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 Chapter One 
 
    The manor was silent except for the sound of the heels of my shoes clicking against the hardwood floor, but in the distance, I could make out the soft chatter of feminine voices. The house was always empty except for Daisy, Valerie, and myself, but it sounded as if there was a small party happening a few feet away from me. The monster-women didn’t know anyone, not well enough to be friends and invite them over for tea, so who could these people be? 
 
    I stepped carefully down the hall lined with suits of armor, hurried through the archway, and then stood in the doorway into the drawing-room. I clamped my lips closed to stop a gasp from erupting up my throat, gazed around the room, and felt my head spin deliriously for a moment.  
 
    The room beyond was filled with elegantly dressed women, their silk ball gowns brushed against the hardwood, and carpeted floors gracefully. A few of them turned, gasped, and smiled toward me, but I was totally enrapt with not only their beauty, but with their strange and unusual appearances.  
 
    “Hello, Charles,” a woman purred as she brushed past.  
 
    Her hair was long, forest-green, and cascaded down to the middle of her back, but that’s not what caught my attention. Her exposed skin, every inch of it was tinted a light mint color, and looked slick as if she’d just emerged from a body of water. When she turned to smile at me, her eyes were almost wholly black and royal blue, and aquamarine frills stuck out of her hair like a pair of ears. When her long hair shifted over her shoulder, I noticed that some of the length was made from deep green strips of kelp.  
 
    “Mermaid?” I breathed.  
 
    “Close,” the green-haired beauty giggled. “But no, water nymph. You’re the one who caught me, Charles, don’t you remember? And I’m soooo happy that you did.”  
 
    Before I could reply that, no, I didn’t remember, the water-nymph was gone through the crowd, and I scanned the women for any familiar faces. There had to be at least thirty beautiful females in the expansive drawing-room, but none of them were women that I knew. Each monster-girl had different characteristics like a wild beast, or magical creature, and I had to wonder, how had they gotten here? Had I transformed all of them? I couldn’t for the life of me remember if I’d made this many women… I knew for sure that I’d created Valerie and Daisy, but all of these women were very real in their beautiful dresses.  
 
    “Would you like something to eat, Charles?” a low, sensual voice asked from the left, and I turned. 
 
    The woman offered me a plate heavy with small, square sandwiches, but I wasn’t looking at those, I was enrapt with her appearance. This woman’s skin was tinted a dark gray, almost the color of smoke, her large, wide-set eyes were the color of burnt umber, and her wildly curly hair was pitch black. A pair of black, feathered wings sprouted from behind her, and twitched slightly as she shifted in place, tilted her head, and offered me the plate again. A long-tail made entirely of hair swung out behind her, and when she stepped forward, her feet clacked pleasantly like the hooves of horses.  
 
    “What are you?” I exhaled. “Unicorn? Hippogriff?”  
 
    “No, silly,” the dark-haired woman chuckled. “Dark Pegasus caught in the mountains just east of Edenhart, but you call me Annis. I don’t think you’ve caught a unicorn yet, though, they are very rare. We could find a hippogriff pretty easily, but they are ill-mannered, and we’d have to train her.”  
 
    “Never mind that,” I exhaled. “Have you seen Valerie and Daisy? Where are they? I need to speak to them.”  
 
    “Oh?” Annis tilted her head. “You don’t know? I thought you would, they’re bringing up our newest sister. We’re all very excited to meet her, that’s why we threw this party, Charles.”  
 
    “W-What?” I stammered. “New monster-girl? But… I haven’t planned to create a new one and… there’s so many of you…”  
 
    I didn’t understand what was happening. It was clear to me that these women knew me, and somehow, I’d created them, but… I couldn’t remember a goddamn thing.  
 
    “Heeeere she isssss, sisterssss!” a familiar voice cried from out in the hall.  
 
    Valerie bounded into the room, threw herself forward, bent her knees, and rolled across the floor. The feline-woman jumped to her feet, pressed her closed fists to her hips, twisted her torso, and grinned back into the hall.  
 
    “U-Uh, Valerie?” Daisy’s unsure voice called. “I need your help, she’s still a bit wobbly from the transformation.”  
 
    “Val… Daisy,” I breathed, crossed the room toward the feline-woman, and reached out for her shoulder. “Valerie… what’s going on?”  
 
    “Charles!” the ash-blonde woman shouted. “We were looking for you! Are you ready? It’s time for the biiiig reveal we’ve all been waiting for!”  
 
    “Aren’t you excited?” a third familiar voice asked from behind me.  
 
    A big hand rested on my shoulder, gripped me once, and then I slowly turned to take in the towering man behind me. His face was unfamiliar, I’d never seen him in my life but that voice… I’d heard it nearly every day of my life since I’d moved into the manor.  
 
    “…A.B.?” I grunted.  
 
    “Charles!” the man boomed. “You’ve finally shown up to your own party! Were you hiding in the back? There’s no need to be shy around these women, you created them, after all, and they love you more than anything.” 
 
    The man was a giant, his dark, dirty-blond hair brushed at the ceiling, and when he smiled, there was a slight gap between his front teeth. His shoulders were broad, his arms bulging with muscles, and when he took a step forward, the floorboards creaked angrily under his feet, but that voice… there was no mistaking it. It sounded a bit different because I didn’t hear it directly inside my brain, but it could be none other than the brain that resided in a tank in my laboratory.  
 
    What was happening? Had I finally gone mad as all the aristocrats had predicted?  
 
    “Valerie!” Daisy whinnied. “I need your help, please! She’s heavy!”  
 
    “Sorry!” the blonde giggled. “I’m coming!”  
 
    Valerie turned a corner, disappeared from view, grunted, and then shuffled back toward the doorway. My eyes widened in surprise, I gulped, clenched my fists, and took a step backward as an oppressive aura washed over me.  
 
    Daisy and Valerie held a tall woman between them, I couldn’t see the third woman’s face since her long, snow-white hair obscured it, but her presence felt so eerily familiar to me. Neon blue electricity jumped from her pale, milky flesh and bit at the air, but it didn’t seem to harm Valerie or Daisy.  
 
    “Here she is!” Valerie sang. “We’ve finally brought her home, after so much time! Isn’t she beautiful?”  
 
    The monster-woman surrounding me burst into applause, and the female held between the cat-girl and brunette, groaned softly, rolled back her head, and breathed heavily. I still couldn’t see her face even though it should’ve been in full view, it was obscured by some type of haze, a blur that started at her chin and ended at her hairline.  
 
    Pointed ears like a wolf poked out of her colorless hair, laid flat against her head, and then rose into the air. The fur covering them was streaked white and blue, like the color of the electricity lifting off of her exposed flesh. A snowy white tail, thick at the middle and thinner at the tip, brushed at the floors, raised for a moment, and then dropped tiredly.  
 
    Her power was immense, I felt it physically snap through the air like a strong current, and as the two women brought the blond forward, it overcame me like a massive wave. 
 
    “She even named herself!” Daisy grinned. “We brought her out of Charles’ machine, did the examination, and she remembered part of her past life!”  
 
    “What is it?” a monster-girl from behind me cried.  
 
    “She said that she wanted to keep her name from when she was a human,” Valerie nodded. “So, everyone, Charles, meet Edony!” 
 
    Edony. 
 
    The name echoed in my head for a moment, bouncing off the walls of my brain, and when it finally settled in, the realization hit me. The Duchess, Edony, I’d finally transformed her into a monster-girl just as I had planned.  
 
    The woman held between Daisy and Valerie rolled her head forward, opened her eyes, blinked once, and then settled her violet gaze on my shocked face.  
 
    I roared forward with a gasping breath, blinked once, and then turned my head as I realized I wasn’t in the drawing-room anymore. I was nestled in the blankets of my bed upstairs in the comfort of my manor. The two monster-women I’d just seen laid on each side of me.  
 
    A dream?  
 
    Was it all a dream? I hadn’t created all of those monster-women? It was almost a relief, but… all of them had been so beautiful and were made from so many fantastic beasts. It almost made me excited for the future… or would this be my future? I already knew that I intended to turn the Duchess into a monster-girl, but I didn’t know precisely when or how, and I wouldn’t let it happen until I had a full house of other creations wandering around.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Valerie mumbled, kept her eyes closed, rolled over, and snuggled closer to me. “You were twitching in your sleep, did you have a bad dream?”  
 
    “No.” I murmured. “I wouldn’t call it a bad dream… but it was definitely startling.”  
 
    “I was dreaming about those elderflower crumpets,” Daisy sighed as she laid her head on my chest and fluttered her eyes open. “Drizzled in thick honey, slathered in honey… with honey-comb pressed in between them.”  
 
    The bear-girl licked her lips, smacked them, grinned, and then gazed up into my face. I gazed between the two of them as each woman pressed themselves closer into my sides and felt warmth swell in my heart.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” the ash-blonde cat-girl asked. “Maybe it’ll help you think clearer about it.”  
 
    “The house was filled with monster-girls,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Isn’t that what we want, though?” the feline-woman asked as she sat up.  
 
    “Yes, but this was different.” I exhaled. “A.B. was there too, but he had a body. I should’ve realized it was a dream then, I never knew what he looked like when he had one.” 
 
    “But were we there, too?” Daisy muttered.  
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled. “You two were bringing in our newest monster-girl.” 
 
    “Oooooo,” the cat-girl simpered. “This is exciting! What was she like? Was she pretty? What kind of creature did we use for her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I breathed, threw off the blankets, stood, and crossed the room toward my dresser. “Maybe some type of wolf… but with electricity or electricity is part of her power… but if it were her power, it wouldn’t have manifested yet.”  
 
    “A wolf… with electricity…” Valerie repeated. “I’m sad that we had to make a wolf because dogs are mean to cats, but I’m sure if she’s my sister, she won’t be mean to Daisy or me.”  
 
     Valerie tapped her chin, leaped up on top of my four-poster bed, laid out across the heavy beam, and twitched her tail languidly. 
 
    “Hmmmm,” Daisy murmured. “Maybe a raiju?”  
 
    “A what?” I questioned over my shoulder, pulled on a neatly pressed white shirt, and buttoned up the front. “I’ve never heard of that before.”  
 
    “A raiju is a type of wolf that harnesses the power of electricity,” the brunette explained.  
 
    Daisy slowly scooted herself to the edge of the bed, hung her legs off the side, dropped to the floor, and then searched underneath for a moment.  
 
    “I love your tail, Daisy,” the ash-blonde woman giggled from her position. “It doesn’t even look like a tail, it’s just like an itty-bitty tuft of fur right above your panties. So cute!”  
 
    “My tail is vestigial,” the bear-girl answered from underneath the bed frame.  
 
    “It’s what?” The feline woman wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “Vestigial,” I reiterated. “Forming a tiny remnant of something that was once much larger or more noticeable.” 
 
    “Bears used to have longer tails hundreds of years ago,” the brunette went on. “But over time, we no longer needed it, and bears’ bodies changed.”  
 
    “Very good, Daisy,” I chuckled. “But how do you know all of this? What are you doing underneath the bed?”  
 
    “I learned it from these,” the bear-girl lifted up three books from underneath the bed, tossed them onto the comforter, and then slid up next to them. “Chronicle of Beasts, Land Animals and Their Anatomy, and finally, Edenhart’s Creatures, Fauna, and Flora. I found them in one of the rooms, it looks to be something like a library. I hope you don’t mind that I took them, Charles, I figured that if we’re going to go looking for beasts, I should know a little about them before we capture them.”  
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” I nodded. “And I don’t mind that you took them, everything in the manor is yours to use.”  
 
    “Even you, Chaaaarles?” Valerie purred, stroked my shoulder with her tail, giggled, and jumped down from the four-poster.  
 
    “Uhm, well, yes,” I coughed. “But that’s beside the point. You can have or use everything in the manor that you want.”  
 
    I slipped into a dark pair of trousers, zipped and buttoned them, and then came to stand in front of one of the windows. The sun shone over the manor, and in the distance, I could just make out the tops of the houses below in Edenhart. The town was so close, and yet, so far away, which was one of the many appeals of the manor. I was close enough to the city to ride in, get my supplies, and hurry back, but far enough away that I didn’t have neighbors or other aristocrats nearby.  
 
    If I squinted against the bright morning sun, I could make out the looming shape of the Duchess’ duchy. The house was massive, so there was no missing it, but I couldn’t make out any of the details or even the long, tree-lined drive. All these thoughts brought me back to one thing… the Duchess.  
 
    When she threatened me in the jail cell, it hadn’t been like all the other times before. When she’d contracted me for the project, her intimidations seemed almost half-hearted and flat, except for the few times that she’d gripped me with the hook of her vile cane. Before she’d never activated her power in front of me as a form of intimidation, she’d merely used her words, but this time… it’d been so much different.  
 
    I’d felt the surge of her power through the air, felt it bite at the exposed parts of my skin, and I didn’t even want to begin to imagine what it’d feel like to receive the full brunt of her attack. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been delighted, on the verge of parading me out to my death, and then it all came crashing down once the constables informed her they’d found the bodies of the Warden and Delphine.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Daisy asked, pressed a hand to my shoulder, and turned me toward the two of them. “You looked pained, what were you thinking about just now?”  
 
    “The Duchess,” I sighed. “The last time I saw her, she was on the verge of killing me.”  
 
    “She can’t do that.” Valerie shook her head. “You’re innocent. She can’t kill you unless she wants to go directly against the constables and their laws.” 
 
    “The Duchess can do whatever she wants, just as before,” I stated. “The constables can’t do much when the Chief Constable came directly from the capital and backs everything Edony says.”  
 
    “We could just--” The ash-blonde woman started, but I cut her off with a shake of my head and a chuckle.  
 
    “We can’t kill both of them,” I snorted. “That’s out of the question. I tentatively agreed to the Duchess because she’s our biggest threat, and she could kill me in hundreds of different ways, but we can’t kill the Chief Constable, too. Ortensia is linked to the capital and, therefore, linked to the Queen herself, she’s almost as important as Edony.”  
 
    “It’s just a suggestion,” the feline-woman giggled. “It would solve a lot of our problems, no Duchess or Chief Constable, two new sisters, and no more death threats!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” I nodded. “But it’d also cause more issues for us. For one, if both of them go missing, who are they going to blame for their disappearances? The man who wronged the Duchess, was jailed shortly after for the murder of Delphine Vallantine, and then was released to the displeasure of Edony. Me… it’s me, I’m the one they’ll immediately pin it on.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles.” Valerie said. “But we could plan it out, you know? Stagger them, so no one will suspect that it’s you? Come up with plots as we did with Delphine and the Warden?”  
 
    “Let’s stick with the Duchess for now, alright?” I smiled, offered the two of them my hands, and then brought them out of the room.  
 
    The three of us tramped down the stairs, and Daisy was the first to break away from our group. The brunette turned at the last second, hurried down the hall of suits of armor, and raced into the kitchen.  
 
    “Must be hungry,” Valerie giggled. “I might grab something to eat, too.”  
 
    “Okay,” I smiled. “I’m going to go down to my laboratory. A.B.’s been in the cleansing tank for long enough, I’m going to transfer him back to his jar and then maybe work on my machine for a bit longer.”  
 
    “Alright, Charles,” the feline-woman grinned. “We’ll be down once we have something to eat.”  
 
    “Take your time,” I nodded, gripped the handle in my palm, and opened the door. 
 
    I stepped down the first few stairs, breathed in the fresh, late summer air, leaned my head back, and exhaled softly. It was a beautiful day, and once I finished placing A.B. into his tank, I entertained the idea of taking the girls out for a picnic deep in the woods.  
 
    My boots crunched down on the gravel, I turned toward the stairs at the side of the house, and then stopped at a familiar sound. The blaring alarm from down in the laboratory… someone had entered onto my property once again. I grunted under my breath, came around to the steps, gazed down toward the open gate, and then curled my hands into tight fists at my sides.  
 
    The first carriage was none other than the Duchess’, there was no way to miss it, and the second, a much larger, dark brown carriage which I didn’t recognize. They raced up the drive and only stopped when they parked directly in front of the stairs. 
 
    “Why can’t I ever be left alone?” I groaned.  
 
    The Duchess’ carriage door slammed open, and the blonde emerged from within with a smile curling the corners of her lips. The tall woman slammed her heeled boots down into the gravel, unfurled her long, elegant dress out, and then turned toward me. The Duchess’ colorless hair was styled into a mass on top of her head, with a single, perfect curl resting over her shoulder. Edony had applied a light layer of makeup for the occasion, and her red lips shone like the surface of a calm pool in the sunlight.  
 
    The Duchess wore a light blue dress, the color of cornflowers, and over it, a red, yellow and blue floral print jacket. Lace peeked out of the collar and sleeves, and golden buttons down her front glittered as she turned, rested her hand against her corseted stomach, and chuckled lightly. The cane she always carried rested loosely in her right hand, and she stabbed down at the gravel with it as she stalked closer.  
 
    Her presence was just as massive and oppressive as I remembered it from the day before. The anger she showed may have subsided, but the burning fire in her violet eyes certainly had not. Edony looked like a hungry tigress on the prowl, and I was nothing more than a tasty meal just within her reach.  
 
    “Charles,” the blonde breathed as if we were the closest of friends. “How wonderful to see you on such a beautiful day such as this.”  
 
    “This is my manor, Edony, of course, you’d see me here,” I stated. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    “No, no, no,” The blonde giggled. “This is my property, one that I bequeathed to you when we signed the contract together. Now that the contract is void, I’m here to reclaim it.”  
 
    “W-What?” I whispered.  
 
    “You really thought I was going to let you keep it?” the blonde barked. “After everything you’ve done to me? How stupid of you, Charles, I am not that kind to those who turn their backs on me.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” a voice snarled from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder.  
 
    Daisy stood at the top of the steps, her hands on her hips, her head cocked to the side with her bonnet firmly in place, and as the brunette gazed down at the scene, Edony scoffed.  
 
    “You can’t save him this time, Miss Browning,” Edony snarled. “You may be his Mistress, but I own this property.”  
 
    The door to the second carriage snapped open, and a long, shiny thigh-high boot slipped out. Ortensia slunk out of the carriage, brushed off her leather jacket, adjusted her hat, jerked her head to whoever was inside of the carriage, and then stomped over with assured ease.  
 
    The scarlet-haired woman wore the same skin tight uniform from before, and the badges across her ample chest glittered in the morning sun. Her long, wavy red hair rested over her shoulders, and the wide-billed hat resting on her head sat at a jaunty ankle. Her leather boots creaked loudly, but she kept her sparkling jade eyes hard on my face.  
 
    The Duchess and the Chief Constable’s appearances may have been polar opposites, but their tyrannical auras matched each other perfectly. Edony almost looked like a porcelain doll come to life with her rouged cheeks, her stylish dress, and glossy lips. Ortensia, on the other hand, seemed better suited as a war general than the Chief Constable of such a tiny town such as Edenhart. Both of their smooth faces were angular, almost pointed like the snout of a snake, and their eyes held the same venom like a reptile’s.  
 
    Though they were wildly powerful, and the biggest threats to my life, I had to admit, they both were strikingly beautiful women, not on the level of Valerie and Daisy, but I could almost imagine what the two of them would look like as monster-women.  
 
    Five muscled men burst out of the carriage behind her, came to stand behind the two women, and glared up at me like a group of angry bulldogs. It was clear to me what they were: the muscle behind all of this, though, I was sure that their strength was nothing compared to Ortensia and Edony’s powers.  
 
    “Chief Constable,” Edony bowed her head, snickered, offered a hand, and then shook the scarlet-haired woman’s. 
 
    “Duchess Edony,” the Chief Constable grinned back. “What a beautiful day it is, such a lovely end of summer breeze. I hope the winter is good to us as it is in the capital. We hardly get any cold weather or snow there, that’s why the Queen loves it so much.” 
 
    “Hello?” I grunted. “So, what are you going to do? Throw me out?”  
 
    “Well, the technical word for it is ‘eviction,’” the blonde simpered through pursed lips. “But yes, that’s what I’m going to do, throw you out and leave you and your Mistress homeless. It seems like the only right thing to do. You did break our contract after all. All promises of money, shelter, food, those are gone because of what you’ve done to me.”  
 
    “You can’t do this,” I stated. “Our contract is indefinite, it never had an end date, so as long as I keep working on my machine, you can’t evict me. I can get you a copy of it, it’s upstairs.”  
 
    “I don’t need to see the goddamn contract, Charles,” Edony snarled. “I know what it entails, I’m the one who personally drew it up. I know what I promised, and I certainly know what you promised. I still haven’t received what I asked you for, and once you signed a contract with Miss Browning here, you broke the one you signed with me. Therefore, you no longer receive the bounty of my patronage, and I’ll be kind enough to give you a few minutes to collect your things.”  
 
    “It’ll take more than a few minutes for me to break down my machine,” I uttered, and suddenly, the blonde threw herself forward in a fit of giggles.  
 
    “Your machine, Charles?” The Duchess crooked an eyebrow. “No, no, no, I asked you to construct it, I paid you thousands of ducats to build it, but not only that, it resides in the manor I own. If you take it with you, that’s theft, and I will have you arrested the moment you step off of this property.”  
 
    Ortensia didn’t speak, but her blood-red lips curled into a wicked smirk. She glanced over her shoulder toward the five men, and then jerked her head toward me. The men rumbled forward, stepped toward me with their hands outstretched, but suddenly, a body blocked their path.  
 
    Daisy held her arms out in front of me, her lips curled back against her teeth, her eyes hardened on each man, and then she snarled.  
 
    “If you dare,” the brunette snapped. “Lay a hand on him, and I’ll slaughter each one of you before your Mistress’ eyes.”  
 
    “I just said you couldn’t stop us,” Edony barked. “Are you deaf or stupid? What do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    “If you were listening, Edony,” the brunette growled. “I just said if they came one step closer to Charles, I would rip them limb from limb. Call off your dogs, do as Charles asked, and look over the contract. I won’t repeat myself.”  
 
    “You can’t do that!” The Duchess roared as electricity snapped around her.  
 
    “It’s not illegal to kill meaningless mongrels, is it?” Daisy scoffed. “They serve no purpose than to protect you, but do you need protecting, Edony? No, you’re the most powerful woman in all of Edenhart, so why did you even bring them along? It’s not like they’re needed, you could wipe out Charles and me with a single swipe of your hand. You’re doing nothing more than posturing, posing like a proud peacock in front of her lowly servants.”  
 
    “I am the Duchess of Edenhart!” the blonde shrieked. “You cannot speak to me that way!”  
 
    “And what will you do?” The brunette snarked. “I’m a woman, but not only that, a wealthy, aristocratic woman from a high-powered family, you can’t lay a hand on me unless I’ve actually done something illegal. As I said before, killing a few dogs isn’t illegal, most women in your city do it without thinking about it. Why should it matter if I slaughter your guard-dogs? Do as I say and call them off.”  
 
    “Stand down,” Ortensia finally spoke up, stomped forward, rested her gloved hand against the handle of her baton, and glared down at the smaller woman. “We may not be able to arrest you, but I can detain you if need be.”  
 
    “Detain me?” Daisy scoffed. “You can’t detain me, I won’t allow you to lay a hand on my person.” 
 
    “As the Chief Constable,” Ortensia uttered. “I can do whatever I need to protect my lady Duchess, even if it means subduing you in some form.” 
 
    “Try it, I dare you!” the bear-girl roared, darted forward, gripped one of the guards, lifted him entirely off the ground, and then tossed him easily as if he were a ragdoll.  
 
    Edony’s eyes followed the man’s movement through the air while Ortensia’s mouth dropped open in shock. The scarlet-haired woman turned in place, gripped her baton hard in one hand, and cringed at the guard’s loud, pain screams. 
 
    The man, clothed entirely in black, flew through the air like a comet, spun once, hit the gravel drive with a loud grunt, and then slid across the ground. He laid there limply for a moment, shifted, cried out in pain as he gripped his ribs, rolled over, and stared up at the sky with tear-filled eyes. The downed man attempted to roll forward, but screamed in pain, laid back down, and sobbed openly like a child.  
 
    “That’s not even the worst that I can do,” the brunette spat. “Do you want to see, Edony? Would you like to witness the full power of the Browning family?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Daisy’s shoulders rolled back, and her head tilted sharply to the side with a loud crack. She shook out her hands, bent her knees, brought up both hands in front of her, and then stepped forward toward the four men. Her honey-colored eyes sharpened, narrowed on the first man as he stepped forward, and then blasted forward. 
 
    “Your strength may be impressive,” Edony scoffed. “But do you really think that you can take on four augmented men at once?” 
 
    Edony’s violet eyes flitted over to me, a sly smile spread over her lips, and both of her delicate hands came down to clutch the crook of her cane. The blonde tilted her head, licked her lips, glanced over at Ortensia as if the two women had a secret, and then leveled her hateful gaze to mine. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I called out. “Augmented?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Charles,” the Duchess breathed. “It’s just a little project I’ve been working on, nothing in comparison to what the two of us worked on together, but something a bit smaller. It seems to have worked… so far, there are a few glitches here and there, but the scientist who produced it for me is brilliant, more talented than you will ever be.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” I scoffed. “To make it known that I’m no longer your paid employee?” 
 
    “No, Charles,” the Duchess snickered. “To let you know that there are others out there like you… but they’re succeeding.” 
 
    “Augmented men?” I grunted. “That doesn’t exactly sound like what you contracted me for, Edony. It sounds like a downgrade or a cheap knock-off.” 
 
    Edony’s violet eyes widened on my face, she took a step forward with her hands curled into fists at her waist, but Ortensia placed a firm hand on the blonde’s shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t,” the scarlet-haired woman warned. “He’s not worth the trouble.” 
 
    “Enough talking!” A gruff voice came from below. “Augmented or not, they’re dead-meat.” 
 
    The brunette slammed forward so fast that she was almost nothing more than a blur. Her tiny left hand clasped around his meaty throat, lifted him from the gravel while her right jabbed forward toward his ribcage.  
 
    A thick, moist thunk reached our ears as Daisy’s hand connected with the black fabric of his shirt, tore through it, and then disappeared inside of his broad chest. Blood sprayed out, dripped down to her elbow, but the tiny woman ignored it, and she gritted her teeth, gripped something inside of him, and then tore it out with all of her strength. 
 
    And he screamed. 
 
    The bear-girl’s arm wrenched free from the guard’s chest, rose in the air, and gripped three bloodied, spike-like objects. It took me a moment to realize what they truly were, Daisy held three of the guard’s broken ribs tightly in her hand, and in one swift movement, she swung the smeared hand forward. The jagged, broken ends of each bone connected with the screaming guard’s temple, sunk in with soft squelches, and then the tips exploded out the other side. 
 
    The squirming guard roared in pain, kicked out his feet wildly, and then, just as suddenly, went limp. His meaty hands hung limply at his sides, his massive head fell forward, and his pink tongue dropped out of his open mouth. 
 
    Ortensia’s eyes widened in horror, she slapped both gloved hands over her mouth as a low retch rumbled up her throat, but Edony stood firm. The blonde’s lips curled down at the corners, but she simply blinked, scoffed under her breath, and then gestured to the three remaining guards. 
 
    “Do what you will with her,” the Duchess sighed. “Don’t kill her…. But I will overlook a few broken bones, bruises, hmm… and maybe a few missing limbs. You’re a doctor, too, Charles, if she loses one of those, you can always just sew it back on, correct?” 
 
    “As I said,” Daisy roared. “You won’t lay a hand on me!” 
 
    The brunette moved to drop the dead guard, glanced over her shoulder, gripped even tighter on his neck with both hands, turned at the last second right as another one of the guards was about to reach her, and used the dead man’s body like a hammer.  
 
    The tiny bear-girl slammed the heavy, dead-weight of the man’s comrade down, hit the third guard, and sent him sprawling onto the gravel. Only then did the brunette drop the dead guard, climbed on top of the man dressed in black, lifted her head, and roared angrily at the sky. 
 
    Daisy’s tiny, blood-stained hands slammed down; the right went to his forehead, the left curled into his mouth and held onto the bottom jaw with tightly clamped fingers. The bear-girl’s lips pulled back against her teeth, she snarled hatefully into the man’s face as he struggled against her, and then suddenly, the brunette ripped her hands in opposite directions.  
 
    The sound of cracking bone and tearing flesh resounded around the small drive as Daisy completely halved the man’s skull. The gray-matter of his brain shredded into two, plopped out onto the gravel, and then laid there like a jellied mold. 
 
    The guard’s body fell backward, and then Daisy stood, glared toward the last man, and took an assured step toward him with the halved skull still tightly clamped in her hands. The guard held his ground with eyes that showed no emotion at all, not even fear, and I had to wonder if this was the augmentation that Edony spoke about. 
 
    Another sound reached our ears, but this one didn’t come from the guard or Daisy. I swiveled my eyes toward the Duchess and the Chief Constable, and Edony looked utterly uninterested in the fight surrounding us. But Ortensia was bent over with her back toward me, vomiting onto the gravel as she clutched her stomach. The scarlet-haired woman groaned, stood upright, wiped off her mouth with the sleeve of her jacket, turned, and then gripped Edony by the wrist. 
 
    “Call it off,” Ortensia grunted. “Tell her to stop, make her stop.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Edony snapped, pulled away her arm, and furrowed her brows. “You’re the goddamn Chief Constable, aren’t you accustomed to seeing these things? Not only that, but you think I’ll back down now?” 
 
    “I’m ‘accustomed’ to hangings, beheadings, and burning at the stake,” the Chief Constable gasped. “Not… not this abhorrent violence. She’s stronger than you thought she was, just admit it, and look over the contract with him.” 
 
    “No,” Edony boomed, leveled her gaze at the guard, and growled. “Take out the man, ignore his Mistress as best you can.” 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as the towering beast of a male stepped closer, cracked his knuckles, and grinned. 
 
    Daisy bent her knees, leaped into the air, and threw herself at the guard with swinging hands, but he calmly swatted her out of the way. The brunette hit the gravel, spun on her knees, growled underneath her breath, and raced after him, but it was no use. Each time she attacked, he used defensive moves to deflect her, avoided her heavy-handed punches, and pushed on toward me. 
 
    “You want me?” I rumbled. “Come get me.” 
 
    “Wi… w-w-with pleasure,” the guard grunted. 
 
    He seemed to have trouble speaking, and I was sure it was from the augmentation. The men didn’t seem very strong compared to Daisy, but I was about to find out what he was made of. I bent my knees as the guard came near, raised his fist over his head, and swung it down at me, almost like a hammer. I jerked out of the way at the last second, felt the air split from his sheer strength, lifted my own fist, and fist him square in the jaw. Pain vibrated up my arm all the way to my shoulder, almost as if I’d punched a solid bar of steel instead of the fleshy face of a man, but I couldn’t let that distract me. 
 
    The guard’s head turned slightly to the left from my punch, I breathed out through pursed lips, slammed my left fist up, and uppercut him with all of my strength. The guard’s head snapped back with a crack, he wobbled on his feet for a second as a low groan mumbled between his firmly closed lips, and finally, he fell back onto his haunches in the gravel. He wasn’t knocked out, but something certainly was wrong with him as he rubbed at the back of his neck. 
 
    “Ow,” the man grumbled. “O-Ow.” 
 
    “I have studied the various fist-a-cuff techniques, scoundrel,” I hissed as I raised my hands once more into a fighting stance. It was a bit of a stretch of the truth, since I’d merely read a few books on the matter and practiced in front of a mirror. 
 
    When he turned his head, I finally saw what he meant. At the base of his neck, embedded into the skin was a small black, diamond-shaped apparatus. Its outer surface glowered in blues, purples, and greens, flashed twice in alarm, and then dropped off in his palm as he rubbed at it. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” Edony growled. 
 
    “So,” I snickered. “This is your plan to best me? I heard you when you said that they were augmented, but this poorly? The apparatus popped off with two punches, Edony, you need to find a better inventor next time. This is a sad excuse for what I would’ve made for you.” 
 
    “Kill him!” the Duchess roared. “Do it now, you goddamn mongrel!” 
 
    The guard didn’t respond as he stared at the broken apparatus in his fist, rubbed at his bald head, and blinked in confusion. Daisy loomed behind him, lifted her hands over her head, knit her fingers together, and then brought them down toward the crown of his head. The bear-girl’s muscles in her arms bulged, strained, and flexed as her intertwined fingers slammed down onto his cranium. One second, the guard was there, sitting in front of me, and the next, his head was nothing more than an exploded mass of scarlet bone fragments, torn flesh, and splattered brains. 
 
    My shirt was soaked with his lifeblood, and I hastily brushed away the tiny bits of bone, cleared my throat, and raised my eyes toward the two women. 
 
    “I’ll go get my copy of the contract,” I stated flatly, as if my woman hadn’t just brutally murdered the duchesses’ five goons. “Then we’ll look it over together and decide what to do next, shall we?” 
 
    “I told you,” Edony snarled, stepped over the corpses, and stalked closer. “I know what the goddamn contract says.” 
 
    “Then you understand that as long as I continue the experiments in the laboratory, for you or anyone else,” I grinned, “I can remain on the property and hold ownership of the manor. The contract never stated an end date, or rules if the contract was broken… so, this is the only solution.” 
 
    Ortensia strode closer, avoided looking down at the limp, bloodied bodies, lifted her chin, and glared down at me. 
 
    “I’d like to see a copy of the contract, if you will.” The scarlet-haired woman stated. “It seems you’ve found a loophole, but… I’d still like to see it, if you would please get it for me.” 
 
    “Daisy,” I uttered. “My dear, will you get the contract? It’s in the desk in my office.” 
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the brunette replied, brushed off her dress, stepped over the dead guard in front of her, and hurried up the steps. 
 
    The Duchess’ violet eyes followed after the petite women, waited until she had disappeared, and then she whipped her head in my direction. 
 
    “I don’t know why, Charles,” the blonde started. “But there’s something about your and Ms. Browning’s relationship that throws me off. It’s not the same as other Mistresses and consorts, she treats you… differently than most, and I don’t like it. I promise you, I will find out the reason why, and do something about it.” 
 
    “You don’t like that she treats me like another human being?” I snarked. “That Daisy Browning shows me respect and doesn’t act as if I’m a dog, lying at her feet every second of the day?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that bluntly,” Edony exhaled. “But yes, she treats you as if you were her equal, that’s why I wrote her family to inquire about their treatment of consorts.” 
 
    “Wait… you sent a letter to her family?” I asked as my stomach shot up to my throat. 
 
    “Yes,” the Duchess snorted. “I was very interested to know the reason why their daughter, who is rich, powerful, and influential, had moved to a small town such as this, chose a single consort, and settled down in my manor.” 
 
    “Why can’t you accept that it’s none of your business?” I uttered. “Does it upset you that much that I signed a contract with Ms. Browning?” 
 
    “I don’t care if you signed a contract with Ms. Browning!” the blonde screamed. “I care that you broke your promise to me! You used and abused my patronage and then cast it off as if the last few months we worked together were nothing! I paid you, and yet, I received none of the things I asked for!” 
 
    “Edony,” I stated. “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said. I told you I needed more time, what you wanted couldn’t be created in a manner of weeks… Your venture would’ve taken a year or two to complete, but you didn’t give me the chance to finish it, and I knew if I didn’t complete it on time, you’d eliminate me.” 
 
    “Then what about this?” the Duchess gestured to the corpses lying at her feet. “Doesn’t this look like it worked? Yes, it needs improvement, but it’s getting somewhere.” 
 
    “This isn’t what you want,” I shook my head, glanced over at the scarlet-haired woman, and then went on. “And you know it, Edony. You asked for--” 
 
    “Silence!” Edony roared, widened her eyes, glanced toward Ortensia, and then snarled. “No one but the two of us were privy to the nature of our project, let’s keep it that way, Charles.” 
 
    “I have it here,” Daisy stated. “I read through it while I came downstairs, and what Charles said is true. The contract is indefinite, there’s no end date as long as he keeps inventing and experimenting in his laboratory.” 
 
    The brunette offered the crème colored papers to the Chief Constable, and Ortensia took it from her hands. The scarlet-haired woman glanced over the pages, flipped through them a few times, started from the first page, and read it for a second time. Ortensia slapped the packet closed, glanced over at Edony out of the corner of her eye, leveled her gaze at me, cleared her throat, and took a step forward. 
 
    “It seems… what the Alchemist said is true, Duchess,” Ortensia uttered. “He is allowed to live here as long as he continues his work in the laboratory…” 
 
    “Fine, if I can’t take the manor away, then I’ll just—” Edony barked, stepped forward, and swung her cane toward me, but in one swift motion, Daisy stepped down beside me, gripped the length of the cane in her palm, and glared into the Duchess’ face. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Edony hissed. “Let go this instant.” 
 
    “You will not touch Charles,” Daisy stated. “I’ve told you enough times it should’ve sunk in by now. Doctor Rayburn is under my care and protection… you cannot lay a hand on him.” 
 
    The brunette let go of the cane with a jerk, and Edony nearly fell as she pulled back. Her once pristine curls were loose and jiggled precariously as she stalked closer, tugged on her floral jacket, and snarled down at Daisy. 
 
    “Just wait until I hear back from your family,” Edony snarled. “I should be receiving a letter from them very soon. You never gave us a reason why you came to Edenhart, and I hope they explain it better than you did.” 
 
    “Why did you write a letter to my family?” the bear-girl snickered. “It’s none of your business why I arrived here, and it’s certainly none of your business why I contracted Charles as my consort. Can you not accept that I sought him out simply because I wanted him? I had no plot against you, I saw a man that I thought worthy of my patronage, and reached out to him.” 
 
    “You may say that,” the Duchess shrieked. “But I want to know why the Browning’s wealthy, prestigious daughter is meddling in my business! Don’t you have any manners? Didn’t they teach you that if a man is under contract with another woman, you shouldn’t proposition him? Have you no shame, Daisy Browning?” 
 
    “So, you wrote my family to embarrass me?” the brunette snapped. “To let them know that their wayward daughter ran away from home, shacked up with a man, and won’t leave their rightful home? You wrote them to tattle on me like a sour schoolmarm?” 
 
    “Yes! …No…” Edony narrowed her eyes. “I wrote them because, not only am I the Duchess of Edenhart, but I’m a concerned woman, looking out for the younger generation. You never know what young, impressionable ladies will get themselves into without a proper chaperone or governess. Some young ladies, I’ve heard through rumors and gossip, have run off and gotten pregnant by some brute, a man not of their approved breeding program. I’m sure the Browning family has a rigorous breeding program put in place for you when it comes time for such things, and if they knew you… ran off with a brute such as this, they might not be too happy.” 
 
    “Didn’t Delphine Vallantine have a breeding program like mine?” Daisy asked directly to me. “And she too took consorts… I believe I heard that she had as many as twenty at a time.” 
 
    “What do you know of Delphine Vallantine?” Ortensia asked, narrowed her eyes, and reached for her baton. “You’ve just come here, how could you know such things?” 
 
    “I told her,” I stated. “What she just said is information I heard directly out of Delphine’s mouth the day I went to visit her. The deceased told me that her family had a breeding program, one not unlike the one you have, Edony, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Where were you the night that Delphine and the Warden died?” the scarlet-haired woman questioned. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Edony snapped. “This has nothing to do with the reason we’re here!” 
 
    “It’s my job, Duchess,” the Chief Constable grunted. “Tell me, Charles.” 
 
    “He was here,” Daisy assured. “With me, all night, and the morning after. I would also like to ask why you’re bringing this up now? Charles was proven innocent of that crime; you have no reason to suspect him.” 
 
    “He may have been proven innocent at the time, but that doesn’t mean he is,” Ortensia growled. “He could’ve been involved… somehow.” 
 
    “I may not like Charles,” Edony snarked. “But I have to agree with Mr. Rayburn and Miss Browning, Charles is innocent. Milton is the one who killed Delphine, there is no other logical explanation. Leave the case be, we have more important things to attend to… like how I’ll get my property back.” 
 
    Ortensia glared at me for a second, turned her head back toward the Duchess, opened her mouth as if to speak, snapped it closed, and then stepped back behind the blonde. It was clear she had more to say, but in the presence of the most powerful woman in Edenhart, she could only obey Edony’s command. Ortensia may have been the Chief Constable, but she wouldn’t dare go against the Duchess. If she did… she may end up in the stocks, or worse, dead. 
 
    “You’ve read the contract yourself, Duchess,” Daisy breathed. “There’s no way that you can kick Charles out, not unless he stops working, which I know for a fact, he will never do. Now, if you would please leave, we have important things to attend to.” 
 
    “And take the bodies with you,” I grunted. “You brought them with you, you should take the pieces back with you.” 
 
    Edony glanced down at the slaughtered guards, rolled her eyes, scoffed loudly, turned on her heels, whistled for Ortensia, but the blonde paused as she reached for the carriage door. The Duchess stood there for a second with her hand on the door, and her left leg raised in the air, but she lowered them suddenly. Edony’s head turned, a wicked smile spread over her features as she moved to face us, pressed a gloved hand to her corseted waist, and strutted forward. 
 
    “You won’t leave the manor?” The Duchess echoed. 
 
    “No,” I stated. 
 
    “You’ll either have to drag us out,” Daisy growled. “Or fight me yourself. We won’t go, not when the contract is in our favor.” 
 
    “We both know that I own the manor,” Edony purred. “And you’re allowed to live here because I signed the contract, bequeathing you with the property… that I own.” 
 
    “Duchess?” Ortensia questioned with a tilt of her head. “What do you mean? You’re just repeating things we already know…” 
 
    “I know I am, will you shut up while I think?” the blonde barked. “But… if someone else were to buy the property, the contract would be null and void as we once believed.” 
 
    “No one would be interested in buying the property,” I stated. “You told me that when you first signed it over to me, you tried to sell it before. You said it’s so far from town. All the aristocrats like to be up close to that action, and within walking distance of the taverns.” 
 
    “That may be true,” Edony nodded, tapped her chin, and paced along the drive. “But I’m sure, as the Duchess of Edenhart, I could drum up some attention. Maybe announce our broken contract, I’m sure that the whole town would turn on you in an instant, and support me… Or maybe, I don’t have to sell it… if the price were low enough, and I spoke about you enough in town, someone would take it off my hands quickly and for a small price.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” I exhaled. “You’re going to sell the manor?” 
 
    “No,” Edony shook her head. “Selling it would take too much time, too much invested money. Not only that, but this house isn’t really worth anything. Its architecture is old, and out of style, the furniture is ghastly, and I never took the time to drag them all out and sell them, and lastly, as you said, it’s too far away from town for any aristocrat’s liking.” 
 
    “So, it’s unsellable,” Daisy assured. 
 
    “No, it’s sellable,” the blonde objected. “But to the right buyer, the right price, the right… the excitement of the moment…” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” the brunette snapped. “Stop beating around the bush and tell us what you mean. We can’t wait all day until you decide to stop playing games with us.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll tell you,” Edony giggled. “I’m not going to evict you, or sell the manor, you don’t have to worry about that. I’m simply going to auction it off, then the property, and most of all, you, are no longer my problem.” 
 
    “A-Auction it off?” I stammered. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “I’m the owner of the property,” the blonde grinned. “I can do whatever I want with it. Selling it will take too long, you’ll pack up my machine and be gone by the time someone takes an interest. No, if I auction it, there’s no way that you can escape, and my machine will come with me when all of this ends. It’s that simple, Charles, you may have found a loophole in my contract, but you forget that I’m the cleverest woman in the city of Edenhart.” 
 
    “An auction,” Ortensia snickered. “Now that is a good plan, Lady Edony.” 
 
    “You understand what this means, right, Charles?” the blonde cackled. “Once I spread the news of our broken contract, our feud, Ms. Browning’s arrival, and the auction, aristocrats will be lining up and down the drive to bid on this house. They do love a scandal, they always have, especially ones between Mistresses and their men, though you weren’t my consort. They may be more interested in my story since it wasn’t sexual in nature, I simply contracted you for work, and you refused me after months of stealing my money.” 
 
    “You better find a place to live,” the scarlet-haired woman guffawed. “And don’t even think about laying a hand on the Duchess’ machine, she paid for it, and you know what that means. She owns it, it’s her property, and if you attempt to take it, that’s theft, and I can legally throw you in the stocks or a jail cell.” 
 
    Edony laughed once more, knit her fingers together, and cracked each digit menacingly. The blonde stalked forward, stabbed her cane into the gravel, came to stand at the bottom of the steps, leaned her head back, and sneered up at me. 
 
    “So, I’ll give it two days,” the Duchess warned. “Two days to allow my rumors to spread around the city like wildfire, and by this time on… Friday, the manor will be owned by some other woman, and then you and your Mistress will be homeless. I may not be able to kill you, at least not yet, Charles, but I can take everything away from you… piece by piece, bit by bit. Before you know it, your insignificant existence will be dismantled and thrown away by my hand. I may not be able to watch the light leave your eyes as you swing from the hangman’s noose, but I can witness your hopes shrivel up and die, like a brilliant rose without sun or water… yes, the thought of it is almost orgasmic to me, and I’m eager to watch it play out on my own personal stage. Remember this, Charles, after all this time, all the promises, my patronage, and monetary support, you’re the one who turned your back on me.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    I stood on the last two steps as Edony and the Chief Constable’s carriages pulled away, rolled down the driveway, and disappeared from sight down the hill. My heart hammered in my chest, I breathed a shaky sigh, and then slumped down onto one of the higher steps.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” I grunted. “There’s no way we can keep the manor now… I just…” 
 
    “Charles?” Daisy murmured. 
 
    “I just want us to be left alone!” I dropped my hands, threw my head back, and screamed at the sky. “Why can’t the Duchess just cut her losses and leave us alone?” 
 
    The brunette shuffled closer, laid her delicate, but gore-stained, hands on my shoulders, shook me slightly, and then leaned in close. The bear-girl’s calming, natural scent washed over me in waves, I leaned into it, let out a low bark of a laugh, and then collapsed forward into her arms. 
 
    “Charles,” Daisy breathed. “We can figure something out. This doesn’t have to be the end.” 
 
    “What can we do, Daisy?” I asked. “The loophole would’ve worked, but Edony’s right. She’s too clever, no matter how we try to trick her, she’s always two steps ahead of us.” 
 
    The door above us slowly creaked open, Valerie peeked out, glanced toward the drive where the Duchess had just disappeared, and then snuck out onto the porch. The feline-woman lowered her knees, crawled toward us on her belly, hopped down the steps with ease, and then curled herself around my back. 
 
    “Did you hear?” I grunted. 
 
    “Yes…” the ash-blonde woman nodded. “What are we going to do? What can we do?” 
 
    “Well, not all is lost,” the brunette started. “We still have two days before Edony auctions off the house, I’m sure we could figure something out by then.” 
 
    “Like what?” I uttered. “There’s nothing we can do at this point… we’re going to have to accept our fates, move on, and… and… I don’t know what we’ll do. How will we survive? Where will we live?” 
 
    “Well, we could go ahead with our plans.” Valerie purred into my ear, curled herself around me tighter, and pressed a kiss to my cheek. 
 
    “We can’t kill the Duchess just yet, Val,” I exhaled. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” the feline-woman exclaimed. “It’d solve all of our problems!” 
 
    “But it would also cause a lot more unforeseen ones,” I snickered. “If she disappeared, at this moment with everything that’s going on between us, I’d be carted away to the jail again and then hung for sure this time.” 
 
    “Fine,” the ash-blonde woman grumbled. “Why don’t we do something to take our minds off of it? We could work on your machine, there are always improvements to be made! Science waits for no one, Charles! You have to chase after it yourself!” 
 
    “You’re right.” I grinned. “There’s nothing we can do about it right now… if we sit around and mope, then the situation will only get darker. I think I have a bit of money left over from the Duchess’ last check, so I’ll ride into town and look at some spare parts for my machine.” 
 
    “Daisy will have to come with you since she’s your Mistress,” Valerie nodded. “And while you’re gone, I’ll clean up this mess, we can’t have dead bodies lying around, baking in the sun, and stinking up the place.”  
 
    “We should get cleaned up first,” the bear-girl stated. “You’re covered in blood, Charles, and I didn’t want to mention it, but I do believe you have some brain matter stuck in your hair.” 
 
    “Gross,” I gasped. “You went a little crazy there, Daisy. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Valerie giggled. “I watched you from the window and was absolutely shocked! You seemed like a completely different person out there!” 
 
    “When they started threatening Charles… I couldn’t stand it,” the brunette admitted. “My heart started pounding, a red veil fell over my eyes, and it felt as if I weren’t the one in control of my body anymore.” 
 
    “You’re wicked strong,” I chuckled. “Stronger than I thought. I landed two punches on that last guy, and he barely reacted… then you came over and squashed his whole head in like a rotten tomato.” 
 
    “I did what I had to do to protect the love of my life,” Daisy answered. “I couldn’t stand there and allow them to threaten or hurt you, I had to do something to stop them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m very grateful,” I exhaled. “If it weren’t for you, we’d be kicked out of the manor with no place to go. At least we have two days to figure something out.” 
 
    “See?” Valerie cried. “That’s the spirit! We can make a plan and not let that mean Duchess get the best of us! Maybe we could even find another loophole and trick her into giving us the manor!” 
 
    “Maybe,” I tittered. “Doubtful, but maybe. Alright, I’m going to go clean myself up a bit. You should, too, Daisy, you’re slathered in more blood than I probably am.” 
 
    Daisy glanced down at herself, swiped at the wet, scarlet fabric of her front, shrugged, reached around her back, and began to work at the buttons at the back of her dress. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I cried. “D-Don’t do that out here!” 
 
    “Why not?” Both Daisy and Valerie asked. 
 
    “There’s no one out here for miles,” the brunette breathed. 
 
    “Also,” Valerie simpered. “I’m sure you’d love to see Daisy naaaaked, Charles.” 
 
    “I-I… well, y-yes,” I stammered. “But not out here, ladies shouldn’t undress outside of their rooms, especially outside!” 
 
    “Hmmmm,” Daisy hummed, glanced down at her bloody dress, shrugged, and then climbed the stairs toward the front door. “As you wish, Charles. I’ll clean myself up, put on a clean dress, and then be down.” 
 
    “A-Alright,” I stuttered, waited until the brunette was inside, and then turned toward the cat-girl. “You can’t just go around saying things like that, Valerie!” 
 
    “Why not?” the ash-blonde woman pouted. “You know it’s truuuue. Also, I know that Daisy wants you to see her naked, and to see you naked, toooo.” 
 
    “I know she does,” I breathed. “I know she says she loves me, and I love her, but these things will happen on their own, so you don't need to force it.” 
 
    “I knoooow,” Valerie grumbled. “I just want her to know what it’s like to be touched and loooooved by you, Charles. I’m so happy that I get to love you. I want her to have that happiness, too.” 
 
    “And she will,” I chuckled. “In due time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go inside and get cleaned up before we go. Don’t stay outside for too long, and if anyone comes up the drive, go into the house or laboratory immediately.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” the cat-girl giggled. “Have fun, okay?” 
 
    I nodded, smiled softly, reached out, ruffled her hair, and then climbed up the steps toward the house.  
 
    “I will,” I smiled. “Now, hurry along.” 
 
    Once inside, I paced up the steps to my room, closed the door, and slipped out of my stained white shirt. I wasn’t sure if the article was savagable or not, and I’d have to scrub it rigoriously to get the stains out. I sighed softly at the loss of one of my favorite shirts, I didn’t have a lot of money to buy more, and I had to wear them sparingly.  
 
    I held the ruined fabric by my fingertips, dropped it into the laundry basket, poured water from a pitcher into the basin, glanced into the mirror, and hastily cleaned myself of the scarlet liquid.  
 
    “Alright, almost finished,” I sighed, grabbed a comb, dipped it into the water, ran it through my hair a few times, checked the mirror, and then slipped into a different pressed shirt. 
 
    “Not so bad,” I breathed. “No more blood, and no brain chunks in my hair.” 
 
    I tucked the shirt into my trousers, pulled on my suspenders, and then hurried out of the room. I could hear the distant sound of running water as it came from the master bath, and right as I passed the door, it swung open. 
 
    Daisy stepped out. Her pale flesh shone with a slight hint of pink from scrubbing, and I gawked at the beautiful dress she wore. It reminded me of the dresses that Edony often wore, but the bear-girl had a frame better suited for them. The gown was short, just like the yellow one she always wore, and when she stepped forward, I had a full view of her shapely legs underneath the bell of the skirt. The silk fabric was a light azure with goldenrod yellow embroidered details. Her waist was slim without the need for a corset, and her large, milky breasts peeked out of the top. 
 
    Daisy donned a different bonnet, similar in style to the one she wore before, but this one had a blue ribbon across the top that matched the dress perfectly. The bear-girl stepped out, tugged up a pair of white, thigh-high stockings, smoothed out their surfaces, and then smiled at me sweetly. 
 
