be abused for so long before it becomes aware of what’s happening around it and lashes out.’ 
 
    Finally, Calistia’s lips parted, and her strangely soothing voice vibrated through the room despite its low volume.  
 
    “No,” the Queen answered my question finally. “I don’t think I deserve redemption… I think I deserve to be punished for what I’ve done.”  
 
    Calistia hung her head, but this time, she didn’t cover her face and sobbed openly in front of me. Her pale cheeks flamed red, and clear, salty tears dropped from her cheeks then plinked against the broken granite under our feet. She was overcome with emotion, and just as I suspected, the weight of her deeds was far too much for her. The entire time, she’d thought of herself as a victim, and in a way, she was, but she could’ve pushed past it. She could’ve stopped the chain of abuse in its tracks, but instead, she made it her own weapon and brandished it at the male gender. Our circumstances were identical, but we’d gone about them in very different ways.  
 
    “There’s already enough pain in this world, Calistia,” I whispered. “I don’t want to add to it by killing you… but your reign ends here. It’s my turn to take over. I’ll spare you as long as you agree to go through the transformation.”  
 
    “Why would you do this?” my mother gasped, lifted her head, and aimed her tear-filled gaze at mine. “Why would you allow me to live after everything I’ve done?”  
 
    “Would you rather die here and now?” I asked and gestured to the destroyed room around us. “And be forever remembered as an evil, ruthless leader who killed hundreds of men out of her own fear? Or would you like to make history and change the world for the better alongside your heir, King Charles? We can make your wrongs right, Calistia. All I need is you to give me your approval.”  
 
    “You don’t really need my approval, do you?” The Queen smiled sadly and shook her head before standing to her full height. “You’re just being considerate and kind asking for it. No, there’s no need to answer that question. I already know the answer… I will give you my realm, my throne, and this country as long as you hold up on your end of the deal. I don’t want these memories anymore, and I’m begging you to take them away from me.”  
 
    “I can do it right now if you wish,” I breathed, and Calistia blinked rapidly out of surprise.  
 
    “You can?” my mother bleated. “How is such a thing possible?”  
 
    “My machine is here in the city,” I explained. “I can take you down to it right now, and we can begin the transformation process. It won’t take very long, and then… we can start working together to change the world.”  
 
    “Take me there,” Calistia whispered and then offered me her hand.  
 
    For half a second, I suspected it was yet another trick, but the sheen in Calistia’s eyes told me otherwise. She looked resolute and serene about this decision, and as I slipped my hand into hers, I pulled her closer. The towering woman’s eyes widened for a second, and then she fell forward into my arms. She was so much larger than me, and if she’d wanted, she could’ve crushed me or activated any one of the abilities she held in her body, but she didn’t. Calistia’s arms encircled my body, and her chest pressed into the crown of my head.  
 
    A strange sensation washed over me, and suddenly, I felt… oddly complete. I’d come to the capital with the intention to kill the Queen, and I’d made it my ultimate goal, but now, looking at her, I felt entirely different. The world had lost so many years to fear and hatred. Why would I add to that? Why would I kill my enemy when I could reform and make her into a steadfast ally? I’d never once thought of her as my mother, merely as the person who gave birth to me, but now, I felt as if I knew her. We were the same person with different experiences, and I wondered, if the roles were reversed, would she have given me this chance?  
 
    My first instinct was to say no. Calistia wouldn’t have allowed me to live on, but when she finally pulled away from me, then gently smiled, I knew that didn’t matter. It didn’t matter if our situations were similar and if we’d gone through the same thing. What did matter was that I was the one to break the abusive chain of behavior. Her fear had blinded her for so long, and now, it was my turn to help her. 
 
    As Calistia stood to her full height, I slipped my hand into hers and took the first step forward. Rubble crunched under our feet, and as we neared the massive archway out into the courtyard, my women watched with wide eyes. They wouldn’t question my decision. I knew that for sure, but from past experience, each of them had different opinions on the matter. Most of my women wanted me to kill the Queen and take the throne from her, but that would be ending her two-century-long reign the same way it started: with violence.  
 
    I wanted to usher in a new era where no matter how lost or broken a person was, they’d be accepted and helped no matter how horrible they were before. Calistia was the first of many, and soon, she’d be yet another one of my monster-women. The two of us stepped through the archway, and the bright sunlight finally reached us. Smoke and fire billowed from some buildings, but my soldiers and other monster-women worked diligently to put them out. It seemed while the Queen and I fought inside the palace, my army managed to take control of both the two lower rings.  
 
    My boots crunched against the rubble littering the cobblestones, and the guards rushing about paused to stare. Immediately, my soldiers reached for their weapons as soon as their eyes settled on Calistia, but I raised a single hand to stop them. No one would threaten her ever again, and I would make sure of it. Deep inside my heart, I internally struggled on whether I should forgive the Queen or simply move on from it, but when I gazed at her, I saw the tears coursing down her cheeks. I thought of Edony and all of the terrible things she’d done back in Edenhart… I’d managed to forgive her. Why couldn’t I find it within myself to forgive Calistia? Out of all of us, she deserved our forgiveness more than anyone. Of course, many of us still saw her as a villain, but I saw her for what she was; a victim.  
 
    The two of us navigated through the first ring, and silently, we assessed the damage. Bodies littered the road, and it looked as if my soldiers had hastily dragged them out of the way for the wagons they’d fill with the aristocrats awaiting transformation. As we moved farther down the street, my soldiers paused and stood frozen while we passed. I could tell from their faces that they hadn’t expected it, but if I were honest, I hadn’t, either. Though all of this seemed so fitting for the Queen’s end and, in a way, she was going to die, but within the confines of my machine. After that, she’d be given a new life, and she’d no longer be weighed down by her memories of her life in the palace. Even if she managed to keep them, they wouldn’t hurt her anymore.  
 
    Calistia’s hand rested on mine, but she kept her eyes straightforward and didn’t look anywhere else except where I led her. I’d expected to have to march through all of the third and second rings to the third to reach my caravan, but as we stepped through the destroyed gate into the second ring, I spied the familiar shape of the caravan. An armored man strode forward, and I immediately recognized Aschere’s good-natured features. He nearly ran to me, but once he was a few feet away, his broad smile disappeared, and he glared up at my mother. It seemed that whatever he’d wanted to tell me slipped his mind, and he hastily stepped out of our way.  
 
    When I finally reached the caravan, I opened the door for my mother and then ushered her in. The tall woman had to duck before entering, and then she glanced around the tight space without breathing a word. 
 
    Her thick black hair brushed against the ceiling, and I quickly guided her through the rest of the cabin before reaching my laboratory. Her eyes, which were mirrors to mine, glanced around the room silently until finally, she spoke.  
 
    “Explain this to me,” Calistia whispered, and as I began preparing my machine for the transformation, I spoke up.  
 
    “Edony hired me to create super-soldiers for her,” I stated. “I believe in preparation of an attack from you and your forces. I was the only male scientist and doctor in Edenhart, so at the time, I believe she hired me because I’d be easy to control. I worked tirelessly for her for over a year, but none of my experiments worked. I built this machine, and she’d send me male prisoners to experiment on.”  
 
    Calistia scrutinized the copper monstrosity across the room, nodded, and then gestured for me to continue.  
 
    “We used the male patients along with crystals and other mineral properties,” I said. “We attempted to infuse them together, but every time it killed the patient inside. Finally, I had a revelation and rushed home to try it once more, but as I loaded the prisoner into compartment B, they awoke from their slumber. I realized too late that they were female, and then panic set in. If I were caught experimenting on a female patient, I’d be jailed or, worse, killed. So, in my panic, I threw her inside and rushed to the panel to turn it on. As I did, a stray cat climbed into compartment A and it wss far too late to stop it.”  
 
    “So, what happened?” the Queen asked.  
 
    “Valerie happened.” I chuckled. “The ash-blonde feline-woman. When she came out… she was totally different. Her beliefs were different. Then after that, I continued making them.”  
 
    “So,” Calistia breathed. “That’s what caused this snowball effect?”  
 
    “Yes, then after that, I transformed Edony, and she gave me her army.” I nodded. “Then we took over Edenhart and moved on to Birskonn.”  
 
    “I almost can’t believe it’s true,” the Queen murmured. “But here you are…”  
 
    “I have so many questions for you, Calistia,” I stated, “but I think it’s best if I wait until after your transformation when it’s easier for you to answer.”  
 
    “Of course.” My mother nodded. “What do you need from me?”  
 
    “Come this way,” I said and swung open the door into compartment B. “You just have to stay in here, then in a few moments, all of it will be over.”  
 