    “Do you like it?” She asked. “Valerie and I found a whole trunk of old dresses in the attic. She said they weren’t her style, but that I should wear them because I’d look prettier in them. What do you think, Charles?” 
 
    I felt almost lost for words, the brunette looked absolutely gorgeous in the new dress, and I felt my member harden against the fabric of my trousers at the sight of her rising and falling breasts. 
 
    “You look stunning,” I breathed. “Sometimes, I wonder if I really created you or if you were given to me by the heavens.” 
 
    “No,” Daisy shook her head. “You definitely created me, I remember it perfectly. But not only that, if I were from the heavens, I wouldn’t remember the taste of honey, the sting of bees, or… how to properly write up a consort contract.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” I chuckled, offered her my arm, and then led her down the stairs. “If you were from the heavens, you’d probably remember a lot more about fluffy clouds, playing the harp, and singing angelically.” 
 
    “I don’t think I ever sang in my past life,” the brunette giggled. “Unless you count grunting at other bears, or roaring at poachers in the distance.” 
 
    “Did you encounter poachers often?” I asked. “I know they’re out there, that’s why the Warden was stationed at the Duchess’, but I’ve never personally come across them.” 
 
    “They were few and far between,” the brunette explained. “But they usually came in the middle of the night… or in the dead of winter when I was trying to nap my hardest. They never got me, though, thankfully, or I wouldn’t be here telling you this story.” 
 
    “Were they men?” I questioned. “I’ve always wondered who is out there doing the poaching. If it were a male, they’d be jailed, and then executed immediately afterwards. I know they’re out there primarily for the furs, sometimes the meat of the animal, but the city’s never specified who was out there killing the animals.” 
 
    “Sometimes, it was men,” Daisy murmured. “Scruffy with unkempt beards, thin and malnourished. They looked very desperate, I would assume, as you said, that they were looking for a meal but… other times, they were women.” 
 
    “Women?” I echoed. “What do you mean? The aristocrats are sworn to protect the animals outside of their manors.” 
 
    “They’d come on horses,” Daisy stated. “In fancy clothes, not dresses but outfits like you wear. Trousers, buttoned shirts, and jackets, some of them wore hats, too, but all of them carried long-barreled guns. When shot, they echoed around the forest like thunder, it always frightened away a lot of the sleeping birds, but the slower ground animals couldn’t escape as fast as our feathered brethren.” 
 
    “So… the aristocrats are the ones killing the animals?” I grunted. “For sport? Or at least, that’s what it sounds like.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” the bear-girl replied. “But they’d kill an animal and then take it with them. The larger animals, like the wildcats, other bears, coyotes, were left there for hours until they came back with wagons to haul them away.” 
 
    “Why?” I questioned. “Why would they do this? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Does anything that the aristocrats do make sense, Charles?” Daisy mused. “I know that you know about the consort trading ring, men are bought and sold like heads of cattle. Could it be that shocking that they’re the ones out there killing animals?” 
 
    “No…” I shook my head. “It’s not surprising to me at all.” 
 
    I opened the front door for Daisy, stepped out with her, hurried down the stairs, and then glanced out over the property in search of Valerie. The feline-woman should have been on the stairs where I left her, but the obliterated bodies of the five guards were missing. I glanced once more down the hill of tall grass, bobbing flowers, and the drive in the distance, but she was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Daisy and I came around the corner of the house toward the carriage house, stopped at the sight of our wagon and hitched horses, and then smiled at each other. 
 
    “Hiiiii!” Valerie’s voice called. “Down here!” 
 
    The bear-girl and I stepped toward the carriage house, stared down the steep gully, and finally caught sight of the cat-girl. Valerie had piled all the remaining bodies and limbs at the bottom, bent her knees, rolled the first one down toward the ravine, and the tree line beyond. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Daisy called down to her sister. 
 
    “Getting rid of the bodies, like I said I would.” The ash-blonde woman giggled. “I figured if I rolled them down there, they’d be far away enough from the house that the smell wouldn’t bother us, and the forest animals can have some delicious snacks.” 
 
    My stomach roiled uncomfortably at that thought, but I quickly pushed it away as Valerie bounded up the hill. The feline-woman launched herself forward, flipped once, landed on her hands and knees, whipped her tail out behind her, and bounded up the hill effortlessly. 
 
    “Wow, Daisy!” the ash-blonde woman gushed. “You look so pretty in that dress! I knew you would! You always look the best in pastels!” 
 
    “Thank you.” The brunette blushed, lowered her head, and shied away. “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “Charles, I hitched the horses for you!” Valerie cooed. “I’m just so glad that you’re in a better mood and not wallowing over what the Duchess said.” 
 
    “Well, I’m trying not to,” I chuckled, grabbed the side of the driver’s seat, and hauled myself up. “Hopefully, we’ll figure something out… if we don’t, I’m not sure what we’ll do… We’ll have to find somewhere else to live, and since you’re not actually part of the Browning family, your credibility will be ruined once they find out.” 
 
    “They won’t,” the brunette stated. “We won’t let them.” 
 
    “The Duchess mentioned she sent a letter to the Browning family…” I sighed, helped Daisy up onto the set beside me, and then settled back. “If she finds out that we’re lying, we’re all doomed. It doesn’t matter if you’re a woman, she’ll kill both of us.” 
 
    “She won’t find out, Charles.” The bear-girl assured me. “We’ll figure out a way to straighten all of this out before the letter gets to her.” 
 
    “Stop thinking about it!” Valerie cried. “Just enjoy your day with your Mistress, come back home, tinker on your machine, and then all three of us will eat a nice, warm dinner, maybe have some wine, and relax for a while. Just… forget about the Duchess for now, okay?” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” I chuckled. “But alright, Edony is out of my brain for the rest of the day, I’m not sure how long it will last, but we’ll see.” 
 
    I gripped the reins in my hands, slapped them against the backs of the horses, turned the wagon in the drive, and then waved over my shoulder to Valerie. The feline-woman hopped up and down with both arms raised over her head. 
 
    “Bye!” the ash-blonde woman shouted. “See you later! Have a good time!” 
 
    Despite their advice, I couldn’t get the Duchess and our current problems out of my head. I had no idea how we would survive if we were kicked out of the manor, no woman would hire me after what I’d done to Edony, but not only that, I had been suspected of murder. I’d been cleared of it, yes, but that didn’t wash away the suspicion that the other wealthy women in Edenhart had for me. 
 
    What was I going to do? It wasn’t just my life in peril anymore, Valerie and Daisy depended on me as their provider. Maybe I shouldn’t have turned my back on Edony, or at least strived to make changes to my machine so it would eventually work. No…I didn’t want to do that anymore, I already knew that what the Duchess wanted, the super-soldiers. The experiments I’d done before never worked, not once, not even with a glimmer of hope after months of improvements, and the only time they had was when I used a female patient. I knew I could figure it out eventually and give the Duchess the warriors she wanted. 
 
    But I didn’t want to. I’d moved on from that goal, I only wanted to create monster-girls from now on, and take care of them for the rest of my life.  
 
    “You’re thinking about it again, aren’t you?” Daisy murmured. “Your face is tense, and you only press your lips together in a hard line when you’re concentrating or stressed.” 
 
    “Do I really?” I snorted. “That’s kind of funny… Delphine once pointed that out to me in her mercantile. Do you happen to remember that?” 
 
    “No, I don’t remember a lot of Delphine’s memories,” the brunette admitted. “Only a few things here and there. Mainly about the life of an aristocrat, and honestly, I don’t think I want to remember much of her life anyway. She sounded like a terrible person, and I don’t want to think for a moment that she’s part of me or something like that.” 
 
    “I like to think of you and Valerie as two new people,” I told her. “You may have come from two entirely different beings, one from another species, but you are your own person. You may have the memories from Delphine, and the bear, but that doesn’t mean that you are either of those beings. I don’t exactly know how you are born within the machine, but you are a separate person from those two. Don’t ever think that in some way, you are part of Delphine just because you hold some of her memories.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Daisy exhaled. “That makes me feel a bit better. I know Valerie doesn’t struggle with these types of emotions, she doesn’t remember much from the human patient’s life, mainly just her feline-memories. If she does, the memories don’t seem to bother her, but… as thankful as I am to be alive, I almost wish I’d been created with an anonymous prisoner, too. Delphine was just so horrible, and I hate to think that I’m anything like her.” 
 
    “You’re not, Daisy,” I assured her. “You’re kind, sweet, gentle, soft-spoken, and, most of all, loving. You and Valerie care about me in ways that no other woman has in my entire life, and I treasure that feeling every day. I would be nothing without the two of you…” 
 
    “I love you, Charles,” the bear-girl stated. “I may not say it as often or as enthusiastically as Valerie does, but it’s true. Every time your eyes meet mine, something within me blossoms like a scarlet rosebud, begging to unfurl its petals and bloom. I don’t think… that either of the beings I came from ever felt anything like that, Delphine certainly didn’t and… bears don’t feel emotions anyway.” 
 
    The brunette giggled at that last bit, scooted closer, pressed a tender kiss to my cheek, brushed her fingertips against mine, and then moved away. My heart swelled in my chest, a wide grin spread over my face, and I ducked my head as my face warmed with embarrassment. 
 
    “Alright, we’re entering the city,” I cleared my throat. “You know what to do.” 
 
    “Act as the dutiful Mistress, I understand perfectly, Charles,” Daisy stated. “Guide me where you’d like to go, I’m unfamiliar with the city.” 
 
    The brunette reached across me, grabbed the reins from my hands, rolled her shoulders, sat up straighter, adjusted her bonnet, and glared straight forward as we rolled out onto the brick pavers. 
 
    It was late afternoon by now, and the sidewalks were bustling with regal aristocrats and their trailing, moonfaced consorts. As soon as we came into view, heads snapped in our direction, and a few of the women leaned in close to each other with raised hands. It was clear to me that the moment that the Duchess entered back into the city proper, she’d shrieked the news from the tops of her lungs, but to my surprise, I didn’t receive glares of disdain or suspicion, most of them looked…. Intrigued. 
 
    “Chaaaaarles Raaaayburn,” a woman leaning against the outer wall of a business shouted. “You’re looking mighty handsome today, why don’t you come inside my shop, I have a few things I’d like to discuss with you… if it’s alright with your Mistress.” 
 
    I was so taken aback by her words and their meaning that I barely managed a reply, I simply plastered on a smile and waved to her over my shoulder. 
 
    “Alchemist,” an older woman barked. “I’ve heard of the contract you held with the Duchess, why don’t you come over to my manor later today? I have a few things I need help with around the property, maybe you could be of service.” 
 
    What in the name of science was going on? Why were they speaking to me? Not only that, but why were they talking to me in such a way? Hadn’t the Duchess dragged my name through the dirt when she returned this morning? Was I dreaming? Had I finally gone mad after all of this time? 
 
    “I’m sorry, he’s very busy,” Daisy shouted over her shoulder. “Charles? Where are we going? Should I stop? What do those women want from you?” 
 
    “Just keep going down the street, park on the right side,” I instructed her. “I’ll get out and tie off the horses. I don’t know, Daisy… It’s all bizarre, you’re not the only one who doesn’t understand. None of them should be talking to me. My reputation should be ruined.” 
 
    The brunette pressed her lips together into a firm line, sat up a little straighter, and guided the wagon to the place I’d indicated. She pulled back on the reins right as I jumped from the driver’s seat, I turned, held up a hand for the reins, and then tied them off to a post on the sidewalk. Then I came around the wagon, held up my hands, gripped Daisy by the waist, and helped her down onto the street. 
 
    “Don’t let your hands linger,” Daisy muttered, brushed me away with a scoff, and then pressed a hand to her waist in a way that was similar to the way Edony had earlier. 
 
    “This way,” I nodded toward a small path that led away from the busy street and into a small town square. “The shop I wanted to look into is a few streets down, within walking distance.” 
 
    “Alright,” the brunette breathed. “Walk a little behind me, and just give me directions under your breath. People will suspect something if we move shoulder to shoulder like equals.” 
 
    “Understood,” I chuckled, gestured for her to step forward, and then followed a few paces after. “You really are good at these aristocrat things.” 
 
    I was in awe of the bear-girl as she swept into the paved courtyard, glanced disinterestedly at the other aristocrats milling about, floated forward, and followed my directions from over her shoulder. The two of us were almost out of the small circular courtyard when a high-pitched singsong voice rang out from a restaurant to our right. 
 
    “Yoohoo!” an older woman grinned, waved a handkerchief, and gestured for the two of to get closer. “Is that Charles Rayburn and his mistress, Ms. Browning? What luck, ladies! We were just talking about you!” 
 
    Daisy paused, glanced at the three women seated at one of the tables outside of the restaurant, peeked at me over her shoulder, and then daintily stepped closer to them. 
 
    “Look how pretty she is!” a young, blonde woman cried from her seat. “I’ve never met a Browning before, you’ve been all over the gossip lately.” 
 
    “You’re a hot commodity right now, Charles Rayburn,” the middle woman purred. “Everyone’s been speaking about you since early this morning. We wondered when you’d show your face in town again… and here you are, not even a few hours later.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Daisy broke in sharply. “I don’t mean to be rude, but who are you? What does everyone want with Charles? They’ve been pestering us since the moment we rode into town, and I can’t quite understand why they’d be interested in my consort.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, dear,” the oldest woman apologized. “We’ve forgotten you’ve only just arrived. I’m Madam Adelia, the young lady is Lady Josephine, and sitting in the middle is Dame Lilliana. I’m sorry if you’ve been pestered since you’ve arrived today, it just seems that the city has been abuzz with rumors about your consort.” 
 
    “What do they want with Charles?” the brunette repeated. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down and join us for our luncheon?” Lady Josephine offered. “We can tell you all about it…” 
 
    The youngest woman’s tone seemed to darken as her eyes wandered over my face, lowered, and sized up my body, too. I glanced over at Daisy, but the brunette kept her face away from me as she glared down at the three aristocratic women. 
 
    “Won’t you sit down, please?” Dame Lilliana crooned. “Or shall we lure you in with a tidbit of information?” 
 
    “I simply would like to know why all the sudden interest in my consort?” the bear-girl breathed. “No one wanted him before this, not until the Duchess became involved.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Adelia purred. “That’s the whole reason there’s interest in him now, of course. You see, we’ve only just heard your consort was contracted with the Duchess for a very long time, and none of us knew. Now the news is all over the place, and the city is just eating it up. You’re new here, so you might not understand how the hierarchy works yet, but… if the Duchess had something, everyone wants it, too… even after it’s discarded.” 
 
    “I don’t quite understand what you mean.” Daisy scoffed. 
 
    “Everyone in Edenhart wants what the Duchess has, even after she’s thrown it away,” Josephine sneered. “And that brand-new, sought after item abandoned by Edony is… Charles Rayburn. Everyone wants him, in one way or another.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “W-What?” I stammered. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down?” Madam Adelia purred. “We can discuss it more over luncheon. We actually hoped that you’d show up, but we had our doubts. You rarely show your face in the city unless you’re out buying supplies.” 
 
    I glanced over at Daisy, but the brunette kept her honey-colored eyes trained on the three aristocrats. I was skeptical of their motivations, but they didn’t seem threatening, more curious than anything, and I had to admit, my interest was piqued. 
 
    “What do you think, Mistress?” I asked in a fake timid voice. 
 
    “Yes, let’s sit down and hear what they have to say,” Daisy nodded. 
 
    The brunette swept forward, and I rushed after her, pulled out a chair for her, and then settled myself in beside the bear-girl. Daisy glanced over the many plates laid out on the table, grabbed a small plate from the stack, piled a few servings of each dish onto it, and then leaned back in her seat. 
 
    “Charles,” Dame Josephine smiled. “Have some, too. We ordered enough for everyone.” 
 
    The young blonde looked to be in her early twenties, her shoulder-length hair was pin-straight, and pulled back at the sides to reveal her clear, dewy-looking skin. Her eyes were round, almond-shaped, and tangerine orange like a cat’s. The dress she wore looked expensive and tailored made, but the fabric and designs weren’t as fancy as others I’d seen before, it was clear she had money, but she wasn’t in such a high tier as the Duchess or the departed Delphine. Josephine’s voice was high-pitched, soft, and sweet, almost like a child’s, and as she wriggled excitedly in her seat, she resembled one, too. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” I bowed my head, grabbed a plate, and began grabbing different foods from the platters. “I appreciate your kindness.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” Adelia breathed. “We only ask for a few tidbits of information in exchange for our hospitality.” 
 
    All three women scooted closer, grinned, giggled softly, and then stared at me enrapt. Josephine leaned across the table, bit her bottom lip, glanced over at Daisy, cleared her throat, and then sat back in her seat. 
 
    “What would you like to know…” I trailed off. 
 
    “Just a few things,” Dame Lilliana shrugged. “Here and there.” 
 
    Lilliana looked to be in her mid-to-late thirties and reminded me a lot of the strict schoolmarms from my childhood. She was almost painfully plain looking with cropped chestnut-colored hair, pale, slate-gray eyes, and a few deep-set wrinkles underneath her eyes. The Dame wore a lemon-colored chiffon dress with intricate lace at her throat and wrists, a small pill-box hat with a plume of long, white feathers, and a pair of round glasses. 
 
    “There isn’t much to tell,” I stated. “If it has anything to do with the projects I worked on with the Duchess, then I’m sorry, I can’t tell you anything about those.” 
 
    All three-woman deflated, sat back in their chairs, glowered down at the tabletop for a moment, and they sat up a bit straighter. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure there’s more than just that you can tell us about,” Adelia sighed. “We heard that your manor is up for auction… The Duchess made an announcement about it this morning.” 
 
    Madam Adelia was the oldest out of all three women, and her face sagged with heavy wrinkles. She was rail-thin, with bird-like arms and a waist so small she must have been wearing a corset since she was ten years old. Her long, loosely curled hair was the color of smoke and pulled up into a bun with a few stray coils framing her face. Her eyes were beady, sunken into the sockets of her face, and dull indigo in color, but when she smiled across the table at me, they lit with a strange fire I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    The older woman wore the most expensive-looking dress, the only one comparable to the ones that the Duchess wore regularly. The floral print across the skirt was loud, brightly colored, and a bit obnoxious, as if she wanted everyone to know she had money. A massive, gaudy diamond necklace hung around her pale, liver-spotted neck, and it jangled loudly when she inclined her head. 
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled. “I broke the contract with her when I became Ms. Browning’s consort. There was no end date on our contract, so we would’ve been allowed to stay if I continued working on experiments, any experiment, not just for her, but Edony decided if she couldn’t force me out with our void agreement, she’d simply auction off the property. If the manor is owned by someone else, the stipulations of the contract are null.” 
 
    “My only question is if someone purchases the property with no intention of throwing you out,” Josephine giggled. “Do they own you like the Duchess did, or are you contractually obligated to work for them?” 
 
    I had to stop my mouth from dropping open, glanced over at Daisy, cleared my throat, and shuffled around the food on my plate. 
 
    “The Duchess never owned Charles,” Daisy corrected. “She employed him for work, he wasn’t her consort.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not own him,” Adelia tittered. “But, would you still be required to work for them?” 
 
    “I never thought of it like that,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure how to answer… but if someone wanted to hire me for some work, I’d be willing.” 
 
    “You’re an inventor, correct?” Lilliana raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard rumors, not just ones stirred up today, but from long ago that you were an alchemist. Is that true?” 
 
    “He’s a doctor and scientist,” the bear-girl clarified with an annoyed snort. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, he is,” Josephine babbled. “But we’ve all heard about your past profession. Is it true? Did the Duchess stumble across you in the streets, offer you a job, and then sweep you away to the manor you currently live in?” 
 
    This was part of my past that I hated talking about, when I’d been a lowly alchemist, peddling elixirs, charmed amulets, and finely mixed powders to cure disease and sickness. Alchemy was considered dirty and immoral by the aristocratic class, and, in a way, I felt so, too. I revered myself as a doctor with my feet firmly planted in the medical and scientific world, but my past always came back to haunt me. 
 
    I wouldn’t say I was a successful alchemist, though I’d had a few triumphs in the profession, but nothing compared to the creation of my two monster-girls. 
 
    “I heard that you created something similar to azoth,” Adelia snickered. “And then, the Duchess discovered you and snatched you off the streets.” 
 
    “Azoth?” Daisy echoed. 
 
    “Azoth is a universal solvent,” I explained. “It’s the rarest of agents in the realm of alchemy, and I created something akin to it, not exactly the same, but close.” 
 
    “What does it do?” The bear-girl tilted her head. 
 
    “Anything,” I chuckled. “It heals all mortal wounds, and is believed to give the drinker eternal life, though, in the alchemy world, it’s just speculation. But to clarify, I didn’t make azoth, I made alkahest.” 
 
    “And the Duchess?” My Mistress prodded. 
 
    “She purchased the only bottle of alkahest from my tiny stall,” I informed all of them. “I don’t know why, maybe she was ill or something, but she came back a few days later and asked me if I could do more than alchemy.” 
 
    “That’s how you met Edony?” Lilliana asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled. “I had a single successful experiment, and the Duchess saw the potential within me. She took me back to the duchy, questioned me for a few hours, and saw me fit for the job. I was already practiced in medicine and engineering, so those aided me in the experiments she wanted to be done.” 
 
    “It really would be wonderful if you could tell us what you did for the Duchess,” Josephine pouted. “We’re all dying to hear, it’s all so interesting… your work and science… uhm, stuff.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “As I said before, I can’t tell you any of that information.” 
 
    Suddenly, Lilliana leaned forward with a feverish look in her eyes, grasped me by the hand, and tugged me closer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Adelia gasped. 
 
    “Please refrain from touching my property.” Daisy snapped. 
 
    “You’re proficient in alchemy, are you not?” the brunette questioned. “You can create solvents, powders, explosives, and finely ground powders, correct?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” I stammered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    The middle woman let go of my hand, sat back in her seat, crossed her arms over her chest, glanced at the other two women, and then smirked. 
 
    “I think I’d like to commission you, Alchemist,” Lilliana grinned. “I’ll pay you handsomely for it, especially if you finish it quickly… by the fourteenth of next month. I’ll pay you extra if you finish before the deadline.” 
 
    “The fourteenth?” Josephine grunted. “You don’t mean?” 
 
    “They won’t know what hit them,” the middle woman snorted. “I’ve been waiting for this day for years! Finally, I might win.” 
 
    “I’d like to commission you, too!” Adelia slammed her palms down on the table. “But I need my item before Lilliana, I’ll pay you double!” 
 
    “Me, too!” Josephine blathered. “I-I don’t need what they’re talking about, but one of the elevator’s in my mines keeps breaking down, and I desperately need someone to come and fix it!” 
 
    “I-I don’t quite understand,” I stuttered. “What do you need me to build for you?” 
 
    “Not build,” Adelia blurted. “I… I need a gas, or… or a fine mist of a sulfur-based prototypical substance.” 
 
    “Sulfur based? Like… mustard gas?” I barely managed to croak out before Lilliana grabbed my hand again, jerked me forward, and leaned in close. 
 
    “I need black powder,” the middle woman nearly shouted. “You know what that is, right? A chemical explosive used in flintlock guns and cannons? Can you make it for me?” 
 
    “An… explosive?” I echoed. 
 
    “I really just need that one elevator fixed,” Josephine giggled. “I don’t partake in the yearly festivities because I’m not as influential as the others, and my mines make me more money than losing my consorts does.” 
 
    Their words encircled me like a wild tornado, and each time another woman chimed in, it made it harder to understand what they meant. Mustard gas? Explosives? Yearly festivities? Losing consorts? What were these women talking about? Why did one of them need a chemical weapon, and the other need a chemical explosive? What were they doing that needed such things, and why were consorts involved? 
 
    My hands slammed down on the table, glanced at each of the aristocrats, pressed my lips into a firm line, and I leaned forward. The women clamped their lips shut, sat back in their chairs, and stared at me in stunned silence. 
 
    “What… no, why do you need these things?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, my elevator keeps breaking down,” Josephine plunged on. “We repair it constantly, but it keeps happening, and I can’t keep throwing funds down the drain.” 
 
    “No, not that.” I shook my head and looked at the other two women. “Why do you need mustard gas and black powder? What on earth could you be doing with those things?” 
 
    Lilliana and Adelia opened their mouths to speak, peeked at each other out of the corners of their eyes, grunted softly, and then sat back in their chairs. 
 
    “Oh? You haven’t heard?” the young blonde inquired. “It’s this super old tradition passed on from hundreds of years ago--” 
 
    “Josephine!” Adelia hissed through her teeth. 
 
    “W-What?” the blonde gasped. “I was just telling Charles about the--” 
 
    “Enough,” Lilliana grunted. “He clearly doesn’t know what we’re talking about.” 
 
    “What is it?” Daisy demanded. “This tradition?” 
 
    Lilliana whipped her head toward Adelia, nodded toward my Mistress meaningfully, cleared her throat, and widened her eyes. 
 
    “Well, we assumed since Charles worked with the Duchess for so long, he knew about the… festivities.” The older woman stated. 
 
    “We thought the reason she’d contracted you was for an item,” Lilliana muttered. “To use against us.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Daisy raised her voice. “I need to know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if we can do that, my dear--” Adelia started, but Daisy cut her off.  
 
    “Tell me now.” the bear-girl boomed. 
 
    “A-Alright, it’s something that happens every year, generally at the end of summer in celebration of the Queen’s birthday,” the young blonde explained. “I generally don’t participate, I’m not rich enough, and the consorts I can afford are used for breeding purposes only.” 
 
    “Go on,” Daisy instructed. 
 
    “If the Duchess hasn’t told him, I don’t think it’s best if we’re the ones who inform him.” Lilliana protested. 
 
    “Silence,” the bear-girl snapped. “Tell me, Josephine, what is this celebration?” 
 
    “It’s called ‘The Diefeir’ in honor of the Queen’s birthday,” the blonde expounded. “It’s like… a war, but not a war? They do it for sport or fun, I’m not sure which. I never saw the appeal of it because I can’t afford to spare my men.” 
 
    “It’s a mock war,” Adelia pursed her lips. “Each city holds a small celebration with each aristocrat bringing their best servants or consorts forward. They force them to battle, and whichever woman’s army is the last one standing is the winner.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it, it was shocking and horrifying, but could I even be surprised at this point? The Duchess actively skinned poachers, kept their skin like pelts, and showed them off to the other wealthy women. Consorts were traded to and from Mistresses like pets, and finally… the very same aristocrats hunted the animals they swore to protect outside of their properties. How could I be surprised anymore? I learned something new and grotesque about them with each day that passed. How could I be shocked at this point? 
 
    Was this the reason why the Duchess wanted the super-soldiers? To participate and win the mock-wars for the approval of the Queen? Could she really be that ruthless and power-hungry that she’d participate in something so barbaric? I calculated in my head the exact date that Edony wanted her super-soldiers by, and it didn’t match up with the timeline of the celebration. Did she want them for some reason other than the mock-war? I’d worked with her for months on end and yet never learned the real reason she wanted them made. 
 
    I knew Edony pretty well, better than most people, I liked to think, and this just didn’t seem like something she would do, but… I had no other choice than to ask. 
 
    “The Duchess,” I uttered. “Does Edony participate in the mock-wars?” 
 
    “No,” Lilliana grunted. 
 
    “Never,” Adelia chuckled. “The Duchess rarely does anything that involves the capital and the Queen, especially if it has to do with the festivities.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Daisy urged. 
 
    “Oh, just boring things that have to do with the hierarchy of the town,” Lilliana rolled her eyes. “The Queen has people keep a watchful eye on Edony, she always has since she became the Duchess. We’re unsure why, but the capital likes to keep pretty close tabs on her, maybe the Queen has a soft spot for Edenhart? A hatred of Edony? We’ll never know.” 
 
    “Do you think that the Queen and the Duchess are, at least, friendly?” I asked. 
 
    Each aristocrat made a face, glanced at each other, and then burst into peals of laughter. 
 
    “Edony?” Josephine cackled. “And the Queen?” 
 
    “You must be joking, Charles,” Lilliana snickered. “We all know the answer to that!” 
 
    “The Duchess hates the Queen, and the Queen despises Edony,” Adelia grinned wickedly. “It’s only natural, the Queen’s hated Edony’s family since the beginning of time!” 
 
    “Do you know why that is?” I probed. “There has to be a reason.” 
 
    “No one knows,” Lilliana shrugged. “Except for the two of them, I presume.” 
 
    “It’s quite normal to see the three of you busy-bodies out here in the afternoon, gossiping up a storm,” a familiar voice snapped from behind me. “But you, Charles Rayburn, I’m surprised at you.” 
 
    I didn’t have to turn around and look to know who was behind me, and her voice was burned permanently into my brain. 
 
    “If you had any questions about my relationship with the capital and Queen,” Edony snarled through a smile. “You could’ve just asked me, I’m an open book.” 
 
    The Duchess’ violet eyes bored a hole into my forehead as she grinned hatefully down at the five of us. The towering blonde wore the same dress as earlier, but her hair and makeup had been touched up. 
 
    “W-W-We were just discussing why you don’t partake in the Diefeir,” Josephine squeaked. “It’s just a s-shame that all of your r-resources go to waste when I’m sure you could easily win.” 
 
    At the mention of the celebration, Edony’s violet eyes swiveled, stabbed into me, and then narrowed. Her implication was clear to me… she’s never mentioned the Deifeir for some unknown reason, and now she was wondering if I’d told them about the super-soldiers she wanted. 
 
    “No,” the Duchess chuckled, crossed her arms, and squinted at each of the aristocrats. “You were just gossiping, sticking your pointy little noses into my business where they don’t belong, just like little Ms. Browning here, I see you’re still spending your time talking about me… this is the exact reason why I sent a letter to your family. Why are you meddling where you don’t belong?” 
 
    “Maybe if you were more open to the public about your personal life, we wouldn’t have to gossip,” Lilliana snapped. “I’ve heard that other monarchs in other towns treat their citizens with loyalty and respect. Why don’t you do the same, Edony?” 
 
    “If you’re so worried about towns with loyalty and respect, why don’t you try treating me, your leader, with those things?” Edony chuckled. “Better yet, Lilliana, why don’t you move to one of those cities? I’m sure Edenhart would be better off without you in it.” 
 
    “You… you bi--” Lilliana shouted but stopped as the Duchess lifted a single finger into the air, and electricity snapped through the air. 
 
    “Do you want to finish that sentence?” Edony questioned. 
 
    “N-No,” the middle-woman shook her head, lowered her eyes, and folded her hands into her lap. “No, Lady Edony.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the towering blonde chuckled. “Now, do any of you have anything else you’d wish to say to me?” 
 
    Edony glanced around at each woman seated at the table, scoffed through her smile, rolled her eyes, and then settled her violet gaze upon me. The Duchess seemed to think for a moment, took a sharp inhale, crooked a single eyebrow, and parted her lips to speak. 
 
    “Charles,” The Duchess growled. “I’d like to speak to you alone for a moment, if that’s quite alright.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I couldn’t refuse the Duchess, especially after what happened this morning, and certainly not in front of her peers. Edony’s violet eyes narrowed on my face. Her jaw clenched, and she jerked her head away from the table. 
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” I breathed, stood from my chair, bowed to the other aristocrats, and then followed after the blonde. 
 
    Edony glanced at me over her shoulder, breathed a heavy sigh, and then led me a good distance away from the table. The Duchess stopped a few yards away until the two of us stood in the shade of an awning of an empty business, and then the towering woman turned toward me. Her sharp eyes studied my face for a few passing seconds. She clutched the curved head of her cane in her right hand, and then scoffed. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she wanted from me exactly, but I knew Edony pretty well, and from her body language, the Duchess was barely holding in her rage. I could tell that she was bottling it all up in front of the other nobles, but I was about to receive the full brunt of her rage. 
 
    “What have you told them?” the blonde hissed. 
 
    “W-What?” I stammered. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean, Charles Rayburn,” the Duchess whispered. “What did you tell them… about our experiments?” 
 
    “I haven’t told them anything,” I responded. “They asked, but I told them that because of our contract, I couldn’t say anything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I believe you,” Edony snarked. “You’ve given me multiple reasons not to trust you over the past few days… why should I have faith in you now?” 
 
    Why did the Duchess want the super-soldiers in the first place, and why was it such a big secret? I’d only just learned about the mock-wars, but the three aristocrats told me that Edony wasn’t interested in those festivities… unless they were lying? The three of them had no reason to tell me the whole truth, but they also had no reason to lie to me, either. Could it have something to do with the Queen? I’d only just learned that the ruler of the capital and the Duchess of our town were on bad terms. Could Edony want to lead some type of… uprising against the Queen? 
 
    No, it seemed a little too far-fetched even for Edony, I knew her well enough to know that she’d never step out of line and possibly lose control over the whole town of Edenhart. 
 
    “When I first signed the contract, I promised that my lips were sealed,” I stated. “I have no reason to tell anyone about the projects or the end result that you wanted. I’m not a man that likes to meddle in the affairs of aristocrats, you knew that when you sought me out, Edony. Do you really think I’d want to get involved now?” 
 
    “It certainly looks as if you would,” the Duchess barked. “You looked awfully cozy with the three biggest gossips in the whole town. Just a word of warning, Charles, don’t believe everything that you hear.” 
 
    “Are you saying that, so I won’t believe the ‘rumor’ about the mock-wars?” I grunted. “Or that the aristocrats are the ones out in the forest poaching animals? Your class isn’t as innocent as you like to think it is, Edony. You blame a lot of things on my sex that are being committed by those in power, and yet, I’m the one that needs to keep my lips sealed?” 
 
    “Are you testing me, Charles?” Edony jeered. “You know how powerful I am, I could slaughter you with a wave of my hand.” 
 
    “Do you know how many times I’ve heard that?” I exhaled. “Not only from other aristocrats, but most importantly, you? If you wanted me dead, Edony, I wouldn’t be alive right now… which poses the question, why haven’t you killed me yet? If you wanted me dead that badly, I’d be long gone by now. Are you keeping me alive for a specific reason? Is it because you know that I’m the only scientist brilliant enough to make progress on your projects? Is that why you’ve ‘allowed’ me to live?” 
 
    “Silence.” The Duchess growled, but I shook my head, bolstered by the fact that she hadn’t laid a hand on me yet. 
 
    “No, I won’t let you keep me quiet this one time,” I murmured. “Why have you kept me alive all of this time, Edony? Because I’m competent and skilled enough to do as you’ve asked? Or is it because if you used a female scientist, you wouldn’t be able to push her around or threaten her life? Or maybe, just maybe, it's because you need me, Duchess, I’m the only inventor you’ve made progress with. It was painfully clear this morning that your augmented men are failures, no matter how much testing you do on them, it isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “None of that is true, Charles,” Edony protested. “Do you really want to test me? Feel the full brunt of my attack after all of this time? That can be arranged, would you like it to be here or out in front of all of my peers?” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” I snickered. “You’ve come too far, all of this, even the little show you put on earlier in front of Adelia, Lilliana, and Josephine, it was just posturing. Even now, all of this is fake, isn’t it? You’re afraid to lose me… aren’t you?” 
 
    Dark chuckles burst up my throat, and Edony’s eyes widened in horror as she took a step backward. 
 
    “You know now that the augmentation will never work on your pawns, don’t you?” I grinned. “You know what’s kind of funny, Edony? You want me dead, but you also don’t want to kill me. I’m the key to your success, aren’t I? It’s almost as if all of this is fake, like you’re putting on a show for your peers and the Chief Constable--” 
 
    “Fake?” Edony roared, slammed out with her cane, and cracked the crook against the glass window of the empty business. “You think that I’d do all this as a farce? As if I’d waste all of my energy on a mere man such as you? Are you listening to yourself, Charles? You speak as if I’m a jilted lover, jealous that I’m no longer the object of your affection. Is that what you think? Do you know why I’m so angry? You wasted my precious time, you goddamn worm. I paid you to do a fucking job, Charles, and you didn’t deliver. I don’t care what my ‘peers’ think, I’m the goddamn Duchess of Edenhart, they can’t land a blow on me individually! These old bats would have to form a posse to attack me, and even then, I doubt they’d do any damage.” 
 
    Electricity lifted into the air, lifted my hair from the base of my neck, and bit at the exposed flesh of my arms. Edony had been more annoyed when she’d first brought me over here, and now the Duchess was enraged. Her violet eyes widened, flashed with hatred, and then glowed a neon purple. Her perfectly styled blonde curls frizzled, lifted from her shoulders, floated in the air, and the individual strands glowed. 
 
    “You may have been a strange… ally to me in a moment of weakness,” the Duchess barked. “But you were never an integral part of my plans. You’d build me the items I wanted, and then I planned to cast you away like the trash that you are.” 
 
    Edony’s cane slammed out, hooked around my left forearm, jerked it forward, and then held it there for a moment as the blonde reached out with her right hand. Golden light surrounded her entire forearm, all of her fingers except the pointer curled in, and she brought the digit closer to my bare flesh. 
 
    I grunted with annoyance, and then I realized that I should have been terrified, but I wasn’t.  
 
    “You’ve been nothing but a nuisance since the moment I met you, Charles,” Edony giggled. “You think you’re more important than you are, let me show you how insignificant you are. So, you’re tired of my empty threats, Charles? Tired of hearing how and when I’ll kill you? Then let me show you what type of pain you’d experience once it finally happens.” 
 
    Edony raised her pointer finger. Her violet eyes flicked to my eyes, her head tilted, and then her gaze rested on a pretty stray tabby passing in between lamp posts. The blonde grinned evilly, barked out a laugh, and then aimed her delicate, pointed finger at the feline. A harsh sizzle of electricity burned my skin as Edony’s power flowed out of her fingertip, slashed into the cat, and a bloom of white light obscured the creature from view.  
 
    Smoke billowed up from the place the cat once stood. When it cleared, the feline’s broken and fried body laid on its side, oozing blood out onto the cobblestones. Its fur was entirely burned away to reveal the scorched pink flesh underneath, and its once sleek tail was burned to nothing but a blackened nub.  
 
    My eyes focused on the corpse for a second, and I slowly realized that both of the tabby’s eyes had popped entirely out of its small skull and sizzled on the sidewalk like frying eggs. I gulped loudly, fought to keep my lunch down, and averted my eyes away from the horror. 
 
    “You felt the movement of my power, didn’t you?” Edony chuckled.  
 
    The blonde’s face was smooth and serene as her eyes rested against the blackened body of the feline. Her gaze flicked to my face, and a sly smile spread over her lips. She took a step closer, and reached out for me. 
 
    “Do you understand now, Charles?” the blonde asked. “That is barely a fraction of my power… If I wanted to, I could obliterate this town square into nothing more than a smoking crater. You wanted me to show you what I can do, and now, after so much time, I did. Do you finally see that I’m not someone to be pushed around or mocked? I could’ve killed you just now, melted off all of your flesh until there was nothing left but a bloody skeleton.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” I growled. “Now, what do you want from me, Edony? I have nothing else to give you… do you want me to continue working on your experiments or something?” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that I backtrack?” Edony scoffed. “Take back everything that’s happened thus far, allow you to continue living in the manor, and building the items I wanted? Are you daft? Do you know how utterly stupid I would look to everyone? I can’t come back from this, I can’t allow you to scuttle away like the frightened beetle you are. Do you know how embarrassing that would be for me? You’re the one who got yourself into this mess, Charles, you need to remember that. You broke the contract, you shacked up with Ms. Browning, all of this is happening because of you, not me. You could’ve asked me for more time, I would’ve given it to you… I never expected you to become a consort to escape me.” 
 
    So this was about posturing. I didn’t say it aloud or mention it to the Duchess, but she’d just admitted it in her own words. She was more concerned about what the other aristocrats would think than actually getting what she wanted. Even though she was more powerful than all of them combined, she still had some sort of fear of them for some reason. 
 
    “I did what I had to do,” I grunted under my breath. “My deadline was coming up, and we both know that you wouldn’t have spared my life… you threatened me with death every single time you stepped foot into my laboratory, don’t lie to me or pretend that you didn’t. I bet you even planned to kill me the moment that the experiment worked, didn’t you? I mean, you planned to kill me either way…” 
 
    “You know nothing of what I’ve planned,” Edony snarled. “You only know what I’ve told you, which is barely enough to form an opinion.” 
 
    “Edony, I’m not sure if I’ve made it clear,” I breathed. “I don’t care what you’re doing, I just want you to leave Ms. Browning and me alone. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    “Leave you and Ms. Browning alone?” Edony crooked up an eyebrow. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That’s all that I’ve ever wanted, Edony, to be left alone in the manor to continue my experiments.” 
 
    “You do understand what you’ve done, Charles,” the blonde glowered. “You stole my money, one of my properties, and wasted my precious time. Those are things I can’t get back, but most importantly, you made me look like a fool. I’m the Duchess of this town, I garner respect and admiration from all those around me. You made me look idiotic, and weak, in front of everyone, and as the leader of this town, I can’t allow it to happen ever again.” 
 
    Edony giggled, stepped forward, reached out her right arm, and extended her pointer finger again. The entire hand glowed orange with heat. It sizzled and smoked as a wicked smile spread over her lips, and she snickered with glee. I backed away, held my injured arm tightly in my free hand, and kept my eyes glued on her extended, glowing hand. 
 
    “Charles?” a familiar voice called. 
 
    “Thank science,” I sighed, threw back my head, and took in a deep breath. 
 
    “What are you two doing?” Daisy asked. “The three ladies are asking for you again.” 
 
    “We were just talking, Ms. Browning,” Edony barked. “Go back to the table, Charles and I are discussing important matters.” 
 
    “No,” the bear-girl boomed. “As Charles’ Mistress, if you wish to speak to him further, I should also be present. Especially since males are smaller minded and get into dangerous situations easily without the guidance of their owners.” 
 
    Edony’s lips puckered out, her violet eyes flashed angrily, and her small, delicate hands curled into fists at her sides. I knew she wanted to fly off the handle again, but she certainly couldn’t in the presence of Daisy Browning, another wealthy and influential aristocrat. 
 
    “Is there anything else you’d like to say to Charles before we return to the table?” the brunette raised her eyebrows. “We were trying to enjoy a nice luncheon with our new friends, and you interrupted us.” 
 
    Edony stuck her tongue into her cheek, scowled, huffed loudly out of her nose, turned on her heels, and glared at me. 
 
    “If you breathe a word about my experiments, about what I contracted you for, anything that we did together,” the blonde pointed down at the bloody fabric on my forearm. “Then take that as a warning. The next time, I won’t have mercy on you.” 
 
    The Duchess eyed Daisy with disdain, clicked her tongue, turned on her heels, stabbed her cane down on the cobblestones, and floated off down the street. The brunette and I stood in the shade of the awning for a moment until the horrible woman disappeared. I breathed a heavy sigh, slumped backward, ran a hand through my messy black hair, and then gazed over at the destroyed body of the innocent feline. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Daisy gasped. “What happened, Charles?” 
 
    “She threatened me,” I forced a smile. “And then killed the cat to show me the sheer strength of her power...” 
 
    “That poor innocent creature,” the brunette whimpered. “If only I’d known… I would’ve ripped that horrible woman limb from limb, right here in the middle of the street.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment,” I chuckled. “But you underestimate Edony’s power… I believe a lot of us do. She told me that she only used a fraction of her power to do this, I don’t want to imagine what it would’ve been like if she’d used one-hundred percent of it.” 
 
    “She can’t keep treating you like that, Charles,” Daisy grumbled. “We have to do something…” 
 
    “I know, but right now… there’s nothing we can do.” I shook my head. “Especially with the auction coming up… I can’t just kill her right now.” 
 
    “I bet I could take her,” the brunette smiled. “Maybe with Valerie’s help… she could knock her unconscious while invisible, and then I could just whip her around like a ragdoll. I could just shake her until her little neck broke.” 
 
    The brunette jabbed both hands out into the air, grasped the invisible woman, and swung her side to side, pretending to slam her against the brick pavers at our feet. I chuckled, shook my head, pushed off the side of the empty business, and brushed my hand against hers nonchalantly. 
 
    “How was lunch without me?” I asked as I led the petite bear-girl back to the table. “Learn anything new from the aristocrats?” 
 
    “They’d like to contract you,” the brunette stated. “All three of them.” 
 
    “Wait… what?” I grunted. 
 
    “Charles!” Lilliana cried, gestured to a chair, and grinned. “Have a seat, have a seat! We were just discussing with Ms. Browning how much it would be for each of us to contract you. She didn’t know the specifics because she said that you signed the contract with Edony before she arrived. So, let’s get down to brass tacks, how much will it be?” 
 
    “I will pay you whatever you need,” Adelia nodded. “I’ll even purchase the supplies for you.” 
 
    “I-I only need the elevator fixed,” Josephine glanced at the very eager women to the left of her. “But the mine is far from the city, I can provide you with money to get there and back, along with funds for supplies and other things you will need. The mine has been out of commission for six months, and I really need the money that it usually brings to me. If you fix it, I’ll pay you handsomely.” 
 
    Money… these women were willingly going to pay me money for services I could provide. Why was that so shocking to me? Was it because the three things they asked for were easily doable? They weren’t asking for anything outrageous like super-soldiers or anything like that… 
 
    “How… how much money would you be willing to pay?” I breathed. “Each?” 
 
    “I would pay ten-thous--” Adelia started, but Lilliana interrupted with a shriek. 
 
    “Let’s make it into a competition!” the woman in the middle guffawed. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Josephine grumbled. “Not this again…” 
 
    “Yes, this again!” the mousey brown-haired woman nodded. “You know you love these, Josie.” 
 
    “I really don’t,” the young blonde pouted. “The last time you did this, I lost seventy-thousand ducats, and you know I can’t afford to spend anything extra this month.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it more exciting, my dear!” the woman with glasses cackled. “If you don’t have enough money, then you don’t get to sign a contract with Charles, it’s as easy as that. If you have no money, then you’re the loser!” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” the blonde grumbled. “I hate it so much… you know I don’t have the funds right now, and you two are sitting on fortunes that dwarf mine by millions.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright, my dear,” Adelia soothed. “I’m sure that once Charles finishes with either of our projects, he’d be willing to accept another one.” 
 
    “But, my elevator can’t wait!” Josephine sobbed. “I’m losing money by the second! My mother passed that mine down to me, and there’s gold worth millions just below the surface!” 
 
    “Stop complaining,” Lilliana chided. “How will we determine this test? Another foot race? Power and ability test? Consort jousting again?” 
 
    “Now, now, Lilliana,” Adelia shook her head. “I thought this was about money. There’s only one way that we’ll do this.” 
 
    “How?” Josephine moaned. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilliana exhaled. “How will we determine the winner?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” the oldest woman snickered, leaned back in her chair, and crossed her arms over her chest. “What have we just heard about that requires money and involves Charles?” 
 
    Lilliana and Josephine glanced at each other out of the corners of their eyes. The young blonde opened, closed her mouth, tilted her head, squinted, and thought hard for a moment. The middle woman ran a hand through her short hair, scoffed as if all of this was a joke, leaned on an elbow, and then stuck her tongue into the corner of her lip. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why this was happening. Had Daisy mentioned to the three women while I was gone? How had I not realized that the bear-girl was practically a genius when it came to getting out of things? Yes, she often said the best option was to kill people, but times like this… they were totally different. 
 
    “Well?” Adelia asked. “Do you have any idea? At all, ladies?” 
 
    “No,” Josephine grumbled. “Except I’m about to lose a shit ton of my money in a competition I didn’t even want to join. Why can’t we all contract Charles? At the same time?” 
 
    “Because that’s no fun,” the oldest woman snapped. “We can’t all contract him, we have to make it exciting!” 
 
    “I don’t want excitement!” Josephine threw her hands into the air. “I just want my damn elevator fixed!” 
 
    “Don’t be such a sore loser,” Lilliana snorted. “Now, how am I going to win this?” 
 
    “You don’t know if you’ll win it or not,” Adelia waggled a finger at her comrade. 
 
    “Could we please get to the point?” Daisy snapped. “What is your plan for this competition?” 
 
    Adelia blinked at my Mistress, kept the smile in place, but her eyes glowed angrily. She plastered on a grin, folded her hands, and then leaned forward. 
 
    “The auction.” The oldest woman giggled. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Josephine cried. 
 
    “Oooooh!” Lilliana cooed. “So, whoever wins the auction, gets the manor and gets to contract Charles for their project! How smart!” 
 
    “I’m withdrawing,” the young blonde murmured. “I don’t have money for it, and what am I going to do with a fifth manor? I don’t need it! I just need work done on my elevator!” 
 
    “Will you shut up about the elevator?” Adelia snapped. “You can’t withdraw, Josephine, you already agreed. So, whoever wins, is the best out of all three and gets to use Charles!” 
 
    “What if someone outbids the three of you?” Daisy offered with a crooked eyebrow. 
 
    “Well… then…” Adelia trailed off. 
 
    “Then, we are free to contract him!” Josephine blurted out. “I made the rule first before anyone could say anything else, so you can’t take it back! If someone else purchases the manor, we’re allowed to contract him, each and every one of us.” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” Adelia tapped her chin. 
 
    “You can’t change it!” Josephine protested. “I already came up with the rule, we can’t take it back now.” 
 
    “No, I like it,” Lilliana nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “How do you feel about it, Charles?” The young blonde probed. “Do you agree to it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “As long as my Mistress approves, I’ll willingly work for one of you or all three of you.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Adelia stood from her chair and offered me a wrinkled hand. “We will see you in two days’ time, and then we’ll find out who will be the winner of this little challenge.” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” I stammered, shook her hand, and then watched as she did the same with my Mistress. “We’ll see you in two days.” 
 
    All the women stood, brushed off their dresses, bowed to Daisy, and then hustled off in different directions. I sat in my chair for a moment, took a deep breath, and then turned toward Daisy. The brunette reached for her teacup, lifted it, took a sip, and then let a small, sly smile creep across her lips. 
 
    “What is it, my dear?” I asked. “Are you pleased that we finally figured something out? We may have the chance to purchase the manor from one of them.” 
 
    “No, Charles,” the bear-girl giggled. “We’re not going to purchase the manor back from them…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I grunted. 
 
    “You’re going to work for all three of them, in the end,” the brunette reached for a sampling from one of the plates. “Because none of them are going to purchase the manor.” 
 
    “W-What?” I murmured. “We need them to purchase the manor… then I can get paid and possi--” 
 
    “Listen to me, Charles, none of them are going to purchase the manor,” the bear-girl grinned. “Because I am…” 
 
    “Daisy…” I shook my head. “How? How will that work?” 
 
    “You heard them, didn’t you?” Daisy asked. “If one of them wins, you only work for one of them. If all three of them lose, you get to work for all of them. They already said they’d pay you double or triple… The aristocrats have no idea, but they’ve played directly into our hands. Charles… we can save the manor by our own hands.” 
 
    It was brilliant. She was brilliant. My creation was brilliant.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “We’re going to what?” Valerie squawked. “Can you repeat that for me just one more time?” 
 
    “Well, if all goes to plan,” I cleared my throat. “We’re going to buy back the manor.” 
 
    “Okay, Charles, it’s a great plan, really,” A.B. rambled. “But have you forgotten one thing? We have no money! We’re broke! We’re runnin’ on empty! If we were one of those new automotion machines, we’d be skirting around on fumes! If you opened up my wallet, moths would fly out! How in the world are we going to afford to purchase the manor when we don’t have two pennies to rub together?” 
 
    “If you would calm down,” I chuckled. “Daisy and I would explain it.” 
 
    Valerie nodded from her position on the floor, tucked her legs underneath her, rolled forward, hopped to her feet, and then settled herself onto my workbench. 
 
    “Go on, Charles,” the ash-blonde woman smiled. “We’re waiting.” 
 
    “Alright, so,” I exhaled. “Let me tell you what happened when we got to town first.” 
 
    “Everyone on the street was calling out to Charles,” Daisy started. “It was strange since this was my first visit to town, and from what I’d heard, most aristocrats hate men. It was very bizarre to hear them calling to Charles as if he were their creator or lover.” 
 
    “We went into the town square and headed for the mercantile, but were stopped by three ladies,” I explained. “As Edony said when she left here, once she made it into the city, she screamed the news from the rooftops, but I’m sure what happened after wasn’t the reaction she was expecting. The three aristocrats told us that everyone in the city wants what the Duchess has, even after she’s thrown it away, and that newly discarded item is… me.” 
 
    “Uhm, so, does this mean you’re gonna move away?” A.B. muttered. “And become someone else’s consort? I can understand why, you’re brilliant and handsome, but, uh, we need you here, Charles.” 
 
    “No,” I snorted. “They may be interested in me that way, but I belong to Valerie and Daisy, and whatever monster-girls comes after them. They want to contract me for work.” 
 