     She looked as if she wanted to question me or my motives but decided against it. I’d never imagined this moment before since I expected to kill Calistia once we reached the capital, but I was kind of glad it was just the two of us here in the laboratory. The Queen was my mother, and I wanted to savor this small, private moment between the two of us.  
 
    Calistia glanced around the small room then stepped inside before turning around to watch as I closed the door behind her. Unlike all of the other times, I didn’t lock the door before moving toward the far cabinet. When I reached it, I opened up the highest door and spied the remaining broken pieces of the elemental cores. I grabbed all of them and held them tightly to my chest. Then I stepped to compartment A and swung open the door. The shard of core resting on the corrugated floor looked smaller than it had when we first put it in, and I guessed that was from the repeated experiments we did in all of the other cities. I bent and placed the other pieces around it, stepped back, and then closed the door behind me before moving toward the middle door. 
 
    I swung it open easily and stared down at the blood-stained floor for a few seconds before I brought my right hand up. The webbing between my thumb and pointer finger was scabbed over, and all I had to do was peel it off with a low hiss of pain. Immediately, my blood flooded to the surface, and I let it drop from the wound onto the copper flooring below. I’d done this so many times before, but this seemed so much more important. Of course, I loved all of my women and never wanted to take their transformations back, but this was my mother, the Queen. 
 
    With a low grunt, I pulled back the hand, held it tightly to my chest, and then crossed the room toward the massive panel affixed to the wall. My hand rested against the enormous lever, and seconds before I swung it down, Calistia and I’s eyes met through the glass window. What a strange world we lived in… I’d come to the capital fully expecting to battle the Queen and kill her, but here we were within my laboratory seconds away from turning her into a monster-girl. My fingers tightened around the lever and swung it down, but before it slammed into its cradle, Calistia’s mouthed two words.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered.  
 
    My heart broke, and as electricity flooded through the snaking wires across the floor, I curled in on myself with a mighty roar. I hated her, but I wanted to forgive her! I’d struggled with the truth of my birth for weeks, and now, I had to let it go. The woman who gave me life then tried to take it away would disappear soon, but I wanted to hold on to that anger and rage for longer… I couldn’t anymore. All of the pain and suffering I’d been through in my life had ended long ago, but with Calistia still alive, it would never end. I felt torn in between wanting to forgive her and wanting to kill her, and as hot tears slipped from the corners of my eyes, I still didn’t want to let go of all of that hatred.  
 
    While I struggled to contain myself, electricity crackled to life all around the room. All of the bulbs above my head snapped to life with a loud hum, and the sound rose in my ears. Blinding white light poured out of all three of the compartments. Calistia’s silhouette glowed against the window in Compartment C for a moment before it disappeared against the white background. I physically felt the electricity pass from the panel of lights and switches, rush through the thick, snaking wires across the floor, and finally reached my machine. 
 
    My breathing hitched, and I struggled to control the emotions ripping through me. Thankfully the sounds of my machine drowned out my angry roars and sobs. The copper exterior of my machine glowed with heat, and steam poured through the bolts’ cracks. The pistons at the top of the machine moved so quickly that they were blurs through the air. The noise coming from my machine heightened to a single pitch and almost sounded like the opera singer’s warbling voice. The blinding white light intensified and then changed in tone to an icy blue filled the entire laboratory.  
 
    I hastily shut my eyes against the bright light and slowly calmed the rage ripping through me. I’d never expected to feel this way, and I was even more surprised it took such a toll on me. I lowered myself closer to the ground and covered my closed eyes with my callused hands. For a few passing seconds, the noise continued until suddenly it stopped, and the only sound that came from my machine was the soft humming and clicking of heated metal. I crouched closer to the floor and breathed in deeply while I attempted to calm myself, but my ragged breathing filled the room.  
 
    I knew Calistia’s transformation was over, but I didn’t want to get up and greet her… I had to, but I wasn’t calm yet. How could I be King if I were still so angry about all of this? I gritted my teeth and glared down at the floorboards in front of me before wiping the tears from the corners of my eyes. I’d preached forgiveness and harmony to Calistia, but how could I assume my role as King when I couldn’t let go of the past?  
 
    While stuck in my thoughts, I didn’t hear the sound of the third comparment’s door opening and only noticed the new presence when she came to stand directly in front of my crouched form. I slowly lifted my eyes to her stunning face, and when she smiled warmly down at me, something within me broke.  
 
    “Charles,” my mother whispered. “My darling… my son…”  
 
    I didn’t know what to call her, and it certainly didn’t feel right calling her ‘mother’ or ‘mom’, but addressing her formally with Calistia didn’t sit right, either. She looked almost the same as she did when she went in, but now, a pair of snow-white wings adorned her back. The fluffy feathers brushed against the floorboards, and a pair of golden spiraling horns nearly dragged against the cabin’s ceiling. Her forest-green eyes were filled with such warmth and kindness that it almost broke my heart. Calistia leaned forward and took my hand into her own before helping me to my feet.  
 
    “Mother…” I breathed.  
 
    “It’s me, Charles,” the black-haired woman murmured with a nod then brought me to her chest into a tight embrace. “It’s finally me, Charles. I can be who I always wanted to be. A woman led by hope, kindness, and compassion, not by fear and hatred.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    After we’d taken the capital, and I’d transformed my mother, there were only a few more things left to do. Over the next few days, my soldiers and I worked tirelessly tracking down the remaining aristocrats. Once we found all of them and ravaged their houses, we brought them back to the caravan in cages and began the long transformation process. Even during all of this excitement, my mother stayed by my side and aided us as thoroughly as she could. We didn’t have a lot of time to speak to each other over the next few days since I sent some army units to repair the city’s damaged sections, and I kept to the caravan’s laboratory.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long it would take to fix the parts of the city we’d destroyed, but we’d get there before long. My first order as King was for the soldiers on top of the three massive rings to bring down the Queen’s flags and replace them with mine. All of this was so surreal, and every time my men addressed me as King Charles, it came as a shock. We’d already done so much, but there was a lot ahead of us that needed to be done, but… one of those things was my official coronation as King of Isonia.  
 
    “They have to be in here somewhere…” Achere’s voice grumbled from the far room. “I know there hasn’t been a king in hundreds of years, but what did they do? Throw away the royal clothes? You’d think they’d keep them as a relic or something, maybe to ward off evil male spirits. I mean, if I were that superstitious about men, that’s what I would’ve done. ‘Avast ye foul spirited brute! Thy furred mantle shall begone you from this place!’”  
 
    “I don’t think they would’ve kept them.” I laughed lightly, shook my head, and stared into the mirror in front of me. “If it were me, and I were in the same mindset as them, I would’ve burned them in the courtyard to be safe.”  
 
    “You’re not going to do that with the Queen’s clothes?” Aschere’s muffled voice asked. “This whole room is filled with her elegant dresses and robes… How much clothing do women need? As a fairly simple man, all I need is one or two shirts, a pair of trousers, and a comfortable pair of boots.”  
 
    “No wonder Alliana fell in love with you.” I chuckled. “Your fashion sense is infallible.”  
 
    “Alliana likes me just the way I am,” the dark-haired man retorted, exited the closet, and came back with a large, ancient-looking box. “She says I’m rugged. A little rough around the edges, but deep inside, I have a heart of gold.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s a compliment,” I snorted, then pointed to the box he carried. “What’s that?”  
 
    “I’m not sure.” My lieutenant shrugged. “I found it all the way at the back of the closet, buried under a bunch of hat and shoe boxes. Do you think it could have something good in it?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I breathed, took one glance into the mirror, and then nodded decisively. “Let’s break it open and see.”  
 
    Even though we weren’t able to find the official coronation clothes, the capital’s seamstresses had hastily sewn me pristine white trousers, a button-down shirt, and over that, a double-breasted coat. Once we’d finished all of the transformations and repaired most of the city that wasn’t extremely damaged, one of the Queen’s servants had grabbed me by the hand and whisked me off to one of the more private rooms within the palace. I wasn’t sure what she’d wanted with me, but I soon learned of it once she pushed me into a comfy chair and three other women appeared from a side door.  
 
    One of them held scissors and a series of combs in each hand, while the other had a small bowl of white cream, a brush, and a straight razor. The last woman simply held a loose towel, a bottle of oil, and a bowl of water. They jumped on me instantly and began pampering me. One of them cut my hair while the other shaved off the rough beard that’d grown in over the last few days. The last woman knelt at my feet, slipped off my heavy, dirty boots, and began cleaning my feet. Of course, they were monster-women, and they immediately started swooning over me, but it felt so strange to be treated this way. I’d never lived a life of luxury, so I didn’t know what went on in the palace or in aristocrats’ homes to keep them clean and healthy.  
 