    “But how will this save the manor?” Valerie tilted her head. “I understand that if you work for them, you’ll make money, but we need it now… like instantly, in our hands.” 
 
    “I understand that,” I breathed. “But all three of the aristocrats are going to bid at the auction, but they’re doing something like a ‘bidding war,’ if only one of them wins, I can only work for that woman.” 
 
    “That sounds utterly stupid,” the feline-woman rolled her eyes. “Why do all the wealthy women in the city have to be so dumb? I don’t understand why they have to make everything into a competition!” 
 
    “But that’s where I come in,” Daisy giggled. “If I bid on the house and win, they’ll have to back out, and Charles can work for all three of them. You should’ve heard the prices they offered to hire Charles with, I may not know much about money, but it’s astronomical.” 
 
    “What do they want you to do?” Valerie asked. “Build a machine like the one you made for Edony? If you do that, it might take a long time.” 
 
    “No, they don’t want machines,” I stated. “One of them wants mustard gas, which may be difficult to make, but the ingredients are things I already have in my laboratory. The second woman needs black powder, now that’s easy to make, and I’ll be able to get out to her in a matter of hours if I started working on it now. The third, Josephine, she needs me to go out to one of her mines, and take a look at the elevator. She said that it’s constantly breaking down, hers might take a little longer, but it’s probably just mechanical work. Daisy, did they actually tell you how much they wanted to pay me? They never mentioned an amount in front of me, only that they’d double or triple it to beat the other women.” 
 
    “Well, I know some of the terms they used, but I’m sure they’re from Delphine’s memories,” the brunette explained. “Ducats, I believe that Adelia offered to pay you fifty-thousand ducats?” 
 
    “Fifty… fifty-thousand?” I grunted. 
 
    “Yes, fifty-thousand ducats,” the bear-girl reiterated. “Is that a lot? I know there were other monetary names mentioned, but that was the highest number used.” 
 
    “Ducats are the highest banknotes that the aristocrats use,” I whispered. “I’ve only heard of them, never actually seen one or held it in my hand. The Duchess used to write me checks for them but never put the actual bills into my hand.” 
 
    “I may not understand all of this money talk,” Valerie giggled. “But what were the other offers?” 
 
    “Well, Lilliana offered you thirty-thousand crown aspars,” Daisy tilted her head, brushed at an ear, and then pursed her lips. “Those are a bit smaller than ducats, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded in disbelief. “But not by much…” 
 
    “Are you okay, Charles?” Valerie questioned. “Your face is a bit pale, why don’t you sit down for a bit? Maybe put your head between your knees?” 
 
    “Do you feel sick?” A.B. muttered. “Val’s right, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “No,” I forced out. “I’m fine, go on, Daisy. What was Josephine’s offer?” 
 
    “Since she’s not as wealthy as the others,” Daisy breathed. “Josephine offered up sixty-thousand blancs. She only needs the work done on her elevator, which might not take as long as we think it will, it might just be an electrical problem or a malfunction in the gears.” 
 
    “Charles, are you alright?” Valerie cried. “You really don’t look so good, maybe we should take you upstairs and lay down for a spell?” 
 
    “No, I-I’m fine,” I murmured. “It’s just… it’s so much money.” 
 
    My whole world was reeling like a quickly spinning top, tipping, and turning with every second. The sheer amount of money all three women offered up almost tripled the amount that the Duchess had paid me during our entire time together. 
 
    And yet Edony was making it seem like she spent a lot of money on me. She must have had way more wealth than these three women. 
 
    She had undercut me because I was a man and desperate for work.  
 
    “I know it’s a lot of pressure,” Daisy soothed. “But if we can make it through this, we’ll be stronger than ever.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” I tittered, ran a hand through my hair, and leaned back. “Do you realize how much money that is?” 
 
    I glanced at all three of them, Valerie made a face, Daisy shrugged, and A.B.’s surface wrinkled slightly as if he were furrowing his nonexistent brows. Just as I suspected, none of them did, and I was about to blow their minds. 
 
    “Factoring in the difference between blancs and crown aspars,” I uttered. “Altogether, with the banknotes changed, they would add up to close to ninety-five-thousand ducats. That’s more than enough to purchase the manor back and have enough left over to live comfortably for… probably the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “Holy moly,” Valerie breathed. “That’s a lot of money… Daisy! We could buy you more pretty dresses and hats! Maybe even one of those dainty umbrellas!” 
 
    “It may be a lot of money,” the bear-girl went on. “But how much do you think the manor will sell for at the auction? The price might be raised more than we’ve anticipated, especially if the aristocrats are going to have a bidding war over it.” 
 
    “Well, if the house were being sold like it normally would, I believe it would sell around for forty-thousand crown aspars,” I breathed. “But since it’s going to auction, we’ll never be sure… we will just have to outbid them, at any cost.” 
 
    “I’ll be in charge of bidding against them,” Daisy nodded. “Since I’m your Mistress and a Browning, it would be only natural that I would be the one against them.” 
 
    “What if one of them bids more than the combined amount of the work that all three of them would pay?” A.B. asked. “What are we going to do then?” 
 
    “That seems highly unlikely,” Daisy disputed. “Since they say they just want Charles to work for them and are turning it into a dumb game.” 
 
    “We have one option open to us if that happens,” I explained. “They offered to double or triple their prices as long as I only work for one of them but… how are they to know if I work for all three of them? We could pit them against each other easily, hell, this bidding war is nothing more than a pissing race between the three of them.” 
 
    “Or, as you said, Charles,” A.B. started. “We pit them against each other while Daisy racks up the price to an unbelievable amount. From what you said about them wanting what the Duchess has, they’ll see your Mistress at the same level as Edony. Daisy has you, and they want what she has, we’ll use their jealousy to our advantage.” 
 
    “Maybe not raise the price so high,” I chuckled. “But yes, we could use their jealousy to our advantage. You two should’ve seen these women, I couldn’t tell if they were friends or enemies from the way they acted around each other, but… I think that’s how all women in Edenhart are.” 
 
    “So, the plan is to have Daisy bid against the other aristocrats,” Valerie breathed. “Beat all three of them, win back the manor, and then Charles works for all three of them. But what about the money? Don’t we have to hand over the money right after the auction ends? How are we going to get around that?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” I grinned. “I haven’t been to a lot of auctions in my lifetime, maybe three or four where I wanted a piece of equipment and couldn’t buy it for full price. There’s a payment policy here in Edenhart that they uphold during auctions, you can pay upfront or within thirty days of purchase, as long as you pay it in full. If you don’t, it gets handed over to the next highest bidder, but it won’t this time since we have all three of the aristocrats lined up.” 
 
    “It sounds like a good plan, Charles,” A.B. sighed. “And there’s no killing involved, I think we’re doing pretty good this time.” 
 
    “Unless…” Valerie sang. 
 
    “We’re not killing anyone,” I chuckled. “At least, not in this instance. Adelia, Lilliana, and Josephine are going to stay very much alive.” 
 
    “Oh, phooey,” the feline-woman grumbled. 
 
    “It might open up a few doors if one of them went missing…” Daisy trailed off. 
 
    “For the last time,” I guffawed. “We’re not killing anyone unless we have a reason to, and at this time, none of the three aristocrats have given us a reason to kill them.” 
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” the bear-girl agreed. “But if any of them gives me a reason, then I will act swiftly as I did with the guards.” 
 
    “Thank you, but no, thank you,” I grinned. “If we need to plan another one, we have to have a definite reason.” 
 
    “Oh, Charles,” the ash-blonde woman purred. “Who do you think will be the biggest threat during the auction? Out of the three women, who do you think will give you a literal run for your money?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure that Josephine will drop out early,” I stated. “She already told us she’s running out of money because her mine has been broken down for so long, so she’ll be the first to go. That leaves Adelia and Lilliana, and out of the two of them, I think that Adelia is our biggest threat. That woman oozes old Edenhart money, I know she’s not as wealthy as the Duchess or Delphine, but she’s got money flowing from her veins just like the rest of them.” 
 
    “You don’t think Lilliana is a threat?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “You saw the way she was dressed,” I uttered. “Her dress and bonnet were plain, her glasses made from copper, and she wasn’t wearing any jewelry. You have to understand these women, their outward appearances are everything to them. They purchase the most expensive dresses, and the gaudiest jewelry, so everyone knows they’re rich.” 
 
    “But if you’re looking at it from that perspective,” Daisy countered. “Shouldn’t Josephine have been dressed that way, too? She’s the one with the least money out of the three, and she wore the most expensive-looking outfit.” 
 
    “True, but I know of Josephine’s family,” I nodded. “She may be poor right now, but if her mine worked the way it should, she’d be almost on the same level as the deceased Delphine.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Valerie asked. “Shouldn’t she have some sort of amount laid away for times like these?” 
 
    “No, you’re thinking like me, a man with limited means,” I smiled. “But most of their money comes from the labor of the men working for them either as serfs or for menial wages.” 
 
    “But do they run out if they’re constantly bringing it in?” Daisy mused. 
 
    “Aristocrats don’t know moderation,” I told them. “They’ve also never wanted for anything. They’ve lived their whole lives with a roof over their heads, and warm food in their bellies. Their money is expendable, and they’re always spending it frivolously. So, take someone like Josephine, her money isn’t guaranteed like Edony’s, she has to use her mines for profit, and now that one has broken down, she’s running out of money. It’s almost funny to say, but this is probably the first time in her life that she’s felt panic… she’s running out of money, and fast, if she doesn’t get her elevator fixed. You saw how desperate she was at lunch, Daisy, she needs it done or soon, she’ll have nothing left.” 
 
    “It’s almost disgusting how much money they have,” the bear-girl pondered. “They take and take without any regard to anyone around them, especially those who do the work for them, but I do have to admit, I liked Josephine a bit more than the other two women. She didn’t seem as power-hungry and vile as Adelia and Lilliana, and as she said, she can’t partake in the mock wars.” 
 
    “M-Mock wars?” Valerie echoed, turned, and stared at me with wide, horrified eyes. “What is that?” 
 
    “Oh…” I breathed. “I didn’t mention that part, did I? The reason that Adelia and Lilliana want the mustard gas and gunpowder are for mock wars. They referred to it as a ‘celebration’ for the queen’s birthday. Each aristocrat from different towns brings forward their servants and consorts, gives them weapons, and forces them to battle each other. The last army standing is declared the winner, and… that’s that, nothing more than the destruction of innocent lives for the greedy upper crust. But why should we be surprised? The more I learn about their lives and the things they do in secret, I can’t question it. I’ve seen the horrors that happen by their hands… hearing about them barely affects me anymore.” 
 
    “We have to do something,” Valerie cried, hopped up from the table, and rushed forward. “Can’t we do something about it? You… you can’t make those things for them, they’re going to kill innocent men with them.” 
 
    “What other choice do I have, Val?” I asked. “I have no other choice, either I give in, and Edony takes the manor away, or I scramble to find other means of surviving. This isn’t just about me anymore, you and Daisy are here now… I need to protect you.” 
 
    “I just wish there was some other way we could do this,” the feline-woman whispered. “Another way that wouldn’t cause more pain and death to the men of Edenhart.” 
 
    “We may not be able to do anything now,” I offered. “But we will someday, I promise you that.” 
 
    “It all starts with the Duchess,” Daisy stated. “Or the other high-powered women. We take them down, and the whole city of Edenhart will crumble. You’ve said it before, Charles, Edony will make for an extremely powerful monster-girl, once we have her in our midst, we could rip the town to shreds with our bare hands.” 
 
    “I agree,” I uttered. “But it’s not the right time, we can’t snatch her off the street now, especially with everything else going on around us, but I assure you, we will have her.” 
 
    “Just like in your dream!” the feline-woman simpered. “And she’ll be the most beautiful sister that we’ve ever had! Oh, Charles, I’m so excited! I only wish we could do it right now, I’d die to see what she’d look like in her new form.” 
 
    “I know, I am, too,” I grinned, reached out, stroked the soft hair on top of her head, and then leaned back against the wall. “But we have to wait. We have so many obstacles in our path right now… once all of this is finished, then we will start planning on how we’ll take down the Duchess.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “We prepare!” I boomed. 
 
    The next two days flew by so fast that I barely noticed them passing, I spent my time making improvements to my machine while Valerie and Daisy rummaged through the boxes in the attic. They set off in search of a dress suitable for the day of the auction, and when they came downstairs with wide grins, I assumed they had found the right one. Valerie told me that Daisy needed to look the part, as aristocratic as the other three women, and when she stepped down the stairs on the day of the auction, I had to pause to catch my breath. 
 
    Both of my monster-girls were gorgeous, but seeing Daisy like this made my heart pound in my chest. When I looked at her, it was like the first time I ever saw an aristocrat as a young boy. 
 
    I’d stood on the streets with my schoolmarm and the other boys from my finishing school and watched as a parade of carriages passed by. I’d yet to learn the full extent of the hatred the women of this world held against my sex, and it made me incomprehensibly naïve. 
 
    I hadn’t paid much attention to most of the carriages, they mostly held old crones with wrinkled faces heavy with makeup, but the one that caught my attention was the very last. A tall, thin woman sat in the open carriage, smiled to the women lining the street, and waved with delicate, slim hands. Her hair was long, snowy-white, and flowed out behind her like a waterfall. Her skin was creamy-white, her eyes burned a deep violet, and when she smiled, I felt something within my heart warm up like a crackling fireplace. It was a feeling I’d never felt before, and as I got older, and reflected on it more, I realized that maybe it was the same feeling I would’ve known if I’d had a true, loving mother. 
 
    “Are you alright, Charles?” Daisy asked. “Your eyes looked distant for a moment, what were you thinking?”  
 
    “You look so beautiful,” I breathed. “It reminded me of the first time I ever saw an aristocrat.”  
 
    “Oh?” the gorgeous brunette gasped. “How old were you?”  
 
    “I would say I was about nine or ten,” I explained. “Most boys are taken away from their ‘birth givers’ the moment they’re born and placed in something like orphanages. We were taught by schoolmarms, but I wouldn’t really call it a true education.” 
 
    “You didn’t see one out on the street before that?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “No, us ‘brutes’ weren’t allowed out into society until we were at least seventeen or eighteen,” I told her. “We weren’t ‘of use’ to the aristocrats until we reached that age.”  
 
    “Can you tell me about seeing her?” Daisy probed. “What was it like?”  
 
    “They brought all of us young boys out onto the street,” I remembered. “The aristocrats were having a parade, they do that every once in a while. Most of the women were just old crones, except for two of them… There was a woman and her daughter, they were the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.”  
 
    “Tell me,” Daisy urged. “I want to hear it, in your own words.” 
 
    “The woman in the carriage was stunning,” I reminished. “It was the young girl who sat beside her that held my eye for longer than a span of a few seconds. She was around my age, and the resemblance between the older woman and her was striking. It was clear they were either closely related or mother and daughter. The younger girl’s hair was the same color, except shorter, and she didn’t smile at the crowd, instead scowled at each person she passed. Her eyes were what struck me the most, they were a brilliant violet color, like the color of wild lavender on the slopes of the hills just outside of town.” 
 
    “Lavender?” the bear-girl echoed.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “The young girl looked so unhappy as she rode through town in the massive procession, and for a split second, I felt as if we were akin to each other. Yes, we lived entirely different lives; she was pampered and waited upon hand and foot, and I was nothing more than a dirty brute in the gutter, but the expression she made looked so… sad and dejected. Just for a moment, the tiniest of seconds, this young girl and I were mirrors of each other.” 
 
    “Sadness?” Daisy breathed. “She’s an aristocrat, how could she feel such an emotion?” 
 
    “I… I have no idea,” I exhaled. “I just felt it when I looked at her. Her eyes met mine, stayed there for a moment as if she were pondering something, and then quickly moved away. My little heart hammered in my chest like the beating wings of a hummingbird, and I hopped from to foot to foot to catch another glimpse of her as she rolled away.” 
 
    “And that was the first aristocrat you ever saw?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I uttered. “The girl felt so familiar, and as I got older, it didn’t take much for me to realize that the young girl and woman in the carriage were probably Edony, and her mother, the Duchess at the time.” 
 
    “After you mentioned the violet eyes,” the brunette nodded. “I figured that it was the Duchess.” 
 
     “I already knew that Edony and I were close in age,” I stated. “But I wasn’t sure by how much. She probably didn’t remember me, or that day, to be honest, it was perhaps all a blur in her memory, but… I did. It was the first time that I’d seen a real, stunningly beautiful aristocrat and felt something similar to a crush. All those emotions were quickly squashed as I learned the horrible reality I was living in, I would never see that girl again, and I could never feel those emotions for her, it was forbidden.”  
 
    “Of course, you felt that way,” the stunning brunette agreed. “She was the first pretty girl you’d encountered, and you hadn’t come to learn the state of society yet.”  
 
    I turned, smiled down at the brunette, and then offered her my hand. She took it, twirled a little, and then pressed herself into my chest. When I looked at Daisy in her elegant dress, with her freshly painted face and styled hair, I felt the same way I did that day, but this was different, I was allowed to love the brunette. Daisy and Valerie could be taken from me at any second if we were found out, but they loved me without reservation, so freely and openly that it was almost painful for me. I was a disgusting creature in the eyes of society, and yet these two beautiful women found something within me that was good, pure, and worth saving. 
 
    “How do I look?” the brunette asked. “Valerie said this was the prettiest dress in the attic, but I’m unsure, it’s quite bulky and hard to move in. What if I need to attack someone? I can’t tear out a guard’s heart easily in this? How will I have the dexterity to pierce through his chest cavity and push through his ribcage?”  
 
    I wasn’t thinking about the dexterity with her in the tight-fitting dress or the trajectory of her arm punching through a man’s chest. My head was filled only with how beautiful she looked. Daisy wore a crème-colored, floor-length gown that dragged across the hardwood floorboards, sheer fabric hung loosely from her arms and cinched at the crease of her elbow. The top was low, sewn with delicate lace, and hung lower than her shoulder, exposing her pale, freckled flesh. Lace and intricate embroidery also covered the cinched bodice of the dress, and her waist was so tiny, I swore if I wrapped my hands around it, the fingertips of each hand would touch in a full circle. 
 
    “You look so beautiful,” I breathed. “Almost like a bride, you’re only missing the veil and bouquet.” 
 
    “A bride?” Daisy tilted her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that word before. Maybe I have in my Delphine memories, but I don’t know the meaning of it… What is it, Charles?” 
 
    “Oh?” I grunted. “A bride? It’s when a man and woman join in marriage. It’s not practiced anymore since women are in power. I don’t think a marriage has been performed in over… six hundred years.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying at one time, men and women lived as equals?” the brunette asked. 
 
    “At one point in ancient times, yes,” I confirmed. “But this quickly changed over time as women developed powers and the practice… and our pasts have been forgotten to time.” 
 
    “What is a marriage, Charles?” Daisy probed. 
 
    “Well, marriage once was a formal union,” I told her. “A social and legal contract between two individuals that united their lives legally, economically, and emotionally. Two people that were in love would marry, find a home, and then start a family together. Now, it’s nothing like that…” 
 
    “Charles…” the bear-girl whispered, turned away, and stared out of one of the windows. “Do you… do you think we could get married?” 
 
    “I-I… yes,” I laughed. “We could, it wouldn’t be technically legal because no female judge would sign off on it but… we could do it here in secret if we wanted. Is… is that something you want, Daisy?” 
 
    “Yes,” the brunette breathed. “I would like that very much. You would marry Valerie, too, of course, but yes, I’d like to be your ‘bride.’” 
 
    “Then you will be,” I smiled, rested my right hand on her shoulder, and then offered her my left. “Maybe not today, we have other things to attend to… everyone should be arriving soon. You remember what to do, correct?” 
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the bear-girl breathed. “I’ve been practicing in the mirror before bed every night.” 
 
    “Practicing?” I chuckled. “Practicing what?” 
 
    “My aristocrat personality,” the beautiful woman explained. “I hate using it, and I feel as if I’ll fall out of character if I don’t practice what to say. If I want to be believed, I need to get the character down perfectly.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve seen you in action without practicing,” I smiled. “And you’re extremely believable, trust me.” 
 
    “You think so?” the brunette giggled. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “I’ve dealt with enough aristocrats to know what they’re like, and you act just like them when you’re in character.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Valerie called out from up the stairs. “They’re here, three carriages are coming up the drive, and the Chief Constable is here with another woman, and they’re setting up some sort of weird stand out front?” 
 
    “Sounds like they’re setting up a podium,” I breathed and then turned toward the brunette. “Alright, let’s go. Ready to save the manor?” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    “So, you finally decided to show up,” Constable Ortensia smirked as soon as we walked out of the front door. 
 
    The scarlet-haired woman stood in the gravel, held her curled fists on her hips, and glared up at me. I pressed my lips into a tight line, offered my arm to Daisy, and then helped the brunette down the stairs. We stood together at the bottom of the steps as we addressed the Chief Constable, and I planted my feet defensively. 
 
    “I can’t just ‘show up,’” I barked. “I live here.” 
 
    “Not for long,” the scarlet-haired woman snickered. “We’ll see who owns this house after the auction is finished, vermin-trash.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue,” Daisy snapped, held tighter onto my arm, and glared down. “He may be a brute, but that’s my consort you’re insulting.” 
 
    Ortensia’s jade eyes narrowed on the brunette’s face. She set her jaw, huffed, and then turned toward the woman beside her. 
 
    “Here, Frances, help me get the podium into place,” the Chief Constable instructed. “We haven’t got much time. It looks as if the bidders are almost here.” 
 
    The woman beside her was someone I didn’t recognize, but from her plain clothes, monocle, and jerky way of moving, she had to be from one of the court’s offices. Frances wore an A-line light brown skirt, a tight-fitting jacket of the same color, light crème-colored pantyhose, and a pair of dark, leather loafers that squeaked when she walked. A bundle of lace frothed out of the throat of her white blouse, and when she turned to face me, her golden monocle flashed in the bright morning sunlight. 
 
    Her hair was a deep ruby color, pulled up into a loose bun with a few strands framing her small, almost child-like face. Her nose was small and rounded at the tips, while her jawline was sharp and pointed like a knife. I couldn’t tell for sure how old she was, her face was smooth and wrinkle-free, but something within her cherry-red eyes felt ageless and arcane. I could never tell the powers of a woman just by looking at them, but Frances seemed so otherworldly, almost as if she’d been plucked out of another timeline, and placed in ours. Maybe her powers were time-manipulation? Immortality? I couldn’t be sure unless she activated it in front of us, and the only other person I knew of who held the power of immortality was the Queen herself. 
 
    “It should be fine here,” Frances replied. “In front of the stairs where I can see everyone.” 
 
    Ortensia nodded, lowered her side of the crude-looking podium, and then turned toward the drive as three carriages rolled in. Each one looked gaudier and more expensive than the one before it, and as the last one came to a stop, Madam Adelia burst out from inside. 
 
    The gray-haired woman wore a dress in a different style that I hadn’t seen before. Most of the women in Edenhart wore dresses with large hoop skirts underneath that gave them that signature bell shape, but Adelia’s royal blue dress was tighter fitting with less fabric and more muted colors. The long sleeves cinched at her wrists with a shiny golden button and large, maroon silk bows. Most of the details of the dress were the same royal blue and deep maroon while keeping a few hints of pure white lace at her throat and at the ends of her sleeves. A small, jaunty hat in the same colors sat perched upon her piles of gray curls. 
 
    “Ah, good morning, Charles,” the older woman grinned, swept forward, and offered me her hand. “How are you? You look handsomer than ever. And Ms. Browning! That dress! So gorgeous, it looks as if it came from the capital, tell me, where did you get it? I’d love to have one made for myself. 
 
    Daisy glanced at me out of the corner of her eyes, opened her mouth to speak, and then tightly clamped it shut as another carriage door slammed open. 
 
    “Good morning!” Josephine waved. “Oh, Charles! I’ve never seen the manor up close like this! It’s so… so quaint and… quiet.” 
 
    “That’s the polite way of saying it’s ugly and isolated,” I whispered over to Daisy, and the brunette stifled a chuckle. 
 
    Though Josephine was an aristocrat and held the same vile views as the rest of the world, I had to admit she was beautiful. Her cat-like tangerine eyes glowed in the bright sun, her plump lips parted into a grin, and her high, round cheeks flushed pink with excitement. Her blonde hair was pulled up into an elegant updo with two long curled strands hanging over each shoulder. Josephine rushed forward, waved with one hand, held up her bulky dress with the other, and I couldn’t stop myself from imagining what she’d look like as a monster-girl. In fact, I’d noticed over the passing days that the more contact I had with aristocrats, the more I saw what they’d look like in their new, reborn forms, it was frightening… but also exciting. 
 
    “Ms. Browning!” the blonde cried. “Don’t you look so lovely today!” 
 
    “I was just saying the very same thing,” Adelia snarked out of the corner of her mouth. “Such a stunning dress, so glad that some of us have some taste.” 
 
    The older woman glanced toward the plainest carriage. The door creaked open, and Dame Lilliana fumbled out. The brunette adjusted her glasses, brushed her skirt free of wrinkles, cleared her throat, and stepped closer with forced assurance. 
 
    The third aristocrat wore a plain dress in a muted peach color with black embroidery and lace at the wrist, throat, and hem. Her short brown hair looked messy, as if she hadn't touched it with a comb, or looked in a mirror for that matter. Lilliana carried a small, compact umbrella, opened it, and then held it over her shoulder as she gazed out over the small crowd. 
 
    “Hello,” Lilliana grunted. “How are we all this morning?” 
 
    “Good, good,” Josephine giggled. “We were just admiring Ms. Browning… and… and the manor, too…” 
 
    Lilliana glanced up at the house, pursed her lips, clicked her tongue, and then turned back toward the four of us. 
 
    “If I may speak plainly, it looks like a dump,” the glasses-wearing woman grumbled. “If I’m the one to win today, I’ll surely have to have it remodeled or demolished. I’ve been looking for places to put a second manor, the location is perfect but the actual house… no, it has to go.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s a dump!” Josephine objected. “It just… it needs some love, care… and yes, some remodeling. Yes, yes. A woman’s touch.” 
 
    “What does it matter what it looks like?” Adelia scoffed. “You fools are too short-sighted. We’re not here for the actual house, dimwits, we’re here to see who wins Charles. Not only that, I wouldn’t be purchasing the manor to live in it, gods, have you seen the manor I live in? Why would I ever want to leave? No, when I win today, this house will be for Charles and Ms. Browning. It will become the headquarters for all of the experiments and things I want to be built.” 
 
    “True…” Lilliana breathed. “I could purchase it, and then never have to look at it again until I need something from the Alchemist. I heard a rumor that the Duchess only visited you twice monthly, is that correct, Charles?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “But it also depended on the month. Some of the time, she’d come visit more often and unannounced.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve heard,” Lilliana sniffed. “But you know how the Duchess gets, so particular about everything. She once threw a party at her manor, and I watched as she had her servants throw out all of the food and cook it again because they weren’t plated correctly. I mean, I can understand a mistake on the end of the servants, they’re nothing but brainless beasts, but to throw away all of that perfectly good food? She should’ve sent it back to the kitchen and had it plated the way she wanted.” 
 
    “I remember that party!” the blonde gasped. “I wanted to try the roast duck so badly and didn’t get the chance to before the plates were taken away!” 
 
    “It went on for hours,” Adelia rolled her eyes. “We all sat there while we waited for the food to be prepared for a second time, and Edony spent most of the time in the kitchen with the servants, throwing things, screaming and electrocuting everyone who came within arm’s distance.” 
 
    “She killed three servants that night,” Lilliana snickered. “But the party after the food debacle was fantastic. My two consorts had to carry me home. I was so drunk.” 
 
    “I heard she killed five…” Josephine murmured. 
 
    “Who knows how many she killed?” Adelia rolled her eyes. “She needs to learn how to control her temper. That’s why I’m almost glad that Delphine is gone, that woman would fly off the handle at nothing, once or twice the old cow tried to steal one of my consorts. Good riddance to her.” 
 
    “Adelia!” the blonde gasped. “She was our friend!” 
 
    “Friend? Do you even have a brain in that tiny little head of yours?” the older woman growled. “The woman was nothing but a black mark on society, and I’m more than glad someone snuffed her out, even if it was a vile beast. She needed to learn her lesson, messing with other aristocrats’ property, and someone did just that.” 
 
    “You need to keep your mouth shut,” a voice from behind us snapped, and we all turned to face Ortensia. 
 
    “Why should I?” the gray-haired woman barked. “The woman’s dead, why should it matter how I speak about her after she’s gone? It’s not like she’s going to come back and haunt me, Chief Constable.” 
 
    Ortensia’s mouth snapped closed, and her single exposed eye swiveled from the old crone to me. I wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but I’d been the last person she’d questioned about Delphine and Milton’s deaths… Could she suspect something? No, there was no way, our plan had been seamless, and we’d left no trace that’d we’d ever been there. 
 
    “See?” Adelia mocked. “You’re all bark and no bite, Ortensia, just as we all thought when you appeared out of nowhere and settled down in Edenhart. Why don’t you go back to licking the Duchess’ boots or whatever else you do for her. You pathetic public servant.” 
 
    “You may speak badly about me,” the scarlet-haired woman roared, reached for her baton at her waist, and took a menacing step forward. “Hell, you can even speak badly about the deceased Delphine, but you dare speak badly about our dear leader, the Duchess? I’m sure she’d love to hear everything you’ve just said… Edony isn’t below knocking down a few lowly, less wealthy women.” 
 
    Adelia’s sly smile shattered, and the corners of her lips curled down as she glared over at the redhead. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the scarlet-haired woman chuckled. “Now, can we proceed, Frances?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the monocle-wearing woman nodded, scuttled behind the podium, cleared her throat, and looked out over the small crowd. “Ortensia, if you will, please hand out the numbered paddles, and then we can begin.” 
 
    The scarlet-haired woman marched forward with her arms pumping at her sides, grabbed the pile of wooden paddles, turned on her heels, and then stalked closer to the five of us. Ortensia handed out each paddle to the aristocrats and turned to leave, holding only two in her hands, when Daisy stopped her. 
 
    “I believe one of those is mine,” the beautiful monster-girl purred. “I’ll take it now, please.” 
 
    Ortensia stared with wide eyes as the three aristocrats gasped, lifted their paddles, and hid their faces from view. 
 
    “You’re going to bid, too, Ms. Browning?” The Chief Constable balked. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Daisy snatched one of the paddles away, and held it tightly in her hands. “It’s my consort’s rightful home, he deserves a place to experiment and live in peace. I’m going to purchase it for him.” 
 
    “Oh my!” Adelia gasped. “This is going to be more exciting than we thought it would be.” 
 
    “At least it won’t just be the two of us bidding against each other once Josephine drops out.” Lilliana snorted. 
 
    “Hey!” the blonde shouted. “I have… I have a little money saved up! I bet I could beat the pants off of you, just wait and see, Lilliana!” 
 
    “I’m sure you will, my dear,” the oldest woman sneered. “But why don’t you take a step back and watch the big dogs play, alright?” 
 
    “You... You!” Josephine cried. “Remember that loan I gave you two summers ago when you wanted to expand your back garden, and no one would give you one? I said I didn’t want you to repay me because we’re friends, well, I want all that money back, you mongrel-bitch!” 
 
    “I’m a mongrel-bitch?” Adelia tittered. “My dear, I’ve already paid you back with that tidbit of information I just gave you. Now, do as I say and let the two of us handle this bidding war.” 
 
    Josephine’s clenched hands relaxed, her tense face relaxed, and then the blonde lowered her head in defeat. I almost felt sorry for her, but I wouldn’t allow myself that, Josephine was still an aristocrat who whole-heartedly believed in the morals of the town. 
 
    As I stood on the lawn, dozens of carriages pulled into the drive, stopped because there was no room to park in the already crowded gravel, and aristocrats poured out of them. I knew that the auction would draw a crowd, but these women weren’t here to bid on the house, they were here to watch as the drama unfolded.  
 
    “What are they all doing here?” Daisy whispered as hundreds of women stepped out of their carriages. “I thought it would only be the three aristocrats…”  
 
    “It’s juicy gossip,” I murmured. “The Duchess spread the word around about what I’d done to her, and they’re all here to watch as the manor is sold off.”  
 
    “They’re like goddamn vultures,” the gorgeous brunette grumbled. “I can’t stand to look at them.” 
 
    The crowd of aristocratic women gathered behind us with wide, curious eyes, they whispered behind their gloved hands, giggled softly to themselves, and then aimed their eyes toward the podium. As we watched, the scarlet-haired Chief Constable pushed her way through the crowd toward the front, stepped out into the space between us, and the mass of aristocrats, and then came to stand a few feet away. Josephine, Adelia, and Lilliana glanced toward the Constable, snickered under their breaths, and then turned toward her. 
 
    All of these women were terrible. 
 
    Yes. They would all be better as my monster-girls.  
 
    “Ortensia?” Lilliana called. 
 
    “What do you want now?” the scarlet-haired woman snapped. 
 
    “Is the Duchess not coming?” the brunette aristocrat giggled. “All three of us thought she’d be here for such an occasion as this.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” The Chief Constable grunted. 
 
    “Well, since Charles was under contract with her,” Adelia shrugged. “And she owns the property, we just assumed that she’d grace us with her presence.” 
 
    “No, the Duchess has more important things to attend to than Charles Rayburn and his Mistress,” Ortensia snapped. “I’m sorry, but she sends her regards and hopes you all the best in the endeavor.” 
 
    “Can we please move on?” Frances urged from behind the podium. “We don’t have all day, and some of us have other places where they’re needed.” 
 
    “Oh, calm down, Frances,” Adelia rolled her eyes. “I’m sure the courts won’t need you back for a few hours.” 
 
    “Fine,” Frances stated. “Shall we get things started?” 
 
    All three of the aristocrats huddled in closer together, grinned, and wriggled excitedly, but out of the corner of my eye, I spied Ortensia edging closer with a paddle in her hand… what was she doing? Was the Chief Constable going to bid on the manor, too? Why in the world would she want to? Was it because of the Duchess? Did Edony put her up to this in order to get the manor, and more importantly me, under her control? Or was it a personal reason? She had questioned me about the murder and suicide of Delphine and Milton… but why? 
 
    “Oh?” Lilliana chuckled. “You’re going to join, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” the scarlet-haired woman hissed. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “This auction keeps getting more exciting by the minute,” Adelia bubbled. “Are you bidding on behalf of the Duchess? Oh, what a scandal!” 
 
    “It’s none of your business why I’m bidding,” Ortensia scoffed. “The Duchess has nothing to do with it, this is merely a personal matter.” 
 
    “You want to contract Charles, too?” Daisy probed. “That’s quite unexpected.” 
 
    “No, I have no interest in what the filthy Alchemist has to offer me,” The Chief Constable grunted. “As I said before, it’s none of your business why I want the manor, and Charles, included.” 
 
    “Are you stupid?” Adelia giggled. “You’re not purchasing Charles, you’re purchasing the manor and his services.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Ortensia shrugged. “Now, Frances, let’s continue.” 
 
    “Finally, we’re here today to auction off the former property of Her Grace, Duchess Edony of Edenhart,” Frances drawled on. “It is currently housed by Charles Rayburn, and his Mistress, Daisy Browning. Upon purchase, all contract rights between the Alchemist and the Duchess will be transferred over to the new buyer. They may cast it off and evict the Alchemist and his Mistress, or they may continue with the contract indefinitely.” 
 
    “We already know all of this,” Lilliana groaned. “Get on with it, Frances!” 
 
    The redhead behind the podium lifted her eyes from the paper she read from, pressed her lips into a hard line, sighed, and then adjusted her shoulders as she plowed on despite the heckling. 
 
    “The house holds six bedrooms, four bathrooms, three upstairs, one downstairs, a private office, formal dining room, drawing room, kitchen, observatory, and large basement where the Alchemist completes his experiments,” Frances hissed out. “The square-footage is approximately--” 
 
    “We don’t care! Adelia cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. “We don’t care about the house, just get on with the auction!” 
 
    “The property was given to Duchess Lucia by our holy lady, the Queen, one-hundred and fifty years ago,” Frances pressed on. “And has stayed the Duchess’ family for generations until now--” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to get this over and done with, Frances?” Adelia cackled. “You’re the one who’s taking so long! Let’s get it going!” 
 
    Frances’ mouth twisted, her hands curled into fists, and she slammed the packet of papers down. 
 
    “Fine,” the redhead snapped. “We’ll proceed with the auction. We shall start the bidding at one thousand ducats.” 
 
    “Ten-thousand ducats!” Adelia raised her paddle and shrieked. 
 
    Frances seemed to come alive before our very eyes, her wide-set ruby-colored eyes flashed, a wicked grin spread over her lips, and she jabbed a finger out toward the oldest aristocrat. 
 
    “That’s ten-thousand ducats,” the redhead auctioneer shouted. “Ten-thousand ducats going once, going--” 
 
    “Twenty-five thousand ducats!” Josephine slapped her paddle into the air. 
 
    “That’s twenty-five thousand ducats,” Frances boomed. “Twenty-five thousand ducats going--” 
 
    “Thirty-five thousand ducats.” Adelia raised her paddle. 
 
    “Fifty-thousand ducats.” Daisy breathed. 
 
    All three aristocrats gasped, turned to stare, but there was no time as Frances started shouting out the numbers again. 
 
    “Fifty-thousand ducats,” the auctioneer repeated. “Fifty-thousand ducats g--” 
 
    “Fifty-five thousand!” Lilliana shouted. 
 
    “Sixty-thousand ducats,” Daisy countered before Frances could even take a breath. 
 
    “Sixty-five thousand ducats!” Josephine screamed. 
 
    “Sixty-five thousand ducats,” the redhead echoed. “Sixty-five thousand ducats--.” 
 
    “Seventy-thousand ducats!” Ortensia cried. 
 
    “Oh, dangit!” Josephine cried, threw her paddle down, turned on her heels, and stalked away. “If my goddamn mine was still working, I could’ve won!” 
 
    “See?” Adelia chuckled over to the other aristocrat. “Told you she couldn’t compete against us.” 
 
    “Ninety-five thousand ducats!” a familiar voice cried. 
 
    Daisy’s paddle shot up into the air, but her mouth hadn’t moved. Her honey-colored eyes widened, she glanced behind her where the voice had come from, and we both saw the shimmering, camouflaged outline of the one, and the only… Valerie. 
 
    “N-Ninety-five t-thousand?” Lilliana gasped. 
 
    The woman in glasses let the paddle fall to her side in limp fingers, and then it clattered down to the gravel. 
 
    “One hundred thousand ducats!” Adelia shrieked. 
 
    “Adelia!” the brunette aristocrat wheezed. 
 
    “One hundred and fifty thousand ducats!” Valerie’s voice giggled. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I whispered. “That’s too much!” 
 
    Adelia’s mouth dropped open, her eyes widened, and her neck turned so slowly I swore I heard the sound of her tendons creaking. The older aristocrat’s face paled instantly, she clasped the paddle in her hand, and then she let her drop down to her side. 
 
    “That’s one hundred and fifty thousand ducats,” Frances echoed. “One hundred and fifty thousand ducats going once, going twice… Sold to Ms. Daisy Browning!” 
 
    My knees felt weak at the thought of all of the money, we’d gone way over the budget I’d given them three days before, but… we’d repurchased our home. I was sure if I doubled or tripled the price of my services to all three of the aristocrats, they’d pay it, I was the only man in the city willing to make those things for them. 
 
    “Valerie…” I muttered. 
 
    The feline-woman didn’t answer, only giggled, dropped her sister’s arm, glanced over at the other aristocrats, and then slunk off toward the manor. 
 
    Frances nodded once, picked up the papers from her podium, stepped closer, offered them to Daisy, and then held out a fountain pen. 
 
    “I need you to sign,” the auctioneer breathed. “Here, here… here, here, here, and down here. Initial here, signature here… and that’s it. I can take payment today, or within thirty days, it is your choice.” 
 
    “Thirty days,” Daisy uttered. “I’ll need to retrieve the funds from my family’s bank back home first, it might take a little while.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Frances grunted. “When you have it, just bring it by the court’s offices, and we will sign the deed over to your name.” 
 
    The redhead snatched the paper back from the bear-girl, tucked the packet underneath her arm, bowed to all of us, and then shuffled toward her carriage. Adelia still stood in complete shock a few feet away, while Lilliana and Josephine prepared to enter their carriages. 
 
    “I knew you were wealthy,” the older woman gasped. “But I-I didn’t know you were that wealthy…” 
 
    “It’s best not to underestimate the Browning’s,” Daisy sneered. “Now, all of you get off my property before I do something drastic.” 
 
    The older woman hung her head, sighed softly, glanced back at the manor once more, shook her head, and trudged back toward her carriage. Ortensia was the only one left as she dragged the podium toward her own wagon. The scarlet-haired woman paused for a moment, glared at me, and then opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re doing up here, Alchemist,” the Chief Constable hissed. “But I will find out… I’ll find out everything, just you wait.” 
 
    “Leave,” the bear-girl boomed. “Now!” 
 
    Ortensia rolled her eyes, lugged the podium to her chart, glanced back at us once, threw the wooden structure into the back, and then climbed inside with a snap. 
 
    Daisy and I stood together at the foot of the stairs as the crowd of aristocrats piled into their wagons, their carriages pulled away, rolled down the hill, and finally were gone from sight. I heaved a heavy sigh, sat down on the bottom step, and dropped my head into my hands. 
 
    “We did it!” Valerie came back into view. “We did it! We did it! The manor is ours to keep! No more Duchess banging on our doors, or the Chief Constable threatening us! We can just kick them off the property from now on!” 
 
    “Valerie…” I uttered. “That’s… that’s so much money.” 
 
    “I know!” the feline-woman giggled. “And we can make it back by working for those three aristocrats. Yeah, they might be sore that they lost, but they’ll perk up soon, and come crawling back for their mustard gas elevator and black powder mine, or whatever.” 
 
    “But it’s so much money, Val!” I groaned. 
 
    I let my head fall back as my hands fell away from my face onto my knees, and I stared up at the clear blue sky for a moment. Both of my women were silent for a moment, they glanced at each other, shuffled closer, and then sat down on the steps beside me. 
 
    “It’ll be alright, Charles,” Daisy breathed. “We’ll make it, we got the manor back, and that was the first step. We’ll take it one day at a time… there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    The bear-girl rested her hand against my right shoulder, slid it down my back, and then snuggled into my side. 
 
    “Yeah, Charles,” Valerie purred. “I know I shouldn’t have pushed it that high, but those other women weren’t backing down. The only one who did was that pretty blonde one, but those other two… they weren’t going to let us have it! That’s why I had to raise it to such a high price…” 
 
    “They already agreed to work with you even if they lost,” the brunette whispered. “So, it’s not like they’ll refuse to do it now. As you said, we’ll double or triple the price of each item, and they’ll gladly accept. You saw how desperate they were, there’s no way they’re going to refuse.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I sighed. “It’s so much at once, I’ve only ever wanted to be left alone so that I could continue my research and experiments.” 
 
    “And we’ll get to that point,” Valerie soothed. “Just be patient, Charles. There’ll be a time in our lives where we’re not constantly running from the Duchess or her cronies, trust us.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I can’t wait for the day that all comes true. You don’t know how badly I’ve wanted it all of this time.” 
 
    “Then we can live in peace,” Daisy smiled. “And fornicate nightly and fill this house to the brim with Charles’ and our monster-girl babies.” 
 
    “E-Excuse me?” I gasped, but the two monster-girls just smiled widely at me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The heat in the laboratory was almost unbearable, but with the door and all of the windows opened, it alleviated it a bit. I crouched in front of the massive barrel, reached forward, grabbed an armful of wood, and then tossed it inside. I stood with a grunt, leaned over the enormous pail, made a note of the level of wood inside, nodded once, stuffed some hay in between the pieces of wood, struck a match, and watched it start to burn. I sighed contentedly, smiled softly, and then turned to grab the large lid. I fitted it into place over the barrel, made sure there was a small opening for steam to release, and then lowered myself back to the floor. 
 
    The fire I’d built up underneath it was burning nicely, but I’d have to remain here for the rest of the day to tend to it and make sure it didn’t burn out. The process was slow and painstaking, but if I were completely honest, I didn’t mind it. It’d been a long time since I’d created something in my laboratory, well, something like this, the last thing I’d created in the lab was Daisy. 
 
    “What are you doing now, Charles?” Valerie called from the left of me. 
 
    I glanced toward her, smiled, and stifled a peal of giggles. It amazed me sometimes how eerily similar the monster-girl was to a cat, Valerie laid curled up beside the crackling fire, her hands and feet lifted toward the warmth. 
 
    “I’m making charcoal,” I explained. 
 
    “What for?” the feline-woman chirped. “What does wood have to do with it?” 
 
    “Well, the wood will become charcoal,” I told her. “Next, I’ll light the wood inside of the barrel, and over time, it will burn and turn black.” 
 
    “What is the need for two fires?” Daisy asked from over my shoulder. 
 
    “Double the heat,” I uttered. “The wood will burn faster and reach a higher temperature it wouldn’t have if I’d only burned one. If I only set fire to the wood inside of the barrel, it’ll turn to ash, but that’s not what we want. We want the outside to burn enough that it’s hard and flaky, but not enough to damage the wood inside.” 
 
    “Kind of like the perfect, delicious skin of a roast turkey?” A.B. offered. 
 
    “Yes,” I snickered. “Kind of, I guess. How do you know what Turkey tastes like?” 
 
    A.B. didn’t answer that. 
 
    “But what is all of this for?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “For Lilliana,” I breathed. “She wants black powder for her army. They probably use it for flintlock guns, cannons, or something worse, maybe even bombs.” 
 
    “What’s a bomb?” Valerie murmured. “Is it some type of food?” 
 
    “No…” I whispered. “As much as I’d like to lie and tell you that it’s a delicious type of food… it’s not. Bombs are explosives, but on a much, much larger scale. They could wipe out houses, towns, even small cities in a second, they’re horrible inventions created by the hands of power-hungry women.” 
 
    “Would you build one if they asked you to?” Daisy asked. “If one of the aristocrats asked you to build a bomb for the right price, do you think you would do it?” 
 
    “Whoa,” I chuckled. “Morality check. No, I don’t think I would. I’ve never seen a bomb, but I’ve heard what they can do. The queen deploys them regularly on her enemies, and usually, there’s a lot of media coverage when they do. The damage and carnage they create… no, I don’t think I could ever build something like that with my own two hands and still have a good conscience.” 
 
    “But what if it were an insane amount of money?” Valerie questioned. “Enough for us to build a house in the middle of nowhere, move there, and never be bothered by the aristocrats ever again? Would you do it then?” 
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled. “It’s hard to explain why I would allow myself to do something like that… maybe it’s the money and incentives, but I like to believe that it would be for the greater good… Making these weapons surely will mean that some men will lose their lives in the short term, but in the long term, we will overthrow the hegemony of the queendom, and thousands more men will be freed from their oppression.” 
 
    “But I have to ask this, Charles,” Daisy uttered. “What is the difference between what you’re doing now, and if they asked you to create bombs?” 
 
    “They starve you until you have no other choice than to obey their commands,” I exhaled. “If I went against their wishes, and refused them, I would be outcast. Can you imagine if I’d turned the Duchess down when she first approached me? I would’ve been called more than a dirty alchemist, I would have no way to make money… and ultimately, have no way to survive without her initial patronage.” 
 
    “I hate this city,” Valerie grumbled. “I hate the aristocrats and their stupid, malicious rules! I can’t wait until we turn them into monster-girls. No one will escape our hands, no woman will be spared!” 
 
    “I agree with Valerie,” Daisy nodded. “I may not remember much from my Delphine memories, but each one that comes back to me is so… sad and depressing that I dread when they rise to the surface of my consciousness. I am so much happier than I was then, I truly believe that once we enter into the machine, something within us changes. The difference between Valerie and me and all of the other women in the city is baffling. You can tell how unhappy they are just by looking in their faces, even the Duchess. She may be beautiful, rich, and powerful, but when you look into her violet eyes, there’s something missing from behind them. I truly believe that when Charles changes us, he does it for our betterment. I’m so happy to be his.” 
 
    “Yeah!” the feline-woman cried. “That’s what I meant! You’re so much better with words than I am, Daisy.” 
 
    The brunette’s soft, round ears twitched, her cheeks flushed red, and she lowered her face away from us, but I could tell she was pleased. 
 
    “T-Thank you,” the bear-girl breathed. “I believe that I speak this well because of Delphine, so, at least, I have that to thank her for… the rest of it, I hate her for.” 
 
    “Are you remembering more things?” I reached out and stoked the fire underneath the metal barrel. 
 
    “A few things,” Daisy sighed. “Here and there, they’re awful things. Sometimes, I can feel the weight of her whip in my hand, and the sound it makes as it comes down on the back of one of her innocent consorts.” 
 
    “O-Oh, wow,” I stammered. “That’s awful, Daisy, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the brunette smiled. “It’s a constant reminder that I am not her, and I will never allow myself to become like her. You and I are equals, Charles, I am, in no way, above you.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I grinned. “Val? Have you remembered anything from your past? I know you said the only things you could recall were from the cat, but have any of the human ones come back?” 
 
    “Hmmm, I’ve actually been meaning to talk to you about this,” the cat-girl hummed through closed lips. “There have been a few, but they’re nothing like Daisy’s. I remembered stealing some bread from a street-side vendor, and the owner came out and called me a ‘harlot.’ What does that word mean, Charles? It didn’t seem like a kind word at all.” 
 
    “A harlot?” I echoed. “Are you sure that’s what she called you?” 
 
    I stood, crossed the room, came to stand at the cabinets, and began pulling out supplies for the item Adelia had requested. I glanced over my shoulder at Valerie, the feline-woman snuggled close to the fire, rolled over onto her back, and her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    “Yes,” the cat-girl confirmed. “A harlot, what does it mean?” 
 
    “It’s an old word,” I told them. “From before, when men and women were equals. They often used it to describe women who slept with men for money, but… as time went on and women gained more power over the opposite sex, it took on a different meaning. You know how I told you that there have been a few uprisings? Against the matriarchy? Well, a few of the times, there have been male-sympathizers, women who are also against what the matriarchy is doing. There aren’t a lot of them. Just a handful here and there throughout history, but back to what we were talking about. The term harlot was taken and used against these women as a slur, it’s no longer about prostitution, but being a ‘brute-sympathizer.’” 
 
    “But didn’t you say that the prisoner threatened to kill you?” Daisy asked. “Called you vermin-trash and all sorts of other things when you threw her into the compartment?” 
 
    “True,” I confirmed. “But all frightened creatures revert to their true nature when cornered… I don’t fault her for that, but it makes me wonder, did we have a male-sympathizer in this town? I mean, it has to be true if it’s in your memories. Can you remember anything else like that? Any other names they might have called you?” 
 
    “No,” the feline-woman purred from her position on the floor. “All the others are cat memories. There were a couple of nice ladies that would let me into their houses, would give me bowls of warm milk, and would let me sleep beside their fire for the night, especially if it was freezing, but… the last few times, I went to their houses, meowed loud outside their doors, and they shooed me away.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to worry about that now,” I chuckled. “None of us will shoo you away or make you sit outside in the snow and cold.” 
 
    “That’s what makes me the happiest,” Valerie sighed. “I have a home now with a loving man, my little sister, and a funny little brain for a friend.” 
 
    “I’m not little!” A.B. cried. “I am a fully formed, adult-sized brain! A man’s brain at that!” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I snorted. “Have you remembered anything from your past, A.B.? You remembered your first, middle, and last names a while ago, that means you have to have something locked away in there.” 
 
    “Nope,” A.B. tittered. “Whoever created me must have wiped away all of my memories. Sometimes, I get that feeling like I’m about to recall something, and then it just stops as if it’s being blocked by something. My name is the only thing that is clear to me, and that’s why I hold on to it so tightly.” 
 
    “I’d like to know who you were, A.B.,” Daisy smiled. “Maybe we could find out? Is there some type of census we could look into? Find out who he was before, and why he is in the state he’s in now?” 
 
    “I like to believe that I was a mighty warrior in the good fight against the matriarchy,” the brain snickered. “That I was so powerful, and such a threat to the capital that they had to take me down! So, they trapped me, strapped me down, and ripped out my brilliant brain for studies.” 
 
    “That could be true,” I nodded. “I’ve always wondered how you got into such a state, especially how you could talk to me. If I'm completely honest, I’d thought I’d finally gone mad and that it was just my imagination making you talk to me, but both Daisy and Valerie can hear you, too, so it certainly must not just be me.” 
 
    “That is strange,” the bear-girl agreed. “Maybe it’s because of the small amount of shared blood between the three of us? The blood you use in the experiment? Do you think that’s the reason that we all can hear A.B.?” 
 
    “Probably,” I nodded. “But it still doesn’t explain the reason behind it. If it all leads back to me, what’s so special about me? Why do I have the ability to hear him, but the Duchess and Delphine couldn’t hear him when they were down here?” 
 
    “We will never know,” the brain chuckled. “I am a brain of mystery! No one knows where I came from, no one knows who I was or what I did, that’s why I have such appeal!” 
 
    “Maybe we should do some experimenting on him?” Daisy questioned. “Find out the reasons why he’s the way he is? I’m sure what we’d find would be fascinating.” 
 
    “E-Experiments?” A.B. squawked. “No, no, no, the last time Charles did such a thing, he violated me!” 
 
    “Violated you?” I raised my head from what I was working on and glared toward his jar. “I never violated you, what ever could you mean by that?” 
 
    “You pricked my stem!” the brain cried. “I sat very, very still for you, and you kept missing! You stabbed me four or five times! I don’t want to imagine what you’d do to me the next time. Oh, no! What if you wanted to dissect me? Get away from me! He’s a madman! Stay away!” 
 
    “I’m not going to dissect you,” I shook my head. “If that were my intention, I would’ve done it the second that I brought you home. Have you thought about that?” 
 
    “Guess not,” A.B. tittered. “I mean, if I were you, and I found a talking brain in a jar at the back of a curio shop, I would’ve taken it home and cut it up immediately. Maybe for science, or maybe to take the abomination out of existence.” 
 
    “You’re not an abomination!” Valerie cried. “You’re perfect in every way, A.B. You’ve said it yourself! You’re the source of all conscious human thought! You’ve said it hundreds of times! Don’t ever think about yourself in that way! We all love you, and we’re glad that you’re here with us, you’re a part of our family!” 
 
    “Aw, thank you, Valerie,” A.B. whispered. “That’s the hardest part about being a brain, I don’t remember anything. How old am I? How long have I been confined to a jar? How did I get into the jar? Whose jar is this and was it another brain’s before me? Are there any pretty female brains out there searching for an astutely handsome mate? All of these questions and yet, I’ll never have the answers.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if there are any female brains out there for you,” I chuckled. “But I do know the answer to a few of those questions, if only you’d asked me them sooner.” 
 
    “Really?” A.B. cried. “What do you know?” 
 
    “Well, from the state of your surface, and the quality of your brain stem, I’d say you’ve been in that jar for about… fifteen years. I can’t be for sure because when I found you, you were in a pretty bad state. Your jar hadn’t been cleaned in months, the liquid you were sitting in was pungent, and you’d begun to grow a layer of mold. I brought you here, washed you in the cleansing tank, and then left you in the liquid for about a month. Once I finished, you were as good as new, and I was able to look you over fully.” 
 
    “Huh… fifteen years,” A.B. murmured. “I wonder how it all ended? How did I die? Could you tell that from just my surface?” 
 
    “No, sadly, I cannot,” I admitted. “But the jar you’re in is the one I brought you home in. While you were in the cleansing tank, I washed it and sanitized it. The bottom has the place and date from when and where it was made. So, I can only assume that you came from a city a few miles east of here called Frandelch, or at least, close enough to it that your previous owner bought the jar from there.” 
 
    “Huh…” A.B. muttered. 
 
    “Does that bring back any memories?” I asked. “Does Frandelch mean anything to you?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” the brain chuckled. “But it’s good information to know. Thank you, Charles.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I nodded. “I would like to look deeper into your past once we get some free time. I think you’re a little too shrouded in mystery, I’d like to peel back the layers of Abraham Benjamin.” 
 
    “Hey, hey, Scientist,” A.B. snickered. “Keep your paws away from me, you’re not peeling away any layers of this brain!” 
 
    “Not literally,” I snickered. “I just want to know more about you. Why you ended up in a jar? Is there a real reason behind it, or was it just another curious scientist?” 
 
    With all of the ingredients for Adelia’s chemical weapon laid out, I turned, crossed the room, and moved toward the flaming barrel. Smoke poured from the seam in the lid, out the window, and tinted the blue sky an ashy gray color. I lifted the lid, wafted the smoke away from my face, and peered in at the contents. 
 
    “Perfect,” I coughed. 
 
    “Was that a sarcastic perfect or an actual perfect?” A.B. asked. 
 
    “No, they’re almost ready,” I smiled. “Now, all we have to do is let both of the fires die down, and we’ll have our charcoal ready to go.” 
 
    “What happens next, Charles?” Daisy asked. “What’s the next step?” 
 
    “Well, after the fires stop burning, I’ll remove the charcoal,” I stated. “Place it in that big hand mill over there and grind it into a fine powder. Then, I’ll clean out the hand mill, grind up potassium nitrate, repeat the process, and then grind up the sulfur. It all has to be done separately, or the finished product won’t work.” 
 
    “Then what, Charles?” Valerie asked. 
 
    I bent down beside the fire underneath the barrel, grabbed handfuls of sand from a small bucket beside me, and threw it into the roaring flames. The rising flames slowly died, and then I reached for a pair of tongs leaning against the wall. I stirred the sand onto the smoking pieces of wood until they died out. 
 
    “I’ll mix the charcoal and sulfur together,” I informed them. “And then pour denatured alcohol over it. Then, I’ll have to prepare the nitrate. I’ll put it, and some water, into a pan, bring it to a boil, add more water until the nitrate is dissolved, and then pour the charcoal and sulfur in. I’ll remove all of it from the pan into a cheesecloth, pour more of the denatured alcohol over it again, and then squeeze it out. After that, I’ll let it dry for two or three days, run it through a sieve, and dry it some more. Then, I’ll place it in airtight containers, and send it off to Liliana’s.” 
 
    “What about the item that Adelia asked for?” Valerie rolled onto her stomach, darted forward, jumped to her feet, flipped, and then landed onto my examination table. 
 
    “I have all of the supplies I need to make it right here,” I told them. “They’re complex items, and I’ve never made them before, but I’m a scientist and doctor by nature, and I feel as if I’ve made them hundreds of times before.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant, Charles,” Valerie sighed. “I’m so amazed by you every single day, especially when I watch you create something.” 
 
    “T-Thank you,” I stammered. 
 
    “How much time will it take to make a gas compared to the powder?” Daisy asked. “It sounds difficult.” 
 
    “Not entirely,” I explained. “It’s a mixture of a series of chemicals. The most tedious task of it all will be building the container to hold it and release it on the battlefield. It’s not considered deadly, but it has effects that can be, mainly respiratory issues, and being heavily exposed to it will form boils on the surface of the skin.” 
 
    “Not considered deadly?” A.B. echoed. “That sounds horrible! They’re using these for the ‘mock wars,’ correct?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “They’ll use them against each other.” 
 
    “And you said that Edony doesn’t take part in these ‘festivities?’” 
 
    “That’s what the three aristocrats told us,” Daisy confirmed. “Something to do with the Queen and Edony not getting along.” 
 
    I crossed the room, lifted the lid from the barrel, used the tongs to lift out the smoldering pieces of wood, and placed them within a metal pail. Then, I slipped on a glove, grabbed the metal handle, and lugged it closer to the large hand mill in the corner. 
 
    Why did the Duchess and the Queen hate each other so much? There had to be a reason other than they were two women in competition, but with the Queen… there really couldn’t be any, she was all-powerful. Edony was nothing more than the Duchess of a tiny town in the middle of nowhere, what did the two of them have to do with each other? I’d heard from the other aristocrats that my manor had been given to Edony’s family hundreds of years ago, but what had turned their favor into bad blood? 
 
    “You have to wonder,” Valerie mused. “Why do the Duchess and Queen hate each other so much?” 
 
    She’d taken the words right out of my mouth, and I couldn’t help but smile at my brilliant creation. 
 
    “Maybe Edony did something to make the Queen angry?” Daisy offered. “Disobeyed a rule or something.” 
 
    “That could be true,” I whispered. “But what could be so horrible that a female aristocrat would fall out of grace with the Queen? You’d think that she and Edony would be the best of friends, they’re both atrocious people who do terrible things.” 
 
    “We’ll never find out,” Daisy shrugged. “We can’t ask Edony, she’d never tell us, and we certainly can’t ask the Queen, we’ve never met her, and if she’s anything like Edony, she’d wipe us off the face of the earth.” 
 
    “I hope we never have to meet the Queen,” I grunted. “Only those who’ve committed ‘horrendous’ crimes are taken in front of her… we might be if they ever found out we killed the Warden and Delphine, but… we covered that crime up well enough that no one will suspect us.” 
 
    “That Chief Constable, though…” Daisy whispered. “Why is she so obsessed with you? She hasn’t said it outright, but it seems as if she suspects you of murdering both of them.” 
 
    “I know...” I nodded. “And that’s what’s most concerning. It makes me wonder if she’s on my case so much, did she find something at the crime scene? We placed everything perfectly, including the bodies, and made sure that we left nothing behind… what could she have found to think otherwise?” 
 
    “I think the Chief Constable is the least of our problems,” Daisy uttered. “Personally, at this moment, I think the Duchess is our biggest threat. She mentioned sending a letter to the Browning family three times already… what are we going to do about that?” 
 
    “It’ll most likely be sent, received, and then sent back by a courier,” I replied. 
 
    “What’s a courier?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “A servant that sends the letter along,” I stated. “They generally take a piece of mail, deliver it, and then return it once the person receiving the first letter writes back.” 
 
    “So, our objective is easy!” Valerie threw her arms into the air, leaned back, and then rolled backward onto the porcelain table. “We kill the courier!” 
 
    “No killing,” I warned. 
 
    “Fiiiine,” the feline-woman groaned. “No killing… we just maim them a little, teeny, tiny bit.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I chuckled. “We’re not doing that, either.” 
 
    “You could steal the letter?” A.B. offered. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “If the letter is stolen, or the courier loses it, the Duchess will be suspicious.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Daisy asked. “We can’t just sit around and wait for her to receive a letter back from the Browning family. Then she’ll know that I’m a fraud, and we’ll be taken in, the house will be searched, Valerie will be found, and everything will explode. We can’t let any of that happen.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Valerie whispered. 
 
    “We have to intercept the letter…” I boomed. “We prepare a letter stating that they don’t appreciate the duchess’ prying, and that the Daisy Browning in Edenhart is real. We intercept the courier, no, we’re not going to kill him… or maim him… switch out the letters, and then go on our merry way. The Duchess will receive the letter, read it, and have to accept the information as truth. She won’t suspect anything because the letter wasn’t stolen and didn’t go missing.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll work?” the feline-woman asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I grunted. “But it has to, we have no other choice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “Do you have the fake letter?” I asked. 
 
    I tossed my bags into the back of the wagon, lifted a small canvas tent into the back, and then reached for Daisy’s. The brunette came around the little cart, peered into the bed, reached into her dress pocket, and produced the perfectly copied letter. 
 
    “Fresh off the press,” she giggled. “I even copied the seal perfectly, all I had to do was sketch it from the copy in the library, mold it in clay, and then make a copper seal out of it. Then you know the rest, I poured hot wax on the sealed letter, and placed the seal over it.” 
 
    “What does the letter say?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “Well, we’ve all seen how Edony treats those below her,” the bear-girl started. “So, we can only assume how she treats those who are higher up than her.” 
 
    “Groveling…” I grunted. 
 
    “Yup,” the brunette nodded. “The general greetings that an aristocrat would send along to those of higher standing and then… the request to know why our darling, dearest Daisy Browning has decided to settle down in Edenhart with a man that the Duchess once held in her patronage.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll believe it?” the cat-girl asked. “Since this is your first time writing a letter such as this.” 
 
    “I can thank my Delphine memories for that,” Daisy grinned. “I usually don’t like to remember things from her past life, but a few things came in handy while writing this letter. If I were writing to someone who was in a lower station to me, I wouldn’t have to be as respectful or courteous, but since the Brownings are a powerful family in close contact with the Queen, Edony would have to word her letter very… politely without it coming off as an impromptu inquisition.” 
 
    “So, how did you write the letter?” I questioned, cinched my work tools into the bed of the wagon, and then turned toward the two women. “What voice did you use as a higher ranking aristocrat?” 
 
    “Well, I addressed the letter from Daisy Browning’s mother, Celestia,” the brunette explained. “And let me just say, ‘Celestia’ was not pleased to receive a letter from the Duchess of such a small town where her daughter now resides with her upstanding consort, Charles Rayburn.” 
 
    “Please tell me that you gave the Duchess a proverbial tongue lashing through the letter.” I chuckled. 
 
    “You could say that,” Daisy breathed. “Celestia asked why Edony, as the Duchess of Edenhart, was butting her nose into the Browning family business. It was of no consequence to the Duchess what Ms. Browning is doing in the city of Edenhart since the young Mistress is free to go and do as she pleases.” 
 
    “Did you say anything else?” Valerie questioned. 
 
    “Well, ‘Celestia’ told the Duchess that if she continued to invade the Browning’s personal business, the older Browning would have to take action against her,” Daisy laughed. “And I’m sure that’s something Edony does not want to happen. The Duchess may be powerful, but… I doubt she’s as strong as the Browning family since she’s so afraid of them.” 
 
    “And you’re sure that Edony will have written such a letter respectfully?” I asked over my shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure of it,” Daisy nodded. “I have a distinct memory of the Duchess, a much younger Edony than the one that we know,  asking Delphine about correspondences between different aristocrats, and what I’ve just said is exactly what Delphine told the Duchess.”  
 
    “Huh,” Valerie sighed. “It’s hard to imagine what the Duchess looked like as a child. Charles, do you have any memories of her from then?” 
 
    “I do,” I nodded. “I told Daisy about it earlier, but I’ll tell you, too.” 
 
    The feline-woman bent her legs, launched herself up, twisted through the air, and then landed perfectly in the driver’s seat of the wagon. Her oceanic eyes rested on my face for a moment, she tilted her head, slid forward, and stretched out over the length of the seat. 
 
    I glanced over my two women for a moment, breathed a heavy sigh, and then nodded. Valerie’s mouth dropped open, she wriggled closer, and stared down at me with wide, curious eyes. Daisy blinked once, smiled softly toward me, and then leaned against the brick wall behind her. I inhaled slowly, pressed my lips into a firm line, nodded once, and then lifted my face to the both of them. 
 
    “I never met her until she sought me out in the street,” I told the feline-woman. “But I’d seen her once before, we were both children, and she rode through the city in a matriarch procession. It was mainly just a bunch of old women, but she and her mother were the last carriage to ride through.” 
 
    “What was it like?” Valerie asked. “Seeing her for the first time?” 
 
    “I can’t be sure that it was her unless I ask her,” I grunted. “But I’m almost certain that it was. The eyes and the hair color were exactly the same. I was just a boy, still in the finishing school that they place all ‘brutes’ in, and they brought all of us out to watch.” 
 
    “And?” the beautiful ash blonde whispered. 
 
    “I… I thought she was beautiful,” I exhaled. “But she was the first girl my age that I’d ever seen. How else was I supposed to feel? I was constantly surrounded by old crones that reminded me of my lowly statues, and then… there she was, in her carriage with her regal mother.” 
 
    “We don’t fault you for feeling that way, Charles,” Daisy soothed. “Though I don’t like to admit it, Edony is a striking and stunning woman.” 
 
    “And she wears such pretty clothes!” Valerie cried. “And her jewelry, and hair! She always looks so well put together!” 
 
    “That’s the richest aristocrat in town for you,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Sometimes,” the cat-girl sighed. “I like to imagine what she’d look like as a monster-girl. I’m sure that Daisy and I look nothing like we did when we went into the machine, but I have this strange hope that when we finally take down Edony, and she comes out of the machine, she still looks the same.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I feel the same way,” I snorted. 
 
    “Why not?” Valerie probed. “You don’t think she’s pretty?” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t find her attractive,” I told her. “If I were to transform her, and she came out of the compartment looking exactly as she does now, I don’t think I’d be able to keep her… when I look into Edony’s face, even if it were a transformed face, I wouldn’t be able to feel the same things I feel about the two of you. Edony… she’s done some terrible things to me over the past few months, and I don’t think I could ever look into her face, and feel… love or anything like it, and I want to be able to love all the women I make.” 
 
    “I almost have to agree with Valerie, but for different reasons,” the bear-girl uttered. “If Edony were to come out of the compartment and look as she does now, it’s like… we’ve finally broken her spirit, like a wild horse broken in by her master. I would think of it that way, not that she’s done horrible things to all three of us, but we’ve completely conquered the beast of Edenhart.” 
 
    “The beast of Edenhart…” I whispered. “I’ve never heard her referred to in that way… it’s almost strange to hear it. Most of the time, men are the ones that are called brutes, creatures, and beasts, but… that’s exactly what Edony is.” 
 
    “We haven’t encountered many men yet,” Daisy stated. “But I’m sure that most of them, if not all of them, are better behaved than all of the aristocrats combined.” 
 
    “It depends on which ones,” I exhaled. “It’s hard to admit, but a lot of the men in this town are only out to protect themselves, they don’t care about their fellow man.” 
 
    “It’s a dog eat dog world,” Valerie murmured. “How sad.” 
 
    “We learn from a very young age that no one is going to look out for us except ourselves and we stick to that for the rest of our lives,” I sighed. “Then some of us sign up to be consorts, thinking that it’ll give us some sort of protection from the outside world but… those women aren’t there to protect us, in most instances, they’re the abusers. Take Delphine, for instance, I was told by one of her manservants that three of her consorts were taken to the hospital. He never specified for what, but I can only assume from the way that Delphine treated me that she was the one who sent them there.” 
 
    Daisy lowered her head, she stared at the ground, and kicked at the small rocks at her feet for a few seconds, but I crossed over to her, and lifted her chin with my pointer finger. 
 
    “But don’t go thinking for a second that you, in any way, are like her,” I explained. “She was merely the vessel, the raw material, that I used to create you. You may have received some memories from her, but that doesn’t mean that her blood flows through your veins. You need to remind yourself that not only was she part of the creation, but so was the bear, and those memories are much better than the ones you received from Delphine.” 
 
    “It’s difficult at times,” Daisy admitted. “But I’m trying not to let it get to me. I’m not her, nor do I think or behave like her. I hope to make the world better and more accepting than she did, and I will do that with your help, Charles… yours, too, Val. I hope beyond hope that what we’re doing can, in some way, change the world as we know it. I believe that there is a brighter future out there, where everyone is accepted, male and female.” 
 
    “And monster-girl!” Valerie shouted. “Though… do you think we’ll be accepted once the world finds out about us?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to keep the two of you under wraps for as long as possible,” I mused. “But I’m not entirely sure… I would hope that you would be, but we can never know what will happen.” 
 
    “I like to imagine that we’ll take over Edenhart, a little bit at a time,” Daisy pondered. “And eventually, there are no more aristocrats… just men and monster-girls, living in peace.” 
 
    “But for how long?” I exhaled. “We can’t just take over the whole town without catching the attention of the capital.” 
 
    “We’ll get there eventually,” Daisy smiled, climbed into the driver’s seat with Valerie, and then turned. “Don’t worry, Charles, it’ll all work out on its own. We’ve made it this far without anything going seriously wrong, I think we can manage until it's time to take over the whole town… and then the whole world.” 
 
    “T-The whole world?” I stammered, shook my head, and then chuckled. “I think we’re going to need a bigger machine, then… I don’t think I can do that many experiments without it exploding.” 
 
    “We’ll get there!” Valerie giggled. “And then we’ll never have to worry about the Duchess, or the Chief Constable again because they’ll be right here with us, fighting for our side!” 
 
    “You’re right,” I smiled. “Alright, everything’s packed in, let’s get ready to go.” 
 
    “We’re headed to the mine site, right?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “Yes, I finished off the black powder for Lilliana and already sent that off to her,” I exhaled. “The ingredients for the mustard gas are brewing in a container in the laboratory, and I believe they should be done by the time we get back.” 
 
    “What about the money from Lilliana?” Valerie squeezed between the two of us, slithered into the bed of the wagon, and spread out over our bags in the bright sunlight. “Will she send it to you directly or bring it to you herself? I’m so tired of hiding out in my own home…” 
 
    “I know, my dear,” I nodded. “But we can’t simply slap a bonnet over your ears and hope that no one notices the long tail peeking out of the bottom of your dress. I think she’ll most likely bring it to me herself, you know how these aristocrats are… they love to be in your business.” 
 
    “I do have to admit,” Daisy sighed. “Even as your Mistress, it does get tiring, having them showing up all of the time and bothering us. As an aristocrat, is it a common occurrence for people just to show up unannounced? Delphine’s memories always had them sending a letter requesting a visit first.” 
 
    “No, it’s not normal for an aristocrat,” I told them, took the reins in my hands, and slapped them against the backs of the horses. “For a man, yes, they show up whenever they want, but for the women, you have to have a formal request. I believe since you’re new here, that’s why they’re showing up whenever they want to, but it should slow down since you’ve bought the manor and are Mistress of the house.” 
 
    “I hope they stop very, very soon,” Valerie purred. “I’m tired of being locked in the house all the time… I want to explore! Climb the trees! Chase a few butterflies… maybe eat them, who knows?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t eat butterflies,” I chuckled. “I don’t think they’d be very tasty.” 
 
    “I used to eat them all the time,” Valerie rolled over onto her stomach. “In my cat memories. They were hard to catch, but if you did, they were so, so tasty.” 
 
    I glanced over at Daisy.  
 
    The bear-girl giggled, placed a hand over her eyes, shook her head, and then glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “I used to eat a lot of honey as a bear,” the brunette stated. “But I don’t think I ever tried butterflies, I just liked to lay in the long grass and watch as they fluttered past.” 
 
    “Don’t bears eat like… grubs and stuff like that?” the cat-girl giggled. 
 
    “Yes,” Daisy sighed. “But that’s only when we’re preparing for hibernation. We need all the nutrients we can get before we slip into sweet slumber.” 
 
    My women talked quietly to themselves while we rode down the hill toward town, but right as we reached the outskirts, I angled to reins right onto a side road, and left Edenhart in our dust. I didn’t know the exact location of Josephine’s mines, but the small, blonde aristocrat had given Daisy detailed directions in the folds of the long-winded letter. Daisy pulled the parchment out of her skirt pocket, unfolded it, and held it out in front of her face for a moment as she scanned the neat handwriting. 
 
    “Josephine said that it’s about half a day’s drive to the mines,” the brunette uttered. “Once we get close, Valerie should activate her power.” 
 
    “Sure, and then once it’s dark, no one will be able to see me!” the feline-woman cackled. “Then I’ll sneak into the worker’s tents and go through their things! Oh! I wonder what treasures I’ll find! Oooo, I could even go through Josephine’s tent, find out some dirt on her, and then bring it back to you, Charles.” 
 
    “Honestly, I feel like Josephine is the least of our problems,” I smiled. “Though she’s an aristocrat, she’s still respectful and somewhat kind to me… unlike Lilliana and Adelia.” 
 
    “They seemed just as nice to you as Josephine was,” Valerie contemplated. “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “You can see it in their eyes when they look at me,” I uttered. “They look at me as if I were a gross worm crawling across the ground.” 
 
    “I did notice that…” Daisy confirmed. “Josephine doesn’t really do that. Does she have consorts?” 
 
    “I can only assume so,” I nodded. “But she seems much kinder than the rest, but we can’t underestimate her, she is still an aristocrat. You never know when they’ll fly off the handle or what will make them do it.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because she’s been losing so much money from the mines?” Valerie offered from the back. “Need can make you do a lot of things, even be nice to those that you normally would spit upon.” 
 
    “Very insightful,” I chuckled. “What made you think of that, Val?” 
 
    “Well, something like that happened to me once…” the beautiful ash blonde chirped. “I only know it did from my cat memories. One time, it was raining really hard, it rained for days and months on end, and I couldn’t find a single dry place to sleep or wait it out. So, I prowled around for a long time, soaking wet, and meowing, hoping that one of the women who lived on the street would open their doors and let me in.” 
 
    “That must’ve been the monsoon that hit about a year back,” I nodded. “We’re pretty close to the shore, so it happens occasionally.” 
 
    “So, I wandered around for a while until I found myself on the dock where all of the fish merchants sell their goods, but all of the stalls were closed,” Valerie went on. “And I was so relieved to finally find a dry place to lay underneath one of the stalls with a tarp covering it but… the only problem was a stray dog was sleeping under there already. When I came near, he barely lifted his head, only opened an eye and huffed in my direction.” 
 
    “So, what did you do?” I asked. 
 
    “There wasn’t really much that I could do,” the cat-girl explained. “I could either sit out in the rain… or snuggle up with my greatest enemy. The choice was clear.” 
 
    “Stay out in the rain?” Daisy giggled. 
 
    “No!” Valerie cried. “I mustered the courage, slunk over, a little bit at a time until I was right next to him, meowed to make sure he was sleeping, and then… snuggled up underneath his massive head. We slept for what seemed like hours, and when I woke up, the rain had stopped, and the dog was gone. My fur was all dry, and I scampered off back into the city.” 
 
    “You were kind to your enemy,” I exhaled. “That’s very sweet of you, Val.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it sweet,” the feline-woman breathed. “We both put aside our differences for a moment and helped each other out.” 
 
    “So, you believe that’s what Josephine is doing now?” Daisy asked. “Being kind to an enemy to get what she wants?” 
 
    “Maybe?” Valerie shrugged. “Or she could just be a nice lady who doesn’t follow the rules of Edenhart.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” I shook my head. “All of these women have been trained since birth to believe that they’re better than men, there’s no way that she’s treating me this way merely out of kindness.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Valerie grinned. “She’d still make a cute monster-girl, such pretty eyes! Like a cat! Almost like mine! Buuuut, no more cat-girls, just me!” 
 
    “Val,” I tittered. “We can’t just go around, snatching women up, and turning them into monster-girls. We have to have solid reasons why we need to turn them, you understand that, right? I turned the female prisoner by accident, and I transformed Delphine to get away from Edony.” 
 
    “I knoooow,” the feline-woman grumbled. “But if we need to… Josephine is always an option, I’d love to have her as my sister.” 
 
    Valerie and Daisy spoke quietly to each other as we rolled down the small dirt-path. I leaned my head back, breathed in the fresh air, and let a small smile spread over my lips. The tree branches above my head stretched out the deeper we moved into the forest, and soon, they created an interlocking canopy over our heads. In the distance, I heard the soft calling of birds, and the rustling of bushes as small woodland creatures trundled about. It was a lovely day, and no one else seemed to be traveling in either direction, which meant we wouldn’t meet anyone on our way to the mines. I wanted nothing more than to enjoy this moment with the warm sunlight filtering through the trees, a soft breeze at my back, and my two women sitting close by. 
 
    The letter that Daisy received from Josephine said that it’d take half a day to reach the mines, which meant that we’d get there by at least late afternoon or early evening. I had to admit, I didn’t mind the drive. It was  quite peaceful out here with no interruptions from aristocrats or the Chief Constable. It seemed as if, only for a moment, our lives had finally found peace… I wasn’t sure how long the feeling would last, but I relished it as we rode deeper into the woodlands. 
 
    “How close is the way station to the mines?” Valerie asked. 
 
    “Less than three miles from the mines,” Daisy replied, pulled out a hand-drawn map that Josephine provided, and pointed down at the location. “Here.” 
 
    “Charles?” the feline-woman called. “Are we going to switch out the letters before or after you fix the elevator?” 
 
    “After,” I replied, and then nodded toward the brunette beside me. “It takes two days to reach the capital on a fast horse, but I doubt he’s going that fast. We also have to factor in the time it took for the Browning’s to write a reply and send it back, so the courier will most probably reach the way station after we finish the project. When Daisy went into town for the crest, she got some information on when and where the letter is being delivered. The courier bringing back the letter will be at the way station to rest tomorrow afternoon. After I finish with the elevator either tonight or tomorrow morning, we will go there and switch out the letters.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll be dangerous?” Val questioned. 
 
    “Most likely, yes,” I grunted. “The letter will be protected heavily by the Duchess’ guards. The courier has the most dangerous job of all, he has to deliver important information to and from powerful aristocrats. He could be ambushed by other women’s guards or even vagabonds along the road.” 
 
    “So, that’s the reason for all the guards?” the cat-girl breathed. “You’d think he’d just be sending stupid letters back and forth, they’re not worth that much… definitely not worth killing someone for.” 
 
    “Well, it depends on who’s sending the letter,” I explained. “Say, if it were a letter from the Queen, then they’d need the extra protection. If the information in those letters fell into the wrong hands, all hell would break loose.” 
 
    “But does Edony really need guards for her letters?” Valerie huffed. “She may be the Duchess of Edenhart, but it’s not like she’s that special, she’s not the Queen.” 
 
    “That may be true,” I confirmed. “But to Edenhart, Edony is their Queen, there is no ruler higher than her. The Queen only gets involved with small cities such as ours if there have been crimes committed that should receive capital punishment.” 
 
    “What kind of crimes would warrant that?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “Well, most of them are things committed by men against aristocrats,” I told them. “But the largest one… the worst of all is killing an aristocrat.” 
 
    “But when you were arrested,” the stunning blonde broke in. “Edony was the one who was going to handle it, not the Queen.” 
 
    “As we’ve suspected, Edony is going against the Queen’s wishes,” I breathed. “Maybe that’s the source of their hatred of one another. We know that the Chief Constable is here under the direct order of the Queen, but she’s taken to licking Edony’s boots instead.” 
 
    “Ew!” Valerie cried. 
 
    “Figuratively,” I chuckled. “She’s not actually licking Edony’s boots.” 
 
    “I’m worried about Ortensia,” Daisy admitted. “She has such a strange interest in you… and it doesn’t seem good.” 
 
    “I know,” I grunted. “She kept asking me about Milton and Delphine’s deaths like it wasn’t solved. We left no proof that we were there…” 
 
    “Maybe they found something we missed?” Valerie gasped. 
 
    “We made sure there was nothing,” I reiterated. “But even then, why would she be riding me so hard if they hadn’t found anything?” 
 
    “Maybe we have to wait it out and see what she has on you,” Daisy offered. “Like everyone else before her, once she has something, she’ll come directly to you.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I nodded. “It’s just the waiting; it’s the worst part of it all. If it’s going to happen, I’d prefer it to happen now when we’re already on edge than later on when we’ve relaxed for a moment.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Charles, it’s just life keeping you on your toes,” the bear-girl giggled, pointed to a fork in the road, and then turned. “There, turn left there. The mines will be just ahead of us.” 
 
    “Alright, Valerie,” I smirked. “You know what to do. We don’t want anyone to see you while we’re here.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The overhanging tree limbs that created a perfect canopy over our heads opened up right as we reached the end of the road, and we were given an ideal view of the sloping mountains just outside of Edenhart. Our wagon rested on a small crest right above the valley, and all three of us stared down at the city-like maze below us. 
 
    To the west was a large clustering of brown tarp tents, and from this distance away, we could make out small, smoldering fires from breakfast early this morning. Ramshackle belongings, crates, and other objects were scattered outside of each tent, and we assumed these were the possessions of miners. Beyond the tents was a gravel road cut through the sparse, sickly looking trees, and at the end of it were hastily built wooden shacks where I guessed they stored all of their work tools. Farther to the east were the actual mountains, and pressed into the sides of them were darkened entrances into the mines, and men covered in black soot moved in and out, some of them pushing wheelbarrows, some of them with large, block shovels and pickaxes in their hands. 
 
    I moved my eyes over the sad, gray area, glanced over my shoulder at the lush forest behind us, and then pressed my lips into a hard line. Even the sky over this area looked bleak and darker than the sky we’d just been under, and I hated to imagine what it would be like to work here permanently, like the men below. There was only one stark contrast of color below as a single woman moved through the droves of blackened men, and we knew it could only be one person. 
 
    “Is that Josephine?” Valerie asked. 
 
    I peeked over at her, and the feline-woman was completely undetectable against the piles of our bags. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “She must be here to show us the elevator that isn’t working.” 
 
    “I knew she was pretty,” the cat-girl giggled. “I’d seen her through the front window at the auction, but I didn’t know she was that pretty! Maybe we should forget about Edony and use Josephine instead!” 
 
    “Josephine isn’t a problem for us yet,” I chuckled. “But maybe, in the future, she will be.” 
 
    “In all honesty, Charles,” Daisy uttered. “I doubt she will be, her temperament isn’t like the other aristocrats.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I breathed, slapped the reins against the horses’ backs, and forced them down the small hill. “But we’re not concerned about that right now… right, ladies? We’re here to fix the elevator and not find a new woman for a monster-girl.” 
 
    “We knoooow,” Valerie whined. “But it’d just be so, so nice to have Josephine--” 
 
    “Val,” I echoed. 
 
    “Fiiiiine.” The feline-woman grumbled. 
 
    Right as we reached the work area, the blonde aristocrat raised her head, grinned, waved excitedly, gripped her skirts in both hands, and raced forward. 
 
    “Charles!” Josephine called. “Ms. Browning! I’m so glad that you made it!” 
 
    “Good Afternoon, Ms. Josephine,” I bowed my head, pulled back the reins, stopped the horses, hopped from the driver’s seat, and tied them off. “It’s lovely to see you again.” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Josephine giggled. “And Ms. Browning! Don’t you look stunning! I always admire how you wear clothes that went out of style so well! Maybe you’ll start a new trend! Seeing them makes me want to rummage through my closest and wear my old clothes!” 
 
    “Is that an insult?” Daisy crooked a single eyebrow. “That I wear things out of style? Do you think it’s embarrassing? I can assure you these clothes are all the rage back where I come from.” 
 
    The blonde’s expression immediately fell, her orange-colored eyes widened, and her plump lips parted in a loud gasp. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Josephine shook her head. “That’s not what I meant at all, I’m so sorry if it came off that way! I just know that Adelia mentioned something about you wearing clothes that went out of style, and I told her that I quite liked it. It’s such a waste that all of us have clothes in that style, and none of us wear them because some other rich woman decided they were ‘out of style.’ I want to assure you I meant it as a compliment.” 
 
    I glanced over at Daisy. The brunette’s expression cleared, the corners of her lips curled up into a small smile, and she bowed her head to Josephine. The blonde perked up, giggled, and then stepped forward to grab my hand. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind my forwardness,” the aristocrat bubbled. “I’m just so excited that the two of you are here. Please, follow me this way, Charles, I want you to look at my elevator as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” I chuckled. “I just have to grab my supplies from the wagon.” 
 
    “No, no,” Josephine shook her head, held onto my hand even tighter, and pulled me toward the mine entrance. “We’ve already got brand new supplies for you to use, I made sure they were bought, and then placed in a special place so no one else would use them. There’s no need for you to get anything from the wagon, my men will set up your tents and make sure you have everything that you need.” 
 
    “Your servants will set everything up?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!” the blonde vigorously nodded. “I want you to get started as soon as possible! The faster you get down there, the faster it’ll be finished, and I won’t have to worry about the elevator anymore! Then, once you start working, I’ll come back up here with Ms. Browning, and I can show her around the camps, or we can sit in my private tent and enjoy some tea together.” 
 
    Josephine brought me to the entrance of the mine. The workers crowded around, and I glanced over my shoulder at their faces. They were streaked with soot, but surprisingly, unlike the workers or other aristocrats, they didn’t look miserable. A few of them smiled in my direction, glanced over at Josephine, and then smiled even wider. I’d never witnessed this before. Workers that actually liked their employers. 
 
    “This way, Charles,” the blonde woman smiled. “My overseer, Mr. Bronson, will show us the way down.” 
 
    A tall, lanky man stepped out of the shadows, pulled off his soot-stained cap, nodded his head, and then bowed low to the aristocrat. He gestured with his arm toward the wooden entrance into the mine, turned on his heels, and Daisy, Josephine, and I followed after him into the darkness. 
 
    “We have six elevators in this complex,” Mr. Bronson explained to me. “But first, you have to enter into the largest one to reach the five below. With the largest one out of commission, we can’t work in this mine, which is the largest out of all of them in the valley.” 
 
    “I have a few more,” Josephine interjected. “But they bring in nothing compared to this one. That’s why I was so desperate for you to come and fix it, I need to get it up and running.” 
 
    “Are you running out of funds?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “Yes, very quickly,” the blonde exhaled. “My mother is very sick: tuberculosis, and I had to send her away to a long-term care hospital in the west. The doctors there say that the air is clear, and it’s better for those ailing from the sickness to breathe. I can only trust what they say, and hope that the treatments will somehow cure her.” 
 
    “Tuberculosis?” I echoed. “I heard that they were working on a cure for it, though I’m sure if you wanted me to look into it, I could try to formulate something for it?” 
 
    “Could you?” the blonde cried. “That… that would be fantastic, Charles.” 
 
    “I would have to spend a few days in the laboratory,” I uttered. “But I think I could do it.” 
 
    “Once we get the elevator fixed,” Josephine breathed. “Would you do that for me? I can pay you double, even triple what I’m paying you now, it just means so much to me. Once my mother fell sick, all of the financial responsibility fell on me, and I will have to admit, it’s been very hard. I don’t have the same sense for it that my mother has, so I’m doing my best by just pinching every coin.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry,” the brunette whispered. “I’d heard rumors about your spending habits, but I hadn’t heard that your mother was sick.” 
 
    “Oh, that must have come from Adelia and Lilliana,” Josephine giggled, but the sound didn’t have the usual happiness in it. “They may spend frivolously, and I was about to do that before my mother got sick, but I can’t anymore, money is too tight now.” 
 
    “I find you very respectable, Josephine,” Daisy admitted. “It takes courage to keep going forward and fight while going through so much. I am sorry if the other aristocrats or I have treated you unkindly.” 
 
    “Oh, my stars,” Josephine paused, turned, and held her delicate, gloved hands to her chest. “Thank you so very much, you don’t understand how much that means to me. For someone of your standing to--” 
 
    “If I may?” Mr. Bronson interrupted. 
 
    “Oh, of course, David,” Josephine nodded. “Speak if you like.” 
 
    “Ms. Josephine is the kindest, most generous woman I’ve ever worked for,” Mr. Bronson smiled over his shoulder. “I worked for many years in other parts of the country, even in the heart of Edenhart, and I’ve never found an employer who is as good to us as Ms. Josephine is. Yes, she works us hard, and expects results when each day ends, but when the elevator broke down, she never blamed us or even laid a hand on my workers or me. We appreciate her and her kindness very much, and all of us have stayed under her patronage for many years.” 
 
    “T-Thank you, Mr. Bronson,” the blonde chuckled. “What most aristocrats don’t know is if you treat those within your employ with the same respect and understanding that you want from them, they will flourish under your hand. I heard from Edony that you treat Charles in the same way, and it angered her, but I respect you for it. He may be your consort, but he still has needs and feelings.” 
 
    “You heard that from Edony?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the stunning aristocrat nodded. “She said something about Daisy treating you differently than most Mistress’ do. I know for a fact that Edony doesn’t keep consorts, but if she did… I’d hate to see what type of state they would be in. I visited Delphine Vallantine a few times… and I always felt so sorry for her men, she treated them so horribly, a few of them were beaten so severely they were sent to the hospital, and I know… three of them died under her care. We never found out the reasoning behind their ‘illnesses,’ but I’m sure it had something to do with her atrocious ‘playroom’ as she called it.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of that place,” I whispered. “I never had the chance to see it since she rejected me, but during my visit, she mentioned it a few times.” 
 
    “Did you ever see the playroom?” Daisy asked. “We’ve heard of it, but no one will speak of it.” 
 
    “Once or twice…” the blonde admitted. “Right when she was starting on its construction, and once after, when it was finally finished, and she was moving in all of the… objects. I never went back after that, and if I did, I would never set foot in that horrible room, it made me feel dirty.” 
 
    “Do you keep consorts?” the bear-girl probed. “I’ve heard that most of the women in the city do, but you’ve never mentioned them.” 
 
    “Only one,” the blonde smiled. “But for breeding purposes only. He lives in a small cottage on the outskirts of my property, and he only visits me once a month when it’s time for our… uhm… appointment, and then he leaves right after. He comes to our monthly appointment, and then in return, I pay him handsomely and allow him to live on the property of my manor undisturbed.” 
 
    “Oh, I would’ve assumed you to have a breeding program,” Daisy breathed. “Something like the Duchess and Delphine have in place.” 
 
    “No,” Josephine shook her head. “I don’t approve of such things, they’re too forced. If you want so badly to have a baby, you’re more likely to get pregnant and continue on your lineage if you’re relaxed about it. Or at least, that’s what my mother told me, I’ve had no such luck with my consort… but I’d hate to let him go, find another suitable one, and then have the very same thing happen again. The other ladies are all so desperate to continue on their family line, but their desperation is only making it harder for them to conceive. I also partly believe it's because they’re not active participants in the… ‘appointments,’ they merely lay there and wait for their consort to pleasure them.” 
 
    “Here, Ms. Josephine,” Mr. Bronson pointed. 
 
    “Ah, yes, sorry, David,” the blonde chuckled. “I got distracted by our conversation. This way, Charles, this is the largest elevator that we’re having problems with.” 
 
    I followed after Mr. Bronson and Josephine as they brought me closer to the closed shaft. The elevator the both of them gestured toward was huge, towering over twenty feet into the solid rock, and large enough to fit twenty men in comfortably at once. Yellow tape covered the closed metal gates, I stepped forward, peered inside, and then glanced back at Josephine. 
 
    “It works until you go down about two levels, malfunctions, and stops,” the blonde aristocrat stated. “We’re unsure if it’s faulty wiring or what, but if you could look at it and possibly fix it, that’d be wonderful.” 
 
    Mr. Bronson rushed forward, ripped off the yellow tape, balled it up in his hands, and then tossed it aside. He picked up a shiny, brand new toolbox, offered it to me, smiled softly, and then stepped back toward his Mistress. 
 
    “Will you be alright by yourself, Charles?” Daisy asked. “I could come down there with you if you like.” 
 
    “No, I should be fine,” I chuckled, grabbed the toolbox by the handle, and then stepped inside of the elevator. “But Josephine, I have to ask how old is this elevator?” 
 
    “Well, the mines have been in my family for years,” the blonde bubbled. “But this one is fairly new. We mined all of the other shafts until they were dry, and then we built this mine, and the elevator, but we only started having problems with it this past year. We’re unsure what could be the problem… will you try to fix it, Charles? My mother and her care are depending on the gold that’s hidden deep within these mountains.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” I smiled, turned, and examined the control box on the right side of the wall. 
 
    “There is a control room in the space between levels two and three,” Mr. Bronson said. “You should be able to find it before the elevator malfunctions. You’ve gone too far if the elevator shakes violently, drops a few floors… rapidly, a loud hissing can be heard, and then the cart stops.” 
 
    “Noted,” I grunted. “Alright, I’ll see you all when I’ve finished.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Josephine bleated. “I appreciate you so much.” 
 
    I nodded to her, glanced over at the control panel, lifted my hand, and pushed the illuminated DOWN button. The elevator hummed to life, shook for a second, and then lowered me down into the mines. Lights pressed into the earth walls flickered to life and marked my way down inside of the mountain. 
 
    “In between levels two and three,” I breathed. 
 
    I glance above me at the turning gears, unfurling coils of metal wire, and rumbling machinery. All the metal pieces were clean and free of oil and grease, and everything here seemed to be working fine. This meant there had to be something wrong eith the electrical or wiring side of things. 
 
    “Level two,” I breathed. “Alright, it should be here somewhere.” 
 
    I kept my hands poised over the control panel, glued my eyes to the edge of the elevator, and waited for the control room’s opening to appear. The dirt wall suddenly broke apart, held together by thick, wooden struts, and I jammed my pointer finger down on the STOP button. The entire elevator shook, groaned, and then eased to a stop a few inches below the crude doorway. I gripped the toolbox a little tighter, pushed open the metal cage door, and stepped out into the small hall. 
 
    Thick black wires were secured to the ceiling over my head. They hummed with the sound of electricity, and I stared at them for a moment. They looked relatively new, their surfaces still shiny with no wear and tear over their surfaces. As I moved deeper into the hall, lights flickered on over my head, and a control panel appeared in the distance. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I hummed to myself. “Everything appears to be in working order.” 
 
    Even the control panel looked brand new, the silver metal of its side panels glowed from the light of the lamps above my head, and even the brightly colored buttons shone with newness. I rested the toolbox beside the panel, reached for a screwdriver, and peeled away one of the side plates. 
 
    All the wires, gears, and electrical mechanicals were fine, and I reached into my pocket for my small acid battery flashlight I had designed a year ago. I clicked it on, leaned in closer, peered inside, and then clicked my tongue. Everything looked fine, none of the wiring appeared faulty or burned from a malfunction here. 
 
    “What could it be?” I asked. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder toward the end of the hall where the elevator waited. I clicked my tongue, pressed my lips into a hard line, and then leaned even closer to peer inside of the paneling. I angled myself to the left, shined the light up toward the inlaid buttons, sighed, and then pulled back. 
 
    “That’s not it, either,” I grunted. “That means I’ll have to go down into the shaft, let the elevator malfunction, and then… climb down into the actual mechanicals below.” 
 
    I sighed softly, lifted the discarded plate, screwed it into place, grabbed the toolbox, and then stood. I hurried back toward the elevator, slipped inside, closed the light metal door, and then turned toward the panel of buttons. I glanced down at the darkness below my feet, sighed, and then jammed my thumb down on the DOWN button for the second time. I held tightly to the toolbox as the mechanisms below and above my head thrummed to life and lowered me deeper into the mines. 
 
    I dropped to my knee, opened the toolbox, grabbed a small length of rope from inside, and then secured it tightly to one of the sides of the cage. I wrapped the other end around my middle, made sure it was secure, and then reached for the door beside my feet with my flashlight in hand. 
 
    Mr. Bronson warned me that the elevator would shake violently at first, and then drop down a few floors, but I hadn’t expected what happened next. The small, metal box I crouched in rocked back and forth so wildly that I almost slid across the floor each time it tipped. I gritted my teeth, held tightly to the floor, and waited for the drop that would come next. 
 
    It didn’t take long before a sudden, gut-wrenching weightlessness washed over my whole body, and the elevator dropped down the darkened shaft. Overhead, the lights flew away from me at lightning speed, and I pressed my lips together to stop myself from screaming. My entire body lifted off the floor, and I clung to it with my fingertips as darkness overcame me. 
 
    I slammed back down onto the floor as the elevator slammed to a stop, clattered against the walls for a moment, and a loud, angry hissing reached my ears. I groaned, rolled over onto my back, and then forced myself up onto my knees. I raised my flashlight, shone it around the small space, and then groaned loudly. The contents of the toolbox were spilled all over the floor, I hastily pooled them all together, and then dumped them back into the box. 
 
    I aimed the flashlight up toward the mechanicals above my head, shook my head, aimed my gaze down at the obscured machinery below my feet, squinted my eyes, and then reached for the small door at my feet. 
 
    “It has to be down here somewhere,” I grumbled. “Everything up top looks brand new.” 
 
    I heaved the door open, tugged on the length of rope around my waist one more time, and then climbed down the small ladder toward the major system. I glanced over my shoulder at the massive, hanging gears, pulleys, and spools of loose, metal wire that were used to lower the elevator. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I grunted. 
 
    I turned on the small ladder, grabbed the rope tied around my waist, and jumped out toward the massive jumble of metal. I slammed into it, gripped onto it, teetered for a second as I cursed aloud, and then regained my balance. I held the flashlight in one hand, peered around the massive blue and red wires, squinted my eyes, and moved my head closer to the core of the apparatus. There was a small space where all of the cables, mechanics, and gears came together, and from the light of my flashlight, I could see that most of them were blackened. I swiped my hand against them, brought my fingertips closer to my face, and then grunted deep in the back of my throat. 
 
    “Soot?” I questioned. “Ash, maybe? From the mines? Hm… no.” 
 
    I placed one hand on the enormous hanging machinery, the other on the rope above my head, and maneuvered my way around the metal mass. The wires here and there were charred, I reached for them, tore them out, and then examined the rough edges. All of them were burned to a crisp, and it was no wonder to me that the elevator kept malfunctioning, but in different parts of the hanging metal, the wires looked brand new and freshly replaced. 
 
    “Well, they did say they had to keep repairing it…” I mumbled. “But if I can figure out why it keeps happening…” 
 
    The hissing that Mr. Bronson told me about was almost constant in my ears, but I did notice it was louder down here than in the actual elevator. It didn’t sound like it came from the machinery, nor was it any electrical sound that I knew of. I glanced around all of the gears toward the open space of the core, shrugged, fitted my hands into the metal, and plunged my bare hand inside. My hand patted down the inside, felt wires, smooth gears, and then… my fingers wrapped around something that didn’t seem to fit. 
 
    The hissing loudened, rose to such a pitch that it was almost a human scream, and then pain ripped through the soft flesh in between my pointer finger and thumb. I tore my arm back, stared down at the clean bite on my hand, panted, and then brought my face closer to the empty space inside of the core. A small creature roared at me, beat its wings, bared its teeth, and jabbed its head through the tiny space to reach me. I hastily pulled away, swung on the rope, held tightly to the machine with my injured hand, and panted softly. 
 
    “What is that?” I gasped. 
 
    The small beast inside of the core made strange clicking noises as it retreated into the center, glanced back at me with golden, hateful eyes, dropped its mouth open, and hissed loudly in my direction. 
 
    I glanced down at the still bleeding bite on my hand, wiped away the blood, and marveled at the almost human-like structure of the creature’s teeth imprinted in my flesh. I chuckled, shook my head, leaned in a little closer as the wild beast seemed to calm down, and peered in at it once more. Its skin was a dark scarlet color, muted in some places to an almost grayish color. Small horns sprouted from its head, a pair of tattered black wings beat from its back, and a thin tail, pointed at the tip like an arrow, whipped out behind it agitatedly. 
 
    “By Science!” I grunted. “A magical beast!” 
 
    The small creature glared at me, pressed itself against the corner of the wall, opened its mouth to hiss at me, but I had to admit… when I looked at this creature, I didn’t see it for what it was. When I looked at this tiny beast… all I could do was imagine what it would look like as a newly transformed monster-girl. 
 
    I chuckled deep in the back of my throat, the sound bubbled up from deep in my chest, and I leaned in close once more. 
 
    “What are you, little one?” I grinned. “And who will you become for me?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    It was clear to me that the small creature had made its home inside the core of the machinery. It’d be easy to lure it out and then trap it, but I’d have to wear a pair of thick gloves to do so. I already knew that it wasn’t some type of rabid squirrel or chipmunk, it had to be of magical origin, and that made me even more excited. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” I grunted. “I can’t trap it and take it back to camp now…” 
 
    There were too many people bustling around, and Josephine would certainly ask if I’d fixed the machine, but… at least I’d figured out why the elevator wasn’t working. The wires and gears surrounding the core were utterly fried and unusable, but I knew once I got the beast out and replaced everything, the lift would be back in working order. 
 
    “But will the movement of the elevator scare it away?” I questioned, glanced up toward the shaft above my head, and then scoffed. “No… if it hasn’t already moved from this spot after everything they’ve done to try to fix it, it probably won’t leave if I go back to the surface one more time.” 
 
    I glanced once more at the small, hissing beast, let go of the mechanical core, and climbed hand over hand back into the steel frame of the elevator. I closed the door slowly, locked it into place, stood, and then crossed toward the control panel. I jammed my finger against the UP button, waited for a second, and listened to the loud groaning of the gears above my head. Slowly at first, the loose wire below me returned to its spool, and the elevator began to rise back toward the control room and the first level where I’d entered. 
 
    Surprisingly, the elevator didn’t give me much trouble on the way back up, but I kept my eyes glued toward the core below my feet in case the small creature attempted to escape. My heart hammered in my chest, and for the first time in months, I realized it wasn’t out of fear, but from excitement. If I managed to capture this mystical beast, we’d only have to find another woman to experiment on.  
 
    We knew what a mundane creature and a woman could make, but what could a magical creature and a woman make? The possibilities boggled my mind, but first I needed to capture the creature.  
 
    And then I needed a woman.  
 
    “If I were to say these things out loud to any other person,” I breathed. “They’d probably think I was absolutely out of my mind. I’m even talking to myself… that might be a sign, too.” 
 
    I snorted out a chuckle, lifted my head as the bright lights from above flickered on one by one, and I knew I was near the opening for the shaft. Once I reached it, the elevator slowed to a stop, clanged pleasantly, wobbled once, and then held still. I stepped out onto the solid earth, glanced around, and then headed toward the entrance. 
 