    My face was baby-smooth from the clean shave, and my usually wild black hair was trimmed then styled back with a strange type of product I’d never seen before. I still looked like myself, but in a way, I didn’t recognize the man in the mirror. His features were the same as mine, and when he spoke to Aschere across the room, the voice was familiar, but this wasn’t the Charles Rayburn I’d been my entire life. The man looking directly at me through the glass looked strong, confident, and determined with assured ease that most didn’t receive at birth. How had I become this man in such a short time? Had it been overnight, or had I not noticed over the passing months? Was this the face of a King? 
 
    “How are we going to bust this open?” Aschere grumbled, gripped his chin in one hand, and then clicked his tongue. “Guess we’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    The dark-haired soldier dropped the wooden box to the floor with a soft thud and then leaned closer to examine the worn paint across the top. The crate looked ancient, and a thick layer of dust clogged the seams of the old, pale wood. Aschere swiped a hand across the top and swept away the dust before staring down at what was written there. All that we needed now was the mantle and the massive cloak that most Queens or Kings wore, but the royal seamstresses didn’t have enough time or supplies to complete either of those things, so I hoped that whatever was in the box was one of those items.  
 
    “Huh,” my lieutenant tutted. “Can you read this? Is this a different language or something? It’s written strangely, so I can’t read it.”  
 
    I stepped closer, hung over his shoulder, and then squinted down at the weathered paint scrawled across the top of the container’s rounded top. Since the letters were written in the old style of printing letters, it wasn’t easy to make out what it said, but it hit me like a ton of bricks when I finally understood.  
 
    “King Edmund of Isonia,” I whispered and knelt beside the large crate. “This… This was Edmund’s.”  
 
    “Why was it in the Queen’s closet?” Aschere asked with a single raised eyebrow. “I thought--” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted. “Edmund and Calistia were in love. It’s a common misconception that she hated him and had him killed to take the throne. Calistia had this because… she loved him dearly and wanted to keep a piece of him after he died. Look at the lock, it’s not as dusty or damaged as the rest of it. Hell, it looks like it’s been changed within the last few years. She probably opened it up and looked at his things when she missed him too much.”  
 
    “Well, now I feel bad for thinking of breaking it open,” Aschere tittered. “Do you happen to have the key?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “But I don’t think she’d care if we broke the lock. It may be new, but we could probably snap it open without damaging the rest of it.”  
 
    My lieutenant stood from his position, puckered out his lips as he thought, and then brought up his right boot. Aschere slammed his leg down in one swift movement, and a loud metallic crack resounded around the room. Instantly, my hands flew forward and grabbed the broken lock before it could hit the ground. I set it aside and then leaned in to assess the damage done to the outer side of the box.  
 
    A small crack cracked the metal on the side of the latch, but other than that, it looked utterly untouched.  
 
    My hand shook uncertainly as I reached for the silver latch, and when I flipped the lid open, Aschere and I leaned in a little closer. The chest was filled with an extensive array of things, and I instantly reached in. There were a couple of small wooden boxes at the bottom, and when I opened the first, I found a single lock of curly, black hair wrapped in a red ribbon. It must’ve been Calistia’s, a treasured gift from the princess at the time, and I wondered for a moment if she’d given it to him before he’d gone off to battle. 
 
    From what I’d heard, Edmund had gone off to war but was injured shortly afterward, then… he died from an infection.  
 
    I carefully placed the lock of hair back in its box, closed it, and then rested it in its rightful place. My hands brushed against a large stack of letters held together with another ribbon, and I guessed these were ones they sent back and forth to each other before they met in person, but I had no way of knowing. When I lifted a small wooden divider, I finally found what we were looking for. Two massive pieces of emerald-colored fabric laid folded at the bottom of the trunk, and I instinctively grabbed the first one.  
 
    The mantle’s edges were trimmed in golden threads, and across the shoulders and back were two massive embroidered dragons. The gigantic beasts’ heads were aimed toward the sky, and orange and red flames burst in between their teeth. I rested the fabric in my lap and then grabbed the large cape that’d go underneath the mantle. This thick swatch of material didn’t have any fancy embroidery or trimming except for a luscious froth of white fur around the trim. Even though they were worn with age and time, I felt Edmund’s presence sewn into the intricate threads of every inch of it. These were the clothes fit for a king, and even though Calistia didn’t know it at the time, she was saving them for me.  
 
    “Shall I help you, my liege?” Aschere asked, held a hand toward the thick, white cape, and then took it when I offered it to him.  
 
    The two of us came to stand once again in front of the mirror, and my lieutenant fitted the thick cape on over my double-breasted coat. Once it rested comfortably on my shoulders, he came around and fastened the golden cape clasp. Time had tarnished the gilt metal with darkened spots, but it still glittered and glowed in the bright sunlight streaming in through the window.  
 
    Aschere then grabbed the mantle, whipped it through the air to clear the dust, and then lifted it toward my broad shoulders without hesitating. As he rested it against the cloak, I finally felt it all click together. When I looked into the mirror in front of me, I knew the man standing there, and I embraced him. He was the man I was always meant to be, and I didn’t have to imagine being him… I already was.  
 
    Aschere didn’t speak, but his expression told me everything. My trusted lieutenant grinned widely and smacked his hands together excitedly before he raced toward the door. I followed after him, and we moved through the palace’s vast halls toward the balcony where the coronation would take place. As the two of us cut through a side door and headed out into a beautiful, lush courtyard, I spied a familiar face waiting for us.  
 
    “Charles,” Calistia breathed, straightened her back, and clasped her hands in front of her. “O-Oh… oh, my… that’s…”  
 
    My mother’s features remained mostly the same, but there were subtle changes. To me, she looked more like a goddess than a monster-woman with her ethereal wings and golden horns. Even her height seemed to have changed, and she was much closer to my level. Her stunning forest-green eyes looked much brighter than they had been, almost as if the weight of being Queen and the things she’d done had been lifted from her shoulders.  
 
    My mother trailed off as her eyes examined the cloak and mantle resting on my shoulders. For half a second, her forest-green eyes glittered with sadness, but before I could speak, a tender smile spread over her thin lips, and a single tear coursed down her cheek. Right as she moved to wipe it away, I raised my right hand and swiped it away with my thumb for her. Calistia’s eyes closed for half a second, and she leaned into the touch before I pulled away.  
 
    “That was my dear Edmund’s,” my mother stated and then gestured toward the long hall of archways that led to the balcony. “Would you mind walking with me? I feel as if we haven’t gotten to talk the last few days, and you must have many questions.”  
 
    “I do.” I nodded. “But I don’t know where to start.”  
 
    “Why don’t I tell you everything from the beginning?” Calistia asked. “Then you can jump in at any time if you have questions.”  
 
    I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye as we walked side-by-side, and I couldn’t help but admire how beautiful she was, especially after the transformation. Her snow-white wings dragged behind her in a long train of billowing feathers, and her golden horns spiraled so high I thought they’d dragged against the stone ceiling. Her stunning forest-green eyes met mine, and she smiled sadly before swiveling her gaze to the path ahead of us. When she parted her lips to speak again, her expression softened with sadness.  
 
    “You’ve probably learned by now that I was the Princess of the area now known as Rezel,” Calistia said. “Back then, it was tiny and ravaged with internal war and famine while my father and his endless list of concubines lived in oblivious luxury. My mother and I had to shoulder the weight of our puny country and take on his duties behind the scenes, and all the while, he got the praise for saving our people... I was fourteen when we received the letter regarding a peace treaty between our home and the much larger one a few hours away. In exchange for their friendship and alliance, they wanted our princess to marry their prince on the eve of his eighteen birthday.”  
 
    “It was Edmund, correct?” I asked, and Calistia immediately nodded.  
 
    “If we refused,” my mother explained. “They would attack and destroy everything in their paths which included stealing the princess and taking her anyway.”  
 
    “That wasn’t much of a choice,” I growled. 
 
    “No.” Calistia shook her head, grimaced, and then pressed her lips together. “But there was no way we could say no. My mother and I had finally brought the city back from the brink of collapse, and we couldn’t allow it to buckle again. My father immediately agreed. He didn’t even have to think about it, and simply signed me away. Thankfully, my mother was smart enough to sneak in a few stipulations before he sent it back.”  
 
    “What kind of stipulations?” I probed.  
 
    “The prince and I wouldn’t marry until I was over the age of fifteen,” Calistia said. “And we were required to have constant contact between this prince and I before we even thought about planning the wedding. You see, my mother and father were the product of an arranged marriage, and… they despised each other. They couldn’t be in the same room for more than ten minutes before an argument started. So, my mother wanted to ensure I would live a long and happy life with this prince.”  
 