    None of the workers bustled around the entrance into the mines, and I guessed that they’d returned to their tents for the night since there was no work for them yet. I wasn’t sure where Daisy and Josephine went, let alone where Valerie had slunk off to in the waning light. I assumed that the two aristocrats had headed back to Josephine’s tent, the largest out of all of them, so I set my sights on it, and headed straight for it. 
 
    “Charles!” a voice shouted from behind me, and I whipped around. 
 
    “Val?” I hissed into the darkness. “Valerie?” 
 
    “Right here, Charles!” the feline-woman giggled. 
 
    Valerie appeared out of nowhere, threw out her arms, and launched herself at me. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I opened up my arms, braced my legs, and caught her midair. 
 
    “Where have you been all day?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” the cat-girl purred. “Around. Exploring, chasing butterflies in the field beyond the trees, going through people’s tents, and looking for shiny things.” 
 
    “Val…” I chided. 
 
    “I know, but I didn’t find anything interesting in the workers’ tents.” The beautiful blonde shrugged. “I did look through Josephine’s tent while Josephine was showing Daisy around, and I found a lot of interesting things!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” I chuckled. “It’s not very polite… and what would’ve happened if you were caught?” 
 
    “But I wasn’t,” the feline-woman offered. “I left as soon as I heard their voices approaching! No one saw me or even suspected that I was there! I even found this!” 
 
    Valerie reached behind her back, grabbed the pack she’d slung over her shoulder, and then rummaged inside of it. The feline-woman found what she was looking for, grinned widely, and then pulled out a weathered looking leather-bound book. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “A book?” 
 
    “A naaaaaughty book,” Valerie giggled. “I peeked inside, and it has all sorts of dirty things inside.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, took the book from her, and flipped through the pages. 
 
    “It’s like a regular book, like the ones you have in your house,” the cat-girl giggled. “But there’s lots of sex in it, even pictures, too. Why would Josephine have such a thing? Here, read this passage? The man is inside of the woman, but he’s telling her how much he’s in love with her? How can that be? Men and women aren’t allowed that.” 
 
    “Well, from the looks of it,” I uttered. “This book is old, like centuries-old, probably from before women manifested powers.” 
 
    “But why would Josephine have this?” Valerie asked. “Wouldn’t books like these have been outlawed? Or burned? Something like that, right?” 
 
    “Most likely,” I shrugged. “Maybe Josephine managed to get her hands on this one by accident.” 
 
    “No, not just one,” the cat-girl breathed. “She had a whole trunk of them, hundreds of them, all stacked on top of each other. They all looked like this, old, smelly, and worn, some of them were even crudely sewn back together. She must like them a lot.” 
 
    “Then, you should put this back,” I stated. 
 
    “What?” the feline-woman cried. “No! She has so many! I want to read this one! Plus, why would she even have these if she finds men disgusting? These books are all full of mushy, gushy stuff about love and sex! As an aristocrat, she wouldn’t be interested in that stuff!” 
 
    “Maybe… she just likes the stuff?” I asked. “If she has so many of them, she must enjoy reading them.” 
 
    “But isn’t it… illegal?” the beautiful woman asked. “You’d think this is something they certainly wouldn’t allow to be passed around among the aristocrats.” 
 
    “I know for sure they were outlawed,” I muttered. “But I genuinely doubt if they’ve come back into style. Certainly not something like this, it’s too old and beaten-up.” 
 
    “Well, you’d think if they were back in style,” the feline-woman exhaled. “You’d think that they’d been more geared toward… aristocratic things, like consorts and generally being unagreeable.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I sighed, took the book from her, and turned it over in her hands. “But I don’t think we’ll find out unless we ask her directly… then we’d have to explain how we got the book in our possession, and ultimately, we’d have to tell her about you. See how that works out? We can’t do that, you need to get that back in her trunk somehow, by the end of tonight or by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nooo,” Valerie whined. “I want to keep it and get ideas for the two of us!” 
 
    “That’s a nice idea,” I chuckled. “But it’s not yours. You need to put it back, tonight or tomorrow, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yesss,” the blonde pouted. 
 
    Valerie grabbed the book back, gazed down at it lovingly, pushed out her delicious lips into a pout, sighed softly under her breath, and then tucked it back into the brown pack at her waist. I knew how badly she wanted to keep it, but if Josephine found out it’d gone missing, I’m sure that the aristocrat would tear the whole camp apart to find it. If Josephine had so many of them, as Valerie had said, they must’ve been the aristocrat’s most prized possessions, and she’d know the moment they went missing. 
 
    “Oh, Charles!” Valerie grinned. “Did you fix whatever was in the elevator?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I grinned. “But I found something, and I’m going to go get Daisy so I can tell you both about it. Stay here, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Okay!” Valerie smiled. “Hurry back!” 
 
    I nodded once, turned on my heels, headed for the tent, and cleared my throat once I stood outside of the flap. 
 
    “Hello?” I called. 
 
    “Oh! Charles!” Josephine cried. “Come in, come in! Daisy was just telling me the story of how you two met!” 
 
    I lifted the flap, and light flooded out onto the patch of sickly grass I stood on. A wave of heat from inside washed over me, so I stepped inside, blinked, and then gazed down at the two women as they sat in comfortable looking chairs. Josephine’s tent looked almost like a miniature house with a large table heavy with food, a few chairs, a small wood-burning stove, two armchairs, and in the distance, a small, comfortable-looking bedroom shrouded in long swatches of sheer fabric. 
 
    Josephine leaned back in her chair, a full glass of wine in one hand, and a small triangle cut sandwich in the other. The moment her eyes settled on me, her round, childlike cheeks flushed pink, and giggles bubbled up her throat. 
 
    “I just think it’s so rooomantic,” the blonde gushed. “Seeing him out on the street, and just knowing that was the one you wanted. I haven’t had that yet, but I like to imagine it a lot, finding a… consort that fits perfectly into your life! I’ve dreamed about that day all of my life!” 
 
    “Have you?” Daisy asked. “I’ve had a few consorts here and there back home, but never one that I truly enjoyed having around… well, except for Charles, he’s the exception.” 
 
    “You’ve never dreamed about meeting a m--, I mean, a brute,” Josephine hiccupped. “And t-taking him home, c-cleaning him up, and m-making him like new? Maybe… uhh... teaching him things? Sharing conversations with him? You’ve n-never thought about that?” 
 
    Almost every word that slipped out of her mouth was slurred, and it was clear to me that Josephine had far too much to drink. I smiled gently down at her, nodded once, and then took the full glass from her hands. 
 
    “Josephine?” I asked. “Why don’t we get you to bed? It’s quite late, and I’m sure you’d like to be well-rested tomorrow when I finally fix your elevator.” 
 
    “Y-Y-You can fix it?” the blonde shouted. “T-That’s wonderful neeeews, Charles, I’m soooo happy that you can! I knew you were the man for the job!” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” I nodded. “But let’s get you into bed first. I have important things to discuss with Ms. Browning.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” the blonde gulped. “Don’t take Daisy away! I loved speaking to her so much! I want her to stay!” 
 
    “It’s quite alright, Ms. Josephine,” Daisy breathed. “You’ll see me all day tomorrow while Charles fixes your elevator, I’m sure we’ll get along handsomely.” 
 
    “I’m sure we will!” Josephine blubbered. “I’m sure! Y-Y-Yes, Charles, I’ll retire to my bedroom for the night!” 
 
    The blonde climbed out of her chair with some difficulty, wavered on her feet for a second, giggled loudly, and then tripped toward her bedroom at the back of her pavilion. I rushed forward, grabbed her by the arm, held her steady, and Josephine leaned her head back with a loud sigh. The blonde held onto me for a moment as she breathed heavily, and her cat-like orange eyes widened on my face. 
 
    “You know, Charles,” Josephine slurred. “I’d never knew what you looked like until that day we met you in the town square.” 
 
    “Yes?” I chuckled. “I tend to keep to myself and stay in my laboratory experimenting.” 
 
    “I thought you were so haaaandsome,” Josephine murmured. “You have the prettiest hazel eyes, I’m surprised I hadn’t noticed it until now… My heart beats fast just looking at you, I know Adelia and Lilliana thought it, too, but they’d never admit it aloud… which is surprising, because the two of them keep the most stunning consorts in all of the lands. The only rivals they had were Delphine’s, but sadly, bless her heart, she has moved on to the next life. I pray that her consorts find better Mistresses. We all knew how horribly she treated them… why didn’t any of us stop her?” 
 
    “Ms. Josephine,” I grunted. “I’m sure it’s the drink talking for you, but… you shouldn’t say things like that. Someone might believe that you’re a harlot, someone who wishes to overthrow the matriarchy.” 
 
    “D-D-Did I really sound like that?” Josephine gasped. 
 
    “Yes,” Daisy agreed. 
 
    “Y-You’re not going to Edony, are you?” the aristocrat grumbled. “I’ll be stripped of my wealth, my home, my titles, and… and… and then I can’t take care of my mother! Oh, my! What possessed me just now to say all those things? Stupid, stupid Josephine!” 
 
    “We won’t tell the Duchess,” Daisy assured her. “We only believe that you should be more careful… what if you’d said those things in front of Lilliana and Adelia? They’d tell Edony for sure, without question.” 
 
    “Oh, then there’s no need to worry,” Josephine giggled. “I never spend much time with those dingbats, I only was there when we met you because they saw me in the street and invited me over. Edony and Ortensia were right, though, they are busybodies, and they say such hurtful things to me about my money! Even after I loaned Adelia money to help remodel her manor! They turn around and backstab me! What horrible people! All these women… like vipers behind your back and like flowers to your face. I hate it.” 
 
    I helped Josephine into her room, laid her down onto the bed, covered her up with the blankets, and didn’t hear a peep from her after that. I moved away from the bed, glanced over my shoulder at her, but the blonde had already closed her eyes, and snuggled deep underneath the comforter. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I breathed. “I have important things to tell you.” 
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Daisy nodded. “Do you think Ms. Josephine will be alright? She was quite drunk…” 
 
    “She should be fine,” I promised. “I think she passed out the moment her head touched the pillow.” 
 
    I led Daisy out of the tent, glanced around the small outcropping of worker tents, and then headed toward the area where I’d last seen Valerie. 
 
    “Val?” I whispered into the darkness. “Are you there?” 
 
    “Over heeeeere!” the ash-blonde woman waved from atop a pile of barrels. 
 
    Valerie pressed her hands to the lid of the barrel, launched herself forward, rolled herself into a ball, hit the ground, and then bounced against the hard ground a few times before she came to a stop at our feet. The cat-girl unfurled herself, giggled softly, tucked her legs underneath her, and jumped to her feet. 
 
    “The news, Charles!” the feline-woman cheered. “Tell us the news!” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the brunette whispered. “Did you fix the elevator? Or at least find out what was causing it to malfunction?” 
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “It’s not what I thought it was…” 
 
    “Is something wrong with the wiring?” Daisy asked. “Or the control panels Mr. Bronson told us about?” 
 
    “None of those things,” I chuckled. “There’s a creature living inside of the main mechanical core…” 
 
    “A creature?” Valerie tilted her head. “Like a squirrel or something? I know that those make nests in odd places, do you know how many squirrels I caught while they were building nests in chimneys? Five, at least! Oh, man, they were so tasty, I would die for some squirrel meat right now!” 
 
    “No, it’s definitely not a squirrel,” I uttered. “I think it’s a magical beast.” 
 
    “What did it look like?” Daisy grinned. “Can you describe it to me?” 
 
    “Small, like the size of an adolescent cat,” I explained. “Reddish skin, horns, a pair of tattered looking wings, and a long whip-like tail with a pointed tip.” 
 
    “Like an arrow?” the bear-girl urged. 
 
    “Yes!” I nodded. “It looked almost exactly like an arrow!” 
 
    “Well, I’ve practically memorized all of the books I found in your house,” Daisy smiled. “So, I know a lot of the creatures that roam around this area and beyond. That sounds a lot like an imp, especially since it’s a subterranean creature, and it made a nest within the core.” 
 
    “An imp?” Valerie wrinkled her nose. “What is that?” 
 
    “A small, mischievous devil that lives underground,” Daisy spouted off. “They generally only come out at night to wreak havoc, and then they return to their holes at night.” 
 
    “Going off the description alone,” I uttered. “It definitely sounds like an imp.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “Well, I certainly couldn’t bring it back up here with me while all of the workers were bustling around,” I sighed. “Especially if Josephine was still awake, but since everyone is tucked away for the night, I should be able to go back down, trap it, and then stow it away in our wagon for the night. The elevator should be fairly easy to fix, I just have to replace some wires, gears, and mechanicals, but the biggest problem is getting the imp out of the main core.” 
 
    “Do you need us to help you?” Valerie offered. “I’m sure I could do it! I’m pretty slinky and sneaky! That imp won’t know what hit ‘em!” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “I’d love to let you help me, but there’s barely enough room down there for me to work around the core… you could stay in the elevator and help me, but you can’t go down to the biggest machine, I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “What about me, Charles?” Daisy asked. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “No, I’ll only need Valerie’s help,” I instructed. “So, you could just stay by the entrance, and wait for us there.” 
 
    “Oh! Charles!” Valerie giggled. “Tell Daisy about the book we found!” 
 
    “Book?” the gorgeous brunette echoed. “What book?” 
 
    “While Josephine was touring you around the camp, Valerie found something,” I stated. “Here, Val, show her what you found.” 
 
    The beautiful cat-girl reached into her pack, grabbed the book she’d shown me, and then offered it to Daisy with a flourish. The brunette’s eyebrows knit together in confusion. She turned it over in her hands, flipped through the pages, and then flushed bright pink in the gloom surrounding us. 
 
    “What on earth is this?” the bear-girl gasped. “It’s downright pornographic! You said you found this in Josephine’s tent?” 
 
    “Yup!” Valerie purred. “It was locked away in a trunk with a whole bunch of other ones! Josephine must really like these naaaaughty books.” 
 
    “It makes sense, though,” Daisy muttered. “With all of the things she was just saying, Charles… do you think… could she be a male sympathizer? I was so surprised she said those things to you, no other aristocrat would let their tongue slip like that… let alone be attracted to a ‘brute’ so openly.” 
 
    “As much as I’d like to say yes,” I grunted. “We can never have a definite answer unless she gives it to us so freely. Yes, she sounded like a sympathizer, but who knows? She was drunk, and drunk aristocrats say a lot of things.” 
 
    “Drunk words are sober thoughts,” Valerie quipped. “That’s what A.B. told me, and I believe it.” 
 
    “I believe it, too,” the bear-girl confirmed. “In all of your life, Charles, with all of the aristocrats you’ve encountered, have you ever heard one spout things off as Josephine just did? I may not have been in this world for long, but from my experience with other aristocrats, they’d never say the things that Josephine just did…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I conceded. “But we can’t go forward believing that she’s on our side, do you understand? We can’t make allies with someone who hasn’t shown us their stance. We have no other choice than wait it out, to interact with her more, and find out how she feels on the subject. I don’t want any of us to jump to conclusions just because she has a few tawdry romance books and sympathizer ideologies.” 
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” the stunning brunette insisted. “We can only wait, find out more about her, and then… see where it goes. But, I honestly believe that she would make a good candidate for our next monster-girl.” 
 
    “You’re right, you’re absolutely right,” I agreed. “But, she hasn’t done anything wrong. Josephine has been nothing but kind to us from the moment that we met her, and all three of us know that we don’t choose women on those criteria. We use women that are direct threats to us, just like with the prisoner I used and Delphine. I hate to sound like a broken record, but we can’t go around snatching innocent women off of the street.” 
 
    “We understand,” Daisy nodded, looped her arm into Valerie’s, and then stood firm. “It’s your decision who we choose and why, especially if our family is in danger.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “Now, I need to get back down into the elevator before the imp gets scared and moves its location. Valerie, do you still want to help me?” 
 
    “Yeah!” the feline-woman giggled. “That imp down there is going to be half of my new sister, of course I want to help!” 
 
    “I’ll stand by the entrance into the mine,” Daisy urged. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the stunning brunette’s enthusiasm, and I was so happy that the two of them took pride in my work. I’d never felt this way before. In all of my life, no one had supported me the way the two of them did. Yes, I’d had Edony’s patronage, but the leader of Edenhart had never congratulated me or cheered me on, only chastised me, or threatened me into working harder. 
 
    “What are you going to trap it in, Charles?” Daisy asked. “We didn’t think we’d find a mystical creature here in the mines, so we didn’t bring anything along with us.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh! I know!” the feline-woman chirped. “I saw these small, metal boxes over there by the pile of barrels! I’m sure that Josephine and the workers wouldn’t notice if just one went missing! They’re all piled up haphazardly, so I’m sure they don’t have a ledger with their amounts anywhere.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds like an excellent idea,” I grinned. “Can you show me where they are?” 
 
    The boxes that Valerie spoke about were right around the corner, I knelt down beside one, turned it over on its side, flipped it over, and then opened it up. The boxes were made from heavy iron with corrugated screws on the outside, but inside, it was lined with soft, smooth brown fabric. 
 
    “I think they’re used for transporting precious metals or diamonds,” I explained. “That’s why the insides are lined with the fabric, so that if they were transporting precious jewels, they wouldn’t bump against the solid metal.” 
 
    “There’s also a locking mechanism,” Valerie pointed out. “That could come in handy with the imp.” 
 
    “Yes, this will do nicely,” I grinned. “Here, Valerie, carry this down, and I’ll grab the toolbox. Once we get the imp inside, I’ll have to fix the core right after. I can’t just take the imp and not do what Josephine paid me to do.” 
 
    “What a happy accident,” the ash-blonde woman bubbled. “I’m so glad we came here. If we hadn’t, we wouldn’t have found the first half of our new sister! Oh, Daisy, I’m so excited! I was so happy when you were created, I can’t wait for you to experience that feeling, too!” 
 
    “I’m sure when we have all of the components ready for the next experiment,” Daisy whispered. “Our newest sister will be welcomed into our arms with love and acceptance. I will love her as I love you, Valerie, but not in the same way that we both love Charles, that is a different emotion entirely.” 
 
    “Oh, I wholeheartedly agree!” Valerie nodded. “I love you like a sister, but I love Charles in a totally different way. He gives me such good feelings in my heart, in my tummy, and in my womanh--” 
 
    “W-Well, that’s enough of that,” I stammered, felt heat blooming across my face, and glanced toward the mines nervously. “Why don’t we get st--” 
 
    “I’ve yet to experience that pleasure,” Daisy breathed. “Though, I’ve noticed a change within my body when Charles is close to me; a new need. It’s almost like hunger or thirst, but it starts in my lower abdomen, just below my belly-button, and works it way downward. I want to say it’s almost like a burning sensation, but not unpleasant, in fact, it’s quite pleasant, and I don’t mind it. Do you understand what I mean, Valerie?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” the ash-blonde woman nodded. “That’s arousal, Daisy! This is so exciting! It’s finally happening! Just wait, Daisy, Charles will show you a new type of love! Not one of affectionate words, but of physical touches. Just thinking about it makes me all gooey inside!” 
 
    “L-Ladies,” I choked out. “This isn’t the best place to be discussing our… intimate times together.” 
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” Valerie giggled. “I’m just so excited for Daisy, I hope it happens soon.” 
 
    I snickered softly, grabbed the box, lifted it, and then offered it to Valerie. The blonde took it from my hands, held it tightly to her chest, grinned, and then gestured with her head toward the entrance to the mine. 
 
    “Shall we get going?” the feline-woman asked. “We’ve got an important mythical creature waiting for us.” 
 
    All three of us headed toward the mine, Daisy kept an eye out for any movement from the workers’ tents, and Valerie skipped alongside us. I felt giddy. We were on the cusp of a third experiment once we captured the imp, and then… a new monster-girl would be born into the world. 
 
    Once we reached the entrance to the mine, Daisy stepped surely to the wooden struts opening the shaft, leaned against it, and then gazed out over the encampment. The brunette grinned, nodded to Valerie and me, and then gestured with her right hand for us to enter. The cat-girl and I hurried in, glanced over our shoulders, and then raced toward the enormous elevator. I hastily snatched up the toolbox I’d set down, gripped it in my hand, and then grabbed Valerie’s in the other. 
 
    “Do you have to go all the way down to where it malfunctions, or can we grab it here?” the blonde asked. “If the core is underneath the elevator cage, then you should be able to just go under and grab it, right?” 
 
    “You’re right,” I smiled. “I’d hate to go all the way down there for no reason. The malfunction is… horrible, I don’t know how Josephine’s men worked in these conditions, I thought the whole elevator was going to break free from the wires, and plummet me down to the bottom to my death.” 
 
    I calmly walked into the elevator, glanced below my feet toward the silent core, knelt down, snapped open the toolbox, and grabbed a pair of thick work gloves. I hastily slipped them on, grabbed the rope I’d left tied to the wall, cinched it around my waist, and then glanced up at Valerie. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to open the door, and then go down,” I explained. “I want you to stay at the edge with the box open, I’ll grab the imp in my right hand, climb up, and throw it into the box. When it’s inside, I want you to snap it shut immediately. We don’t want our little friend escaping right when we have it in our clutches. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Valerie confirmed. “I’ll keep the box open and then slam it shut as soon as it’s inside! Soon I’ll have another sister!” 
 
    “Alright, fantastic,” I breathed. “I’m opening the door now, here I go.” 
 
    The trapdoor creaked open with the loud sound of unoiled hinges. I gritted my teeth, glanced down at the silent core, and waited for the imp to come screeching out. It didn’t happen, and I had to wonder if the beast had escaped already, but there was only one sure way to tell. I lowered myself down the ladder slowly, glanced up at Valerie once, turned myself around, reached out for the core with one hand, and then jumped off. 
 
    I swung completely weightless at the end of the rope for a second before my momentum caught up with me, and I gripped surely onto the mechanical core. I panted softly for a moment as I leaned my head back, glanced up at the open door into the elevator, and then gazed toward the empty space in the middle of the core. 
 
    The shaft was completely silent except for the pounding of my heart in my ears, and my spirits fell immediately… maybe the imp had had enough of workers probing their hands into its nest, and left after I’d reached in. I calmed my heart, sucked in a deep breath, clamped my mouth closed, and edged my way around the core toward the area I’d been in earlier. 
 
    “Is it in there?” Valerie whispered. “Or did it escape?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but a sound erupted up from the middle of the core that made relief rush through my entire body. The telltale hissing and yowling was back, and we knew for sure that the imp hadn’t escaped. 
 
    “Thank science,” I grunted. “It’s still here. Get ready, Val, I’m going to grab it.” 
 
    “Ready!” the blonde chimed. 
 
    “Alright,” I exhaled. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    I plunged my hand forward through the mass of tangled, burned wires, smudged gears, and reached directly into the middle of the core. The imp shrieked, scuttled away from my probing hand, and I pressed myself against the massive core as I reached in deeper. 
 
    Finally, my probing hand closed around what I assumed was the small creature’s middle. I clamped down on it, felt the tattered wings fold underneath my fingers, and pulled back slowly so as not to injure our precious new creature. The imp grabbed onto the wires and gears for purchase, but it was no use, I was too big and strong for it to resist. I felt its teeth bite into the fabric of my glove, but they weren’t strong enough to puncture through the thick cloth, and it seemed only to enrage the small beast even more. 
 
    I pulled my arm all the way back, and stared down at the small, hissing creature in my hand. It was just as Daisy had described. The skin was reddish, almost a deep scarlet with ashy gray hues to it, its bright orange eyes were like that of a cat’s, and its wings wiggled agitatedly in my grip as it attempted to break free. Its tiny clawed hands ripped at the fabric of my glove, it lunged forward, and sunk its teeth in again, and again, but it was no use. 
 
    I didn’t have much time to admire the little beast, I had to get back up to the elevator cage, and safely get it into the box we’d prepared which… looked much harder than it sounded. I needed to jump back to the ladder, climb up one-handed with the struggling creature, and throw it into the box before Valerie closed it. 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie called. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I mumbled. 
 
    In quick succession, I let go of the core, slammed my boots against the metal mechanisms, and flew forward on the rope with my left hand extended. My heart pounded in my chest, I gritted my teeth as I reached out, and then I closed my fingertips around one of the rungs of the ladder. A loud sigh escaped my lips, I hung my head back, breathed heavily, glanced down at the still struggling imp, and then back up toward the door above my head. 
 
    “Get ready!” I shouted. 
 
    My boots slammed against the rungs of the ladder as I used my left hand to climb upward, the imp screamed louder, fought against me even wilder, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to keep a hold on the creature. My hand tightened on the imp, I forced myself up even higher, nearly running up the ladder, and as I neared the door, I lifted my right hand above my head. 
 
    “Here, Charles!” Valerie cried. 
 
    The feline-woman held the box at the base with one hand while she kept the lid open with the other, her blue eyes were wide with a mixture of excitement and fear, and as I slammed my boot down on the last rung, I tossed the imp into the confines of the box. The little red beast hit the cushioned bottom of the box, laid there for a second, jumped to its feet, and leaped toward the opening, but before it could clamber out, Valerie snapped the lid closed. 
 
    “Gotcha!” the feline-woman cackled. 
 
    The beautiful blonde slid the lock into place with a snap, sat back on her haunches, and then offered me a petite hand. 
 
    “Thanks,” I panted. “I thought for sure it was going to get away. The goddamn thing kept wriggling around in my grip, I don’t know how I got it up here without letting go.” 
 
    Valerie pulled me back up into the elevator cage, closed the metal door with her foot, scrambled toward me, and threw her arms around my shoulders. The feline-woman pressed herself into me fully, breathed into my ear, and then pressed soft kisses to my cheeks. 
 
    “We did it!” the cat-girl gasped. “No, you did it, Charles! That was amazing, and scary. Oh, I’m so happy!” 
 
    As the initial adrenaline wore off, I collapsed to the floor with Valerie pressed into my chest, and I stared up at the darkness above our heads. I felt invigorated but unbelievably tired at the same time, and I wanted nothing more than to fall into bed in our tent and never crawl out. 
 
    “We need to get this into the bed of the wagon,” I sighed. “Then, I’d like to go to bed.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go to bed yet,” Valerie pouted. “Can I stay up a bit longer? I’d like to explore more of the camp.” 
 
    “Yeah, just as long as you aren’t seen,” I chuckled. “I’ll repair the elevator tomorrow. It shouldn’t take very long, all I have to do is replace some wires and gears, and then it should run smoothly again.” 
 
    Valerie lifted herself up with her palms resting against the metal flooring at either side of my head. She leaned down, pressed her plump lips to mine, and pressed her body fully against me. My hands wandered over her for a moment, and her tongue slipped into my mouth and intertwined with mine. I groaned against her, but pulled away with a soft chuckle as I gazed up into her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s get this finished up,” I smiled. 
 
    “Alright, Charles,” Valerie purred. “There were a few things I didn’t get to go through earlier, and I’d love to rummage through them now!” 
 
    “No more stealing,” I laughed, gripped the box by the edges, and lifted it as I stood. “You should also put that book back before Josephine wakes up from her drunken stupor.” 
 
    “Fiiiine,” the blonde grumbled. “I was hoping you’d forget about it, but I’ll put it back. I know Josephine will miss it if she doesn’t find it in the trunk. Even though I’ve never met her, I don’t want her to be sad.” 
 
    “That’s very sweet of you,” I grinned. “I’m sure if she knew, she’d be grateful.” 
 
    Valerie and I exited the elevator, hurried down the darkened shaft toward the entrance, and then stepped out into the moonlight. Daisy jumped at the sight of us, sighed out of relief, eyed the box suspiciously, and then tiptoed closer. 
 
    “Is that it?” the bear-girl asked. “The imp is inside?” 
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled. “We got it!” 
 
    “Before long, we’ll have another sister,” Daisy whispered. “The thought of it… is so exciting.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “We’re not entirely ready for it to happen yet, but… I’m excited, too. She’ll be here before long, don’t worry.” 
 
    “See, Daisy?” Valerie giggled. “This is how I felt when Charles said we were going to create you! Getting a brand new sister is so much fun, you get to show them things, teach them even, and it’s so fantastic. My favorite part was watching Charles do the examination on you, and we got to hear all of the amazing traits you have! Just wait until she comes, we get to watch it together!” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds wonderful,” the brunette breathed. “I like the idea of expanding our family, Charles.” 
 
    “Me too,” I whispered. “Alright, I’m going to go put this in the wagon. Valerie is going to explore the camp before bed, what are you going to do, Daisy?” 
 
    “I’ll retire to our tent, too,” the bear-girl sighed. “The workers set it up for us earlier today, and Josephine even provided us with a large bed for the night, so we don’t have to sleep on the cold, hard ground. I’m quite tired, and I’d like to lay down for a while.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll meet you there,” I nodded. “Val, don’t get into too much trouble, and stay out of sight.” 
 
    “I will, Charles!” the feline-woman bubbled. 
 
    “Promise?” I urged. 
 
    “I promise!” 
 
    The cat-girl turned away from Daisy and me, bent her knees with her tail swishing out behind her, leaped forward, and disappeared off into the darkness. 
 
    “Would you like some help, Charles?” the bear-girl asked. “I can help you carry the box to the wagon if you’d like.” 
 
    “No, it’s quite alright,” I smiled. “It’s not heavy at all, you should go and get some rest. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    “Okay, Charles,” the gorgeous brunette breathed, stepped closer, and pressed a passionate kiss to my lips. “Goodnight, I’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
    I nodded, turned toward the area where I’d left our wagon, and walked through the dim moonlight. It didn’t take me long to find it, and once I did, I hoisted the box up, slid it underneath the driver’s seat, and covered it with a brown tarp. The box was nearly invisible against the other bags and boxes of supplies in the bed, and I stepped back and admired my work for a moment. 
 
    I needed sleep, especially if I was going to fix the elevator tomorrow morning and then head straight to the way station. I was nervous about switching out the letters, but I was sure after everything else we’d been through, we certainly could do this feat. 
 
    I tapped the tarp-covered box with my knuckles, listened to the soft, tired squeaks from inside, smiled softly, and then turned toward the direction of our tent. Since it was the second-largest tent in the valley, it was pretty easy to spot, and I headed for it with sleep heavy on my mind. I wasn’t sure where Valerie had gone, but I was sure she was off rummaging through someone else’s belongings, and I only hoped that she’d put Josephine’s book back where she found it. 
 
    I lifted the flap, slipped inside of the tent with a loud sigh, kicked off my shoes, turned, and then froze at the sight in front of me. Daisy laid spread out on the bed sheets with her smooth legs pressed together, her ribcage tilted upward, and her right arm crooked behind her head. The brunette was utterly naked, and I drank in the smooth, pale flesh of her petite body as my penis hardened in my trousers. Her eyes fluttered open, their honey-colored pupils rested against my face, and her plump, moist lips parted. 
 
    “D-Daisy?” I choked out. 
 
    The brunette rolled onto her stomach, lifted her hips slightly, and I stared at the perfect round slope of her flawless ass. Her large breasts pressed into the sheets of the bed, she threw back her head, ran a hand through her short, brown hair, and then moaned airily. 
 
    “That sensation is back, Charles, it happens every time I look at you now,” the gorgeous bear-girl simpered. “Won’t you help me out? I think I need what Valerie keeps talking about… I need you to touch me.” 
 
    “And I need to touch you,” I replied.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “I want to have what you and Valerie share,” the brunette whispered. “I want you to take me, Charles.” 
 
    The petite brunette slid into a sitting position with her hands pressed to the makeshift bed, pushed herself off, and then slunk toward me. The beautiful bear-girl's hips rolled, her golden eyes glittered, and her mouth parted as her hands snaked up to cup her immaculate round breasts. Daisy’s body was a perfect hour-glass shape, with large, almost tear-drop shaped breasts, a tiny waist, and then wide, smooth hips. The bit of fluffy hair on her pubic mound was the same color as her hair, and it was shaped in a tiny, perfect heart. 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Daisy purred. “I’ve been thinking about it for a very long time, in fact, I’ve imagined the two of us together since I stepped out of your machine. I never admitted it because I didn’t know what these feelings inside of me were, but… thanks to you and Valerie, I now know what they are. I’ve told you this before, many times, but I’m in love with you, Charles. I want you to be my first, and my only.” 
 
    I wouldn’t say that I’d lived my life prior to this as a coward, but in some ways, I was. It wasn’t until I created Valerie that my backbone began to form, and after that, I’d finally stood up to the Duchess, and all the other aristocrats who plagued me. I would say I was weaker before I created both of my monster-women, but with them around, they made me boisterous, stronger, and prepared to take on anything. Right now, I needed to cast off my old self, the stuttering, stammering scientist who was afraid of punishment… and that’s precisely what I would do. 
 
    My women needed a leader, someone that they could depend on and lean on when the waters got rough, and that’s exactly what I would become. I needed to be a pillar, a beacon of light in the darkness, I wouldn’t be the man I was before, wouldn’t allow myself to be the same person I’d been since birth, and from this moment on, I’d be decisive, strong-willed, and resilient. 
 
    The stunning woman slid forward, let go of her breasts, sighed softly, and then opened her arms to me. I watched as her plump breasts dropped, jiggled, and her pink nipples hardened in the drafty tent. 
 
    “Take me, Charles,” Daisy implored. “Please, I need you.” 
 
    I stepped forward, my penis already erect against the fabric of my trousers, grabbed her roughly in my arms, lifted her up in my grasp, and then tossed her onto the bed. The large cot creaked and moaned with her weight, and I smiled despite myself and knew that the mattress springs would be screaming by the time I finished with her. 
 
    Daisy gasped loudly, wriggled closer, spread herself out below me, and wiggled to the edge of the bed with her feet dangling off. I used my left hand to undo my belt, buttons, and zipper as my right hand caressed her thigh, spread her legs wider, and then danced up toward her womanhood. 
 
    “Oh, Daisy,” I grunted as soon as I felt the slickness of her labia. “You’re already so ready for me.” 
 
    My trousers fell to my feet, I stepped out of them, grabbed the waistband of my underwear, ripped them down, and then tossed them aside. Daisy sat up, gripped the bottom of my white shirt, ripped it off over my head, and then leaned back on her elbows as she admired my body. Her eyes fell on my throbbing member, her cheeks flushed pink, and her mouth fell open at its size and girth. 
 
    “Oh, my,” the brunette gasped. “Valerie told me you were large, but… I didn’t expect this. Charles, will it hurt? I’ve read that it hurts the very first time.” 
 
    “Read?” I chuckled. “You’ve read about this?” 
 
    “Of course,” Daisy simpered. “You’ve got a lot of useful books in your library, I simply wanted to prepare myself for when we finally consummated our relationship.” 
 
    “You make it sound so formal,” I whispered, gripped her by the shoulder, and lowered myself on top of her. “I’m not going to consummate our relationship, my dear. I’m going to make love to you and bring you all of the joys a woman can feel.” 
 
    “Oh, Charles,” Daisy gasped. “Please, take me, fill me up with all of you. I want to know what it feels like to be finally joined with you, body and soul.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I groaned. 
 
    I positioned myself over her, but I wasn’t going to enter her just yet. My right hand slipped down between her legs. My fingers slid over the lips of her moist vagina again, rubbed against the outer labia, and then slipped down, sliding inside of her for the very first time. Daisy threw back her head, her mouth fell open, and loud moans lifted into the air as my hand began to move slowly at first, but then faster and faster. 
 
    “Oh! Charles!” Daisy moaned. “Yes! Faster! Faster!” 
 
    I slipped out of her, pressed my pointer and middle finger together, and then slid back inside of her tightness. Daisy’s closed eyes slammed open, her plump lips parted, and this time, she screamed in pleasure. Her walls pulsed and tightened around me, and right as I thought she was about to reach orgasm, I slipped out of her. My fingers were coated in her juices, I smiled down at her, gripped my engorged member in that same hand, and then guided it toward her eager warmth. 
 
    The tip of my penis brushed against the outer lips of her womanhood, and a rush of pleasure rocketed through my entire body. I didn’t hold back, nor did I want to. I thrust forward, pushed past her lips, and was enwrapped with her silky cavern. Daisy tensed against me, the corners of her lips pulled down into a grimace, and I moved more slowly to ease her discomfort. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” I murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” the brunette nodded. “But the pleasure outweighs the pain… keep going, please, I don’t want it to stop.” 
 
    I pressed my hips forward, forced my way in deeper, and once my shaft was fully inside of her, the brunette’s pained expression disappeared. Her golden eyes fluttered open, she panted for a second as sweat beaded at her hairline, and her lips pressed together in a sultry grin. 
 
    “I’m ready, Charles,” Daisy gasped. “Take me to paradise.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” I groaned. 
 
    I pulled out of her, thrust back in quickly, and watched as her expression changed once again. There was an ounce of pain there, but as she said, the pleasure seemed to outweigh the agony. The corners of her lips curled up into a smile, her eyes fluttered closed, and her gasps came even faster now. 
 
    The springs underneath her body creaked angrily from the movement of our bodies, but to the both of us, it sounded almost like music. Each time I entered and pulled back, the bear-girl’s gasping noises loudened until they were screams, and the sound echoed out over the valley. Thankfully, our tent wasn’t close to any of the workers, not that I would’ve cared if they heard, though. To them, the sounds escaping from our tent would’ve been nothing more than a consort doing his duty and pleasuring his Mistress, but that couldn’t be farther from the truth. In this instance, I was the Master, and she was the willing slave to my carnal acts. 
 
    “Charles!” Daisy mewled. “Oh, yes! Charles!” 
 
    I exhaled through a smile, gazed down at the beautiful brunette as she wriggled beneath me, and then I gripped her by the hips. In one swift motion, I slid out of her, flipped her over onto her knees, spread her legs with my hands, chuckled at her cute little twitching bear tail, and slammed back inside of her. My hands naturally held at the slope of her slender waist, pulled her toward me, and then quickly retracted my hips. 
 
    I threw my head back, groaned loudly into the air, and slammed into her velvety tunnel as fast as I could. Our bodies came together in a symphony of wet slaps, and it took everything within me to stop myself from reaching orgasm right that moment. Daisy panted, turned her head, and gazed at me over her shoulder with those mesmerizing golden eyes. The bear-girl’s ears laid flat against her head as she leaned forward, pressed her chest into the mattress, reached around herself, grabbed the slope of each ass-cheek, and lifted it. 
 
    My eyes nearly bulged from my skull as an entirely new sensation wrapped around my member. It felt as if the beautiful woman’s vagina had constricted to three times its normal tightness. I gazed down at Daisy with amazement, I had no idea where she’d learned to do that, but it felt so good that I didn’t have the breath in me to ask. 
 
    My hands slipped down, gripped her by the hips, and I slammed into her even harder than before. Daisy braced her knees against the bed, but followed my movement with her entire body. The brunette bucked her hips against me, slowed to a stop, glanced over her shoulder once more, grinned sensually, and then slowly guided me in and out of her core. 
 
    “Oh, Daisy!” I grunted. “Don’t stop, it’s too good!” 
 
    The bear-girl giggled in response, slowed her entire body until each time our skin slapped together, a loud grunt escaped my tensed lips. Daisy’s walls convulsed around me, and I sensed that she was on the verge, but right as she was about to explode into an orgasm, I pulled away with a dark chuckle. 
 
    “Charles!” Daisy pouted. “Come back!” 
 
    The bear-girl fell forward onto the mattress, pushed out her lips, and then crawled toward the pillows. She flipped over onto her back, panted toward the ceiling, and gazed over at me with eyes that pleaded for more. 
 
    “Fine,” I chuckled, climbed over the bed, and then loomed over her awaiting body. 
 
    “Please, Charles,” the brunette whimpered. “You can’t give me a taste of what I’ve asked for and then pull back at the last second. Something was happening! It felt so good, I thought I was going to burst into a million pieces!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my love,” I grinned. “I won’t pull away this time, but when the feeling appears again, the reward will be ten times sweeter than it would’ve been.” 
 
    I guided myself back toward her womanhood, slid back inside of her body, and groaned at the silky feeling as her tunnel sheathed itself over the tender flesh of my sword. I leaned forward, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, thrust forward, and listened intently to each sound she made. I gazed down into her wide, honey-colored eyes. The brunette forced her body forward, and our lips smashed together in a passionate kiss. 
 
    Daisy’s arms wrapped around my neck, her body pressed against mine, and with my free hand, I cupped one of her perfect breasts. My fingers tweaked the nipple, drew small circles around it until the nipple hardened again, and I broke away from her to take it into the warmth of my mouth. Daisy’s whole body tensed underneath me, and I held onto her even tighter than before as I forced my penis all the way inside of her until our pelvises were pressed together. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Charles!” Daisy moaned. “More! More!” 
 
    My hair hung in my face, I chuckled darkly, pulled away, hooked her knees onto the crooks of my elbows, and then leaned back. I pulled the brunette toward me until my full shaft was inside of her, and her lower half was angled upward. I thrust into her slowly at first, and each time she moaned, I quickened my pace until she was screaming again. 
 
    Daisy’s eyes slammed shut, her face tensed, and sweat beaded on her forehead. But to me, she looked more beautiful than ever. Her convulsing walls tightened around my member for the second time, but I didn’t pull away. If anything, I thrust into her harder than ever before. Our bodies collided together vigorously as we both fought our way toward orgasm, and right as I was about to reach my peak, Daisy’s vagina clenched around me. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” the brunette screamed, threw her head back into the lush pillow, and dug her nails into my arm. “Charles! Oh! Yes! Yes! Ooooooh!” 
 
    The bedsprings screamed in protest as I grabbed the underneath of her thighs, yanked her closer, and smashed into her even faster. Her hips bucked violently against me as she forced my member in and out of her luxurious, silky womanhood. I grunted, attempted to hold back the roar, but it escaped anyway as my member seized in time with her. I pumped in and out of her spasming tunnel, and felt my hot, frothy seed splash deep into her womb while her tunnel milked me for every drop. 
 
    I gasped for breath as my hair stuck to my sweaty face, and then I fell forward on top of her. I nestled my head into the crook of her neck, pressed a tender kiss there, and then wrapped my arms around her body. I rolled, pulled Daisy on top of me, and the brunette rested her head against my chest. 
 
    “That was…” the dark-haired beauty gasped. “I’m filled with your warmth. It’s spreading inside of me with a delicious slowness. That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever experienced, Charles…” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” I nodded, held her tightly, and then sighed softly. “It was fantastic, I’ve been waiting for a very long time to do that with you.” 
 
    “Have you, Charles?” Daisy snickered. “Why didn’t you say anything? Maybe we would’ve done it a lot sooner.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “It was your decision to make, not mine. You decided it would be here, and I’m almost glad it was this location. We made a special memory between just the two of us, in the valley of Josephine’s mines.” 
 
    “I hope we make lots of… memories together, Charles,” the bear-girl giggled. “Lots and lots of them, all over the house, in your bedroom, in the master bath, in the conservatory, maybe even out in the yard. I want you to fill me, both with you manhood, and with your warm seed, over and over again. All the time. Please.” 
 
    I chuckled softly, pulled her in closer, and then pressed a tender kiss to the middle of her forehead. I glanced down at her, but Daisy’s eyes had fluttered closed, and her breathing had evened out. I knew that the bear-girl was tired, especially after what we’d just done, so I stared up at the fabric ceiling of our tent, wriggled deeper into the blankets, closed my eyes, and drifted off to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, I awoke to the soft sounds of shuffling feet outside of our tent, and my eyes opened. Daisy slept quietly on my right side, and Valerie, who’d been missing most of the night, snuggled up to me on the left. I chuckled lightly, pulled away from them, and then scooted toward the edge of the bed. 
 
    I had a long day ahead of me. First, I had to repair the elevator, and then once that was finished, the three of us would journey to the way station where we’d intercept the letter from the Browning family. I was most nervous about that part. I didn’t know exactly when the messenger would pass through. I also had no idea how many guards Edony had sent, but knowing her and her lust for prestige, she must have sent at least ten. We’d have to distract them somehow, maybe have Valerie sneak in with the letter and switch them out-- 
 
    “Charles!” a familiar voice called and interrupted my thoughts. “Good morning! Did you sleep well?” 
 
    I turned, smiled softly as Josephine rushed forward, grabbed my hands, and then pointed toward the elevator. 
 
    “Did you fix it?” the blonde bubbled. “Please, oh, please, tell me that you fixed it or that it’s at least fixable?” 
 
    “I didn’t fix it,” I uttered. “But it is fixable, I should be finished within a few hours, and your workers can get back to their jobs.” 
 
    “Yes!” the aristocrat cried. “Thank you, thank you!” 
 
    Josephine suddenly paused as her face pinched with pain, her delicate hand fluttered up, squeezed the bridge of her nose, and winced. 
 
    “Ms. Josephine?” I asked. “Are you quite alright?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry to have concerned you, Charles,” the blonde chuckled. “It seems I had too much to drink last night and have a serious headache. I’ve drunk some coffee and eaten breakfast, but it seems that this one isn’t going away just from a full meal.” 
 
    “After I finish with the elevator, I could come make you an elixir, if you’d like?” I offered. “I used to make them and sell them at my stall before the Duchess contracted me. We all know how much the aristocrats like to drink, so they were one of my best sellers, they work quite well, too, if I say so myself.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes!” Josephine giggled. “That sounds absolutely wonderful, Charles! I’ll pay for that, too, especially if you concoct a few other bottles for me to keep on hand if it happens again.” 
 
    “Of course,” I smiled. “I have all of the ingredients in my medical bag in the wagon, I’ll bring it to your tent once I finish.” 
 
    I nodded to the blonde, turned back toward my tent, but stopped only when Josephine tugged on my arm once more. My eyebrows raised, she held onto me a little tighter, but when I glanced at her face, she looked more pensive than anything. 
 
    “Charles?” the blonde asked. “You’re leaving once you finish everything, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Josephine,” I nodded. “I have some business at the way station, and then Ms. Browning and I will return to the manor so that I can attend to my other works.” 
 
    “Oh, I hoped to spend some more time with the two of you… especially you, Charles,” the stunning aristocrat muttered, but her expression quickly cleared as she raised her chin. “Well, then we must get together some time when all three of us are back in Edenhart. Are you staying at the way station for long? I could accompany you there… if you would like?” 
 
    “There is no need,” I protested. “We’ll only be there for a short time, but yes, you should come visit us at the manor. Do you have a day in particular in mind?” 
 
    “Maybe in two weeks’ time?” Josephine offered. “Any time before that, I’m all booked up, lots of wild parties that I have to attend, you understand, don’t you, Charles? I remember the party a few months ago when Delphine set her sights on you. You and I hadn’t met yet, but I knew that you’d be there from the other women, and I hoped to catch a glimpse of you in passing, but you left before I even arrived.” 
 
    “Ah, I am very sorry then,” I smiled. “I’m sure I would’ve loved to make your acquaintance then, that was quite… a horrible moment for me, and finding a friendly face in the crowd would’ve been such a relief.” 
 
    “W-Well, I hope if y-you are ever to attend another party,” the blonde stammered. “T-That I am a friendly and familiar face in the crowd for you. As someone who’s attended thousands of parties alone, it’s always nice to find someone you know and… care for.” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “Now that I’ve turned my back on the Duchess, I’m sure I’ll be invited to many parties, and when I am, I’ll be sure to seek you out.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Josephine breathed, dropped her hand from my arm, and then cupped her elbows in her palms. “Very well, I’ll see you when you finish, please be safe down there. It can be a bit dangerous.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” I waved. “I fixed the problem last night, I shouldn’t have any troubles replacing the damaged wires and gears.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Josephine giggled. “You don’t understand how much I appreciate your hard work.” 
 
    I nodded to her, turned on my heels, and then headed toward the mines. I wanted to get this finished as soon as possible, and I already knew that the job wouldn’t be too hard. The only thing that would make it difficult was hanging from a rope as I replaced the wires and gears. I glanced over my shoulder as I stepped into the entrance of the mine, waved to Josephine, turned back toward the darkness, and then stepped toward the elevator. 
 
    The piece of machinery was still in place from last night, I bent at the waist to pick up the toolbox Josephine had given me, and stepped inside toward the small door on the floor. I grabbed the rope still tied off, wrapped it around my waist, cinched it tightly, sunk to my knees, and then flipped open the door to below the compartment. The core was eerily silent with the imp hiding inside, but without the little beast there, it would make my job so much easier. I had to wonder how the workers who repaired it before hadn’t seen the imp in the first place? Unless it had bitten them, and they assumed it was nothing more than a rabid squirrel or something of the like that’d gotten trapped in the mine. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I shrugged to myself. “They didn’t find it, and we’re the ones who trapped it.” 
 
    I rummaged through the toolbox, found the replacement wires and gears, grabbed a wrench, wire cutter, and a few other miscellaneous tools, and stuffed all of them into my pockets. Then, I climbed down the ladder, grabbed the rope above my head, swung toward the metal core, and grabbed onto it surely. I started work on the damaged wires first, tearing them out with the wire cutter, and then tossed them over my head toward the ledge. 
 
    Before long, I’d ripped out all of the charred fuses with the wire cutters, and began work fitting the new, glossy wires into their empty spaces. Once I had that finished, I used the wrench to pull the broken gears out, stuffed them into my empty pocket, and screwed the new ones into place. Their clean, smudge-free surfaces reflected my face back to me, I reached out, turned one, and watched as all of them worked together seamlessly. Then, I peered into the middle of the mechanics where the imp had nested, but there was nothing left inside except for stray pieces of torn fuse here and there. 
 
    Once I’d finished, I gripped the sides of the core, maneuvered my way around the entire structure, and admired my work. I brushed off my soot-stained hands on my trousers, glanced up toward the ladder, pushed off the core with my heels, and grabbed onto the rungs surely. I climbed back up, closed the trap door, and tossed the ruined pieces of the core into the toolbox. 
 
    “Now, to see if it worked,” I sighed. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    I stepped over the toolbox to the control panel, hovered my pointer finger over the DOWN button, cleared my throat, and then pushed the button. The elevator thrummed to life, the metal cage vibrated softly, and I glanced down at the core below my feet. The spool of wire over my head suddenly moved, I jerked downward, grabbed onto the wall for purchase, and then was slowly lowered down into the mine shaft. 
 
    Just like last time, the light flickered on as I passed each level, and I counted off each level as I passed it. 
 
    “Level one… Level two…” I whispered. “Control room… Level three…” 
 
    The elevator paused for a moment, and my stomach immediately dropped as I prepared to plummet down just like the last time I’d done this, but that didn’t happen. The motor over my head hiccupped once, backfired loudly, and then lowered myself down at the same sluggish pace. 
 
    “Thank science!” I boomed. “Yes! The elevator is up and running!” 
 
    I couldn’t help the loud, joyous roars as they ripped up my throat, and since I was alone, I threw my hands up into the air with a loud cackle of laughter. I hurried over to the control panel again, jabbed the UP button, raised my head, and listened to the soft purring of the mechanics as they changed direction with a soft groan of metal. 
 
    Before long, I reached the mine’s main level, and I stepped out onto the hard-packed dirt with a new spring in my step. I hurried out into the bright sunlight and then headed toward the wagon. Soft, almost inaudible squeaks erupted up from the bed of the cart as I approached, and I couldn’t help but smile as I heard them. 
 
    “It seems you’re doing well,” I chuckled, tapped the top of the metal box, and listened to the angry scuttling from within. “Don’t worry, you’ll be put to good use soon, my little friend.” 
 
    I clasped my medical bag in my palm, lifted it from the back of my wagon, turned on my heels, and then stepped toward Josephine’s tent where I knew she’d be waiting. Not a lot of workers bustled around the aristocrat’s tent, but in the distance, I heard their voices from the encampment. Once I stood outside of the fabric structure’s flap, I cleared my throat, and then waited for a response. 
 
    “Charles?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Josephine,” I smiled. “I’ve finished with the elevator; it’s working perfectly again. I’ve brought my medical bag along with me if you’d like me to mix up a concoction for you?” 
 
    “Oh! Goodie!” Josephine cried. “Come in, come in! I’ll call Mr. Bronson over, and then he can tell the men to get back to work! This is wonderful news, Mr. Rayburn!” 
 
    I lifted the flap, stepped inside, but Josephine was nowhere to be seen inside of the expansive room. I turned slowly, searched the room for her, and then stepped toward the bedroom I’d taken her to last night. 
 
    “Over here, Charles,” Josephine called. 
 
    A delicate hand raised from behind the back of a long, burgundy couch, and I hurried over. The blonde woman laid stretched out over the cushions with a single hand covering her eyes, and her long legs stretched out below her. The pretty aristocrat had changed out of the dress I’d seen her in earlier, and now she wore what looked like a baby-pink nightgown, and a sheer long-sleeve bed jacket with lace trim. Her long, honey-colored hair was loose around her shoulders in tight curls, and they draped over her thin shoulders in a cascade. Perhaps the pose might have been considered alluring, but it was obvious that the blonde woman was in pain and just trying to make herself comfortable. 
 