    “When we found the trunk in your chambers,” I breathed. “There was a whole stack of letters in there  too.” 
 
    “Oh!” my mother gasped and then giggled. “Those are from right before we met. By that time, we were already close friends. You see, Edmund wasn’t like his father, and I certainly wasn’t similar to mine. We were just two children who saw what greed and selfishness did to those around us. We wanted to change the world for the better, and when we found each other, we realized we were kindred souls. So, on the eve of my sixteenth birthday, my mother packed up my things and prepared a carriage for me… my father, on the other hand, didn’t even bother saying goodbye. I left and never saw his face again.”  
 
    “That’s… that’s quite sad,” I whispered, but Calistia waved it off with a low snort.  
 
    “He didn’t have a particularly handsome face, so I didn’t mind.” The black-haired woman laughed. “No, I’m… I’m glad I never saw him again. I would’ve killed him with my two bare hands if I had. He beat my mother down the entire time they were married, and then, in the end, he destroyed her and the city she worked so hard to protect.”  
 
    “You spent your entire life fighting against your father,” I stated. “It makes sense you would hate men.”  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t start hating them until after Edmund died,” Calistia freely admitted. “Sure, my father was a disgusting pig who broke my mother’s heart repeatedly and drained the city’s money, but he was still my father, and despite everything he’d done, I couldn’t help but love him. So, after that, I left my home and journeyed to what is now the capital. It looks very different than it did then, but even when I had the city constructed, I kept the palace exactly the same as Edmund’s family left it. It would hurt too much to tear down the halls he used to run through as a child…”  
 
    “You really did love him,” I commented, and Calistia laughed again, but this time, much softer.  
 
    “It may be hard to believe.” The black-haired woman nodded. “But I did. He was my closest friend, except for Jonathan. Thank you so much for bringing him back to me… he deserves to live a life outside of a jar, and I hope soon, you can make him a body  too.”  
 
    “Of course,” I stated. “What happened after you married Edmund?”  
 
    “Oh.” Calistia nodded. “We changed so much for the betterment of humankind. Women had been treated like nothing more than glorified wombs. That was our intended purpose to the male population, and other than that, we were useless. Women were barred from making purchases independently, going to university, and even stepping foot in a library. I could go on, but the list was nearly endless. Over time, Edmund and I worked together to even the scales, but before he died, I saw what was going on inside the palace. The King’s helpers and courtiers were conniving and constantly went behind Edmund’s back to reverse everything we’d put into place. I would call them out in the open and reveal what they’d done, then Edmund would have them banished or worse, executed depending on the crime. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so vocal and bold while weeding through the snakes, but--” 
 
    “You thought you were safe,” I stated.  
 
    “Yes,” The winged-woman breathed. “I thought they’d protect me, but all I did was paint a target on my back. By the time Edmund and I finished, nearly all of the women across the country were free. Their husbands didn’t own them, and they could do whatever it was they wished.”  
 
    “Then Edmund died,” I whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” Calistia murmured. “There were skirmishes at the east front, and Edmund wouldn’t stand idly by as his soldiers fought. He had to go with them… He was there for six months before he was injured and sent home. He’d been hit with a poisoned arrow and died of infection only two weeks later. During those days, he effectively signed over the kingdom to me. I would reign instead of his younger brother, who was a drunk and a womanizer. I would stay in place as the ruler until I took another husband.” 
 
    “The two of you never had children?” I asked. “You spent a few years together. You’d think you would’ve produced a child within that time.”  
 
    “Edmund was sterile,” Calistia admitted. “Even if we tried, no child would’ve come out of it. So, after Edmund died and secured my position as Queen, only then the King’s helpers and councilors moved in. There was a man, a monk, who was particularly interested in helping me rule the country. He called himself a ‘seer’ and I trusted him because he worked closely with Edmund before he died… but my trust should’ve been placed elsewhere.”  
 
    “Who was it?” I asked.  
 
    “Ayland Bolthelm,” my mother growled. “He knew I wouldn’t listen to the words of the King’s helpers or the councilors because I knew what they did behind my husband’s back. He told me he would help me, and all he did was get my titles and abilities taken away from me. I was nothing more than a figurehead, a puppet they could use for their agenda, and before my very eyes, they reversed everything Edmund and I worked so hard for. They tried to force me to marry Edmund’s younger brother to keep his family in control, and I did… I did the only thing to stop it from happening.”  
 
    “And that was?” I asked.  
 
    “I told them I was carrying Edmund’s son,” Calistia whispered. “The one and only heir to the throne.”  
 
    “Oh,” I whispered, and Calistia nodded sadly.  
 
    “It bought me enough time to resume my place on the throne,” my mother admitted. “But they would find out soon I was lying and force me to marry Edmund’s brother, so I had to do something quick.”  
 
    “So, that’s when you found the elven woman?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes.” Calistia nodded. “I don’t know what they were using her for, or what they were doing to her down there, but she was broken… Not just her body, but her spirit and mind. When I looked at her, I saw myself staring back from behind those dark, haunted eyes. I offered her the only option out of all of this, a gentle death, and she agreed, but not before she gave me her blood.”  
 
    “And then you killed them,” I said. “You made them pay for what they’d done to you.”  
 
    “I made them pay for what they’d done to Edmund,” Calistia snarled, and I paused instantly to stare. “I made them pay for taking away Isonia’s best leader it’s ever had.”  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
     “The battle Edmund was injured in,” my mother growled, and her hands curled into fists. “The enemy soldiers didn’t use poisoned arrows. They didn’t use arrows at all. All of it was planned and orchestrated to eliminate Edmund and force me to take the throne so that I could be their puppet. All of it… was a masterfully played game of chess, and I was nothing more than a pawn moved across the board. I was raised in a home where life was hard, and my father was an embarrassment, but I never knew what it felt like to hate. I knew anger and rage, but never hatred. The day I found out they’d killed him, snatched away his life for nothing more than the control of the country, I knew hatred. It was deep inside me, and it became me, so I unleashed it on the men of the capital. It spread across the country until it was an uncontrollable monster, but the more you feed a beast, the hungrier it gets.”  
 
    “I’m…” I whispered, but my voice died in my throat, and I cleared it hastily. “I’m very sorry…”  
 
    “I still mourn the loss of my dear Edmund,” Calistia breathed, reached out, and tenderly stroked my cheek with the back of her hand. “I thought it was almost poetic irony that you looked so much like him… but it just means that Edmund gets to rule again through you. Hundreds of years have passed, but mine and his beliefs haven’t died. They live on within you…”  
 
    In the distance, I heard the raucous sounds of people’s voices from far away, and when I turned, I spied the balcony we would walk onto in a few moments. My women were, too, and when they shifted their gazes through the open doorway, all of them grinned excitedly. Each monster-woman wore a beautiful, elegant gown fit for a Queen, and I felt my heart squeeze in my chest unconsciously.  
 
    “It’s time, Charles,” my mother soothed, held out her hand to me, and then pulled me toward the door.  
 
    When I stepped through, the whole capital was laid out in front of me and below in the courtyard, my soldiers, monster-women, and the newly transformed aristocrats went wild. Their tightly packed mass looked like a sea of grinning faces as they jostled together to get closer. I stepped forward and glanced around right as my mother stepped forward. Her stunning face split into a wide smile, and she gestured for me to kneel in front of her. In hand, Calistia held a massive, worn book and, in the other, a golden septet. Beside my mother, two much younger assistants stood at attention. One had a wooden box while the other grasped a large glass bottle filled with what looked like oil.  
 
    “Hear ye, hear ye!” Calistia boomed, and immediately, the sounds of the crowd died down as they listened. “We are here to witness the coronation of the capital’s first king in over two-hundred years. This man, who I happily call my son, will ascend the throne and take us into a brand-new, brighter era where all are equal! Are you ready to begin?”  
 
    The last sentence was spoken to me, and her eyes rested heavily on my face for a moment as she waited for my response.  
 
    “I am.” I nodded.  
 
    “Very well,” Calistia stated. “Good sir, is your majesty willing to take Isonia’s Oath?”  
 
    “I am willing,” I shouted.  
 
    “Will you solemnly promise and swear to govern and protect the Peoples of the United Kingdom of Isonia and the other cities that lay beyond?” my mother asked.  
 
    “I solemnly promise to do so,” I said.  
 
    “Do you promise to enact law and justice through mercy in all your judgments?” Calistia repeated from the text.  
 
    “I do.” I nodded.  
 
    “As the King of Isonia,” my mother boomed. “Do you promise to uphold equality and equal opportunity for all genders while condemning oppression, persecution, and tyranny of any gender, male or female?”  
 
    “I do,” I shouted. “And I will!”  
 
    Calistia snapped the book closed, and an attendant hustled to grab it from her. Calistia took the bottle of oil from the other assistant and dipped a single finger in it.  
 
    “Now,” my mother stated. “We shall anoint, bless, and consecrate you as King of Isonia.”  
 
    My mother dragged her finger across my forehead, and I closed my eyes for half a second to relish the feeling. Calistia rested her hand on my shoulder, brought me to my feet, and only then, I opened my eyes. In both hands, she held the golden orb and scepter. My mother stepped forward a little closer and offered them to me. When I took them from her hands, the crowd below roared even louder than before. I held them tightly in my fists, then my mother pressed her hand to my shoulder again to turn me toward my waiting people. I stared down at them, and my heart hammered against my ribcage.  
 
    As I came closer to the stone railing at the edge of the balcony, my women and mother followed me. Right as I was about to lift the gilt orb and scepter into the air, my mother whispered into my ear.  
 
    “You’re not finished yet, Charles.” Calistia whispered.  
 
    Something glittered above my head, but I didn’t move a muscle and waited for what I knew was coming. The cold metal of the King’s crown stung my forehead at first, but after a few seconds, I adjusted to the sensation. Only then, with the crown securely on my head, did I raise the scepter and orb into the air with an echoing roar. The second my lips parted, the crowd fell eerily silent and prepared themselves for what I’d say to them. 
 
    “We entered into this battle as weak children,” I shouted. “And we’ve come out on the other side as victorious men! As your King, I have nothing to offer but my blood, toil, tears, and sweat. What we leave behind us was an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We’ve spent so many long months of toil and struggle to end up where we are today! We came with a single intention, and it was to wage war with all our might, with all the strength that only the heavens can give us, to wage war against a monstrous tyranny who plagued us for centuries! We waged war, but it didn’t end in total annihilation on either side! We came out, not as enemies, but united under the protection of all people, not just one gender!”  
 
    My voice rang out for all to hear, and the horde of soldiers below screamed in support.  
 
    “We came here for one thing!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “Victory, and that’s what we received! Victory at all costs. Victory despite all terror. Victory, however long and hard the road may be. For without victory, there is no survival! We didn’t know how long we would have to fight, but we did it! From now on, there will be no road to victory! No more battles to be won! We’ve achieved peace, and we will continue until there is absolute harmony!”  
 
    The crowd went absolutely wild at that, and from behind me, my mother placed a hand on my shoulder as she gazed down at my kingdom.  
 
    “He shall reign on into the eons!” Calistia boomed, lifted her hands, and gestured toward me. “I give you Charles Rayburn, King of all Isonia! May he reign on forever!” 
 
    “Forever!” My soldiers chanted. “King Charles of Isonia forever!” 
 
    As the excitement began to die down, I felt two presences standing behind me, and one of them draped themselves over my shoulders. I glanced out of the corner of my eye  and Edony snuggled her face deep into my neck. Her fluffy, white and blue ears tickled my cheek while Olette wrapped her willowy arms around my middle. Before I could ask, the wolf-woman giggled in my ear and shivers raced down my spine.  
 
    “You’ve finally been crowned King, Charles.” the wolf-woman sighed.  
 
    “We’d like to crown you properly,” the Forest Elf Queen whispered and swept her delicate hands up my chest from behind.  
 
    “That can be arranged.” I chuckled, turned, and gripped the two of them by the wrists before I dragged them out of the archway we’d entered through.  
 
    With my heart thumping in my chest and my member hardening against my trousers, I maneuvered the three of us back to the royal chambers. A few minutes later, I threw the door open, and they both glanced around before their gazes landed on the massive bed at the far side of the room. Edony peeked at me over her shoulder, smiled slyly, and then strode toward the bed before she rested down on the bedspread gracefully. Olette quickly followed afterward, pressed a hand to the wolf-woman’s shoulder, and loomed over her while her stunning eyes examined my face.  
 
    “I never thought I’d be in the presence of a King,” Edony simpered. “Did you, Olette?”  
 
    “No.” the Elven Queen shook her head. “Never, but over the last few days, I’ve imagined pleasuring and pleasing my King over and over.”  
 
    “Then,” I whispered. “Let’s make that happen.”  
 
    In one swift movement, I whipped off both the mantle and cape then rested them on the back of a nearby chair. Seconds later, my hands worked deftly at the buckle of my belt before I unbuttoned my shirt. Before either of my women could blink, I stood naked in front of them and held my hardened penis in one hand while I stepped forward. My eyes fell on Olette first, and the Elven Queen wriggled to the middle of the bed before she slipped out of her clothes, then tossed them to the floor.  
 
    I climbed onto the top of the bed, and Edony made room for me, then positioned herself above the green-haired elf. I moved my eyes over the Elven Queen’s slim hips, thin stomach, and long, willowy arms and legs. Her breasts were large, probably too large to fit in the palm of my hand, and when my eyes wandered to her bare womanhood, a small tuft of green hair sprouted there. 
 
    “Is this what you want, Charles?” Olette asked and spread her legs. The Elven Queen glanced at my face, but I didn’t look into her eyes, but instead at her exposed greenish rosebud below. 
 
    “Yesssss,” I growled in the back of my throat. 
 
    Olette laughed softly and wriggled excitedly underneath me. Her pussy lips were slick with lubrication already, so I pressed my penis’ tip to her rosy lips and then laid my hands against her hips. I raced my callused hands over her flat stomach and softly brushed the pad of my thumb against her hardened nipple. 
 
    The Elven Queen’s back curled and forced her forward with a loud mewl of pleasure. Her shining eyes closed, and soft gasps whispered up her throat in the brightly lit room. I fell forward, took her pert nipple into my mouth, and suckled it gently. Olette’s head rocked backward, and a roaring moan echoed around the room. The Elven Queen’s hips lifted, and my penis’ tip entered into her warm, wet walls. I pulled away from her, and her rosy nipple fell from my mouth with a loud pop. I sensed the great need within her, and it only continued to build before I pushed my entire penis inside of her trembling tunnel. 
 
    “By science,” I growled through gritted teeth. “Olette, you’re so tight.” 
 
    I pumped into her as hard and ad fast as I could, and Olette’s eyes slammed shut. Her ecstasy-filled moans lifted into the air and bounced off the walls. I ran my fingers through her hair as I pounded into her and whispered sweet words into her ear. The green-haired elf let out little airy gasps each time I thrust in her tight tunnel, and suddenly, I pulled out of her. She cried out louder this time, almost a scream, and hastily covered her mouth to soften the sound. I drove my penis back inside of her, and Olette moaned into her hand as she fought to keep herself quiet. 
 
    I thrust into her harder, clutched onto her hips with both hands, and her breasts bounced with each of my movements. I watched them deliriously as I licked my lips and enjoyed the feeling of her warmth wrapped around my massive member. The Elven Queen looked over her shoulder with heated, hungry eyes, and I could tell from the way she tightened around me, she was close. The elf panted and then let out a ringing scream. The Elven Queen’s hips bucked against me, and without thinking, my hands slammed to her shoulders. I held the stunning woman in place as I drove my steel-hard penis inside of her velvety walls. The green-haired beauty gasped airily three times in quick succession, threw back her head, and her entire body tensed against me. I pumped inside of her, slowed my pace, and aided her orgasm as it rocketed skyward. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted. “Olette!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but move faster inside of her, and the more the Elven Queen bucked her hips, the closer my orgasm loomed in the distance. With one last thrust, both of us were thrust into the roils of a powerful orgasm. I threw back my head and roared up to the ceiling as my seed exploded into her. I pumped into her as I felt it pour out of me all the way to the depths of her womb. 
 
    “Charles!” Olette screamed. “Your warm seed is filling my body! Yes! Yes! Yesssss!” 
 
    I moved slowly now and drew out all of my movements as her womanhood tightened and finally relaxed around me. Then I slowly pulled out of her and immediately reached for Edony. Olette flopped over onto her side, clutched at her bare chest, and panted for air before she rolled out of the way. The Elven Queen’s eyes met mine, and a small smile twinged at the corners of her lips. I’d given her what she wanted, and now, it was my wolf-woman’s turn. 
 
     “Oh! Charles, please,” Edony pleaded. “Please, yes, do it. I need it, now more than ever!” 
 
    Her womanhood was wet, pink, and slightly swollen from arousal, and I couldn’t wait to slide my cock deep inside of her. I spread her legs then moved my pointer finger and thumb of my other hand over the lips of her vagina. 
 