    “I’m very sorry that you have to see me in such a state,” Josephine grumbled. “I seem to make terrible impressions each time I see you, it’s quite embarrassing.” 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize,” I chuckled, set down my medical bag, and then lowered myself onto a small ottoman. “It happens to the best of us, and I certainly won’t judge you for it.” 
 
    “My only hope is that I didn’t say anything too terrible to you last night,” the blonde moaned. “I remember you came in and helped me to bed, but other than that, I remember nothing at all. I didn’t say anything that’ll make you think badly of me, did I?” 
 
    “No, Ms. Josephine,” I chuckled. “Actually... what you said to me endeared you to me even more.” 
 
    “What?” the blonde asked. “What did I say?” 
 
    “No, I won’t repeat it,” I shook my head. “If you wanted to know so badly, you should’ve remembered.” 
 
    I peeked over at the reclining aristocrat, she hadn’t moved the hand from over her eyes, but the exposed parts of her tiny earlobes flushed pink with embarrassment. I was almost tempted to peel away the hand from her face, and see her flushed cheeks, but I had no idea how she’d react if I did. 
 
    “Oh, Charles, you bully,” the blonde giggled. “Fine, I’ll leave it for now, but I promise, at some point, I’ll make you tell me.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I snickered, snapped open my medical bag, and pulled out a few bottles here and there. “It’s almost impossible to get a secret out of me, ask Ms. Browning, she’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Oh, I plan on it,” Josephine smiled. “I hope that Ms. Browning and I can become close friends.” 
 
    “I do, too,” I agreed. “She likes you very much.” 
 
    I grabbed three medium-sized empty vials from my bag, lined them up on the squat coffee table, and then reached for my ingredients. Josephine lifted her fingers, gazed at me from underneath the shadow created by her hand, and then smiled softly. 
 
    “What are you making?” the blonde asked. “Does it have a technical name? Maybe I could show it to a few of my friends, and they can buy it from you.” 
 
    “I’d like that very much,” I exhaled. “What I’m making for you now is called Fernet, it’s an ancient concoction, our ancestors used to make it when they drank too much barley ale, and I can tell you right now, that stuff gives you wicked hangovers. It’s made entirely from myrrh, rhubarb, chamomile, aloe, cardamom, peppermint oil, and a few other things mixed in.” 
 
    “Don’t look now, Charles,” Josephine grinned. “But you’ve given me all of the ingredients, I might just steal your recipe.” 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t give you the exact measurements,” I joked. “If you try to replicate it, you might get something spot on or something that worsens the side effects of your current state.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the blonde chuckled. “Then I won’t do that, I’ll only come to you for all of my hangover needs.” 
 
    “That’s good, I prefer it that way,” I uttered. “Actually, Ms. Josephine? Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    One of the blonde’s eyebrows raised from underneath the shadow of her hand, but her cat-like eyes stared intently at my face. 
 
    “It depends on what the question is, but proceed.” She murmured. 
 
    “What kind of power do you have?” I asked. “I’ve never seen it, and I hope never to have to, but I have to admit that I am curious about it.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” the blonde murmured. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me if it makes you uncomfortable,” I explained. “I was just--” 
 
    “It’s technically called ‘Mental Manipulation,’” Josephine forced out. “Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “Is that some sort of… mind control?” I asked. 
 
    “I can make people bend to my will with a single thought,” the blonde whispered. “I don’t even have to speak… or look at them, I can simply think it, and they will do it.” 
 
    “Really?” I grunted. “It works that way--” 
 
    My words were cut off as my right hand moved on its own, jerked out, grabbed one of the empty vials in its palm, and then offered it to the blonde aristocrat. Josephine’s eyebrows raised, she blinked once, and then she shifted her position on the couch until she laid completely flat on her back. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry if I’ve offended you,” I murmured, placed the vial on the table, and began working on the concoction again. “I didn’t mean to, I can assure you that my intention was only out of curiosity.” 
 
    “I don’t like to use my powers very often,” the blonde admitted. “I’m already wealthy. Also, we already live in a society that forces people… men… to do things they don’t want to do. Why would I activate it unless it’s absolutely necessary? I know a lot of aristocrats that would kill to have a power like mine. Adelia for example, she covets my power and says so every time I see her, but I can’t help but imagine all the awful things she’d do with it.” 
 
    “I personally think it’s a fascinating power,” I smiled. “I can understand the way you feel, but… you could look at it in a different light. So many terrible things go on in our society, and you could use your power for some good…” 
 
    “Do you think so, Charles?” Josephine asked. 
 
    “I know so,” I nodded, stirred all of my ingredients together in a bowl, and then poured a full amount into each of the empty vials. “I’m a man, so I don’t know what it’s like to possess such a power, but I know that a lot of the aristocrats abuse their power… and from what you said last night, you don’t think the same as they do.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s what I spoke to you about last night,” the blonde murmured. “Please don’t tell any of the others, if it were to get out, I could be shunned, stripped of my titles, land, and my mines, and then I’d have nothing. Then what would my mother do? I couldn’t afford her treatments anymore…” 
 
    “I promise I won’t,” I uttered. “I have no intention of ratting you out to the other aristocrats. What good would that do me? Yes, I’d be rewarded for finding a harlot, but that’d be it, your life would be ruined, and my reward wouldn’t be worthwhile. Not only that, Josephine, but I like you, and I trust that no one else will hear about this little conversation?” 
 
    “Of course not, Charles,” Josephine shook her head. “If I turned you and Daisy in for being harlots, then… I’d no longer have anyone to have such titillating conversations with.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed. “For protecting me, and more importantly, Daisy.” 
 
    “As you said earlier, there is no reason to thank me,” the blonde finally smiled. “But not only that, I didn’t have to squeeze the secret out of you, you told me yourself… not so good at keeping secrets as you thought, right, Charles?” 
 
    I sealed off all three of the bottles, set them down on the coffee table where she could easily reach them, retrieved the ingredients, and then snapped my medical bag closed. Josephine didn’t stand from the couch, but watched me the entire time with those strange cat-like eyes. 
 
    “Well, Ms. Josephine,” I sighed. “I’ll be off now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the blonde breathed. “I’ll have my courier deliver the money once I return to Edenhart, it shouldn’t take more than two or three days. I’ll throw in a little extra for the elixirs, how much do you want for them?” 
 
    “No, they’re free of charge,” I grinned. “There’s no need for you to pay me for them. I want you to have them and feel better.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” the aristocrat chuckled. “I hope you have safe travels to the way station, and I will call upon you soon to set up a time to visit you and Ms. Browning.” 
 
    I nodded, waved to her, turned toward the flap, and then lifted it over my head. Daisy was coming around the corner right as I exited the tent, and the brunette flushed red, smiled, and then hurried toward me. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the bear-girl nodded. “I was packing up our things from our tent, and Josephine’s workers already took them to load up into our wagon.” 
 
    “Alright,” I nodded, and then dropped my voice into a whisper. “Have you seen Valerie?” 
 
    “I’m right here,” another soft voice came from in between Daisy and me. 
 
    Daisy jumped, placed a hand over her heart, and then rolled her honey-colored eyes toward the sky. 
 
    “Good heavens, Val,” the bear-girl gasped. “Give us a warning next time.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” the cat-girl giggled. 
 
    “Where have you been hiding?” I snickered. “Wandering around the camp, and rifling through other people’s belongings, I assume?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, I’ve been here and there,” the feline-woman bubbled. “Mainly sticking around Ms. Josephine, I liiiike her so much! I wish I could meet her.” 
 
    I glanced back toward the tent I’d just come from, felt heat flash across my feet, and then stared at the spot where I assumed Valerie was standing. 
 
    “So, uh, you were…?” I stammered. 
 
    “Yuuuup,” Valerie drawled out. “Annnnd, I found something interesting.” 
 
    “Is it another naughty book?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “No!” the cat-girl protested. “I put that one back, remember?” 
 
    “Then what did you find, Val?” I questioned. 
 
    “Josephine’s diary, don’t worry, I put it back where I found it,” the feline-woman whispered. “Buuuut, I found out that Ms. Josephine liiiiikes you, Charles. She likes you so, so, so much!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “She wants to kiss you! She wants to love you! She wants to make babies with you! Hoo! Hoo! Hooooo!” Valerie crooned all sing-song from the back of the wagon. 
 
    We’d left the mines a few hours ago, and now the three of us were on our way to the way station. By my calculations, we were almost there, and I was sure that the courier hadn’t reached it yet. The town where the Browning family lived was a two-day journey if a horse was ridden hard, and the man delivering the letter would have to make a few stops along the way. The way station was the last stop before you’d reach Edenhart, and I knew for sure that the man and his guards would want to rest before he had to stand before the Duchess. 
 
    Daisy sat next to me in the driver’s seat, Valerie laid sprawled out across the bed of the wagon, and occasionally petted the metal box underneath our seat. The imp inside of the container squeaked and hissed angrily, but after a while, it barely made any noise each time the blonde touched it. 
 
    “I’m so happy!” Valerie sighed. “Josephine loooooveeesss you!” 
 
    “Valerie, I seriously doubt that,” I interjected. 
 
    “I saw it in her diary!” the cat-girl disagreed. “It was written in her own handwriting, there’s no way that we can shrug it off!” 
 
    “But what does it matter if she has feelings for me?” I asked. “She’s an aristocrat, it’s not as if I can act upon it.” 
 
    “Even if Valerie hadn’t seen Josephine’s private journal,” Daisy broke in. “I do believe that Ms. Josephine is partial to you, she even admitted it herself when she was inebriated.” 
 
    “I understand that, and it is flattering, but both of you are forgetting the most important part,” I breathed. “There’s nothing we can do about it, not the three of us, nor Ms. Josephine. She’s a wealthy, powerful woman in the city of Edenhart, it’s not as if she can go around, telling people that she fancies me. As she told me, if she were to breathe a word of it to anyone else, her titles, land, wealth, and mines would be stripped from her in an instant.” 
 
    “But it’s just so exciting!” Valerie pouted. “Ms. Josephine would be the perfect fit for a new sister.” 
 
    “Val,” I grunted. “We’ve already been over this, we cannot make Josephine into a monster-girl unless she wrongs us or does something to put our family into jeopardy.” 
 
    “We understand what you mean, Charles,” Daisy agreed, clapped a hand over Valerie’s protesting mouth, and smiled softly. “We will drop the subject, but I would like to point out one last thing… isn’t it fantastic that despite the social structure of your world, the repeated abuse of the male sex, and imprisonment of innocent ‘brute’ lives, Josephine has fought against it, and felt intense, emotional things for those that are frowned upon? I find it to be incredible; she grew up in this world that hates men from birth, and yet, some part of her, deep down inside, looks upon them with admiration, and may I even say… love?” 
 
    “I just love her so much!” the feline-woman giggled. 
 
    “You haven’t even met her,” I chuckled. “How can you know that you love her?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I haven’t met her yet!” the ash-blonde woman protested. “I’ve read her diary, from front to back, I know her inner, deepest thoughts and desires! I’m sure that once we meet each other, we’ll get along famously! I stood in the shadows while Daisy and Josephine talked, and I already know that the two of them are good friends! If only you would give us a chance! Oh, the humanity, Charles! Depriving your first monster-girl the opportunity to have a third sister!” 
 
    “Excellent dramatic performance,” I tittered. “But, no, as much as I want to make both of you happy and give you the things you want… that can’t happen yet. Josephine is nothing more than a kind woman who has some interest in me, but other than that… there can be nothing between us.” 
 
    “I do have to admit that it is a bit sad,” Daisy sighed. “The two women you’ve used in the experiment either wanted you dead, or wanted you as a servant. We can only use women who are against our mere existence, I do wish we could find someone willing to go along with the experiment…” 
 
    “But can you imagine how insane that would be?” I asked. “Imagine explaining it to someone? ‘We need you to get in this compartment in this massive machine, I’ll place a beast within the other compartment, place a small sample of my blood in the middle compartment, and then wham, boom, bang, you’re an entirely new being with a new personality, body, and spirit?’ Can you imagine me saying those exact words to Ms. Josephine? But not only that, what do you think her reaction would be? The poor woman would be horrified… I just know it, and all of those emotions and feelings tied to me would instantly disappear.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right, Charles,” Daisy breathed. “We can never know what her reaction would be, but… we can only assume that it wouldn’t be good.” 
 
    “Well, since I’m the only one who’s read Josephine’s diary and I’m the one who found her collection of naughty books,” Valerie interjected. “I would like to say, I know her a bit better than the two of you, and I think that she would accept us with open arms. She’s already such a kind person, I bet if you, Daisy, were to reveal that you’re a bear-girl, Ms. Josephine wouldn’t care at all.” 
 
    “Yes, Josephine is a kind woman,” I agreed. “But I think you’re pushing it a little too far, as Daisy and I both said before, we can never know what her reaction would be. And just to clarify, Valerie, we’re not going to tell her, not unless something drastic happens.” 
 
    “Oh, phooey,” the blonde woman grumbled. “I know you’re trying to protect us, Charles, but I really do believe that she’d protect us and our secret.” 
 
    “As much as I love you, Valerie,” I exhaled. “There are certain things in this world that I cannot give you… if Josephine were to disappear, there’d only be more problems for us.” 
 
    “Then what’s the difference between us using Delphine?” the cat-girl asked. “Or… plotting to kill the Duchess? They’ll go missing once we do, and then you’ll probably be the suspect. We already saw what happened when you were suspected of killing Delphine, and it’ll probably be much worse once we take down Edony.” 
 
    “Josephine isn’t a direct threat,” I repeated. “She hasn’t done anything wrong, in fact, she’s the kindest aristocrat we’ve come into contact with…. We just can’t, Val, and that’s final, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the feline-woman sighed. “I’m sorry if I upset you, I didn’t mean to be so argumentative… I just love Josephine so, so much.” 
 
    “I know, my love,” I nodded. “If I could figure out a way for the two of you to meet without her suspecting something, I would, but your tail and ears pose a problem.” 
 
    “I wish I could just wear a bonnet like Daisy,” the ash-blonde woman pouted. “But that still leaves my stupid tail… I can’t hide it under dresses or anything like that, it’s too long.” 
 
    “Hey!” Daisy cried. “Don’t call your tail stupid! I love your tail, it’s so sleek, soft, and pretty. I love the way it moves, especially when you get excited.” 
 
    “I know…” Valerie murmured. “But I can’t hide it as you can…” 
 
    “I love your tail as well,” I stated. “I don’t want to hear you talking bad about yourself, do you understand? You both are very different from each other, but you’re beautiful in your own ways. Yes, I’m sad that you can’t go out into the world as Daisy does, but that doesn’t mean that you aren’t good or worthy.” 
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” Valerie cried. “I’m perfect the way that you made me! And my tail and ears won’t make me feel bad about it anymore! I’ll just have to keep reminding myself that before long, the world will be filled with other monster-girls like me, and I won’t have to hide in your laboratory anymore!” 
 
    “That’s good, I want you to be confident in your body and self,” I smiled. “Both of you… I may have created you, and thought you were beautiful in your own ways, but I want you to think it, too…” 
 
    “We love you so much, Charles,” Daisy breathed, scooted closer, and wrapped her arms around me. “You mean everything to us, and we’d do anything for you, no matter what it was, just ask.” 
 
    “Heeey, wait a minute,” Valerie giggled, eyed the two of us, and then flushed a bright pink. “Did something happen? Daisy is never this touchy-feely, even after I told her about our bedroom fun… Charles… Daisy… did you?” 
 
    “W-Well,” Daisy stammered. “W-We… well, C-Charles and I…” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, felt the heat pass over my cheeks, but grinned down at the ash blonde woman. Valerie’s oceanic eyes widened, her mouth dropped open, snapped shut, and then curled up into a wide smile. 
 
    “It happened?” the feline-woman squeaked. “It finally happened! I’m so happy! Yes! Daisy, tell me everything! How did it feel? What did you think?” 
 
    I chuckled lightly as Valerie reached up to the driver’s seat, grabbed the fabric of Daisy’s dress, and pulled the brunette into the back of the wagon to gossip. I held the reins loosely in my hands, kept my eyes on the road ahead of me, and listened to the excited conversation behind me. 
 
    I’d been to the way station a handful of times before, so I was somewhat familiar with the road there, and once I turned onto it, I didn’t need the map. It’d been a beautiful day when we left Josephine’s mines, but as we rode closer to the location, the sky darkened, and in the distance, thunder boomed. I raised my head, studied the gray, bulbous clouds overhead, and then glanced over my shoulder at my two women. 
 
    “It looks like it’s going to rain,” I uttered. “If it starts, use one of the tarps to cover your heads.” 
 
    “What about you, Charles?” Valerie frowned. “You’re going to get all wet if you don’t cover up.” 
 
    “I’ll be alright,” I assured her. “A bit of water won’t hurt.” 
 
    The two women grappled with the tarp, lifted it up from behind it, draped it over their shoulders, and then lifted it so that their heads were shielded from the oncoming rain. I jumped as fabric was draped over my shoulders, tucked over my head, and I grasped the fabric to peek over into the bed of the wagon. Valerie shifted back into position beside her sister, giggled softly, and then smiled up at me sweetly. 
 
    “Just because the water won’t hurt you doesn’t mean we want you getting soaked,” Daisy explained. “You might catch a cold, and then… well… I want you in top physical condition.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, turned back toward the road, and tightened my grip on the reins. 
 
    Just as I predicted, the sky opened up with a crackle of lightning, rain poured down in sheets so thick that it obscured the road ahead of us in swatches of gray. I slowed the horses down, lowered the fabric tarp over my head, and squinted my eyes against the spray that hit my face. Thankfully from the familiar trees and landmarks at the sides of the road, I knew we were close to the way station, and if the rain continued once we arrived, we’d have some cover while we switched out the letters. 
 
    “How much farther?” Valerie shouted over the noise. 
 
    “Just around the bend!” I boomed. “Less than a minute, we should be--whoa!” 
 
    I pulled back on the reins at the last second as a black carriage appeared out of the rain in front of us. Curses fell from my lips, I jerked the reins to the left, and then the right as I avoided hitting them straight on. Thankfully, the horses halted right on time, and they came within inches of colliding with the back panel of the all-black wagon. 
 
    “Whoa! Whoa!” I shouted down at the beasts, and one of them whinnied angrily, lifted off the ground, and shifted the reins in my hands. 
 
    The carriage in front of us carried on as if nothing had happened, not that I could fault them, the rain had blinded me from seeing them on the road. I held tightly to the slick reins, called out to the riled horses, waited until it’d calmed down, and then urged it forward. As the rain began to let up, I spied the way station in the distance, set my sights on it, and hurried our horses toward it. 
 
    “Val,” I called over my shoulder. “You know what to do.” 
 
    “Yep!” the ash-blonde woman nodded. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, the cat-woman faded from view, and I barely noticed her against the dark fabric of the tarp. If it’d been anyone else with an untrained eye, they wouldn’t have seen her at all in the hail of cold rain. Though, earlier when we were outside of Josephine’s tent, I hadn’t known she was there until she spoke up, had her invisibility gotten better over time? It’d seemed so as I took a second peek over my shoulder at the place where the ash-blonde woman should’ve been. 
 
    I turned back around, tightened my grip on the reins, and angled them toward the off-ramp toward the way station. The small rest stop was nothing more than a small outcropping of three businesses, one of them being a combined restaurant and tavern. Even though the road we traveled on was heavily used, only a few people bustled in and out of the small buildings on the side of the road. Ahead of us, the same black carriage from before swerved to the left, bumped precariously onto the ramp, and rolled to a stop in the muddy dirt. 
 
    “Whoa!” I shouted to our mares. “Whoa there!” 
 
    The reins were slick in my hands, but the beasts responded immediately, slowed, and then slid to a stop in the muddy path. I tied the horses off to one of the posts, turned toward the bed of the wagon, lifted my arms, grabbed Daisy by the waist, and then set her down on a less muddy patch of the ground. I turned, gazed over the few carriages in the lot, sighed, and then turned back to the brunette. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like they’ve arrived just yet,” I whispered. “We’ll just have to wait them out then, do you have the letter?” 
 
    Daisy’s reply was drowned out by the heavy rain for a second. She leaned her head back, stared at me with those luminous golden eyes, and opened her lips to speak again. 
 
     “Thank the science,” I breathed as the rain finally started to let up. “What did you say again, I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you?” 
 
    “Charles, the letter--” 
 
    The brunette’s voice was cut off as the black carriage’s door slammed open, swung wide, and then cracked against the wooden side. A black boot stepped out, squished into the deep mud with a loud feminine scoff, but I turned away with disinterest. I grunted out of annoyance, placed a hand on the bear-girl’s shoulder, and nodded for her to go on. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” a sultry, venomous voice growled. “What do we have here? Charles Rayburn and Ms. Daisy Browning? What a… lovely coincidence.” 
 
    I knew that voice even though I’d only heard it a few times before, and I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was standing behind us. 
 
    “Chief Constable Ortensia,” I pasted on a fake smile, turned, and then bowed low to her. “What luck to run into you here!” 
 
    “Yes,” the scarlet-haired woman drawled out. “How lucky of you… I had no idea you’d be in the area today, why have you come here?” 
 
    The question may have been asked casually, but it was anything but that. Ortensia may have been a high-power woman, but she certainly wasn’t stupid, and I had to prepare myself for an interrogation. 
 
    “Is it any of your business?” Daisy snapped. 
 
    Ortensia’s single eye widened at the brunette’s tone, her scarlet eyebrows raised, and the corners of her lips pinched downward into a grimace. 
 
    “I am the Chief Constable,” Ortensia breathed. “I’m allowed to ask civilians such questions if I wish. I only observed that the two of you had left your usual spot in Edenhart, and it piqued my curiosity, is that so bad?” 
 
    “If you need to know,” the bear-girl scoffed. “We were out at Josephine’s mines for the past day and a half, repairing her broken elevator. Happy?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the woman with the eyepatch snickered. “I hadn’t forgotten that the good doctor made contracts with the three aristocrats, but that still doesn’t answer my question… why are you here? At this way station? Twenty-five miles away from the mines… in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “Again,” the gorgeous brunette snapped. “It’s none of your--” 
 
    “My Mistress was feeling a bit peckish,” I smiled. “So, we decided to drive a few miles here to grab something to eat, and then return home.” 
 
    Ortensia’s plucked eyebrow above the black eyepatch raised, her red lips puckered, and her jade eye narrowed on my face for a moment. It was clear to me that she wasn’t buying anything we’d just said, and I had to wonder… why was the Chief Constable so suspicious of us? To the outside world, we’d done nothing wrong, we weren’t criminals or killers, but somehow… the Chief Constable seemed to see right through us. 
 
    From the way Ortensia sucked in her cheeks, smacked her lips, and then aimed her single jade eye toward her carriage, it was clear she had no way to poke holes in our story. I wasn’t sure if the Chief Constable treated us this way because she simply didn’t like us, or if she actually had something on us and hadn’t admitted it yet. The latter made me the most anxious, I’d been so thorough when we’d left the crime scene, but it made me wonder… had we been as careful as I’d thought we were? Had we left some sign or clue that’d prove we’d been there? 
 
    “Why are you here, Ortensia?” Daisy mocked. 
 
    “I don’t have to answer that,” the scarlet-haired beauty chuckled. “But, if you have to know, I’m here to accompany a letter back to Edenhart for the Duchess.” 
 
    For the love of science… Could I never catch a break? Every single time I needed to get something done, one of these atrocious women stepped in my way. If it’d just been the courier and his guards, we would’ve been fine, but now, Ortensia, too? I wasn’t even sure if switching the letter would be possible. 
 
    And if I couldn’t switch out the letter, then my life would quickly fall apart. 
 
    “But,” Ortensia sighed, placed her hands on her hips, shielded her eye from the fast-falling rain, and gazed toward the road. “It seems they’ve been delayed by the weather, which is vexing, Edony wants that letter as soon as possible, its contents  are of the utmost importance.” 
 
    We already knew what that letter contained, the news that the Daisy Browning now living in Edenhart was not the same one from the east, and if that piece of paper fell into the Duchess’ hands, it’d be the end of my world. 
 
    “Oh, is that them?” the scarlet-haired woman asked. “It seems that the weather hasn’t affected them at all, how wonderful.” 
 
    An all-white carriage with details in gold pulled into the way station, rolled in the mud, and then slowed to a stop. The door opened slowly, five men piled out, and then a woman dressed in all white. The men helped her down, brushed off her intricate embroidered jacket, glanced toward us menacingly, and then turned in unison toward the tavern. 
 
    “Ah, this must be them, though I am surprised Edony sent a female courier,” Ortensia sighed. “Hello there! I’m Chief Constable Ortensia, I’m here to receive the letter!” 
 
    The woman, clothed in white, snapped her head in the Chief Constable’s direction, grimaced, rolled her eyes, and moved on without speaking. The courier was petite, almost child-like in size with chin-length, straight black hair. A pair of round spectacles rested on the bridge of her button nose, and when she glanced in our direction, I saw that her enormous eyes were the same blinding white as her clothes. 
 
    The tiny woman wore knee-length light leather boots, a pair of dark pantyhose, a pristine, ruffled white skirt, an admiral’s jacket with large copper buttons, and a jaunty, tri-corner hat with a golden pin with the Queen’s crest pressed into the metal. 
 
    “Hello?” the Chief Constable snarked. “I’m here to receive the letter for Duchess Edony.” 
 
    The woman surrounded by guards paused, kept her head aimed straightforward, lifted a single gloved hand in Ortensia’s direction, and then hissed out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “I have had a very long journey,” the female courier barked. “Please do not speak to me until after I’ve rested and had a refreshing drink.” 
 
    “You… you can’t speak to me that way!” Ortensia shouted. “I’m the Chief Constable, I demand that you address me with respect and honor.” 
 
    “And I am the Queen’s royal courier,” the petite woman jeered. “Since I move from city to city, and am tasked with delivering private correspondence between the noble class, I am not under your jurisdiction, which ultimately means… I am not under your control. Now, please, allow me to enter into this… fine establishment, have a drink, and then I will speak to you about the letter.” 
 
    The courier brushed past Ortensia along with her large group of guards, glanced over her shoulder at the Chief Constable in disgust, scoffed, and then pushed on until she disappeared inside of the tavern. I kept my eyes glued onto the bed of our wagon, but I saw no shift or change in the air that would reveal Valerie. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked, offered my arm to Daisy, and then led her toward the tavern. “The faster we eat, the faster we can get back on the road.” 
 
    “Charles…” the brunette whispered under her breath. “What are we going to do? If we’re inside with the Chief Constable, and the courier, we can’t switch the letters.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I have a plan.” 
 
    I swiveled my eyes toward Ortensia, peeked into the tavern where the courier settled herself down at a small table, and then smiled. I held tightly onto the brunette, grinned widely as I angled my body sideways, and opened my mouth to speak. 
 
    “I heard something quite funny, Ms. Browning,” I stated loud enough for the Chief Constable to hear. 
 
    I slipped my free hand into my trouser pocket, wrapped my hand around the bottle I’d placed there earlier when I concocted the elixir for Josephine, and held it tightly in my palm. I’d put it in my pocket by mistake while I was putting away my ingredients and meant to put it back in my medical bag, but it seemed that the small, full vial would be useful in this situation. 
 
    “And what is that, Charles?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “I heard a rumor,” I chuckled. “That the women from the east can drink more than those from the capital. Have you heard that, too?” 
 
    Daisy’s brows furrowed in confusion. Her golden eyes wandered over my face, but I signaled for her to go along with me with a vigorous nod. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the brunette giggled lightly. “I’ve heard that rumor, too, and I can assure you, it’s true. It’s almost as if us women from the east have a second belly only for alcohol.” 
 
    I peeked out of the corner of my eye at Ortensia. The scarlet-haired woman’s mouth pulled down at the edges, and her leather-gloved hands tightened into fists. 
 
    “It’s almost a shame,” I tittered. “I bet you could drink any woman from the capital under the table! I’ve seen you drink twenty ales in one sitting, I bet no other woman from the capital could match that.” 
 
    “You could outdrink a woman from the capital?” Ortensia scoffed. “We’re skilled drinkers from the moment we’re strong enough to lift a filled tankard!” 
 
    “Oh?” Daisy snickered. “I sincerely doubt that. We women from the east are given ale as babies to soothe us to sleep, I doubt you can boast that.” 
 
    We already knew that Ortensia was strong-willed and prideful, but an insult to the women of her home city? No, that was unforgivable. If we could push her just a little without giving away our intentions, we’d have her in the palm of our hands. 
 
    “Are you challenging me?” Ortensia barked. “I’ve outdrank grown brutes before, I could easily outdrink a tiny, eastern woman like you!” 
 
    “Then, a challenge it is!” I chuckled. “Shall we ask the courier to join in? She has no tie to any of the lands, it would be a fair fight between the three of you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure the courier would love to join in,” Ortensia grumbled, brushed past us, and threw open the doors to the tavern. 
 
    I grabbed Daisy’s hand, raced toward the door, but only stopped when the brunette tugged me a few steps back. 
 
    “Charles,” the bear-girl whispered. “I can’t do this, I’ve never drank before… Do you remember when Valerie brought up all the alcohol from the wine cellar? I only had one glass, and it knocked me out! If I do this, I’ll only be an embarrassment!” 
 
    “You’re going to win, don’t worry,” I assured her. 
 
    “How do you know?” the brunette gasped. “I can’t!” 
 
    “You’ll win with this,” I grinned, glanced toward the door, pulled out the vial from my pocket, held it in my hand, and showed it to her. 
 
    “What is that, Charles?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “It’s a special concoction from when I still worked my stall on the streets,” I grinned. “It’s a brew I made myself, no one else knows the recipe.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t explain what it does!” the beautiful woman whimpered. 
 
    “I call it ‘Dalie,’ each letter signifies the different ingredients I put in it, but that’s beside the point,” I explained. “You sprinkle it into alcohol, and the liquor in the drink evaporates instantly.” 
 
    “But what does that mean?” Daisy shook her head. 
 
    “When they pass you the drink, I wave my hand over it, sprinkle some of this into the liquid,” I elaborated. “And your ales will become nonalcoholic… you’ll be able to outdrink both the Chief Constable and the courier! Then once they’re in a drunken stupor, we’ll sneak outside, switch the letters, and ride home with no one the wiser.” 
 
    Daisy’s expression cleared, and her lips turned up into a broad smile. She threw herself at me, pressed soft kisses to my cheeks, and then leaned away to gaze up into my face. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn,” the brunette breathed. “How in the world did you get so brilliant?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The Queen’s courier sat at a low table in the corner by herself across the room. Her guards huddled together in a silent circle, and I watched as Ortensia made a beeline for the woman clothed in all white. The dark-haired courier sighed, lifted her eyes from her full tankard, glared at the scarlet-haired woman, leaned back in her crude chair, and then crossed her arms over her sunken chest. 
 
    “What do you want?” the courier snapped. “I told you to leave me alone until after I’ve rested and had a drink.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why we’re here,” Ortensia snickered. “Daisy Browning has made a bet that women from the east can outdrink those from the capital. I came here to ask if you’d like to join us in this little wager.” 
 
    “Women from the east pitted against women from the capital?” the courier echoed. “I have no ties to any of the lands, I am merely an employee of the Queen and her courts.” 
 
    “Well, you must have been born somewhere,” Daisy interjected. “Where do you hail from originally?” 
 
    “Lustenfurt,” the petite woman replied. “But my family has been the royal couriers for generations.” 
 
    “Lustenfurt?” Ortensia repeated. “Ah, yes, the largest city to the south on the coastline, that’s perfect. That means we have a woman from the east, a woman from the south, and one from the west… if only we had another contender from north… Oh well, we’ll manage without a fourth.” 
 
    “I have no objections to a drinking contest,” the courier breathed. “But how long do you think this will take? I have to be back in Edenhart before nightfall, at least. The Duchess is expecting this letter, and I have certain time constraints on my traveling.” 
 
    “Exactly the sort of excuse a southerner would give to avoid a contest,” Daisy scoffed as she turned her nose up in the air. “You can come right out and say you’re too scared to join.”  
 
    The woman dressed in white clothes lips twisted, her expression hardened, opened her mouth to speak, but paused as Ortensia broke in.  
 
    “Who knows?” Ortensia shrugged. “But not only that, I’m here to receive the letter, so I’m sure once this is over, you can hand the letter over to me, and I can deliver it to the Duchess.” 
 
    “I would love to do that, but do you have a work order from the Duchess herself?” the dark-haired woman in white asked. “I cannot hand over the letter to you in good conscience if you are not who you say you are. Yes, the constable outfit and medals look quite believable, but it wouldn’t be the first time a deliverer was duped into handing over an important document.” 
 
    Each woman’s expressions were soured with annoyance, I sat back in my chair and watched as the two stared each other down with heated eyes. I’d never met a Queen’s courier before, and I had to wonder, why was the Queen’s messenger delivering the letter from the Browning’s? Did the two families have some sort of ties together? I had no conception of aristocratic politics since my energies were fully devoted to the pursuit of knowledge, so everything was a total conjecture. 
 
    “Do I have a work order?” the scarlet-haired woman asked, threw back her head, rested a hand on her flat stomach, and cackled. “She asked if I have a work order! Do you think I’m stupid? Of course, I have a work order from the Duchess. Edony sent me because she knew that if I were the one to receive the letter, it would get to her faster than the usual courier.” 
 
    “Are you criticizing my mode of transportation?” the petite woman griped. “I’ll have you know that my carriage is the best out of all in the capital, it was given to me directly from the Queen herself!”  
 
    “No, no,” Ortensia tutted. “Not at all, I simply mean that the Duchess prefers to have the letter handed over to her by someone she trusts, which would be me in this situation.” 
 
    “Very well,” the courier stated, sat back in her chair, and lifted a white-gloved hand into the air. “Hand over the papers, and I will assess them for myself.” 
 
    “There is no need, everything is in order, but,” Ortensia patted her chest, rifled through her pockets, and then produced a thin packet of papers. “If you must, here they are, signed and dated by Duchess Edony herself.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman snatched the papers away, read through the first page, skimmed the second, flipped to the third page, clicked her tongue, nodded, and then handed back the packet. 
 
    “Everything seems to be in order,” the courier smiled. “Why don’t you sit down, and we will begin our challenge. I didn’t quite catch all of your names, I am the Royal Courier for the Queen, Millicent Chegwidden. You are?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the scarlet-haired woman exhaled. “I am the Chief Constable of Edenhart, Ortensia Payne.” 
 
    Millicent’s ghostly white eyes rested on me for a second, swiveled to Daisy, and then the petite woman raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Daisy Browning of House Browning,” the brunette dipped her head. “And this is my consort, Charles Rayburn, brilliant scientist and doctor.” 
 
    “Lovely to meet you all,” Millicent snarked. “Now, to this bet, what are the stipulations and rules? How will we know there will be a clear winner?” 
 
    “I’m sure that Charles wouldn’t mind keeping score,” Daisy breathed. “He may be my consort, but he will be impartial, won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” I uttered. “If it is your command, then I will obey it to the letter.” 
 
    “See?” Daisy smirked. “Let’s go by different levels, if all of us reach five beers, we continue on, then ten, twenty, and so on. If one person drops out, the other two will keep drinking until there is only one woman left. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    “Sounds fair enough,” Ortensia tittered, grabbed a chair, turned it around, and sat down on it backward. “I am a little wary of your consort being the judge, but it seems we have no one else to rely on… unless we used one of your guards, Millicent?” 
 
    “Nay,” The black-haired woman shook her head. “I don’t trust those idiot brutes as far as I can throw them. Who knows what they would try once I have a bit of alcohol in my system. I think it is best if we use Ms. Browning’s consort, though he may be a beast, I trust a consort more than a measly guard paid per hire.” 
 
    “So, ‘Dr.’ Rayburn,” Ortensia snarked. “Where did you study? I wasn’t aware of any credentialed university that admitted brutes?” 
 
    I wanted so badly to roll my eyes, slump in my chair, and groan. I’d been asked this question so many times before, and I was tired of hearing it. I understood that most ‘brutes’ were undereducated, hell, most of them barely made it through the crude primary schools we were put through during our adolescence, but I knew of a few other men that had studied the same way as me. It was true that most of them didn’t get far, and gave up before they got the chance to make something of themselves, but that wasn’t me, I’d strived for my education from the beginning. 
 
    “Well, you see,” I cleared my throat. “I am an autodidact, and--” 
 
    “I assure you that his doctoral credentials are in order for the subjects of medicine, science, and mathematics,” Daisy interrupted. “I’ve seen him do all three of them with the brilliance of a female scholar. Even this morning, he concocted an elixir for Ms. Josephine that would heal her hangovers in an instant.” 
 
    “Medicine?” the Chief Constable clucked.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Daisy nodded smugly. “His physical examinations are very thorough, he had me wear nothing but a lab coat, and scoured my body for anything out of the ordinary.”  
 
    I choked, my eyes bulged out of their sockets, and I turned in my seat to stare in shock at the brunette beside me. I knew that she hadn’t meant it in the way that all three of us took it, but it was such a shock to hear such words slip from her sweet mouth.  
 
    “He… he what?” Millicent gasped.  
 
    “Ms. Browning!” Ortensia shuddered. “I can’t believe… No, I didn’t hear it, I didn’t hear such a foul mention of a disgusting--” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean,” Daisy uttered. “He explores every nook and cranny, probing deep into your body to ensure everything is in working order. What could be so disgusting about that?”  
 
    I reached under the table, tapped her hand, shook my head, and cleared my throat. The bear-girl swiveled in her seat, glanced up into my face, and then tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “I don’t understand what is so wrong with telling them about your examinations,” Daisy sighed. “You do such a good job looking me over for imperfections.” 
 
    “It’s not that, my dear,” I chuckled awkwardly. “It’s just the way… you’ve described it. I do physical examinations, kind of like a wellness check up that you receive at any primary doctor. Definitely no probing, or nooks and crannies. Just a few swabs here and there, examining the throat, eyes, and ears, you know, the regular things doctors do.”  
 
    “Swabs?” Ortensia echoed.  
 
    “Examining the throat?” Millicent breathed. “What do you examine it with, pray tell?”  
 
    Oh, science, it was just getting worse and worse. No matter how much I explained, they still were taking it entirely in a different way, I needed a distraction, and fast. 
 
    “How about those drinks?” I coughed. “We should probably get started on the wager.” 
 
    “Barkeep!” Ortensia shouted. “Three beers and keep them comin’! We have a little wager going on, so once you see one of us has finished a beer, bring us another!” 
 
    “It would be quite fun if the first person to drop out would pay for the whole tab,” Millicent giggled. “I once accompanied the Queen’s royal court to this enormous party, and her Highness wagered a bet just like this. The loser had to pay for all the alcohol served, but then, they were drinking shots of straight whiskey, and I am not sure if I could last as long if we were drinking those.” 
 
    “If it were shots, I wouldn’t be partaking in this little bet,” Ortensia chuckled. “I can do fine on ales and beers, but once it’s straight liquor, I can’t handle it.” 
 
    It seemed that the two aristocratic women had completely forgotten about my presence, but I assumed it was for the better if I faded into the background. If they didn’t notice me at all, they wouldn’t be able to see what I was doing to Daisy’s drinks. If they suspected anything at all, there’d be no way that we could pull this off. 
 
    I fiddled with the small vial in my pocket, uncorked it, and tipped out a small amount into the palm of my hand. I wouldn’t need the whole bottle, in fact, only a small sprinkle of the stuff would do the trick. I felt a little nervous, though, we could be found out at any second if one of the other women noticed my sleight of hand, but I had to admit, I felt a strange sense of excitement. I couldn’t help it, we were tricking the aristocrats right in front of their faces, and they had absolutely no idea. 
 
    “Here you are,” the barmaid sighed, set down the three tankards of golden ale, and then wiped off her pristine apron. “I’ll keep an eye on you and keep them filled.” 
 
    I hastily grabbed a tankard, dropped a little sprinkle into the top, and then set it down in front of Daisy. The brunette gave me a knowing look, grinned, lifted the heavy tankard, and then looked to the other two women. 
 
    “Let’s begin!” the bear-girl cried, threw back her head, and guzzled down the ale effortlessly. 
 
    Both of the other women’s eyes widened as they held their drinks to their lips, Daisy clicked her tongue, sat back in her seat, raised a single finger into the air and then waited for the barmaid as she rushed over with a second drink. If things kept on like this, we’d win in no time at all, and it made me unbelievably excited. 
 
    Each time Daisy’s drink was replaced, I grabbed it with the rim, sprinkled the tiniest amount of powder in, and then handed it over to the gorgeous brunette. By the time the other two women caught up to Daisy, the bear-girl had sucked down six full ales and was grinning wildly. 
 
    “Would you look at that?” the bear-woman snickered. “Ortensia is second place, and Millicent is third. You’re going to have to drink a lot more if you want to keep up with me.” 
 
    “S-Sh-Shush up,” Millicent hiccupped, covered her mouth with the back of her hand, and glared over the table. “I’ll catch up in no time, and I’ll beat both of you!” 
 
    “I seriously doubt it,” the brunette scoffed. “I’m already on my seventh drink… that’s closer to ten that either of you… Oh, Millicent, you poor thing, you look as if you’re already pretty tipsy, why don’t you take a break and drink a glass of water?” 
 
    “L-L-Leeeeave me aloooone,” the black-haired woman groaned. “I’ll catch up, and then you’ll be sooooorry.” 
 
    “Why don’t you worry about your actual competition?” Ortensia snarked. “It looks as if Millicent will be dropping out soon, I’m the one you should be worried about.” 
 
    Daisy giggled loudly, took the refilled tankard from my hands, slurped it down with a smack of her lips, gestured for another one, and then grinned over the table toward Ortensia. It was true, the scarlet-haired woman would be our competition, but the Chief Constable didn’t know about our secret weapon. 
 
    As we suspected, Millicent was the first to drop out, but surprisingly, the tiny, child-like woman put up a good fight. The courier lasted until fifteen ales, wobbled in her chair, burped loudly, and then fell face-first onto the tabletop with a resounding crack. She laid still, groaned softly two times, flipped her hands up onto the grain of the table, and then fell silent. 
 
    “Told you,” Ortensia snickered. “Now, it’s only me and you, Daisy, let’s see who the real champion is.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that, Chief Constable,” Daisy sneered. “I’m already at twenty, do you think you can beat me to twenty-five?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” the scarlet-haired woman sighed. “But, let’s up the ante, why don’t we order triple IPA’s, Indraca Pale Ale, from now on? Those are heavier, with extra hops, and have a higher alcoholic content than the ales we’re drinking now.” 
 
    Daisy turned, gazed over at me with hooded, disinterested eyes. But to me, her implication was clear: would the powder work on a higher alcoholic content? Ortensia didn’t notice the unspoken question, and I inclined my head to the bear-girl, a definite yes, the powder would work on an IPA. 
 
    “Yes, let’s do that,” Daisy sneered. “But I will warn you, you’re not going to win, it’s best if you give up now, Ortensia.” 
 
    The red-haired woman ignored that last snide comment, lifted her leather-gloved hand into the air, and then shouted over to the barmaid. 
 
    “No more ales,” Ortensia instructed. “Give us your heaviest IPA’s on tap!” 
 
    The barmaid nodded, grabbed two clean tankards, filled them with ease, and then hurried over with one in each hand. I grabbed the tankard closest, gripped it by the rim once again, and let out a small amount of the colorless powder into the dark, hoppy liquid. I set it down in front of Daisy, sat back in my chair, and smiled toward my Mistress. 
 
    The bear-girl lifted the glass, sniffed at it, made a disgusted face, shrugged, and then sucked all of it down in a series of frenzied gulps. 
 
    “Disgusting,” the brunette gasped. “People drink this for pleasure? How awful.” 
 
    “They come from the small northern city of Indraca, hence the name, Indraca Pale Ale,” Ortensia hiccupped. “They have fertile soil there but long and harsh winters, I guess, understandably, they’d want something strong and hearty.” 
 
    “I much prefer a glass of red wine,” Daisy sniffed. “This stuff smells like tar and tastes even worse.” 
 
    “W-W-We’re in agreement there,” Ortensia gurgled, threw back her head, and then sucked down the dark ale. “I may l-like ales and some beers, but this s-s-stuff is just too much for my sensitive pallet.” 
 
    We were getting close, Ortensia was on her twentieth ale, and already was showing signs of drunkenness. We only needed to push it a bit farther until she was in the same state as Millicent. The poor courier laid against the table with her forehead pressed into the wood grain, and occasionally, loud snores erupted up from behind the curtain of short hair in front of her face. 
 
    I glanced at Daisy out of the corner of my eye, smiled softly, and then reached for her twenty-first drink, dropped some powder in, and then set it down in front of her. 
 
    “Hey!” Ortensia snapped. “Charles Rayburn.” 
 
    My eyes widened, my hands clamped into fists, my heart hammered in my chest, and I slowly turned in my seat to face the Chief Constable. Had she noticed what I’d been doing? Had we finally been caught? Anxiety rushed through my entire body, my eyes connected with Ortensia’s, and the scarlet-haired woman leaned toward me with her elbow pressed against the tabletop. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. “What is it?” 
 
    Ortensia’s jade eye scrutinized my face, her lips puckered, and then she jabbed a finger toward my chest. 
 
    “Why does the Duchess hate you sooooooooo much?” the scarlet-haired woman slurred. “I may work for her now, but I don’t know exactly why she wants to ruin your life. You seem like any other brute to me, maybe a little more intelligent and handsome than the rest, but that should not matter for your kind. So, tell me, why is she always chasing after you?” 
 
    “I’m unsure how to respond to that question,” I uttered. “There’s a lot about the situation between the Duchess and I that I can’t tell you… or anyone else.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter!” Ortensia waved her hand dismissively. “I don’t care about that stuff, I just want to know why she’s always on my ass to get after you. I have my own reasons and interests in you, but that’s because of my job. I’m paid to be suspicious of everyone, but… why does Edony want to take you down so badly?” 
 
    “I can only assume that it’s because of Charles and I’s contract,” Daisy broke in. “My consort broke his work contract with Edony to come and be my consort.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the Chief Constable argued. “That seems too trivial, I may not have known Edony for long, but she doesn’t seem to be the type of woman who gets caught up in foolish gossip like that. She must have a reason why she hates you so much… but she’s a tough nut to crack, I just need to break through the surface.” 
 
    “Let me know, too, when you find out,” I joked. “I have no idea why she hates me so much, I only assumed it was because I broke our contract, and stopped working for her.” 
 
    “No,” Ortensia shook her head. “I’ve been around the duchy long enough to know that the Duchess has hundreds of contracts in place at a single point of time, and some of them fall through, but… she doesn’t seem as bothered by them as she did with yours. I may have come in during the middle of the fight between the two of you, but it seems there’s more to it than the Duchess is letting off.” 
 
    During Ortensia’s entire spiel, the scarlet-haired woman had slurped down two beers while Daisy had drunk three in total, already surpassing the limit they’d put in place. I could tell Ortensia was drunk just by looking at her. The redhead weaved back and forth as she spoke, her single exposed eyelid drooped, and her words came out moist and slurred. 
 
    We wouldn’t have to wait much longer, it was almost time. 
 
    “Ortensia?” Daisy asked. “You said earlier that you have some interest in Charles, what did you mean by that?” 
 
    The redhead drew back, her lips pulled down into a grimace, and she teetered precariously in her chair as she waggled a finger at the brunette. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that!” Ortensia garbled. “It’s my job as the Chief Constable to keep ssssecret things a seeeecret! So, sh, sh, shhhh. If I told you, I’d be breaking the Duchess’ trust, and I’d surely lose my job, but, I’ll tell you now, Daisy Browning, I don’t like Charles.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Or have you?” Ortensia crooked an eyebrow. “I’m the Chief Constable, I know all things, everything you’ve ever done, and will ever do. There’s no escaping me. Oh! Do you want to see my scar? I know you’ve noticed it, and quite frankly, Ms. Browning, you’ve been staring at it all night.” 
 
    Daisy and I glanced at each other, shrugged, and then nodded in unison at the scarlet-haired woman. The Chief Constable hiccupped, burped twice, and then reached up with a leather-gloved hand. Her spindly fingers gripped the edge of the black eyepatch, flipped it up, and revealed her hidden eye to us. The skin around it was ruined with the soft scar tissue of a single, deep slash. The eye was entirely intact, but its surface was clouded and milky white with blindness. 
 
    “Do you want to know what happened?” the Chief Constable giggled. “I know you do, ask me, ask me!” 
 
    Though Ortensia acted like an entirely different person while she was drunk, and it made me uneasy, I was still interested in hearing the story. It wasn’t every day that I saw people waltzing around town with eyepatches, not only that but with massive scars that peeked out from underneath. 
 
    “What happened to your eye, Ortensia?” Daisy asked, grabbed the last drink, and slid it across the table toward the redhead. 
 
    “A long time ago, before I joined law enforcement,” the Chief Constable babbled. “I worked exclusively for the Queen as the leader of her Royal Guard. Isn’t that impressive? Only the best of the best get accepted to be part of the Royal Guard, and I was the leader! You can only imagine how important and skilled I am, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes…” Daisy grumbled. “You are very impressive… but continue your story.” 
 
    “Well, one day, we were accompanying the Queen through a parade,” Ortensia barked. “All of my women were stationed around her Highness’ carriage with me at the front. Next thing we saw, there’s a huge commotion down the street, people are running around, screaming, and fighting each other. So, we all get into position at the front of the carriage with our swords drawn.” 
 
    “And?” Daisy murmured. 
 
    “This huge brute bursts out of the crowd,” the redhead gasped. “I don’t know if I can even describe him as a ‘brute’ if I’m being honest, he was more colossal beast than anything. He towered over all of us, he had to be at least… seven or eight-feet-tall, covered in coarse, wolf-like hair, and these massive tusk-like fangs. I swear, he looked more like an animal than he did human, and that’s saying something about brutes.” 
 
    I glanced out of the corner of my eye toward Daisy, because what she’d just described sounded a lot like what I was commissioned to make for the Duchess. 
 
    “What happened next?” I grunted. 
 
    “The beast smashed through our ranks,” Ortensia gulped. “He tore most of my women to pieces within seconds, so there I was, the last guard standing with my sword drawn. He came at me, I rolled out of the way, ducked under him, and stabbed him in the underbelly, spilling all of his innards to the cobblestones. He was too injured to chase after me, so I got in a few good blows here and there, but right as I came around him, he swiped down at me.” 
 
    “That must have been terrifying,” Daisy commented. “How ever did you survive?” 
 
    “I ducked my head at the last second,” Ortensia garbled. “Thankfully, I was wearing full armor, and the metal took most of the damage from his nails, but, sadly, his pointer finger scraped my eye. Nearly took the whole eyeball out, but I pulled away at the last second once the searing pain started.” 
 
    “Where did this brute come from?” I probed. “Do you have any idea?” 
 
    “No, my smaller ranks taking up the back of the Queen’s caravan arrived and managed to kill it before it did more damage,” the Chief Constable sighed. “So, we patched up my eye the best that we could, and then I continued on with the parade.” 
 
    “You didn’t go to the doctor immediately after?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “No!” Ortensia cried, chugged down her last drink, wobbled in her chair, and lifted a single finger into the air. “My duty was to protect the Queen, no matter if I were injured or killed, and that’s precisely what I did! Thankfully, her Highness called her private physician shortly after we arrived back to the castle, and he looked me over. He was able to save the eye, but… I can no longer use it. He offered to remove it, but I told him, ‘hell, no!’ I wear it like a badge of honor, I served my Queen the best that I could, and this eye proves it!” 
 
    “Wow… uh, how very courageous of you,” Daisy added. “I’m sure the Queen appreciated your... sacrifice.” 
 
    I wanted to ask more about the half-man, half-beast she’d encountered, but it was clear from the way Ortensia leaned sideways in her chair, we weren’t going to get more information out of her. The scarlet-haired woman slowly stood from her chair, slapped a hand across Daisy’s back, grinned, and then nodded in my direction. 
 
    “This was all great fun, Ms. Browning,” the redhead burbled. “I’m so glad that we got to do this… Ah, Charles! You too! You may be a brute, but you are… alright, I guess… oh boy, I think… I think I need to lay down…” 
 
    I hastily stood from my chair as Ortensia wobbled on her feet, but before I could catch her, the redhead dropped like a felled tree. Her body connected with the floor with an echoing boom. People turned to stare, and I hurriedly grabbed her by the shoulders. I glanced at her face, chuckled when I saw her eyes were sealed shut, and then propped her up in her chair. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I urged. “They may be sleeping for now, but we don’t have much time.” 
 