    The wolf-woman threw back her head, gasped, pressed her lips together, and then mewled softly out of desperation. I probed two fingers inside of her flower, groaned against her tightness, and felt my member harden even more. I inched forward, removed my slick fingers, gripped her by the hips, pressed the head of my penis to her womanhood, and then slowly pushed into her. 
 
    “Yes, Charles, yes!” Edony roared. “I need it now! Pound me until I can’t walk! I need it!” 
 
    “If that’s what you wish,” I grinned. “Then I will give it to you.” 
 
    I slid into her and felt her entire tunnel tighten around me. Then I rocked my hips back and forth and relished the feeling of her convulsing walls. Edony threw back her head, squeezed her eyes closed, and screamed toward the ceiling. Each time I thrust into her, wet squelches exploded up from her tunnel, moans gushed from her plump lips, and her juices dripped down my thighs. I moved savagely, almost like an animal, while I thrust into her. Each time my hips slammed into her, her hands tightened on the sheets, and she let out an ear splitting cry. Her body was tense beneath me, her legs wrapped around my middle, and her hands clutched at the blankets on either side of us. 
 
    “Charles!” Edony roared. “It feels so good, yes, yes, don’t stop! Please! Harder! Faster!” 
 
    I bucked against her and listened to the sweet, guttural sounds that ripped up the wolf-woman’s throat. I could tell that she was close from the way her vagina clenched and convulsed around me, but I had to admit, I didn’t want it to end, and I wanted to continue like this for the rest of the day. I slammed into her one last time, felt her walls tighten, let loose for a second, and then convulsed into a full orgasm. She threw back her head, her face dotted with sweat, and her mouth dropped open in a vibrating scream of pleasure. Edony bucked against me, rode me through her orgasm, and the more that she moved, the closer I came to my own release. Then I suddenly felt my penis stiffen, and I grunted through my clenched teeth then hissed loudly before I held her by her rearing hips. 
 
    “Edony!” I shouted. “Yes, you feel so good!” 
 
    “More, Charles!” the gorgeous woman begged. “More, yes, harder! Harder! Harder! Oh, it feels so good!” 
 
    My member seized inside of her, tensed even more, and then sprayed my hot cream inside of her throbbing walls. I thrust into her as deep as I could go, and my seed flooded inside of her womb. I stayed frozen there while my body pumped into her over and over again. Then, after a few agonizing moments of sweet release, I was empty, and she was filled. 
 
    “Ohhh, my love,” I sighed, pulled out of her, threw myself down onto the soft bed beside her, and then wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    Edony gasped for breath, so I reached over and pulled Olette to my other side. The three of us panted heavily, and sweat covered us in a light sheen. I laid there with my two stunning women for a moment and stared at the ceiling before Edony giggled softly in between gasps for air. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re officially King now, Charles,” the wolf-woman said, grinned, and then snuggled deeper into my chest. “You’ve been crowned.” 
 
    “Then crown me again,” I growled underneath my breath, gripped her by the wrists, and mounted her for a second time. “And again. Over and over until we collapse into exhaustion.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Olette simpered. “My King.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
  Epilogue 
 
    The scent of jasmine and vanilla filled my nostrils, and an aura of red shrouded my eyes. In the distance, the soft babble of a fountain calmed my nerves, and the sweet, alluring scents heightened my senses. The gauzy red and pink curtains moved around the massive bed in a light warm breeze, but that wasn’t what I focused on. The stunning woman beneath me lifted her hips, arched her back, and gasped loudly into the air. Her pale, naked body responded to mine as I ravaged her body with reckless abandon. The white-haired griffin-woman pressed the back of her hand to her lips and attempted to stop the roaring scream ripping up her throat, but I pulled it away with a low growl.  
 
    “I want to hear you,” I growled, and then I gripped her by the hips and pounded into her harder than before. 
 
    “Yes, King Charles!” the brunette shouted. “Yes! Yes! Give me your seed! I need it! Pour it into me!”  
 
    Her words floated up to my head and then encircled in delirious arcs. My breaths came out in loud gasps as my orgasm grew closer and closer. My already rigid member stiffened even more inside of her, and her convulsing tunnel tightened around me like a vise. I threw my head back with an explosive roar before my penis exploded the creamy white liquid deep into her hungry womb. Instantly, the griffin-woman’s blue eyes burst open, and an even louder scream ripped through the massive hall. As it hit the walls and vibrated back to us, I gripped her by the shoulder and pounded into her viciously.  
 
    She mewled softly while I poured every ounce of my semen inside of her, and finally, when I finished, I pulled away from her with a low chuckle.  
 
    “So,” I breathed. “How was that for your first time, Esme?”  
 
    “Oh!” the brunette gasped, covered her face with both hands, and then pulled the wine-colored silk sheet over her naked body. “I’ve never felt this way in my life! Oh, that was… that was the best sensation of my life! Charles, can we do it again? Oh, please, I want to feel that good again!”  
 
    “Alas…” I sighed, wiped the sweat from my face, and then scooted off the bed toward my pile of clothes. “I’m sorry. I would love to, but I’m on a tight schedule. You were my last appointment for the day, but I’ll see you when I return.”  
 
    “Are you sure that lady Josephine can’t bump me up on the list?” Esme pleaded with a sly smile. “I just need you so badly. I don’t think I can wait a whole month until you get back.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I soothed, leaned forward, and pressed a single kiss to her forehead. “I know it’s difficult when I’m not around, but I’ll be back before you know it, and I can pleasure you as much as you like after you show me your little baby bump.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles.” Esme smiled, flopped back onto the lush silk pillows, and rolled over to rest after our rigorous lovemaking.  
 
    I silently dressed while the griffin-woman fell into a deep sleep, and then I slipped out in between the billowing sheer curtains. I glanced around the silent room for a second and named off the few women I recognized. Some of them still laid in the many beds positioned in corners of the room and rested after I’d serviced them. I’d miss them very much while I was gone, but I had to admit, I did need a break from my daily life as King.  
 
    As I stepped toward the massive archway at the end of the room, I admired the room’s stunning architecture. The ceilings were extensively tall, and the molded statues of gorgeous women stared down at me lovingly overhead. All of them were exact copies of my original women, and as I stepped through the archway into the bright sunlight, Valerie’s wide smile bade me goodbye. We called this specific area of the palace the ‘imperial quarters’ where my women came to be pleasured and impregnated by me, the King. Every day, I dedicated a few hours of my time satisfying each of my loved and adored women of the court. By now, I had so many brides and wives I couldn’t even count them on my fingers and toes combined, but I remembered each of their names and personalities perfectly.  
 
    “Sybil’s pregnant,” a familiar voice said to the left of me, and when I turned, Josephine appeared around one of the many massive columns. “She told me this morning, so we should take her off the list and send her to the pregnancy ward. We already gave her the essential vitamins, but it’d be safer to house her where we can keep an eye on her.”  
 
    Now that I had so many women to take care of, Josephine had shouldered the task of keeping track of my harem and making sure they were all well-taken care of while they lived out their lives in the palace alongside the rest of the Queens and brides. The honey-blonde held a small clipboard in her hand, and her orange, cat-like eyes moved over the parchment for a second while she bit nervously at her bottom lip. The drake-woman looked so concerned about the well-being of my other women that it seemed as if she’d forgotten she was heavily pregnant, too. 
 
    Her wavy, golden hair had grown so long over the past few years that it now brushed against her lower back. A silver band encircled her head, and a small light-blue jewel glittered in the middle of her forehead. The long, gossamer dress she wore fluttered in the warm breeze, and absentmindedly, the honey-blonde cupped the underside of her large belly.  
 
    “Josephine?” I asked, but the drake-woman didn’t seem to hear me while lost in her thoughts. “Joooosephine?”  
 
    The honey-blonde’s eyes widened, and she immediately lowered the clipboard for a second before raising her eyebrows.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be a little more worried about yourself?” I asked, stepped closer, and wrapped my arms around her in a tight but comfortable embrace.  
 
    “What?” the drake-woman asked. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You look like you’re close to popping.” I laughed, rested one hand against her swollen stomach, and caressed her cheek with the other. “You can’t be more than a few days off from your due date.”  
 
    “I know, I know.” Josephine giggled with a shake of her head. “But I need to get all of this figured out before you leave and definitely before the baby is born. I’ve tried my best to get Alliana up to speed, but she’s busy with Amelia. Kerak’s been teaching her how to fence and it seems she’s struggling with it a bit...”  
 
    “My love,” I soothed, gripped her by the shoulders, and smiled gently. “It’ll be fine. My women can take care of themselves without you  and once you’ve made a full recovery, imagine how happy they’ll be when you return.”  
 