    I grabbed Daisy’s hand, peeked over to where the guards sat at a low table, but their shoulders were hunched, and they spoke softly to each other in whispers. I dragged the brunette out of the tavern, glanced around in case anyone was outside, and then hoofed it toward our wagon. Valerie was nowhere in sight, but I rifled through the piles of tarp in the bed, grabbed the crème colored envelope from its hiding place, and then whipped toward the courier’s carriage. 
 
    “Val?” I hissed. “Valerie? Are you over here?” 
 
    “She’s not here, Charles,” Daisy whispered. “What do we do? Where could she have wandered off to?” 
 
    “Alright, you go search for her,” I instructed. “And I’ll switch out the letters. Meet me back here, and then we’ll leave immediately.” 
 
    “I’m on it, Charles!” the bear-girl cried, turned on her heels, and headed toward the other two shops on the other side of the tavern. 
 
    I stuffed the letter into my breast pocket, crept toward the wagon, and, once near it, pressed myself against its white and gold side. I sidestepped toward the door, reached for the curved metal handle, and then jumped at a sudden noise. My heart leaped into my throat as someone above me cleared their throat and then coughed into a sleeve. 
 
    “By science…” I grumbled. “The coachman…” 
 
    During our scramble to lose the guards and outwit the two aristocrats, we’d totally forgotten about the coachman. I held tightly to the sides of the carriage, exhaled softly, and then slowly peeked over the top of the wagon. The man clothed in all black sitting in the driver’s seat was hunched over, his top hat pulled low over his wrinkled features. Then I heard whispers of snores escape from his parted lips, and I grunted under my breath. 
 
    I lowered myself back down, listened intently to the snores from above, reached for the handle for the second time, gripped it in my hand, and then pulled it down. The handle creaked softly, and I peeked over the top of the carriage once again, but the coachman was still fast asleep. 
 
    I tiptoed closer, opened the door painstakingly slowly, lifted a leg, and slid inside of the carriage. I’d thought I’d have to search around the interior for the letter, even had the horrifying thought that the letter was tucked away somewhere in the courier’s pockets, but I was wrong. 
 
    Resting in the middle of the seat across from me was a white and gold box that matched the outside of the carriage. I crept toward it, and paused for a moment as the wagon creaked, shifted, and then groaned softly under my weight. I stared up at the ceiling with wide, terrified eyes, but the coachman stirred, grumbled in his sleep, and then sat still. 
 
    I sighed softly, grabbed the edges of the box in both hands, slid it closer, and then flipped the top open. The inside of the box was lined with deep indigo velvet, and the eggshell white letter rested atop a small cushion. 
 
    “Thank science,” I whispered. 
 
    I snatched the letter up, stuffed it into my pocket, glanced up toward the ceiling, listened for more noises from the coachman, and then settled our copied letter inside of the box. I closed it softly, tiptoed toward the door, opened it slowly, cringed as it creaked, and then slid out onto the gravel below. I peeked over the top of the carriage once more, but the coachman still hadn’t moved. If anything, his snoring had gotten even louder. 
 
    I hurried toward our wagon, untied our horses, and then hopped into the driver’s seat right as Daisy rounded the corner. The brunette held her hand out behind her with tightly clamped fists, almost as if she were dragging someone along behind her. 
 
    “I found her!” the bear-girl sang. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Valerie came into view at the last second as she leaped through the air, flipped forward, and then leaped into the bed of the wagon. The feline-woman giggled, grinned up at me, and then faded out of view. Daisy clambered in after her, settled herself next to me on the driver’s seat, and then smiled. 
 
    “Ready to go?” she asked. “Did you get the letter?” 
 
    “Yes,” I uttered, brought it out of my pocket, and showed it to them. “Now, let’s head home.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Valerie’s voice grumbled. “Charles… did you switch out the letters?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Well… while you were gone, I snuck in and switched it out…” Valerie mumbled. “So, uh… the one you have in your hands is…” 
 
    “Our letter, goddamnit,” I hissed. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Daisy gasped. 
 
    “We have to switch it out again,” I uttered as I glanced at the one in my hand to confirm. “We have no other choice.” 
 
    “We could create a distraction,” the stunning brunette offered. “I could call over the coachman, asking for some help, or I could pretend to be hurt?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I’ll do it, I was the one who made the mistake in the first place.” 
 
    “No, Charles, I’ll do it!” Valerie volunteered. “I can get in and out of there lickity split without anyone noticing! The coachman didn’t make a noise when I slipped in and out earlier, I could do it again!” 
 
    “Okay, yes,” I exhaled. “That sounds better than me doing it. Every time I moved, the whole carriage would shift and creak.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m on it,” the feline-woman giggled, took the letter from my hands, and wriggled out of the bed of the wagon. “Be back in a second!” 
 
    The cat-girl phased out of view, and the only trace of her movement was the shift of the gravel underneath her feet. Daisy and I watched with bated breath as the door handle shifted down, the door swung open, and the gravel shifted as Valerie hopped up inside of the carriage. The bear-girl’s hand slipped into mine, I held it tightly, and waited for Valerie to return. 
 
    A few minutes passed without any sign of her, I kept my eyes glued on the coachman’s back for any changes in his breathing, but the man stayed asleep the entire time. 
 
    “Where is she?” Daisy breathed. “She should’ve been back by now.” 
 
    Right as the last word fell from her lips, the gravel by the open door scattered, the door swung closed, and the feline-woman phased back into view. 
 
    “I got it, I got it!” Valerie sang. “Let’s gooooo!” 
 
    The stunning cat-girl threw herself forward, gripped onto the edges of the wagon, flipped upward, and then landed firmly on her rump in the back of the wagon. I slapped the reins against the horse’s bags, braced myself against the seat as they jerked forward, and then guided them onto the road toward Edenhart. 
 
    “We did it,” I sighed. “We actually did it, I thought for sure that we were going to get caught.” 
 
    “No way, not us!” Valerie giggled. “There’s no way that our Charles Rayburn would let us down!” 
 
    “That trick with the powder was brilliant,” Daisy grinned. “I still can’t believe they drank that much…” 
 
    “I’m just glad we got away with all of it unscathed,” I breathed. “Hopefully, after Edony receives that letter, it’ll get her off our backs for a while. She shouldn’t have any other ammo to come at us with… maybe after all of this, we’ll finally be free to live our lives in peace…”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “It’s so good to be home!” Valerie shouted, jumped from the back of the wagon, and rushed toward the house. “Not only that, but we beat those big, dumb aristocrats and got the right letter! Oh, this is so fantastic, I’m so happy!” 
 
    I chuckled, jumped from the driver’s seat, turned, and then offered my arms up to Daisy. The brunette stood from her seat, shuffled closer, grabbed me by the forearms, and stepped down onto the gravel beside me. 
 
    “We also got the imp,” the bear-girl smiled. “Can’t forget about that.” 
 
    “Yes!” the cat-girl chuckled. “We have half of what we need for another experiment! Oh, Charles, can we please make us another sister? Oh, please, oh, please!” 
 
    Valerie turned in the gravel drive, pressed her clasped hands to her chest, rushed forward, and aimed her wide, pleading eyes at me. the ash-blonde woman puckered out her lips, whimpered a few times, dropped to her knees, and lifted her clasped hands toward my chest. 
 
    “Charles, puh-leeeeeeease,” the feline-woman cried. “Let us do it, let us do it, let’s do it!” 
 
    “Eventually,” I chuckled, reached down, ruffled her hair, but then shook my head. “You know we can’t just yet, we’ll just have to keep the imp until the next woman comes along and threatens us.” 
 
    Valerie deflated, slumped to the side as her hands dropped, and then dramatically sagged onto her side with a loud sigh. 
 
    “What are we going to do with it in the meantime?” Daisy asked. “We can’t keep it in this box, it’ll surely die. It needs food, water, and a small space to roam, or at least, that's what the books said.” 
 
    “I could build a small cage for it,” I nodded. “The cells downstairs are far too big for it, and it’d slip in between the bars within seconds of being inside. What do imps eat, Daisy?” 
 
    “According to the bestiary books in your library, any type of uncooked meat will do,” the bear-girl informed us. “They are carnivorous by nature, but they’re scavengers when food is scarce, so they'll practically eat anything if they’re hungry enough.” 
 
    “So,” Valerie giggled, sat up, swiveled, and grinned up at us. “We get to keep it… almost like a pet?” 
 
    “Uhm, yes,” I chuckled. “I guess you could think of it like that. You can take care of it, feed and water it, but I’m sure you wouldn’t be able to take it out of its cage, though, it is a wild animal.” 
 
    “Hey, now,” the cat-girl disagreed. “I practically tamed the bear that we used to make Daisy! I’m sure I could tame a little imp! It can’t be that bad!” 
 
    “It bit me,” I shook my head. “You absolutely cannot, under any circumstance, take the imp out of the cage after I build it. Do you understand, Valerie?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles...” the beautiful feline-woman grumbled. 
 
    “No, I want you to promise,” I urged. “The last time you said you wouldn’t let the bear out, and you did exactly that.” 
 
    “Fiiiiine,” the feline-woman sighed. “I promise I won’t let the imp out into your laboratory… Even though the bear was perfectly fine, no one got hurt, and it became my bestest friend and sister.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” I chuckled. “Now, let’s get this beast inside, and I’ll start working on the cage for it. I need to call for a courier to send off the other aristocrats’ items. I’ve finished off both of them, and I should be paid within the next few days once they receive them.” 
 
    “Yay!” Valerie shouted. “The manor is saved! I’m so glad that we can finally relax, it’s so nice to be home finally, and not have to worry about an aristocrat just showing up out of the blue!” 
 
    “You’re right,” I nodded. “That is nice, especially since we intercepted the letter. Edony won’t have anything on us anymore, and hopefully, we’ll stop being a target to her.” 
 
    “Speaking of the letter,” Daisy uttered. “Why don’t we read it? I’m kind of curious to find out what the Browning’s said back to the Duchess.” 
 
    Valerie jumped to her feet, stuffed a hand into her jumpsuit, stuck her tongue into the corner of her mouth as she wriggled around, and then pulled out the eggshell white letter. The feline-woman examined the surface, shrugged, and then handed it over to her sister. 
 
    “Shall I read it?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “Go on ahead,” I nodded. “I kind of want to know what they said back, too.” 
 
    Daisy peeled back the delicate wax stamp, stared at it for a second, opened the envelope, and produced the folded letter. The bear-girl unfolded it, held it in both hands, and then read aloud. 
 
    “To whom it may concern,” the brunette recited. “I have received your unexpected letter at the worst of times, but I will address all of your concerns, though I am unsure why you are so interested about the life of my youngest daughter.” 
 
    “Oh-ho-ho,” Valerie giggled. “Lady Browning was not happy to hear from Edony.” 
 
    “You asked me if my young daughter, who has not yet debuted out into society, has moved to your puny town of Edenhart, the answer, of course, would be a resounding no. Ophelia is at the tender age of sixteen, and I would not allow her to visit just a small, horrible, and corrupted place outside of the capital on her own.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I chuckled. “I almost wish that Edony had received this letter. Lady Browning is letting her have it.” 
 
    “As to your question regarding a consort under the name of Charles Rayburn,” Daisy pressed on. “As I have written, my daughter is not yet over the age of sixteen, and is not permitted to take a consort yet, though I have no idea what passes for normal in your backwater duchy. I have never heard that name, or met a man under such a moniker. The Browning family has a rigorous breeding program in place, and a future consort has already been chosen for her. I can assure you, her future consort is not from the reeking cesspool that is known as Edenhart. If you have any more questions about my child’s life, or business that has to do with the family Browning, please keep them to yourself. Sincerely, Her Grace, Celestia Browning.” 
 
    “I knew that the letter was going to be bad,” I uttered. “I didn’t expect her to destroy the Duchess and Edenhart like that, it was absolutely fantastic.” 
 
    “Makes me kind of wish we’d worded our letter a little more brutally,” Daisy snickered, folded the letter up, and slipped it into her pocket. “We were cordial at best, with a few jabs here and there.” 
 
    “Now that it’s out of the way,” I breathed. “Why don’t I summon the couriers for the two aristocrats, and you can go down into the laboratory and build the cage for the imp?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “That sounds like a good idea, Val, come with me. Do you want to help use the welder?” 
 
    “Oh, boy, I do!” the feline-woman gasped, jumped to her feet, and raced on toward the stairs. “It’s so much fun, I think it’s my favorite thing you’ve let me use in the laboratory! Ooooh, maybe next time we create a monster-girl, you’ll let me throw the switch!” 
 
    “I haven’t witnessed the transformation yet,” Daisy uttered. “But I’d like to throw the switch, too, if I may.” 
 
    “We can hold hands as we do it!” the feline-woman cried. “Please, Charles, let us throw the switch next time!” 
 
    “Alright, you can,” I grinned. “I’ve done it both times, and I’ll admit, it’s invigorating.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled, Daisy and I get to throw the switch and create our brand new sister,” the stunning ash-blonde woman giggled. “Come on, Charles! You said you’d let me use the welder by myself!” 
 
    “Not by yourself!” I laughed. “Val! Wait up, you can’t use it by yourself yet!” 
 
    “Go on,” Daisy smiled. “I call for two couriers to come pick up the items.” 
 
    A wide smile spread over my lips, I nodded to the brunette, and then tore after the feline-woman. I couldn’t help but feel happy now. It seemed as if everything was going right and luck was finally on our side. We didn’t have to worry about the Duchess anymore because of the letter we’d sent… though the Chief Constable concerned me a bit, but I knew for sure that we’d left no trace at the crime scene. 
 
    I followed Valerie down into the belly of the laboratory. The feline-woman was just starting to wheel out the welder, squeaked when she saw me, and then scuttled away. 
 
    “Oh, no, you’re not getting away from me that easily,” I chuckled. “Come here, you rascal.” 
 
    I grabbed her around the waist before she could escape, lifted her off the ground, turned her around in my arms, and then held her tightly to my chest. Valerie’s ash blonde hair created a curtain around her shoulders, her light blue eyes glittered in the midafternoon sunlight, and my heart pounded in my chest just by looking at her. I brought her closer until our noses were almost touching, took in all of her gorgeous features, and then pressed my lips to hers in a passionate kiss. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” A.B. cried. “Are you not going to say hello to your lovable, bumpy companion? I’ve been waiting here for the past two days, and the first thing you do when you come in is to start making out with each other?” 
 
    “Ah, sorry, A.B.,” I chuckled. “Hello, how are you? Have you been resting while we’ve been away?” 
 
    “I’ve been fine, just fiiiine, Charles,” the brain grumbled. “I’m not like a dog that can just run away, I’m stationary. I can’t wander around on my own, you know! Buuuut if we had a series of water-filled tubes all around the manor… I’m sure I’d be happier.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I grunted. “We’ve been neglecting you, we’ve had so much going on, and we haven’t given you the attention you need.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me!” A.B. chuckled. “I just said I wasn’t a dog, I may be in a tank like a goldfish, but you can’t sprinkle some food into the tank and hope I’ll be fine for a few days, I need stimulation! My brain will get rusty! What if you come back one day, and I’ve reverted back to childhood! I’ll be goo-goo-ing and ga-ga-ing all over the place!” 
 
    “Well, so far so good,” I smiled. “You haven’t reverted at all, you seem in high spirits, pretty boisterous if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry you felt left out, A.B.,” Valerie pouted. “We’ll give you as much attention as you want! Plus, we won’t be going anywhere any time soon, we switched out the letters, found an imp, fixed Josephine’s elevator, found out Josephine likes Charles, and now, after all this, hopefully, the Duchess will leave us alone.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of information to take in,” the brain whispered. “Where should I start? You found an imp? And… and Josephine likes you? Like as a friend, or a mutual acquaintance, or she like-likes you?” 
 
    “Like-like!” Valerie shouted. “Like how Daisy and I like Charles!” 
 
    “You love me,” I corrected. “I doubt that Josephine has very serious emotions tied to me, like love.” 
 
    “Her diary seemed to indicate love,” Valerie shrugged. “I was the one who read her diary!” 
 
    “Josephine is the pretty blonde one, correct?” the brain asked. “I hope it is, the other two women who were here for the auction were atrocious looking.” 
 
    “You could see them?” I grunted. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” A.B. confirmed. “Through that far window, I could see all of you!” 
 
    “Then yes, Josephine is the pretty blonde one,” I smiled. “She’s very nice, probably the nicest aristocrat I’ve ever come into contact with.” 
 
    “She’s a harlot!” Valerie cheered. “She doesn’t see Charles as a brute, but as a man with great talents! She even wrote in her diary what she imagined you looked like naked, and if I’m being honest, she got it spot on.” 
 
    “A harlot?” A.B. echoed. “A brute sympathizer? In this day and age? Why, I never!” 
 
    “It seems so,” I uttered. “Though I’m sure there are others, they certainly don’t go around shouting their views to other aristocrats. They’d be ruined if they did, everything stripped from them, maybe even sent to an insane asylum.” 
 
    “Insane asylum?” Valerie echoed. “What is that?” 
 
    “They’re technically called psychiatric hospitals,” I explained. “They’re supposed to specialize in the treatment of serious mental disorders, but over time, the matriarchy has used it like a jail for people who don’t agree with them. Most brute sympathizers are sent to insane asylums, and the aristocrats brush it off by saying that the women sent there have sick minds, that they wouldn’t have those thoughts about brutes if they were in their right minds.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” the beautiful woman whimpered. “How can they go around punishing those who don’t think the same as them? Are people not entitled to their own thoughts and feelings about things?” 
 
    “It’s just the way it is,” I breathed. “It’s been that way for a very long time. People have tried to change it, but because women are the most powerful beings on the earth… it never has a lasting effect on our leaders. There used to be lots of uprisings, long before I was born, women and men combined, but over time, people accepted that this was the way things would remain. Women would stay in power, and men were destined to be nothing more than their servants.” 
 
    “We’re going to change it!” Valerie assured me. “Every time we create a new monster-girl is another woman converted to a new way of living! It’s not just a change of their bodies, but it’s also a change in their minds! Look at Daisy, Delphine is part of her, and she still loves Charles with all of her heart. I think… what Charles is doing will change the world for the better, and slowly, over time, the old ones will die off. Slowly, over time, we will build a new world where women and men are equals, everyone loves Charles, and the matriarchy is destroyed!” 
 
    “I’d love for all of that to happen,” I sighed. “But we have to be realistic, it’s not going to happen anytime soon.” 
 
    “I know,” Valerie replied glumly. “I just like to think about it a lot, it’s a nice idea, having a world full of sisters who love you. I’m so tired of hearing about how badly men are treated, it’s not fair! They didn’t do anything wrong!” 
 
    “Didn’t you say something about an imp?” A.B. asked. “I swear you did, and I honestly thought I heard you wrong. You caught an imp? Isn’t that one of those small, mischievous beasts?” 
 
    “Yes,” I grinned. “It had created a nest in the core of Josephine’s elevator! I managed to trap it, and we brought it back here for safekeeping. We’re going to use it in the next experiment.” 
 
    “Oooo, are we getting another monster-girl?” the brain giggled. “That’s so exciting! I loved watching Daisy and Valerie come to life and come out of the compartments! When is it happening, Charles? Soon? Oh, please say it’s soon.” 
 
    “No, not anytime soon,” I shook my head. “We’re at peace for the moment. We switched out the letter sent from the Browning family, and that’ll get Edony to leave us alone, at least for a small amount of time.” 
 
    “Dangit,” A.B. grumbled. “It’s always so exciting when we bring a new monster-girl into the world. It’s the only excitement I get to see down here.” 
 
    “Charles?” Valerie asked. “Have you ever thought about using A.B. in an experiment? Not with a woman, of course, but to transfer his consciousness to a body? He must get tired of swimming in that tank all day, especially when we leave to go somewhere.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it.” I chuckled. “Not seriously, but I have.” 
 
    “You have?” A.B. shrieked. 
 
    “Yes, but it was only once in passing,” I smiled. “But I’d hate to put him out there and then have the same results as all the other experiments. I am curious to know what would happen, but I wouldn’t take a chance with his life.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the brain tutted. “But in all honesty, I’m kind of glad that you didn’t. I’ve been in this state for so long, I’m used to it. What would I do with a body? I haven’t been in one for so long, I’ve forgotten. But not only that, with a body, you have to feed it, water it, clean it, exercise it… it sounds like far too much work than I’d like to put in. At least, in this form, Charles is the one who cleans my jar, and cleanses me in the tank. I only ask for a few tubes filled with water, so I can travel around the house and not be as lonely when you leave. Maybe we could even get a few fish to put in there, I’m sure they’d love to eat the algae off my surface. Come on, Charles, it’s a good idea!” 
 
    “I said I’d think about it,” I laughed. “It wouldn’t be too difficult to build, though I’d have to drill a hole through the ceiling so you could go up into the upper levels of the house. Is your spinal cord strong enough to propel you upwards, though?” 
 
    “It may be weak now,” A.B. asserted. “But I’m sure if I practiced enough, it would grow stronger over time. When I’m in the larger cleansing tank, I can use it to move from one side to the other.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’ll think a little harder on it,” I remarked. “But can you imagine how funny it’d be if someone comes to visit, they see all of these water-filled tubes all over the house, and then a brain just casually floats past.” 
 
    “It’s not funny!” A.B. protested. “I’d simply be greeting a guest, I’m sure they couldn’t hear my salutations, but it’s the thought that counts.” 
 
    I shook my head, chuckled under my breath, and grabbed the spare piece of metal I’d used to create the cells across the room. I motioned Valerie over, grabbed masks for the both of us, slipped the first over her head, placed mine over my face, and switched the welder on. I cut the pieces small enough to create a four-sided cage, smaller in size, but still large enough for the imp to wander around in. 
 
    The metal pieces clinked to the floor dully over the sound of the welder, collected the discarded parts, and then used them as the bars for the small cage. Before long, I ushered Valerie closer, pressed myself against her back, and allowed her to take control over the welder. The feline-woman worked diligently under my hand, and before long, the cage began to take shape. Once we had most of the pieces welded together, I snapped the machine off, stood from my position, and slid the machine across the floor. 
 
    “What are you doing now, Charles?” Valerie asked, followed after me, and watched intently. 
 
    “We need to create the door,” I explained. “It’s going to be a bit more difficult than just welding a few pieces of metal together. It needs hinges, but more importantly, a lock to keep the imp inside.” 
 
    “Are you going to show me that now?” the feline-woman asked, but our attention was drawn away from our task at hand by a loud scream. 
 
    “Charles!” Daisy shouted. 
 
    “Daisy?” I yelled back. “What’s wrong? What is it?” 
 
    “Charles…” the brunette gasped. “Someone is coming up the drive!” 
 
    “The alarm hasn’t gone off?” I questioned. 
 
    “No, not in a carriage!” the bear-girl protested. “On foot! You need to come quickly! I-I… I’m frightened, Charles.” 
 
    “Stay here,” I instructed. “I’ll be back down as soon as I can. Don’t come upstairs, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Valerie bleated, stepped closer to the cabinet she usually hid in, and swung open the door. “Do you have any idea who it could be?” 
 
    “No idea, especially if they’re coming up on foot…” I whispered. “Alright, stay down here, okay?” 
 
    I turned on my heels, raced up the stairs, rounded the corner of the house, spied Daisy, and then came to stand beside her. The brunette’s eyes were wide with fear, her tiny hands curled into fists, and I wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked. 
 
    “There!” Daisy pointed down the hill. “They’ve just passed the gates… who could it be? Why are they on foot? Why… Why are they wearing that hood?” 
 
    I looked where the bear-girl pointed and finally spied the person she spoke about. The person was average height, or at least from what I could see from this far away, and they wore a black, hooded cloak that billowed out behind them like wings. They moved jerkily, and every few steps, they’d turn, walk a little way down the hill, mutter something under their breath, and then turn back toward the house. 
 
    “Hello?” I shouted. “Who are you? Why are you here?” 
 
    The person jerked at the sound of my voice, lifted their head, but I still couldn’t see underneath the black hood. I turned toward Daisy, but the brunette kept her golden eyes aimed toward the person coming up the hill. 
 
    “Go inside,” I urged her. “Go inside and lock the door.” 
 
    “No, Charles,” Daisy shook her head. “I need to stay out here. I’m strong, I can defend myself.” 
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “At least, go up on the porch, please.” 
 
    The bear-girl nodded, shuffled backward, climbed up the stairs, held on tightly to the railing, and glared down at the quickly approaching person. 
 
    “You there!” I shouted again. “Who are you and why are you on my property?” 
 
    “I finally figured it out,” a voice rasped from underneath the hood. “I finally did it, I figured it out!” 
 
    The person clothed in black came to stand in front of me, wavered on their feet, chuckled darkly, lurched forward, pointed a single finger at the middle of my chest with one hand, and then threw off the hood with the other. 
 
    “What?” I barked. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Charles Rayburn,” Ortensia cackled madly. “You’re a murderer! You murdered Delphine Vallantine and the Warden! It was you, and you alone, and you’re going to pay for your crimes against the matriarchy!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “W-What?” I asked. 
 
    “You heard what I said, Charles,” Ortensia barked, stalked forward, and raised a pointed finger. “You’re a murderer, you killed both Delphine Vallantine, and the Warden.” 
 
    “Ortensia, you can’t go around accusing people of such things without any proof.” Daisy snapped. “Charles has done nothing wrong, it was proven by the Duchess herself.” 
 
    “And you,” the scarlet-woman whirled on my monster-girl, glared at her with intense jade eyes, and curled her lips against her pointed teeth. “You don’t fool me for a goddamn second! You’re not of the Browning bloodline!” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” the bear-girl griped. “How dare you speak to me in such a way!” 
 
    “That’s hilarious,” Ortensia barked. “Speak to you in such a way? The Duchess may have believed that asinine letter sent from ‘the Browning’ family, but I didn’t, not for even a minute. I’ve been suspicious of you from the very beginning, Charles. Why do you think I wanted to buy the manor in the first place? I needed to see what sick experiments you were conducting and discover all your twisted secrets!” 
 
    “If you have no proof, then why are you here?” I asked. “You can’t accuse me of such things without having something concrete to back it up. Unless you’re here to arrest me, get off of my property right this instant.” 
 
    “Your property?” the Chief Constable chuckled darkly. “Yours? No, no, no, I remembered the person who bought this property was the assumed Daisy Browning, not you… Proof? You want proof? How about the shoeprint we found in the mud at the crime scene?” 
 
    “A what?” I exhaled. 
 
    The world was pressing down on me from all angles, I was sure we hadn’t left anything at the scene, we’d checked and double-checked, but… here it was, the proof that someone other than just Milton and Delphine had been there that night. 
 
    “That’s right,” Ortensia grinned wickedly. “A shoe print. At first, we thought it was one of Milton’s, but it was far too large to be his, and the shoes Delphine wore were heeled, so there was no way they were hers, either. We had no way to match it to someone else’s… until today…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I growled, stepped forward, and bared down on the scarlet-haired woman. “There’s no way it could be mine, I was here with Ms. Browning the entire time.” 
 
    “Nice alibi,” the Chief Constable scoffed. “Unless the person who was your alibi was your accomplice.” 
 
    “How dare you say such a thing?” Daisy snarled. “I’m a respectable woman from a reputable family, I would never do such a thing.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you that I’ve always been suspicious of you,” Ortensia went on without addressing Daisy’s question. “But I couldn’t find a reason why I would feel that way. You’re an insignificant man with little to no meaning in this town, you may have a few connections to powerful aristocrats, but that’s almost meaningless… So, I kept asking myself, why am I so interested in you? Why do I get this skeevy feeling every time I see you and when your name gets brought up in conversation? I couldn’t explain it…. Until today!” 
 
    The scarlet-haired woman threw back her head, clutched at her stomach, and roared with laughter. I stared down at her in absolute horror, glanced at Daisy out of the corner of my eye, and then took a hasty step back. 
 
    “What do you think you have on us?” Daisy hissed. “If you had some sort of proof, you’d have arrested us by now.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Ortensia chortled. “I’m not going to arrest you, I’m going to take you directly to the Duchess, and have you hanged in the streets for your crimes. You thought all of this time had passed, and everyone had accepted the fact that Milton had murdered Delphine in cold blood… but it was you! You must’ve thought you were so, so clever, didn’t you, Charles?” 
 
    “I’m tired of this game, Ortensia,” I roared, stepped forward, and curled my meaty hands into fists. “What proof do you have?” 
 
    “You’d think you’d throw away your shoes after you committed a murder in them, Charles,” the Chief Constable sneered. “Especially after all of this rain… the mud creates almost perfect shoe prints in the mud, and that’s exactly what I found outside of the way station. You thought you could trick me by getting me drunk, but even after I woke up and was severely hungover, I still saw them. I immediately went to my carriage, grabbed a plaster kit, and took prints of them. I have them here with me if you’d like to take a look. The one from the crime scene and the other from the way station. They’re perfect matches, there’s no way you can escape me now, not after this. I have you, Charles Rayburn, you may be smart and slimy, but you’re not getting away from me this time.” 
 
    “The shoes I wear are mass-made,” I stated. “I bought them from a full shelf in the mercantile. They could be any man’s within a five-hundred-mile radius.” 
 
    Ortensia’s laughter died instantly, her mouth snapped shut, and her single jade eye scanned my face for any proof of deceit. At least that quieted her for a moment, but for how much longer? I couldn’t keep doing this, tricking and lying my way out of things. It was just too much anxiety to handle for one man. If I wriggled my way out of this, she’d only come back with more proof, and if I’d left a shoeprint at the crime scene, what else had I unknowingly left? I was running out of options with Ortensia, and I had no other choice. 
 
    I had to kill her. 
 
    I glanced at Daisy out of the corner of my eye, cleared my throat, climbed up one of the front stairs, and then gestured toward the door. 
 
    “I think she’s still drunk…” the gorgeous brunette murmured. 
 
    “I think so, too,” I muttered. “We have to get her inside of the manor…” 
 
    Daisy nodded in agreement, angled her body toward the Chief Constable, and then stepped forward with her arms outstretched. 
 
    “Ortensia,” the bear-girl uttered. “Please, let’s be sensible about this.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come inside?” I breathed. “We can calmly and rationally discuss this like adults instead of accusing each other wildly.” 
 
    “E-Everything lines up,” the scarlet-haired woman whispered. “The letter, but not only that, I looked into it, and the Browning’s daughter is named Ophelia, not Daisy. T-Their powers are chlorokinesis, not tactile augmentation… None of the things you’ve told me or anyone else are true, you have to be lying… T-The shoeprint proves it, I know it does.” 
 
    “Ortensia,” Daisy soothed. “Why don’t you come inside? As Charles said, we can talk this over like adults… if you need me to, I can explain my family line and the manifestation of our powers.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can figure all of this out,” I breathed. “We don’t have to resort to violence or arresting anyone yet.” 
 
    Ortensia glared at the two of us out of the corner of her single eye, and it was clear to us that the gears in her head were turning feebly thanks to the alcohol. We’d given her a few good reasons to doubt her proof, but I could tell she was still suspicious of me. The scarlet-haired woman’s hand went to her belt, slid to the back where I couldn’t see her hands, and then she grinned widely. 
 
    “Yes,” the Chief Constable breathed. “Let’s go inside and have a nice, long talk, Charles. I’d love to hear all of your explanations…” 
 
    The redhead gestured toward the door with her free hand, and though she kept her other one relaxed, I knew she was clutching a weapon tightly in her fist. 
 
    We’d have to get it away from her and get her into the compartment.  
 
    “After you,” Ortensia purred. 
 
    I glanced at Daisy out of the corner of my eye, grabbed her, placed her in front of me, and forced the brunette forward. If the Chief Constable had a gun, I needed to protect Daisy, so I would willingly become a shield for her, but if Ortensia had a baton, it wouldn’t really matter, I could fend off blows from that pretty easily. The real danger she presented was her magical abilities, so I gulped, pressed my lips into a hard line, and forced the two of us forward up the stairs toward the door, and once we reached it, I nodded to my monster-girl to open it for us. 
 
    Ortensia climbed the stairs shakily with gasping breaths. She held onto the railing with a single, trembling hand, and I knew for sure that the alcohol she’d drank earlier hadn’t worn off yet. I hoped that her stupor would work in our favor, but… the Chief Constable could be pretending, we wouldn’t know until she made a move. 
 
    “Come inside,” Daisy smiled. “We could sit in the drawing-room, or we could go into the conservatory, that’s by far my favorite place in the house to sit and drink tea.” 
 
    The Chief Constable stepped into the foyer after us, time seemed to slow, the redhead jerked her obscured hand, pulled her hand out from behind her, and I instinctively jumped out in front of Daisy. My eyes slammed shut, my jaw clenched, my teeth ground against each other, but the blast of pain didn’t come as a loud voice raised into the air. 
 
    “Don’t touch them, you bitch!” Valerie screamed. 
 
    My eyes slammed open, focused for a second, and then landed on the feline-woman as she flew through the air. The blonde’s lips were pulled back in a snarl with her teeth bared, her ears laid flat against the sides of her head, and her fingers were curled into claws. 
 
    “What the hell?” the redhead constable shouted.  
 
    Valerie shifted in the air, pushed her legs out in front of her like an arrow, and slammed her heels directly into the middle of Ortensia’s chest. The Chief Constable grunted out all the air in her lungs, flew sideways, and slammed into the drawing room’s door frame a few paces away. The scarlet-haired woman’s head cracked back, connected with the solid wood with a loud bang, and then she slumped forward. A solid, black flintlock pistol fell from her fingers, clattered to the floor, and slid a few feet away. I hastily picked it up, tucked it into my waistband, and then turned toward my two women. Valerie stalked closer with her back hunched, her chest rose and fell with loud, airy pants, and the feline lowered herself closer to the ground as she crawled over to the redhead. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Daisy gasped. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Just unconscious.” 
 
    “If she’s not dead,” Valerie growled. “Then, I’m going to kill her!” 
 
    “Charles, I’m so glad you’re safe,” the bear-girl panted. “I thought… I thought for sure she was going to kill you, or at least… injure you severely.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I exhaled. “There’s no need to worry about me, I was more worried that she was going to hurt you. Thanks for saving us, Val.” 
 
    “No problem,” the feline-woman murmured. “Now, let me tear her to pieces.” 
 
    “No, absolutely not,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Why not?” the cat-girl protested. “She was going to kill you and then Daisy! We should give her a taste of her own medicine!” 
 
    “I thought you wanted a new sister?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, yes,” the ash-blonde woman muttered. “But what does that have to do with this situation?” 
 
    I stepped forward, hooked a finger under Ortensia’s chin, lifted her pale, smooth face to the both of them, and then grinned. 
 
    “Meet your brand new sister,” I snickered. 
 
    “You mean?” Valerie giggled. “It’s happening? We’re going to use the Chief Constable as our new sister?” 
 
    “Well, she’s a direct threat to our family,” I explained. “We have no other choice than to dispose of her.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get her downstairs and into the compartment!” the blonde cried. “Oh, I’m so excited! I’ve been waiting for this moment since… since… we created Daisy! I love getting new sisters, it’s my favorite thing in the whole world. Well, except for you kissing me and loving me, Charles.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled, came around the Chief Constable’s unconscious body, and gripped her by the legs. “Now, let’s get her downstairs, and then we can get started.” 
 
    “I’ll get her shoulders!” the feline-woman shouted. “Hurry, hurry! Let’s go!” 
 
    Valerie and I lifted together, held the unconscious body between us, and lugged it toward the door. Daisy hurried around us, grabbed the door handle, swung it open, and held the door for us. The feline-woman and I carefully stepped down the stairs to the gravel, maneuvered around the corner of the house, and then slipped down the stairs into my laboratory. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” A.B. chuckled. “Wait, wait, wait, what the hell is that?” 
 
    “This is the Chief Constable, Ortensia Payne,” I forced out through gritted teeth. “I’m sure she’d love to meet you, but she’s indisposed at the moment.” 
 
    “What even happened up there?” the brain cried. “One second, everything seems fine, and the next, you’re bringing an unconscious body down here? I mean, I shouldn’t be surprised anymore, but here I am, in a state of almost constant shock.” 
 
    “She threatened Charles,” Daisy uttered. “She had a gun, she could’ve killed him.” 
 
    “Oh, then never mind,” A.B. yipped. “Bring as many unconscious bodies into the laboratory as you want.” 
 
    “Thanks for your approval,” I chuckled. “Plus, now that we have a reason, we’re going to change her into a monster-girl.” 
 
    “Really?” A.B. bubbled. “Yes! We’ve been waiting for so long! Valerie and I’ve been so excited to have a new friend to play with, we can’t wait!” 
 
    Valerie giggled, nodded vigorously, and helped me cross the room with Ortensia held between us. I rested the redhead against the floor for a moment as I reached for Compartment B’s door, swung it open, and then lifted her from the ground. The feline-woman and I hauled her inside, propped her up against the wall, and then backtracked. I slammed the door shut, peered in through the window, turned on my heel, and moved toward the metal box with the imp still inside. 
 
    “Are we doing it now?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “We have no other choice,” I uttered. “We can’t hold her in the compartment for very long If she regains consciousness, then her magic--” 
 
    “But Charles,” A.B. sighed. “What are you going to do afterwards? She’s the Chief Constable after all, aren’t people going to ask questions? About where she went? Where did she go?” 
 
    “I haven’t come up with a plan yet,” I admitted. “But we’re certainly not going with the murder and suicide route again, that caused more problems than it did to solve them.” 
 
    “We should write a letter!” Valerie offered. “From Ortensia to Edony! It should say something like, ‘the job got too overwhelming, I’m going back to the capital to serve the Queen again.’” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” I agreed. “But would Edony believe it? It seems that she barely believes anything unless she hears it directly from the person’s mouth.” 
 
    “We could do what we did with the Browning family,” Daisy tutted. “Find out Ortensia’s family seal, write a believable letter, and then deliver it to her through a courier?” 
 
    “That could work,” I sighed. “But let’s make the plan later, after we’ve finished with the experiment. I want to get this done as soon as possible, I don’t want to worry about the Chief Constable breaking out while we’re coming up with a plan.” 
 
    I bent down, grabbed the solid, metal box, lifted it into my arms, and then lugged it toward Compartment A. I slid open the door, pressed my lips into a firm line, raised a hand over the lid, and then paused for a second. I knew I had to be careful and fast as I let the imp out, or it’d escape through the space above the box. I pressed my lips into a firm line, sighed, calmed my racing heart, and reached for the locking mechanism. 
 
    In one swift movement, I unlocked the lid, jerked the box upward, and effectively slid the imp out onto the cold, metal floor of the compartment. The tiny red creature squealed to life, whipped around, and raced toward the small sliver of the open door. But I was too quick for it. I hooked my heel around the edge of the door, slammed it shut, and then peered in through the glass window. 
 
    It was the first time I saw the miniature beast out in the open as it hopped from foot to foot, launched itself up toward the window, scratched at the glass, and hissed. Its skin was a grayish red color, its enormous eyes cat-like and yellow, and its tiny pointed teeth reminded me of a small reptile. It's torn and ragged wings beat at the air, but barely managed to lift it a few feet off the ground before they gave up. I couldn’t help but chuckle at its feeble attempts to escape, turned, and walked toward the third, much larger compartment in the middle. 
 
    A sound broke me away from my work, and I leaned out toward the glass window of compartment B. Ortensia seemed to be rousing. The redhead groaned softly, lifted her head, and then clutched it in her leather-gloved hands. The Chief Constable moaned, ran her fingers through her thick hair, blinked her single eye, and then lifted her head toward the glass window. 
 
    “Wha-What?” Ortensia gasped. “What is this? Where am I?” 
 
    The scarlet-haired woman rose to her feet, wobbled forward with her hands outstretched, hit the door, and then searched for a door handle. She hadn’t noticed me yet, or at least, hadn’t raised her head enough to peer through the glass pane, and I watched her intently from the other side. 
 
    “Hello?” the scarlet-haired woman called. “Can anyone hear me? I… I seem to be stuck! Hello? Is anyone out there?” 
 
    Finally, Ortensia raised her head with a single strand of blood-red hair hanging in her face, and her jade eye rested on my face through the small window. The Chief Constable’s mouth dropped open in horror. She took a step backward, and then her mouth clamped shut in a rage filled grimace. 
 
    “Let me out, Charles,” Ortensia demanded. “This instant. I don’t know what type of game this is, but I’m telling you now, I’m not going to play along.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game, Ortensia,” I smiled. “This is your reality.” 
 
    “Open the door right now,” the scarlet-haired woman ordered. “I’m the Chief Constable, goddamnit.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I chuckled. “Consider this your resignation.” 
 
    “So, you’re just going to leave me in here?” the redhead barked. “You’re going to keep me prisoner for the rest of my life? Do you really think that someone won’t come looking for me? I’m one of the most important people in Edenhart!” 
 
    “No, I won’t keep you in there for long,” I sneered. “What’s going to happen to you is so much worse than you think. You see, you were right, I did kill Delphine and Milton, but I had good reason to.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Ortensia breathed. “I knew you were a murderer! You should accept your punishment like a man no matter what you’ve done!” 
 
    “You’re right, I am a murderer,” I nodded. “I’ve killed… four or five hundred people at this point.” 
 
    “Y-You… you what?” the Chief Constable gasped. 
 
    “My work is far more important than their lives would ever be,” I explained. “I killed Delphine, Milton, a random prisoner, three of the Warden’s men, and hundreds of prisoners sent to me by the Duchess. Well, technically, I didn’t kill the Warden’s men and the prisoners all by myself, I had help.” 
 
    “Daisy?” Ortensia grunted. “Daisy Browning, if that’s really her name.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I shook my head. “Daisy wasn’t born yet when I killed those men. She was present when I killed the Warden, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean she wasn’t born yet?” the Chief Constable balked. “You killed those people a long time ago?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I grinned. “Those deaths happened only a few months ago. You see, Daisy has only been alive for a few months… I created her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I… I must have heard you wrong,” the scarlet-haired woman gulped. “You… created her?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I grunted. “I created her right here in this machine. The same machine you’re trapped inside right now.” 
 
    “You’re mad!” Ortensia shouted. “You’ve gone absolutely insane! There’s… there’s no way that can be true.” 
 
    “Do you want me to prove it to you?” I chuckled. “Valerie, Daisy, come here.” 
 
    My two monster-woman stepped closer, Ortensia’s jade eye rested on both of them for a second, and then she whipped her head toward me. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the redhead breathed. “What am I supposed to be seeing here?” 
 
    I reached toward the brunette, gripped the edge of her bonnet, and lifted it off of her head to expose her soft, fuzzy-looking ears. The Chief Constable’s eyes narrowed on it, swiveled toward Valerie’s pointed ears and tail, and then slammed back to me. 
 
    “They’re monsters, abominations,” Ortensia growled. “How could you go against the rules of nature to create such horrors?” 
 
    “Well, the direct order came from the Duchess herself,” I explained. “Edony wanted ‘super-soldiers,’ or so she called them. Valerie was the first I ever created with a female prisoner they sent me and Daisy… is none other than Delphine Vallantine.” 
 
    The redhead balked at the bear-girl for a second, squinted her eyes, pressed her lips into a firm line, and then glanced back at me. 
 
    “But she looks nothing like Delphine,” the scarlet-haired woman gasped. “There’s no way… You’re mad, or… or I’m still unconscious from the blow and imagining all of this.” 
 
    “Do you think you’d question if all of this is real if it weren’t reality?” I snorted. “No, this is all very real, you’re trapped within my machine, and very soon, you’ll be a monster-girl, too. Don’t worry, you won’t remember anything from your past or anything like that, well, except for a few things here and there, but you’ll practically be a brand-new person.” 
 
    “I hate to admit it,” Ortensia breathed. “But it all almost makes sense… especially after everything the Duchess told me…” 
 
    “The Duchess told you things?” Daisy asked. “What did she tell you?” 
 
    “As if I’d reveal those things to you!” the scarlet-haired woman shouted. “You trapped me! I have no reason to tell you anything.” 
 
    “Why don’t you use your powers against me?” I chuckled. “You seem strong enough, an intimidating woman with high standing in the royal guard, why haven’t you activated your power, Ortensia?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s not strong enough,” Valerie giggled. “Maybe her power isn’t like Edony’s… How very sad for you.” 
 
    “She must not have a combative power,” Daisy smirked. “Is that why you haven’t attacked us, Ortensia?”  
 
    “I-I…” the scarlet-haired woman stammered. “No, even if I activated my power, it wouldn’t do me much good in this goddamn cell! My power paralyzes people with a single touch, it’s not like I could do anything with it now while in here! Let me out! I-I won’t touch you or go to the Duchess, please, just let me go!” 
 
    “I’ll let you out,” I breathed. “If you tell me everything that the Duchess told you.” 
 
    “Y-You will?” the Chief Constable whispered. “Do you promise? You won’t harm or kill me after?” 
 
    “Oh, I promise,” I snickered, but the Chief Constable didn’t seem to notice. “As long as you tell us everything that Edony told you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ortensia wheezed. “I know all about the super-soldiers, Edony told me all about them and the reason she wanted them created. When you mentioned them, I already knew exactly what they were! Now let me out!” 
 
    “No, you have more to tell,” I commanded. “What else did she tell you? Why did she want them?” 
 
    “She’s trying to overthrow the Queen!” The redhead screamed. “She wants enough super-soldiers to overrun the capital, kill the Queen, and take over the entire country! She contracted another scientist, he’s exactly like you, but... he hasn’t made creatures like these two women. You saw the augmented men she brought with her last time, that’s not his first failed experiment! She’s angry because she lost you, she fully believes that you’re the only scientist that can succeed, but she won’t give in and come groveling back! She needs these experiments to work or… or… the Queen will kill her!” 
 
    “The Queen wants to kill Edony?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” the Chief Constable shrieked. “She never told me the reason! Even if I asked, she wouldn’t tell me! Please, Charles! Let me out!” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” Daisy hissed. “Did Edony tell you?” 
 
    “I’m her right-hand woman!” the redhead sobbed. “If we were to work together, I needed to do everything I could to help her in situations. I’m the one who found the replacement scientist! I even suggested that she come back to you, but she immediately shut that idea down! Let me out now! Please! I don’t want to be a freakish monster-girl! I don’t want to be made into an abomination like those two! Let me out, and you can continue doing whatever you want, I won’t arrest you or anything like that!” 
 
    “How am I supposed to believe you?” I scoffed. “You’re the Chief Constable for one, but not only that, you have betrayed the queen and now work directly underneath Edony… I bet as soon as I let you out, you’d go running to her and tell her everything I’ve just confessed.” 
 
    “Y-You promised!” Ortensia screamed. “You promised you’d let me out! You promised you wouldn’t harm me!” 
 
    I shook my head, turned on my heels, and gestured for my two monster-woman over my shoulder. I pointed toward the wall of control panels, Daisy and Valerie hurried over, and then stood beside it. I swung open the doors to the third compartment, brought my right hand closer to my face, and then bit down on the webbing between my pointer finger and thumb. Blood seeped in between my teeth, and I sputtered softly, but held the torn flesh with my other hand, and let droplets flow out onto the metal floor of the compartment. 
 
    “Charles Rayburn!” Ortensia pounded on the window with closed fists. “You promised me that you’d let me go! You promised!” 
 
    I slammed the doors of compartment C shut, tilted my head, and then met Ortensia’s feverish gaze. Her face was pale, the corners of her plump lips pulled down into a pained grimace, and her hands smacked against the glass pane of the tiny window. 
 
    “You’re right, I did promise,” I snickered. “But you actually believed me? A man? How sweet and innocent. Sorry, Ortensia, but this is something I have to do to protect my family. I hope you understand. You’re nothing but a threat, and you have to be eliminated. I’m looking forward to meeting the beautiful monster-girl you are about to become.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “Please, Charles,” Ortensia bleated. “I’ll do anything you ask, anything! I’ll even throw away my title of Chief Constable and come work for you! Please, don’t kill me!”  
 
    “Don’t think of it as death!” Valerie chimed in. “Think of it as… a rebirth! You’ll be a whole new being with new powers! Just wait, Ortensia, we’ll be sisters, and you’ll love Charles the way that Daisy and I do! You’ll be so much happier, the weight of this world will be lifted off your shoulders! We’re so much more contented now, we’ve completely forgotten our past lives, and the way that we used to treat other people!”  
 
    “It’s almost sad to see you like this, Ortensia,” Daisy whispered. “What is that haughty pride?” 
 
    “If you’re sad to see me like this, then let me go!” The Chief Constable pounded on the window with her fists. “If it troubles you so much, you should set me free! I haven’t done anything wrong, I was doing my job!”  
 
    “I didn’t mean it in that sense,” the gorgeous brunette exhaled. “Trapped in there, you’re almost an entirely different person. I see the fear in your eyes, yes, but you’ve lost the pompous attitude, it’s quite nice to see you like that. You’re no longer ordering us around, or bullying our little family. It makes me excited to see what you’ll be like after the transformation. How do you think it’ll change you? I once was the horrible Delphine Vallantine, and I’m entirely different from how she was. Yes, I remember things from her life, but I make the conscious choice not to be like her.”  
 
    “Y-You’re all mad!” the scarlet-haired woman shrieked. “You’re all insane! All of this is a dream… yes, it’s a dream, and if I pinch myself hard enough, I’ll wake up in my cozy bed…”  
 
    “It’s not a dream or a hallucination,” I chuckled. “It’s all very, very real. I created both Daisy and Valerie out of almost nothing, and soon, you will join them in a brand new body. Don’t worry, you won’t remember a thing, well, maybe a few things here and there, but they will teach you how to be a better woman.”  
 
    “I will never love you!” the redhead roared. “I’ll never stoop as low as to show affection for a brute, even if you kill me or… or ‘transform’ me, I’ll remember the horrible things you did to me and other women of this town!”  
 
    “That’s not true!” Valerie interjected. “You won’t! Neither of us remember the transformation, and if anything, we’re glad that it happened! My life was horrible before Charles created me! I was a beggar, rifling through trash for stale ends of bread! Look at me now! I have a home, a family, a roof over my head, and a man that loves me more than anything in the world! What is so bad about that?”  
 
    “Everything!” Ortensia screamed. “You’re going against every basic rule of nature! Men and women are not meant to be equals. Men are weak, stupid, powerless, and sex crazed brutes! You can’t stand there next to one of them and not feel the bile rise in your throat each time he looks at you! You are abominations! Not because you were created in Charles’ laboratory, but because you hold such feelings for him! It’s unnatural, bizarre, disgusting, and punishable by death--” 
 
    “I hate to be rude,” A.B. broke in. “But can we get started? Her constant screaming is giving me a brain ache.”  
 
    I nodded, turned toward the wall of controls, and then brought both Daisy and Valerie forward. I took their hands in mine, raised them toward the massive switch, and then rested them there. I used my free hand, flipped on the motherboard, gazed toward the glass window where Ortensia pleaded for her life, smiled softly, and then gazed over my shoulder toward my other two monster-women.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I breathed. “This is the moment where everything changes, our family will have a fourth member.”  
 
    “Fourth member?” A.B. squawked. “Oh, I see now, just because I’m a disembodied brain, that must mean I don’t have feelings! Well, fine, I didn’t want to be part of your family anyway! I’m fine on my own, a lone brain, surviving on his own, doing his own thing, and being entirely independent.”  
 
    “You know I didn’t mean it like that,” I chuckled. “Let me correct myself, a fifth member of our family. Happy now, A.B.?”  
 
    “Yes, now that I’ve been included,” the brain chuckled. “I may not have a body, but I’m still part of this family! I was here before anyone else!”  
 
    “Of course, A.B.,” Valerie soothed. “You’re as much a part of this family as Charles, Daisy, or me, don’t forget that.”  
 
    “Thank you, Val,” A.B. tutted. “At least someone remembers me.”  
 
    “Alright, are we ready?” I asked.  
 
    “Ready!” the feline-woman giggled.  
 
    “Ready, Charles.” Daisy nodded. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    “Please!” Ortensia’s muffled voice begged. “Please, don’t do this! I want to live!”  
 
    “You will live,” I boomed. “A new life as a new being, and you will love it more than you will ever know. Close your eyes, Ortensia, the time is now!”  
 
    My fingers tightened around Daisy and Valerie’s hands, I swung the giant lever down into its cradle, and electricity crackled to life. All the bulbs above our heads flickered on with a low hum, the sound rose in our ears as blinding white light poured out of all three of the compartments, and all three of us squinted against it. I physically felt the electricity pass from the motherboard, pass through the thick, snaking wires across the floor, and finally reached my machine.  
 
    Ortensia’s pleading voice rose in pitch to a warbling scream. The sound seemed to go on forever until all three of us slapped our hands over our ears, and lowered ourselves closer to the ground. The pistons at the top of the machine moved too quickly that they were blurs through the air, greyish smoke billowed out of the valves, and finally, the sound of my machine drowned out all of the sounds Ortensia made.  
 