    “I don’t even think I’ll have to ‘return’,” Josephine snickered. “All the girls already promised to come take care of me while I’m on bed rest. I don’t think I’ll be able to get rid of them.”  
 
    “They love you,” I stated. “They think of you as a big sister.”  
 
    “More of like a den-mother,” the honey-blonde tittered, shook her head, and then smiled up at me. “I’ll be fine. Everything will be fine. I’m sure that Alliana will handle my duties perfectly while I’m gone. I’m just worried about the girls… They’ll miss me while I’m out, but more importantly, they’ll miss you, and I won’t be there to comfort them.”  
 
    “Josephine.” I laughed. “Everything will be fine, and I’m sure that the other girls and Alliana will be alright without the two of us for a little while.”  
 
    “You’re right.” The honey-blonde nodded. “You know I’m a worrier, and I can’t help it. I need just to keep telling myself I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Would you feel better if you came along with us?” I asked.  
 
    “No!” Josephine shook her head. “No, no, no! Charles, I’m not going to give birth on a boat! That could be dangerous! Not only that, but what if I need medical attention like with Alexander and Edwin?”  
 
    Ah, yes, Alexander and Edwin. Josephine and I’s twin boys, who at this point, were already two years old and growing steadily by the day. The older twin, Edwin, looked more like me with his dark hair and strong chin, while Alexander resembled his mother with the honey-blonde locks and more rounded features, but both of them had my brilliant forest-green eyes. There was no denying they were my children, not that I would, but it felt so strange to look in their faces and see parts of myself staring back.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” the drake-woman gasped. “I didn’t even think about who’s going to watch the boys!”  
 
    “I already took care of it,” I breathed. “My mother will. You know how she is with the children… She’s more than willing to take over taking care of them even if the two of us aren’t away.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen her without a baby in her arms or lap.” Josephine laughed.  
 
    “Are you calmed down now?” I asked through a grin, and the honey-blonde nodded with a gentle sigh.  
 
    “Yes,” Josephine whispered. “I’m fine, but what about you, Charles? Shouldn’t you head toward the docks? Did you pack your bags? I know Edony reminded you last night, but I never checked to see if you or the servants did it.”  
 
    “They were already packed by the time she asked.” I smiled. “They loaded them up and put them on the ship at dawn. I think we should be more worried about Valerie. The last time I saw her, she was stuck in the middle of a pile of shoes, trying to figure out which ones to bring. I really shouldn’t have given her het own tailor… now she has far too many shoes. I think there’s even a few pairs she hasn’t worn at all. They just sit on the shelves.”  
 
    “You should probably head down there now,” Josephine stated, lifted her head, and shielded her eyes before she glanced at the massive clocktower. “You said earlier you planned to leave at two. It’s one-forty-five now.”  
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded, pulled her a little closer, and pressed a passionate kiss to my fifth Queen’s lips before I pulled away. “I love you, and I’ll miss you. I wish I could be here for the birth…”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Josephine soothed. “By the time you get back, our daughter will be here, and all will be right again. Now, go on! Wouldn’t want the ship to leave without you!”  
 
    As I stepped forward, the honey-blonde swatted my behind with a soft giggle, then righted her clipboard before she disappeared into the imperial quarters. I would miss her, but the broad horizon beckoned me in the distance. I’d been King for the last four years, and now that we'd stabilized everything, I was able to do whatever I wanted without the fear of attack or repercussions. It’d taken time for the remaining aristocrats to bend to my rule, and those who revolted were swiftly taken care of. I’d effectively brought peace and harmony to Isonia, and now, the men of the country lived freely of their own volition. Within the last two years, I’d made it my personal mission to sign off on all and any marriage certificates. Though there weren’t many sent in the first year-and-a-half except for two, they slowly started to roll in after the ex-aristocrats grew acclimated to the new world.  
 
    Those who didn’t bend to my rule were either turned into monster-women or if they were especially violent or sadistic we had them thrown into prison, but as we scoured the cities looking for those in hiding, we realized there were more Harlots than we thought. We were able to verify their identities through the codenames given to them by the organization and with the confirmation of Josephine and Eveline. In a way, the Harlots’ beliefs were the new type of thinking, and it was freely taught in schools and colleges. One of my first acts as King was to personally journey to the boarding schools, quite like the one I grew up in, and demolish them to the ground. Even though the buildings could be repurposed for something else, I didn’t think it was right to leave them standing. Too much hurt and sorrow had happened within those walls, and I couldn’t leave them to rot.  
 
    Since we transformed so many of the aristocrats, there were almost eight-thousand monster-women in love with me, except for those who were secretly emotionally involved with their consorts, servants, or workers, and I had to keep up a rigorous schedule to attend to as many as I could every day. I didn’t mind it at all, but having a virtually endless amount of women at my fingertips did get a little overwhelming. I loved them, all of them, and I made sure that each woman I brought into my family felt comfortable and accepted no matter what type of life she came from before. 
 
    We finally found peace, and now that it’d come, I could finally do something that I’d always wanted. We were going on a grand adventure with only a few destinations in mind while the rest of them we hoped would happen by accident. As I trundled down the sloping sidewalk, I lifted my head and spied the vast expanse of the canal in the distance. Floating on top of the crystal clear water was a wholly metal ship, much larger than the usual ones aristocrats used but a bit smaller than the commercial ones. The creamy white sails billowed in the wind, but that wasn’t what I focused on. Eight familiar shapes moved across the large deck and hurried to load everything before we set sail for new and unfamiliar lands. As I trundled down the dock toward the wide metal plank onboard, a loud voice called out to me above.  
 
    “Avast, ye landlubber!” the tall, blond man shouted from the rigging. “Are ye ready to set sail across the crystal seas and be seduced by the fair sea maidens? Or fight the ten-headed glabberwokky?”  
 
    “For the second time, A.B.,” Daisy’s voice rose from the far side of the ship. “The glabberwokky isn’t a real creature. You made it up!” 
 
    “That’s what the glabberwokky wants you to believe!” My dear friend laughed, ripped up one of the ropes, and then hauled himself higher into the rigging. “The glabberwokky wants to ease you into a sense of comfort, and right when you least expect it, it’ll sneak onto the boat and steal your skivvies! I know it’s happened! There are legends about it! So, if you don’t want your unmentionables stolen, you better keep one hand on your heart and your other firmly gripped on your waistband!”  
 
    “A.B.--” Daisy laughed, but Valerie hastily interrupted her.  
 
    “Is that all the glabberwokky does?” the feline-woman asked. “It just… takes your underwear? That’s not very scary. You’d think the scariest part about it is the ten heads…”  
 
    “The glabberwokky is very self-conscious about its body!” the blond man cried. “That’s why it tries to steal your clothes because it doesn’t want to be naked anymore, but it quickly realizes your clothes won’t fit, so it searches for yet another victim on the high seas… A dastardly beast, I say!”  
 
    “Ignore him,” Celty tutted, shook her head, and then glanced up into the mass of ropes overhead. “He spent all last night coming up with the glabberwokky’s lore to scare someone, but I told him no one would believe such an insane story of a ten-headed lizard creature who steals underwear.”  
 
    “Now listen,” A.B. shouted, dropped from the rigging, and thumped down in front of his yellow-haired wife. “There is one firm believer of the glabberwokky tale, and I consider that an accomplishment.”  
 
    “Yes,” the ex-reanimated brain tutted. “His name is Theodore, and he’s also two-and-a-half, Abraham. Our son is terrified of the canal now because of some story you cooked up before bedtime. I’m thrilled Lilliana is only a few months old and can’t listen to your insane stories yet. You might convince her there's a beast living in the oven or something like that.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” A.B. breathed. “The elusive yakbak who eats the firewood we feed the fire! Another beast their father will need to slay!” 
 
    Even though Beatrix and I had somewhat forced them together because of their shared experiences as reanimated brains, they still ended up as a happy couple. They were the first to send in their marriage certificate for approval. The second people who did were, of course, Aschere and Alliana. The two of them were destined to be together, and even though the matriarchal society separated them for years, I was able to be the one to bring them together.  
 
    “Husband!” Valerie cried and raced over. “Aren’t you excited? Isn’t this going to be great? Oh, my goodness, I can’t wait to get out onto the open water and find new lands!”  
 
    “I am,” I breathed. “I’ve always wanted to travel outside of the kingdom, and this is the first chance I’ve ever gotten.”  
 
    “You once told me that you wanted to go diving,” Beatrix stated, came around the corner, and set down a large brown satchel on one of the large barrels. “Well, now we have the chance! Daisy and I spent most of last night plotting out our journey and where we’d stop first. Can you guess what it is? The Great Bellissima reef! It’s a long trip there, but I’ve heard it’s totally worth it!”  
 
    “Will there be sharks?” Rian probed with a wide grin and came up from the belly of the ship with Kerak directly behind her. “Daisy showed me all the pictures of sharks in one of her books, and they look mighty tasty.”  
 
    “You’re absolutely not eating a shark,” the bear-girl cried. “We have plenty of food on the ship, and if you get hungry and a circling shark starts looking mighty tasty, then you come find me, and I’ll make you something. The aquatic life in the Great Bellissima reef is extremely sensitive, and we can’t endanger them in any way!”  
 
    “Fine, fine,” the imp-woman grumbled then perked up. “But can you make those delicious pies? The ones filled with meat and cheese? Those are my favorite, and I could pretend the meat is shark.”  
 
    “Yes, I can do that.” The brunette nodded with a short laugh. “Hey, has anyone seen Edony? She was supposed to get here earlier with me, but I haven’t heard a word from her since this morning.” 
 
    “I think I saw her in the courtyard with the cadets.” Cecelia smiled as she stepped through an inky-blue portal and pressed a hand to her tiny, pregnant belly. “She may have forgotten the time while training.”  
 
    “I’m here!” the wolf-woman’s voice rang out from behind me. “I ran into Matilda on the way. See? I’m not the only one who was late! I had to get the baby up this morning, and once the nurse took her, I had to head straight to training. I’m sorry it took me so long!”  
 
    The blonde she-wolf bent forward, pressed her hands to her knees, and then panted for air. Her round cheeks were flushed pink when she finally righted herself, but her sparkling violet eyes were sharp and alive. Matilda stepped up the plank directly behind her, waved to me with her mechanical arm, and then plopped down on top of a barrel.  
 
    “Yeah.” The green-haired desperado chuckled. “I was out rough housin’ with the kids before I headed here, and right as I was about to step onto the dock, Edony came blastin’ past me like a bat outta hell. I’ve never seen that women move that fast!”  
 
    “Where’s Kleeia?” Valerie asked. “I went to see her this morning, but I couldn’t find her anywhere.”  
 
    “She was already moved to the birthing ward,” I explained. “The triplets are on their way, and by the time we arrive back, they should be only a few days old.”  
 
    “I can guess the same for Josephine, too?” Edony probed.  
 
    “No, not yet.” I shook my head. “She wanted to get everything in the imperial chambers in order before she went to the pregnancy ward. I swear, that woman holds off on giving birth until the very last second.”  
 
    “She’s a planner.” Cecelia shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll be the same once this little one comes into the world. I don’t know what I’ll do with my sector of the army while I’m on maternity leave… maybe let them take a vacation? That’d be nice.”  
 
    “Should we get going, father?” Kerak asked, stepped forward, and laid a hand heavily on my shoulder.  
 
    Kerak was only four-and-a-half, but he looked to be about fourteen years old. His thick black hair cascaded down to his shoulders, and his piercing green eyes were mirrors of my own. Over the last few years, both Rian and Edony had trained him extensively alongside the rest of my soldiers, and he’d risen to the rank of lieutenant. For most of his life, his temperament reminded me of Rian’s, but as he’d aged, he’d grown into a calm and astute young man. I silently thanked the rest of my women for that because if it wasn’t for them, Kerak would be running around like a madman, similarly to his mother.  
 
    “Is Olette not coming  either?” Valerie pouted. “I really hoped she would… This’ll be our first trip, and I’m really sad everyone couldn’t come.”  
 
    “She and the other elven women went on their own trip,” I explained. “She, along with the Drow and High Elf, went to search for any other species of elves across the country that had gone into hiding. They’ll be gone for a few months, but they intend to create new, strong alliances with any that they find. Not only that, but you know how sad Kleeia and Josephine were because they couldn’t come with us. They wanted to, but the timing wasn’t right. I can assure you in the future, we’ll be able to bring everyone along, even the children, but maybe we won’t go as far, so we can stay close to the capital. I went and saw Kleeia this morning, and she knew that all of you would be sad she wasn’t able to come, but she sends her love and hopes we have a good time. She said that she and Josephine would be waiting at the docks when we arrive back, and then the rest of us can love on the adorable babies they brought into the world.”  
 
    “Aren’t you sad you won’t be there?” Rian asked. “I know I would’ve thrown a fit if you weren’t there for our babies’ births.”  
 
    “Both of them gave me their blessing.” I nodded. “I told them we could postpone and go another time when they were in better health, and the children were older, but they both objected. Kleeia said something like, ‘you’ve been working so hard for the last few years, and you deserve a break.’ And Josephine then went on about our doctors and nurses' effectiveness, saying that they’re the best in the whole country. I know they’re the best in the country! I single-handedly selected them.”  
 
    “Waaaait!” a booming voice echoed behind us. “Waiiiiit for usss!”  
 
    As all of us turned and searched for the speaker, I spied Aschere racing on the dock with Amelia quickly following him. My trusted guard held his daughter by the wrist, and it looked as if she struggled to keep up. Even though her cheeks were pink from exertion, she grinned widely as they hurried up to the plank onto the ship’s deck. Aschere threw himself forward against a barrel and gasped for air, but Amelia simply fanned herself with her right hand.  
 
    Over the last few years, Amelia had blossomed into a beautiful young lady, and all of my monster-women had adopted her in some way or another. They treated the young woman like their own and often included her in their daily lives when Alliana and Aschere were too busy. From what I’d heard, the young woman had taken a particular interest in mythical creatures and immediately became one of Daisy’s students. Because the young woman spent so much time with my family, I kept a close eye on her for my trusted friend, and over time, she’d become another one of my many daughters. The petite brunette was intelligent, witty, and generally well-liked in the palace, and from the way Kerak’s cheeks flushed, I guessed there was a budding romance happening amongst our children.  
 
    I didn’t mind or discourage it, well, at least until both of them were of age. Of course, if something were to happen between them in the future, I was more than happy to have Amelia as a part of my family. If Kerak and Amelia were married years from now, it would only bring Aschere and me closer.  
 
    As I stepped up the stairs to the helm, both A.B. and Cecelia climbed into the rigging together. Their voices echoed across the vast canal, and when they dropped the sails, our ship slowly pushed forward through the water. Daisy hauled the anchor up from the depths and then tossed it down to the deck before gazing toward the horizon. I maneuvered us through the canal, toward one of the less-used parts of the waterway, and right as we were about to leave the city, I turned. Even from this distance away, I could make out the pinpricks of silhouettes on the upmost balcony.  
 
    Kleeia, Josephine, and my mother desperately waved us farewell, and all of us lifted our hands in return. When I turned back and rested my head against the helm, I breathed the sweet-smelling afternoon air. I sighed softly and felt the breeze brush my hair back off my forehead. I felt alive, content, and exhilarated all at the same time. I’d struggled for so long to find peace, and there were moments where I feared I wouldn’t find it, but through perseverance and sheer force of will, I’d finally done it.  
 
    I’d spent most of my life as a slave to women who beat me and tried to break my spirit, but now I lived a life where those very same women lifted me up. I may have been the King, but they still saw me as a human worthy of respect and dignity. I’d received both of those things the moment Valerie came into the world, and I wanted to share with every other oppressed man. It’d been a long journey, like the one we were on now, but we’d reached our destination, and the victory was more than sweet. We thought the darkness would last forever for the longest time, but it was only when we rose to our feet and took a stand that we made a change. Anything could’ve come from this battle, and if I’d even doubted myself for a second, only then would we have failed.  
 
    I’d taken the pious, selfish, and greedy aristocrats and made them into new, kind people who accepted everyone around them. I’d learned from this experience that where there is unity, there is also victory. That unity came from my monster-women and my soldiers. We’d worked tirelessly together to create the new world we wanted to live in, and now, we were in it.  
 
    Peace is the beauty of life, I’d learned that. It came in many forms other than a new world order. In the sunshine brushing against my face, the smile of one of my many children, the love of my mother, the joys of being a father, and the togetherness of family and country. Victory was more than just winning the war and taking down the Queen; it was the triumph of truth and justice for all living things, male or female. It is far better to dare to do mighty things and win glorious battles than to suffer in absolute silence and accept it as your current reality. Life goes on whether we chose to take part in it, but it was my choice to take a stand and fight for equality no matter how long it took. We fought for peace, and finally, we found it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 10! This was one of my favorite series to write, and I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I loved writing it. Please leave a review right here! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    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. 
 
    Copyright © 2021 by Eric Vall 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
ERICUALE