    The blinding white light intensified until I motioned for both of my women to close their eyes, I followed suit, gritted my teeth, and waited for the transformation to be complete. Loud clangs, and the whirring of the slowing pistons reached my ears as I slowly reopened my eyes. Like the past two times, the entire laboratory was filled with choking smoke, and I hurried to open one of the windows above our heads.  
 
    “Is it finished?” Valerie asked. “Oh, I can’t wait to see what she looks like! This is so exciting.”  
 
    “I have to admit,” Daisy uttered. “The transformation process was fascinating, and bizarrely beautiful, all of the dancing light, and the almost symphonic sounds. I want to be here for all of the other experiments, Charles, it’s all so beautiful as it unfolds in front of us.”  
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “I’d love for both of you to be here each time we transform a woman. I’m so glad that both of you love it so much.”  
 
    “It’s not just a transformation!” Valerie cried. “We’re bringing a new sister into the world! That’s the most exciting part for me! Come on, let’s bring her out! Ooooo, I can’t wait, let’s go, let’s goooo!”  
 
    I chuckled lightly, dropped their hands, but then turned to stand in front of both of them.  
 
    “I want both of you to stay here,” I instructed. “I’m always the first to go inside and bring our newest monster-girl out, and I’d like to keep up with that tradition.”  
 
    “Ah, almost as if they’re imprinting on you,” Daisy said. “That’s fantastic, Charles, yes, go on ahead.”  
 
    “But not only that,” I breathed. “We never know what type of powers she’ll have, this is a brand new world for her, and we don’t want to overwhelm her right as we bring her out, do you two understand?”  
 
    “Of course, Charles,” the brunette inclined her head. “Do as you must.”  
 
    “Okay!” the ash-blonde woman bubbled as she skipped from foot to foot. “Just hurry up and do it! I’m so, so happy right now, I can’t wait to see her for the first time!”  
 
    “Be careful, Charles.” The bear-girl urged.  
 
    I nodded, turned on my heels, waved the smoke out of my eyes, settled my gaze upon the doors of the third, largest compartment, and stepped toward it surely. Pulsing white light poured out of the small window, my hand shook as I reached for the door handle, rested on it for a second, but then suddenly, I was blown backward.  
 
    Both of the compartment’s doors blew off their hinges, flew across the room, and then clattered loudly to the floor. I laid on my back against the cold stones, blinked rapidly to clear my gaze, and watched as thick smoke billowed out of the open compartment.  
 
    “W-What happen--” 
 
    My voice was cut off as a dark shape flew out of the compartment, rapidly slithered across the floor toward me, gripped me by the front of the shirt, and then lifted me from the floor. My eyes finally focused, and I gazed down at the tensed face of one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.  
 
    Her hair was sleek pitch black, almost the same color as spilled oil, her eyes were large, slightly upturned at the corners, glowing burnt umber pupils, and reddish tinted skin. Her face was oval-shaped with a slightly devilish pointed chin, her nose was soft and rounded at the tip while her lips were full, plump, and a blood-red color. Those features, while striking and gorgeous, didn’t hold my attention for long as my eyes wandered over her entire exposed body.  
 
    Medium-sized, ram-like horns spiraled out of the sides of her head and curled upward toward the ceiling, and a thin, red tail with a pointed, arrow-shaped tip tail whipped out angrily behind her. I guessed that if we stood shoulder to shoulder, the imp-woman would’ve been only a few inches shorter than me without the horns. Her bare breasts were large, the areola around the hardened nipple a darker red than the rest of her skin, and when I glanced down toward her womanhood, I spied a black tuft of pubic hair. Her body was almost a perfect hourglass shape, her waist tiny and pulled in against her wide, perfect hips.  
 
    “Put him down!” Valerie shrieked. “Put him down right now! Bad!”  
 
    “Charles?” Daisy hiccupped. “Are you alright? Is she hurting you?” 
 
    “No,” I breathed. “It’s uncomfortable, but she’s only holding me by my shirt.”  
 
    “Char?” the imp-woman barked. “Charrr-eles? Cha-rles?”  
 
    “Charles,” I reiterated. “Char-les.”  
 
    “Chaaaarles?” the red-skinned woman echoed, tilted her head, leaned in closer, and gave me a tentative sniff. “Charles.”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “I’m Charles.”  
 
    “Charles!” the imp-woman cackled, lifted her arm higher, and then tossed me back onto the hard surface of the examination table.  
 
    Pain ripped through my back, I gasped for breath, and barely managed to focus on the imp-woman as she stalked toward me. The black-haired woman’s hips rolled, her enormous breasts bounced, but the smile on her lips stayed in place the entire time. She slammed her hands down on each side of my head, pressed her voluptuous breasts against my chest, and climbed up onto of the examination table until she’d fully mounted me.   
 
    “C-Charles?” Valerie squeaked. “What do we do? Should we… pull her off?”  
 
    “Charles…” the imp-woman repeated in her deep, husky tone. “Chaaaarles.”  
 
    “Is she hurting you?” Daisy cried. “Oh, science, this is only getting worse and worse.” 
 
    “N-No,” I stammered. “I think she’s just… curious? But if she shows any sign of aggression, I’m not sure I’d be able to get out from underneath her.”  
 
    “Agg…ress…ion?” the black-haired woman echoed. “Aggression, yessss.”  
 
    I gasped for breath as the imp-woman lunged forward with her lips pulled back against her teeth. My heart hammered in my chest, my eyes squeezed closed, and her hand wrapped around the back of my neck.  
 
    “Oh!” Valerie shouted. “Get her off, get her off! She’s going to kill him!”  
 
    I attempted to wriggle free, but the imp-woman held me in place, and then smashed her lips to mine in a passionate kiss. My body immediately went limp, my hands batted at the air for a second, and then wrapped around her with my fingers intertwined in her silky hair.  
 
    When she finally pulled away, the red-skinned imp-girl slid to the floor, darted closer to Daisy and Valerie, and then sat on the floor on her haunches. From this position, I noticed the intricate patchwork of scales that worked their way up her forearms to her elbows, and jutted out like vicious armor. The scales on her arms appeared to be black, but as she shifted in the light, they glittered with subtle scarlet hues.  
 
    “Hi!” the ash-blonde woman giggled, dropped to the floor, and opened up her arms. “I’m Valerie, and this is Daisy, we’re your new sisters!”  
 
    “Sisters?” the imp-woman echoed. “My… sisters?” 
 
    “Well, technically, we’re not blood-related,” Daisy corrected. “But in every sense of the word, we are sisters. We take care of each other, that’s how it’s always been and how it will always be.”  
 
    The imp-woman launched herself forward, slammed directly into the cat-girl, threw her back into Daisy, and they all tumbled together in a jumbled pile. I pushed myself off of the examination table as their pained voices lifted into the air, and hurried over toward them, but when I got there, I couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    The red-skinned woman snuggled into Valerie’s chest, gripped Daisy by the shoulders, and petted the top of the brunette’s head aggressively. The imp-woman’s burnt umber eyes fluttered closed, the corners of her lips upturned, and a low growl rumbled up her throat.  
 
    “She likes us!” the beautiful feline-woman giggled. “She really, really likes us!”  
 
    “I’m fine with hugs,” Daisy grunted. “But she really needs to learn about personal space.”  
 
    “Oh, you love it,” Valerie chided. “Don’t even try to lie, you love her so much already.”  
 
    “I will admit, she is very pretty,” the bear-girl giggled as she petted the new woman’s silky hair. “And sweet. I wasn’t expecting as much, especially the way she first reacted toward Charles.”  
 
    “Yeah!” Valerie guffawed. “She honestly looked like she was going to rip him into shreds.”  
 
    “No,” the imp-woman barked. “I love Charles, have you seen how handsome he is? I’ve never seen a man so beautiful. I just… want to touch him.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” I grunted, and then burst out laughing. “Thank you… I think? I’ve never been called beautiful before.”  
 
    “Now that she’s here,” Daisy uttered. “What do we do? I haven’t been here for any other creations yet.”  
 
    “We name her!” A.B. cried. “Then, we do the physical examination!”  
 
    “Physical examination?” the imp-woman echoed. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” the bear-girl soothed. “Charles will look you over, make sure you’re healthy, and then test different parts of your body.”  
 
    “He can test me as much as he wants,” the black-haired woman purred. “He is my chosen male, and he will be my perfect mate.”  
 
    “W-Whoa,” Valerie chuckled. “She already likes you, Charles.”  
 
    “I do not like Charles,” the red-skinned woman corrected. “I love him, I adore him, I want nothing more than to breed with him, and stay by his side for the rest of my life. We will have hundreds of spawn, beautiful, strong, sturdy spawn that will destroy the earth, and bring about new times.”  
 
    “We all want those things, too!” the ash-blonde woman giggled. “But without the destruction of the earth and all of that stuff.”  
 
    “Let’s backtrack a little,” I snickered. “We can do all that but not yet, first we have to give you a name, and then do the physical examinations… then we can move on to the… to the breeding and spawning part if you like.”  
 
    “A name?” the imp-girl echoed. “What ever do you mean? I once had a name when I was much smaller, and my teeth were pointier.”  
 
    “Oh?” Daisy asked. “What were you called?”  
 
    “Rianonak-ter-roahk-nokian,” the red-skinned woman proudly stated. “I once was the daughter of the great imp King, but because of the horrible moving of the earth, and the destruction of our gold, my people’s colonies deep under the mountains were destroyed.”  
 
    “Oooooo,” Valerie gasped. “So, you were a princess? That’s so interesting!”  
 
    “Moving earth? Destruction of your gold?” Daisy whispered. “Charles, do you think that has anything to do with Josephine’s mines?”  
 
    “Big creatures came to our home, used massive tools to break apart the earth, and other large drums to haul away our precious wealth,” the imp-woman explained. “They stole everything from us, and our society crumbled without the gold. We love our gold. We need our gold. Shiny things are delightful. Not as delightful as Charles, but I love them, too.” 
 
    “I also like shiny things!” Val exclaimed. “I’m so happy you are my sister!” 
 
    “That does sound like the miners’ work.” I nodded. “It probably was the workers in Josephine’s mines, they probably had no idea what they were doing to your people.”  
 
    “It is fine now,” the black-haired beauty sighed. “I have a new home and family, and I will never leave it.”  
 
    “Do you want to keep your old name?” I asked. “It’s a little long, but we could shorten it if you like.”  
 
    “Most of my name is just titles,” the imp-woman clarified. “The only part of my name that is solely mine is Rianonak. Do I have to change my name?”  
 
    “No, not if you don’t want to,” I smiled. “But both Daisy and Valerie chose new names.”  
 
    “Yeah!” the ash-blonde woman giggled. “I got my name off of a wrench! Valerie after Valstrom!”  
 
    “And I was given my name by Charles,” the brunette nodded. “He liked the name Daisy, and I chose it because I love Charles.”  
 
    “Then what do you like, Charles?” the imp asked. “I love you as my sisters do, and I want you to choose my name, too. My old name was important to me because I was of the royal line, but whatever you choose, I will love and accept it.”  
 
    “If your name is so important to you,” I breathed. “Why don’t we keep it?”  
 
    “We could just call you Rian!” Valerie offered. “We could pronounce it Ry-Ann! What do you guys think?”  
 
    “I think it’s a pretty and unique name,” Daisy confirmed. “What do you think, Charles?”  
 
    “I love it,” I grinned. “It keeps your heritage alive while giving it a new twist. What do you think?”  
 
    I aimed my eyes at the red-skinned beauty. She tilted her head, ran her spindly fingers through her thick, pitch-black hair, and then grinned up at me.  
 
    “Rian… Riiii-ann,” the imp-woman tested it out. “Riannnnn… Ryyyy-ann! I like it, no, I love it, that’s my new name. From now on, you may call me Rian!”  
 
    “Rian,” I let the word roll off my tongue, nodded, and then smiled down at the imp-woman. “Welcome to the family, Rian.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “Here,” I stated, held out the lab coat, and offered it to the black-haired woman. “Put this on while we do the examination.”  
 
    “What does this cloth mean?” Rian barked. “Does it signify something? Why should I put this over my body? In my past life, I never had to wear clothing unless it was ceremonial, why should I do it now?”  
 
    “Well, in normal society, it’s required to wear clothes,” Daisy explained as she gripped part of her dress between her fingertips and showed it to her new sister. “Only those closest to us, such as Charles, are allowed to look at our naked bodies.”  
 
    “Trust me, I hate it, too,” Valerie sighed. “But you get used to it after a while. Not only that, but Charles can make you new clothes! He made what I’m wearing now, and I love it because he designed it himself!”  
 
    “What about Daisy?” Rian asked. “Did Charles design her elaborate coverings, too? Do they have any meaning, or is it simply because this strange, and unknown ‘society’ says it’s wrong?”  
 
    “No, I didn’t design that,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’m skilled enough to put together a dress and then embroider it. I can roughly sew, but other than that, my hands are useless unless they’re doing something doctoral or scientific.”  
 
    “I’m sure your hands are useful for other things,” the imp-woman giggled, leaned back on the examination table so that her full breasts swelled, and reached out for the lab coat. “I will wear it, but only because Charles wishes it.”  
 
    Rian held the fabric in her hands, turned it upside down, flapped it once in the air, and then draped it over her shoulders. The dark-haired woman lifted her head, grinned up at me, and then gestured toward her still exposed, and delicious looking, body.  
 
    “That’s not…” I breathed, shook my head, and then cleared my throat. “That’s not how you wear it.” 
 
    “Probe away, Doctor,” the imp-woman boomed. “My body is ready and waiting for your hands.”  
 
    “Here, let me help you,” Daisy giggled. “You put your arms through the holes, see? Then you button up the front like this, see how the little pieces slip through the fabric?”  
 
    “What a strange and unusual piece of fabric,” the imp-woman whispered. “Holes for arms? Ha! It almost sounds like a joke! But I will say, this does look quite attractive, such a blinding white color against my red-skin, and this little piece right here? It has no use, but it looks nice contracted against my breasts.”  
 
    “Those are the lapels,” Daisy explained. “And the part around your neck is the collar.”  
 
    “What fun words!” Rian cackled. “I already love this world! I cannot wait to learn more about them! Charles, I demand you teach me more!” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “I’ll teach you everything you want to know. Alright, let’s get started, A.B., are you ready?”  
 
    “Yes, Doctor,” the brain breathed. “Begin with the examination.”  
 
    I reached out for the small table I’d used in the other examinations, scooted it closer, and turned back to Rian. The red-skinned woman sat perched upon the edge of the table, her arrow-tipped tail whipped out behind her, she tilted her head curiously at me, purred softly, and then reached out for me with a single taloned hand.  
 
    “No, no, only I’m allowed to touch you during the examination,” I chuckled. “Let’s start with the eyes, shall we? Do you see that chart on the wall over there?” 
 
    “The one with the body parts of humans on them?” Rian asked. “What are those? Some type of meat chart? Look at all of that muscle and meat. It looks so red and delicious.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I shook my head. “Humans aren’t for eating… well, some of them aren’t. Can you read any of the lettering on the chart for me?”  
 
    “Are you sure humans aren’t for eating?” the imp-woman asked. “I mean, I’ve never eaten one, only bitten a few when they got too close, but I’m sure in this body, I could eat a whole one.”  
 
    “No eating humans!” Valerie chided. “Humans are friends, not food.”  
 
    “Unless they’re direct threats to our family,” Daisy agreed. “Then, we may allow you to eat someone, but that’s only if they are out to harm us.”  
 
    “Got it,” Rian nodded. “Humans are friends, not food… unless they try to hurt my precious Charles or my sisters, and then I am fully allowed to consume their flesh.”  
 
    “Y-Yes,” I tittered. “But back to my question, can you read anything off of the chart?”  
 
    “The female anatomy,” Rian recited. “Bladder, liver, gallbladder, kidneys, lungs, ovaries, fallopian tubes--”  
 
    “Alright, patient three has better vision than the average human,” I stated. “Not as acute as Valerie’s, but a bit better than Daisy’s.”  
 
    “I will do better in the dark,” Rian assured me. “My eyes haven’t adjusted to the amount of light on the surface, it was much darker underground.”  
 
    “You probably have night vision,” I nodded. “Both Daisy and Valerie can see almost perfectly in the darkness because of the eyes they had prior to the experiment.”  
 
    I grabbed the flashlight from the small table, clicked it on, held it up in front of her face, and watched as the orange pupils dilated quickly. I swiveled the light over each side of her face and watched as the surface of each eye glowed a deep green.  
 
    “Just as I suspected,” I stated. “You have a tapetum just like Valerie and Daisy.”  
 
    “What’s that?” the feline-woman asked. “A tapetum?”  
 
    “Most nocturnal animals have a mirror-like layer behind the retina,” I explained. “It helps them make the most out of small amounts of light. The light that passes through the retina is reflected off the tapetum, giving the retinal cells a second chance to sense it. It heightens the dulled sense of the eye in the darkness, and allows them to see perfectly.”  
 
    “I had no idea,” the gorgeous feline-woman gasped. “I knew that I could see in the dark, but I didn’t know it was an actual part of my eye. I just thought it was a special power that I had.”  
 
    “No, it’s already built-in when you’re born,” I smiled. “We would move on to the ears, but you seem to have perfectly formed human ears.”  
 
    “I don’t know about my sense of hearing, but there is a bird outside,” Rian informed me. “A far tree to the left of the house, roughly ten feet from the strange, gravel road.”  
 
    “Whoa, how do you know that?” I grunted, glanced over at A.B., and then turned back to the imp-girl.  
 
    “Vibrations,” Rian stated. “I feel it through the ground, and my skin, it is like a tingling sensation throughout my entire body. My body also tingles when you are close to me, Charles.”  
 
    “That’s fascinating,” I breathed. “Can you feel anything else?”  
 
    “Yes,” the black-haired beauty replied. “There is a constant rumbling through the earth, it’s coming from nearby. I can’t hear the sound, but I know it is very loud from the vibrations, it’s moving very fast in a straight line, and then a large curve.”  
 
    “Huh…” I considered. “It might be a stagecoach? There’s an enormous station a few miles away from here. That sounds like you hear the stagecoaches leaving and entering into the station.”  
 
    “I don’t know what a stagecoach is,” Rian replied. “But if it is large and loud, then that’s probably it. The sense came in handy down in our tunnels, I could sense if danger was coming or if there was prey near, but I’m not sure if it’ll help me here.”  
 
    “It might come in handy,” Valerie offered. “We could sense when someone is approaching the manor, or something like that.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” I agreed. “But it’s still a very interesting skill to have. I’d probably say you probably have a functional cochlea or ‘inner ear,’ human ears don’t pick up on sounds or vibrations that small.”  
 
    “What’s next, Charles?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Nose and throat,” I replied. “Rian, if you’ll lean your head forward, open up your mouth, and stick your tongue out.”  
 
    The red-skinned woman’s jaw practically unhinged. My eyes bulged out of my head as her long, muted red tongue unfurled from her lips, and almost brushed against the tops of her massive breasts. Her tongue had to be at least six inches in length, and that wasn’t including the sliver of it where it attached at the back of her throat.  
 
    “Oh my,” Daisy gasped.  
 
    “Dannnnng,” the feline-woman gulped. “That’s a big tongue.”  
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but my first initial thoughts seeing the long appendage were nothing but sexual. I couldn’t stop myself from imagining the soft, pink length wrapping entirely around the throbbing length of my member, and I quickly broke myself away from those thoughts.  
 
    “W-Well,” I chuckled. “That was unexpected, hold it there, please, I’m going to examine your throat.”  
 
    “Wiff wat?” Rian garbled, wriggled her perfectly shaped eyebrows, and smiled sensually up at me.  
 
    “What did she say?” A.B. asked.  
 
    I’d heard her perfectly and knew exactly what she meant, but I pulled back the depressor, blinked once, and then gestured for Rian to speak again. 
 
    “What are you going to examine my throat with, Charles?” the dark-haired woman purred.  
 
    “Oh,” A.B. replied. “Oh! Oh my, we like a woman who knows what she wants.”  
 
    “Chaaaarles,” Valerie giggled. “Your ears are getting all red, are you embarrassed?”  
 
    “I will be examining your throat with my flashlight, and a tongue depressor,” I forced out, ignored the growing erection in my trousers, and grabbed a wooden depressor from the small table.  
 
    I slipped the metal stick into her mouth, pressed down on the middle of her tongue, lifted the flashlight, and peered down her throat. Most of Rain’s teeth were pointed and sharp like a predator’s, and I vaguely remembered when the imp had bitten me down in the tunnels. I hated to imagine what the imp-woman’s bite would feel like now, shook my head, cleared my throat, and peered toward her uvula.  
 
     “Patient three’s teeth are more like a predator’s than patient one and two’s,” I uttered. “Only the top and bottom four are human like while the rest are pointed and sharp. Patient three’s tongue is extraordinarily long, measuring… six inches in length. Rian, please lift your tongue, I’d like to look underneath it, if you will.”  
 
    The dark-haired woman obliged, lifted her tongue into the air so that it almost brushed her forehead, and I spied a single small hole at the base of her tongue. I exhaled softly, glanced in her eyes, and then smiled.  
 
    “Can you retract your tongue for me?” I asked.  
 
    Rian didn’t speak, nodded once, reeled in her tongue, and I watched as it slipped back into its moist resting place. I aimed the flashlight at it, squinted, and then tapped the rounded cartilage with my tongue depressor. 
 
    “Patient three’s tongue can move independently,” I stated. “I suspect that it either curls down her throat, or up over the brain, much like the green-woodpecker’s. Can you grasp things with it?”  
 
    “Would you like me to try?” Rian simpered, ran her hand over my forearm, and leaned in closer.  
 
    “N-Never mind,” I stuttered. “We, uhm, we will test that… at a later time.”  
 
    “In private?” A.B. chuckled.  
 
    “N-no,” I nearly shouted. “We’ll just… do it sometime else.”  
 
    “I can do it now if you’d like,” the black-haired woman purred. “I can show off all of my skills, Charles.”  
 
    “There’s no need for that just yet,” I grunted. “Moving on…” 
 
    I pulled away, tossed the used depressor into a wastebasket, clicked off my flashlight, set it down, and then turned back toward the imp-woman. 
 
    “What next?” Valerie giggled. “This is so exciting.” 
 
    “Reflexes,” I uttered, reached for the table again, and plucked up the reflex hammer. “This won’t hurt, I promise. Here, scoot to the edge of the examination table, yes, just like that, and let your legs hang over the edge. I’m going to lightly tap your knee, is that alright?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Rian simpered.  
 
    I brought the reflex hammer back, tapped it against the crook of her knee, and watched as the leg sprung forward and nearly kicked me in the elbow. I chuckled softly, nodded once, came around to the other side of the table, and repeated the action on her other knee. The leg shot up at the same speed, brushed against my forearm, and then came down to rest in place against the examination table. 
 
    “Patient three’s reaction time is above average,” I stated. “Faster than both Valerie and Daisy’s time from their examinations. I’m going to test it further. Rian, I’m going to toss these cotton balls at you, I want you to catch as many as you can, do you understand?”  
 
    “Seems easy enough,” the red-skinned woman shrugged. “I’m ready, Charles.”  
 
    I held five cotton balls in my hand, tossed two up toward her head, two from the left, and then the last from the right. I barely blinked as I did it, but Rian was nothing more than a blur before all of our eyes, and within a half of a second, the imp-woman held all the cotton balls in one hand. Rian smiled down at them, giggled lightly, hopped up on the edge of the table, leaned out, and offered them to me.  
 
    “By science,” I grunted. “Patient three’s reaction time is faster than I’ve ever seen, I would say ten times better than the average humans.”  
 
    “Than the average human?” Valerie asked. “Does that mean she’s faster than me?” 
 
    “She has to be faster than me, then,” Daisy said. “I can’t believe she did that, I didn’t even see her hands move through the air.” 
 
    I took the cotton balls from Rian’s hands, tossed them over onto the side table, stepped closer, and gazed into her burnt umber eyes. Before I could move away, Rian’s hand jabbed out, grabbed me by the lapels, and tugged me forward. Our lips came smashing together, but this time, I didn’t fight against it, nor did I want to. The imp-woman was the first to show immediate interest in me, and while it shocked me, I wasn’t opposed to it. I gripped her by the hips and pressed myself into the warmth in between her spread legs.  
 
    I could easily imagine myself making love to her, I wanted nothing more than to caress her perfect body, and feel her move underneath me in undulating waves. I hastily pulled away, took a shaky breath, ran a hand through my messy hair, and then smiled sheepishly at the red-skinned woman.  
 
    Rian’s lips pushed out, her eyelids fluttered, she scooted closer, hung out over the edge of the examination table, and pushed out her enormous breasts in my direction. This new monster-girl was going to give me a heart attack, she oozed sexuality out of her pores, and I physically had to stop myself from ripping off the lab coat and deflowering her right here in the middle of my laboratory. While my other two women watched. 
 
    By the science, they would probably enjoy the show and urge us on. 
 
    My life was insane now.  
 
    “Alright, I think that’s it for the examination,” I coughed. “I’m not going to draw blood, we’ve pretty much confirmed that it’s my blood that makes the experiment work.”  
 
    “But leaves only one question left, Charles,” A.B. sighed. “What are we going to do about the Chief Constable?”  
 
    “What about her?” Valerie snickered. “She’s dead and gone anyways! We finally have our third sister, and she’s absolutely perfect!”  
 
    “No, we have to find an actual solution,” I sighed. “She’s the Chief Constable, for science’s sake, she can’t disappear without explanation…”  
 
    “Charles?” Daisy yawned. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “I need to think of our next steps.”  
 
    I glanced at Valerie and Daisy. The bear-girl leaned her head against her shoulder, blinked a few times, and then hid a yawn behind her hand. Valerie’s blue eyes were slitted, and from the bags underneath them, I could tell she was tired from the long day. 
 
    “You know what? Why don’t we relax for a bit?” I offered. “It’s not like anyone knows that Ortensia is missing yet, we don’t have to come up with a resolution right now… We could easily brainstorm it tomorrow, why don’t you go upstairs, eat dinner, and unwind for a bit?”  
 
    “That… that sounds like a wonderful idea,” the feline-woman sighed.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked. “Lie down for a nap?” 
 
    “I’m going to get Rian settled in!” the gorgeous feline woman giggled, threw her arms into the air, rushed over, and then hugged the imp-woman. “Maybe find her something to wear! And then maybe lay down for a few hours.”  
 
    “Daisy?” I asked. “And you?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to retire to your library and read,” the brunette smiled. “Or if you’d like me to, I’ll cook you dinner, and then draw you a bath.”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I grinned. “I’m sure I could cook myself something up. Go, enjoy your evenings, it’s been a long day, and we all need to rest for a little bit. I’m going to grab something to eat, and we can figure out what to do tomorrow.”  
 
    I stood from the table, took a deep inhale, and then headed toward the door with the rest of my women behind me. Once out in the open, we split from each other, Valerie took Rian’s hand, led her toward the stables, and then disappeared inside. Daisy carefully stepped up the stairs, held the door open for me, and then disappeared up the stairs toward the second floor.  
 
    I headed for the kitchen, stepped through the wide hall lined with suits of armor, and then prepared myself a small dinner with enough leftovers for the rest of my monster-girls. I ate by myself at the round, little table, listened to Valerie’s far off voice, and smiled softly at the enthusiasm in her tone.  
 
    I’d finally perfected the experimentation process, and I was proud of myself, I’d created three gorgeous, intelligent monster-girls, why wouldn’t I be? Though I enjoyed my moment of solitude, I couldn’t rest just yet, I still had a lot of problems on the horizon, and they all stemmed from the death of the Chief Constable. I tried my hardest to wrack my brain for any solution, but I was entirely too overwhelmed to come up with a single idea.  
 
    “That’s enough for one day,” I sighed, stood, and dumped my empty plate into the sink. “I’ll go upstairs and maybe lay down for a little while.”  
 
    I climbed the stairs, stepped down the hall, and paused for a moment as a soft voice snaked out of an open door to my right. A soft smile spread over my lips, I leaned through the doorway, and peered in. 
 
    The room beyond was lined with tall shelves filled with books with a squat desk in front of a wide picture window. Papers and more open books were scattered over the well-worn desk where I assumed Daisy had sat and read for a while, and I glanced at them for a few seconds. A small leather daybed was pressed against the single empty wall, and a light, woven blanket was tossed over its fabric. The room smelled of ink and parchment, old books, and of course, the bear-girl’s natural, sweet scent. 
 
    My gaze settled on the small woman for a moment, I froze, and my heart hammered in my chest. Daisy sat on her knees in front of one of the towering bookshelves, leaned forward as she reached for a book on a low shelf, my eyes widened as the back of her short dress rode up, and revealed her perfect, round ass. My member throbbed eagerly in my trousers as the light blue fabric lifted even more, she rested a single hand against the wood floor, and revealed that she wasn’t wearing any panties underneath the dress.  
 
    I silently stepped in, hooked the door with my heel, and then quietly closed it. The click of the lock in the silent room was deafening, but Daisy barely reacted, simply grabbed the book she was reaching for, sat back, and glanced over her shoulder.  
 
    “My love,” I grunted. “Why aren’t you wearing any panties?”  
 
    “The reason is simple, Charles,” the brunette stated. “I wanted you to see, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I snickered. “Why would you do such a thing?”  
 
    “That itch is back,” the brunette replied. “And I’ve wanted you to touch me real bad as you did before in the tent. Why don’t you come over here and scratch it for me?”  
 
    Daisy pursed her lips, leaned forward, gripped the edges of the shelves, and bent over in front of me. I grunted loudly as the bear-girl exposed her bare womanhood to me, and my penis fought hard against the fabric of my trousers. I needed it, I’d wanted it so badly when Rian had touched me earlier, but now, as I stared down at Daisy, I couldn’t hold back anymore.  
 
    “I need you,” I growled. “Right now.”  
 
    I stomped across the room, grabbed the tiny woman by the waist, lifted her off the floor, turned, and then tossed her on top of the small, leather sofa bed on the other side of the room. Daisy’s chest rose and fell, she wriggled into a comfortable position on top of the bed, and gazed up at me hungrily.  
 
    I rested my knee against the daybed, grabbed the edge of her cyan dress, and then yanked it up. I gazed down at her cute belly button, moved my eyes toward the chocolatey brown tuft of pubic hair, and then the perfect, pale slope of her womanhood. I used one hand to spread her legs, licked my pointer finger and thumb, and then swirled them across her rosebud. Daisy threw back her head, gasped for air, and then mewled airily as I slipped two fingers inside of her.  
 
    “Charles,” the brunette gasped. “I want your hard shaft deep inside of me. Stop playing with me and give it to me.”  
 
    “As you wish,” I grunted.  
 
    I pulled my hands away, ripped off my belt, threw it across the room, and then ripped down both my pants and underwear. My member sprung to life, twitched in the warm air, Daisy’s eyes widened at my length and girth as if she were seeing it for the first time, and then she lifted her hips up toward me.  
 
    I leaned forward, held myself up with one hand, and then looked deeply into her glossy golden eyes. Her plump lips were moist, she gazed back at me heatedly, and then wrapped her arms around my neck. Daisy lifted her hips even more, gasped softly in my ear, and brushed the lips of her vagina against my head. I groaned through my teeth, slammed my eyes closed, and savored the sensation for a moment. 
 
    I pressed the head of my penis against the warmth of Daisy’s entrance, and the brunette squirmed excitedly beneath me. The stunning bear-girl’s hands tugged at me desperately, she panted openmouthed, and I finally slid into her.  
 
    “Ohhh.” Daisy tensed against me, not yet used to my girth and length, but I thrusted in slowly to relax the brunette. 
 
    “Is that okay?” I panted after it felt like her tunnel had relaxed a bit around my thrusts. 
 
    “Yesssss,” she gasped.  
 
    We made love for what felt like forever, and I made sure each thrust into her small body went as deep as possible. Finally, her body began to wiggle and thrash beneath me, and I knew she was approaching a beautiful climax.  
 
    “More, Charles!” Daisy rasped in my ear. “Please, harder! Faster! I’ve needed this for so long, fill me to the brim with your love!”  
 
    “Yessss.” I couldn’t take it anymore, I slammed into her and let out a low growl. Daisy’s vagina wrapped around me like exquisite silk, she leaned her head back and screamed up at the ceiling. I pulled out slightly, gasped softly, and then I slammed back into her tight warmth. Then I gritted my teeth as I held back the orgasm that tittered on the edge and focused in on her radiant face. 
 
    The bear-girl’s face was dotted with tiny, glittering beads of sweat, her short, brown hair created perfect waves around her face. As I drove inside of her even faster, her round breasts bounced against the fabric of her dress with each movement, and I watched them enrapt. I leaned forward, pressed my lips to hers, and she kissed me passionately as her tongue slipped into my mouth. The bear-girl’s arms tightened around me right as her sex did, and I purposely thrust in slower. 
 
    I felt delirious, surrounded by the warmth and soft sounds of the bear-girl. My inner thighs dripped with her sticky juices, and the room was loud with the sound of our wet bodies slapping together in ecstasy. I could’ve continued on this all day and night, Daisy’s body was like a fresh, sweet river deep in the mountains, and all I wanted to do was drink from her.  
 
    I pushed into her, felt her vagina tighten around me, she hooked her legs around my back, and each thrust drove me delirious with pleasure, Daisy’s body was so soft, and I couldn’t hold back from touching her. I thrust into her madly, which caused the brunette to cry out even louder, and the sound rang in my ears like music. 
 
    “I’m close,” I growled as my body throbbed inside of her, tensed as the orgasm rose to the surface, but I held it back as Daisy’s body tightened underneath me.  
 
    “Yes, please. Fill me up. I need it.” The sounds escaping her lips heightened, echoed off the walls, and came back to us. Her hands slammed down on my shoulders, her hips bucked against me, and finally, her vaginal walls tightened around my steel-hard member.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh, Charles!” The brunette threw back her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and let out a loud shriek of pleasure. Our bodies moved in time, she rode out her orgasm, but it only seemed to continue skyward as she moved against me even harder. Right as she reached the end, I felt my own orgasm reach the surface, it peaked, and spiraled up into my abdomen. I thrusted into her wildly, my own grunts escaped my lips, and I felt my frothy semen spray deep inside the walls of her convulsing cavern.  
 
    I fell forward, buried my face in her neck, and took a roaring breath. Daisy wrapped her arms around me, pressed tender kisses to my cheeks, and then peered into my eyes. A small smile spread over her lips, she gasped for air, and then whispered.  
 
    “I knew that would take your mind off of things.” Daisy giggled. 
 
    “Oh?” I chuckled. “So, you had all of this planned out?”  
 
    “From the moment I came upstairs,” the brunette breathed. “I knew you’d come be up here after eating.”  
 
    “Well, you got my mind off of it,” I snorted. “Thank you for that.”  
 
    “Don’t forget, Charles,” the bear-girl smiled, snuggled deep into my neck, and then sighed. “We love you very much, and we’ll do anything for you. We’ll figure out what to do about the Chief Constable, don’t worry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    I awoke to the sound of rain falling outside of my open window. I yawned, turned over on my side, and gazed out over the rolling hills and the city of Edenhart just beyond. The heavy rain and gray sky were a clear sign that summer was coming to an end, but to me, it brought forward a sense of foreboding. I had to figure out what to do with the Chief Constable today, and how I would dispose of her body.  
 
    I couldn’t take her out to the woods and pin it on another person as I’d done with Delphine. Ortensia wasn’t more important than the aristocrat I’d killed, but she was undoubtedly in a position of power compared to Delphine. Yes, the old crone had been wealthy, and influential, but it was nothing compared to the control that Ortensia held over the city of Edenhart. She was the Chief Constable, for science’s sake, she had people who reported directly to her, and people that she had to report to back in the capital. I certainly couldn’t have her disappear off the face of the earth without an alibi prepared. 
 
    “Time to get up,” I grumbled, patted the bed on each side of me, and realized that all three of my monster-girls were missing. “They didn’t wake me up? Curious.”  
 
    I slid out of bed, slipped into a pressed shirt, pulled up my trousers, and fastened my belt into place. When I opened up the door into the hall, delicious aromas tickled my nose; bacon, pancakes, fresh coffee, and hash browns. I hurriedly thumped down the stairs, glanced into the empty drawing-room, and then moved toward the kitchen where soft voices spoke to each other.  
 
    I pushed open the door, all three of my women sat at the small, round table in the middle of the room with A.B.’s jar resting in the middle, and they all turned as I entered the room.  
 
    “Good morning, sleepy-head!” Valerie giggled. “How are you feeling today?”  
 
    “Charles!” Rian boomed. “Come sit! Eat your fill! My mate needs to be healthy and strong for the oncoming months! Eat, Charles!”  
 
    The black-haired woman stood from her chair, knocked it back, grabbed me by the arm, and tossed me into an empty chair. The imp-woman wore a tight fitting bodysuit similar to the one that Valerie wore, but it was cut differently.  
 
    “Oh, did you notice Rian’s outfit?” Valerie giggled. “Does it look cute? I found it in the attic, and Daisy cut it up and sewed it together.” 
 
    Rian’s smooth, blemishless shoulders were exposed, the throat of the outfit was styled into a halter, then opened up in a wide tear-drop shape. A thin belt was cinched below her enormous, perfect breasts, and held the rest of the fabric in place. The slope of her hourglass hips were uncovered by fabric, and I could make out the fine lines of her taut muscles underneath the skin. The fabric reconnected right above her belly button, but the cut of the legs came up high at her hip sockets, revealing a good bit of her bare legs to me.  
 
    She looked absolutely stunning, and I couldn’t deny the desire building in my loins. 
 
    “She looks absolutely gorgeous,” I breathed. “Do you like it?”  
 
    “Of course, I do,” Rian nodded. “My sisters made it for me, and from the look on your face, Charles, you enjoy it, too.”  
 
    I chuckled lightly, glanced around, and then smiled at Daisy as she piled a plate high with steaming food.  
 
    “Good morning, all,” I chuckled. “Hello, A.B., visiting us upstairs today, are we?”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” the brain tutted. “I practically had to beg on my brain-stem for Rian to bring me upstairs, and thankfully, she obliged. All the food looks so good, it makes me almost wish that I had a mouth.”  
 
    “It looks and smells delicious,” I whispered. “Who cooked?”  
 
    “I did,” Daisy said as she bowed her head. “I found a few cookbooks in your library, and I’ve been practicing all night. Tell me how it tastes, everyone else loved it, but I want your opinion, too, Charles.”  
 
    “Of course,” I smiled, grabbed my fork, and dug in.  
 
    Everything tasted lovely, better than any food that I’d tried at an aristocrat’s party, and I grunted through closed lips as I began to feast.  
 
    “Good?” Daisy smiled.  
 
    “I told you he’d love it!” the feline-woman giggled. “Not only that, but Daisy’s food is made with love! That’s why it tastes so good!”  
 
    “I have to agree,” I snarfed through a mouthful. “How about you be in charge of all cooking from now on, Daisy? I can buy you more cookbooks if you’d like, and all of the ingredients you need.”  
 
    “I would love that, Charles,” the gorgeous brunette breathed. “I may have found my passion. I’d like to try out the more difficult recipes, but I need precise ingredients for them.”  
 
    “Not to worry,” I chuckled. “I’ll buy all of them for you, even search far and wide if I can’t find them at the store.”  
 
    “I could steal them for you!” the feline-woman giggled. “It’d be pretty easy with my power!” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Daisy laughed. “I’d prefer to pay for them, Val, we need to be honest, upstanding people.”  
 
    I finished my breakfast in record time in the company of my monster-women, and when I was done, Rian reached for my empty plate.  
 
    “More?” the imp-woman asked. “You need more nutrients, Charles, you’re looking a bit pale.”  
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “I’m just pale because I practically live in my laboratory.”  
 
    “He also might be a bit pale because of what we need to talk about today,” A.B. muttered. “You had your day of relaxation, you had a good night’s sleep, and now a hearty breakfast, we really need to discuss what we’re going to do about the Chief Constable.”  
 
    “We could… write a letter?” Valerie offered. “From the Queen requesting her back in the royal guard, place it in Ortensia’s quarters, and then eventually, when they come looking for her, they’ll find it.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “That won’t work. We all know how Edony is, next thing we know, she’ll be sending a letter to the Queen, requesting information on where Ortensia ran off to.”  
 
    “That’s true,” the ash-blonde woman sighed. “I forgot that the Duchess decided to dig into the Browning’s background and their daughter. Can you imagine how many more problems that would open up? We’d have to write another letter, intercept the letter again, and we certainly couldn’t do what we did last time with the drinking, that surely wouldn’t work a second time.”  
 
    “Any other ideas?” I whispered.  
 
    “I have an idea,” the gorgeous brunette breathed. “I actually had the idea thanks to Valerie and her past.”  
 
    “My past?” the feline-woman tilted her head. “What ever do you mean?”  
 
    “I’d like to hear it, too,” I urged. “Go on, Daisy.”  
 
    “Valerie once mentioned that one of her only memories from being a woman was being called a ‘harlot’ in the streets,” the bear-girl went on. “What if we went off of that, and used it as an advantage?”  
 
    “A harlot?” Rian asked. “What does that word mean, Charles?”   
 
    “It’s essentially a ‘man sympathizer,’” I explained. “Back before women had mystical abilities, men and women were equals. Harlots are women who either think that men deserve more respect, or would like to go back to the old ways.”  
 
    “Oh,” the dark-haired woman nodded. “So, in a way, Valerie, Daisy, and I are harlots.”  
 
    “Technically, yes,” I chuckled. “But I don’t like that word, it’s a slur against women who are fighting for equal rights. We believe that the woman we used in the experiment to create Valerie was a brute sympathizer.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Rian smiled. “That blonde woman… she’s a brute sympathizer, too, isn’t she?”  
 
    “I have a name, silly,” Valerie giggled, but the red-skinned imp-girl shook her head.  
 
    “No, not my sister,” the imp-woman stated. “The other blonde, the stunning one… she bid on the manor during the auction.”  
 
    “You remember that?” I balked.  
 
    “Yes,” Rian smiled. “I rode in a large carriage up to this house, there were hundreds of other women here that day, too, but I remember you and Daisy vividly, and the other three women who were bidding. I believe their names were… Adelia… Lilliana… and… and…” 
 
    “Josephine?” Valerie offered.  
 
    “Yes!” Rian cried. “The pretty blonde woman! The person I was before, Ortensia, was looking into her, too, along with the two of you. She believed that Josephine was a brute sympathizer from the way she treated her workers, consorts, and servants.”  
 
    “We think that, too,” Daisy nodded. “She’s said things that have indicated that she thinks that way, too.”  
 
    “She would make an excellent sister,” Rian breathed. “We should make her one.”  
 
    “Not you, too,” I grumbled, snorted out a laugh, and then leaned onto my elbow on the table.  
 
    “See?” Valerie shouted. “Even Rian believes that Josephine would make a good monster-girl!”  
 
    “Rian,” I stated. “Remember when I told you that you couldn’t eat humans unless they were direct threats to our family.”  
 
    “Yes, I recall that very clearly, Charles,” the red-skinned imp-woman nodded. “But what does it have to do with a sister?”  
 
    “Josephine might be a brute sympathizer,” I uttered. “But we cannot know for sure. Yes, she’s one of the kindest women that we’ve ever met, and she’s treated us better by far than any other aristocrat, but that doesn’t mean we can snatch her off the street, throw her into my machine, and make her into a monster-girl. We only transform women that are threats to our family, and in this instance, Josephine is the exact opposite of that. Do you understand? I will not change my mind on it, it’s non-negotiable.”  
 
    “I understand,” Rian bowed her head. “I will not press the issue any farther. You will never do anything to harm us or put us in danger, so I will accept that this is how things are.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled. “Sorry, Daisy, we got a bit off-topic, what were you saying?”  
 
     “What if we paint Ortensia to look like a brute sympathizer?” Daisy offered. “Like with Valerie’s idea. We go to the Chief Constable’s home, write a few letters from other sympathizers she must have been corresponding with, and then steal any evidence that she was looking into Josephine and us. We’ll write a few letters beforehand, not only from the correspondents, but from an unknown person, threatening Ortensia. Say, someone who found out she was a brute sympathizer, and wanted to use it against her. That way, when they finally do search her house, they’ll see that she was a harlot, and think that she ran away from Edenhart because her big secret was about to be exposed.”  
 
    I gawked at the brunette with wide eyes, and my mouth was hanging open. Daisy was my quietest monster-girl, and it surprised me a little bit that she’d come up with all of that, but one thing was clear, the bear-girl was absolutely brilliant.  
 
    “That… that’s fantastic, Daisy,” I breathed. “You came up with that all on of your own?” 
 
    “Yes,” the brunette nodded. “After I left the library last night, I sat outside on the porch for a few hours, and thought about ways that we could solve this, and then, Valerie’s memory popped into my head. If we frame it perfectly, not even the Duchess will question it, and you know how she is.”  
 
    “But what do we do once the other constables show up to question us?” Valerie asked. “She didn’t exactly keep it a secret that she suspected us.”  
 
    “Then we’ll capture them,” I stated. “And turn them into monster-girls, too. We’ll turn the whole town if we have to. If they come onto our property, they’re as good as dead.”  
 
    “Oooooh,” the feline-woman murmured. “I just got chills, that was so powerful, Charles.”  
 
    “We will slaughter any man or woman who comes close to our family,” Rian boomed. “No human is safe from our clutches!”  
 
    “I may not share the exact sentiment,” Daisy giggled. “But I agree, anyone who steps onto this property is a threat, and we should eliminate them.”  
 
    “So, that’s it?” A.B. asked. “We’re just going to sneak into Ortensia’s house, take all of her things that have to do with our family, leave some letters, sneak back to live our lives happily alone on this hill, and kill anyone who comes near it?”  
 
    “Not kill them,” I stated. “Turn them into monster-girls. We’re done hiding and scurrying around with our tails between our legs, we need to stand our ground. This is closing Ortensia’s chapter, and we’ll never have to hear from her again. I also have to be grateful to the Chief Constable, and all of the other aristocrats. We wouldn’t have gotten away with half of the things we’ve done if they weren’t so goddamn secretive.”  
 
    “But that also begs the question,” Daisy probed. “What was Edony going to do with the super-soldiers once she got them? I know that Ortensia said she was going to use them against the Queen… but how? Does the Duchess want to take over the country? Or just kill the Queen?”  
 
    “The Queen is immortal,” Rian stated, and we turned to stare at her with wide, shocked eyes.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I know a little bit about the Queen because of my past memories,” the red-skinned imp-girl breathed. “I worked with her closely for about fifteen years while Ortensia was in the royal guard.”  
 
    “She’s immortal?” Valerie breathed. “She can’t die?”  
 
    “That’s her power,” Rian nodded. “She’s the oldest woman in history, a lot of people believe that she was the very first woman on earth to show signs of magical manifestation.”  
 
    “How old is she?” I whispered. “She’s been in power since before I was born.”  
 
    “It’s believed that the Queen is roughly six-hundred and ninety-three years old,” Rian told us. “It’s never been confirmed, and she doesn’t look a day over thirty, but if she’s ruled for that long, it’s hard to doubt it.”  
 
    “Can she be killed?” I queried. “I mean, if she’s immortal, does that mean she can’t die at all?”  
 
    “She simply doesn’t age,” Rian confirmed. “That’s why the royal guard is in place. If left alone, she’ll live on to the end of time, but yes, she can be killed by an enemy or possibly even a disease if it were to spread wildly over the country, but other than that, no, her life will continue on forever.”  
 
    “That’s… that’s insane,” Daisy breathed. “Can you imagine living forever? I hate to admit it, but I quite like the idea of having a time limit.”  
 
    “Living forever?” Valerie asked. “Sounds kind of boring. I mean, she did it right, she’s the one in power over everyone, but can you imagine being an ordinary person, struggling to live every day of your life knowing that it would never end? It sounds absolutely horrible.”  
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” A.B. cried. “Have all of you forgotten that you’re in the presence of someone who cannot die? Or someone who has already died, come back to life, and now lives in a constant state of immortality?”  
 
    “We didn’t mean you, A.B.,” the stunning ash-blonde woman giggled. “You know we adore you, and are glad that you’ll be around for the rest of time.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” the brain agreed. “Everyone should feel blessed that Abraham Benjamin will be in their lives until the earth melts away, and time disappears from existence. Then, it will only be me, A.B., the animated brain floating out to space in my jar! I will be the lone survivor of a forgotten world!”  
 
    “Don’t get too dystopian on us, alright?” I chuckled. “I may not be immortal, but I’m glad to be on this wild journey with you, A.B. If it hadn’t been for you in the beginning, I don’t think I’d be where I am today.”  
 
    “Aw, shucks, Charles,” A.B. laughed. “Thank you, thank you, the creation of monster girls is all thanks to me, I’m the genius behind the invocation, and you are merely the hands that do the work for me.”  
 
    “That’s taking it a bit far,” I snorted. “You’ve never once given me ideas for my experiments. Most of the time, before I created Valerie, you doubted everything I did, or have you conveniently forgotten about that?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Charles,” the brain chuckled. “I can’t hear you, the liquid in my jar is thick… uhm, our telepathic connection is a little fuzzy.” 
 
    “Do you want me to repeat myself, then?” I snickered. “I can if you missed it, don’t worry.”  
 
    “No!” A.B. cried. “I heard you, I heard you, and you’re right, I did doubt you in the beginning, but now, I’m one-hundred percent a Charles supporter! I will never doubt you again, fearless leader!”  
 
    “Now, don’t go calling me that,” I guffawed. “I might like it too much, and demand you do it all of the time.”  
 
    “Charles is our fearless leader!” Valerie shouted. “He can do anything he sets his mind to! We love him!”  
 
    “We adore him!” Rian giggled.  
 
    “We want more of him,” Daisy grinned. “Now, how do you feel, Charles? Is your ego boosted?”  
 
    “Not really,” I shook my head. “You might need to do it a little more.”  
 
    Valerie launched herself out of her chair, wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and pressed soft kisses to my cheeks with loud smacks.  
 
    “We love you, we adore you, and we’ll do anything for you!” the feline-woman smiled. “Is that better, or do you need more?”  
 
    I pursed my lips, glanced meaningfully out of the corner of my eye toward Rian and Daisy, and then snickered.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I think I might need a little more.”  
 
    “Charles is better than any other man!” Rian shouted, grabbed me by the back of the head, and smashed her lips to mine.  
 
    When she pulled away, she grinned, grabbed me by the waist, and then turned toward Daisy.  
 
    “Come on, Daisy!” the cat-girl called. “It’s your turn!”  
 
    The brunette scooted back from the table, grinned, shook her head, flushed pink, and then stood. She strutted forward, dropped to her knees in front of me, turned me in my chair, and then pressed her elbows into my thighs. Daisy stared up at me with her big, golden eyes, smiled sweetly, and then whispered.  
 
    “We love you, we adore you, we want no other man,” the bear-girl giggled. “We’ll do anything for you, kill anyone, steal, lie, and cheat for you. We love you so much, Charles, won’t you accept us into your heart, and protect us for the rest of your life?”  
 
    “Don’t I already do that?” I chuckled. “But yes, I promise to protect all of you, love you, and cherish you until the day I die. You all are so precious to me, I can’t describe it in words how you make me feel every day. I consider myself lucky, I get to create, know, and love all three of you. Eventually, we’ll have more monster-girls, and I know you all are desperate for more sisters, but let me enjoy my time with each of you. I treasure our moments together, even when we’re not off doing something insane or dangerous, just when we’re here, living the same life together.”  
 
    “Oh, Charles!” Valerie murmured. “You’re going to make me cry!”  
 
    “You truly are the perfect mate,” Rian purred. “I am so glad that you created me.”  
 
    “You say that you’re lucky,” Daisy breathed. “But I think we’re the lucky ones, we are allowed to live this crazy, wild ride of life with you. You created us practically out of nothing, and the only thing you ask for in return is our love and affection. We willingly give it to you because, Charles, you deserved to be loved. I like to think that every man is deserving of love, and eventually, with each monster-girl we create, the world will understand. That’s our plight, Charles, to open up the world to equality, a world where every man knows what it feels like to be loved and adored by a woman. We’re going to change Edenhart, and eventually, we’re going to change the world, too. It may not happen overnight, but it’ll happen, I promise.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” I chuckled as I ran my fingers through Daisy, then Val, and then Rian’s hair. “Let’s get to work on safeguarding our family.” 
 
    “And conquering the world,” Rian purred as she stared at me with adoration.  
 
    “Whatever we have to do to be safe,” I said with a nod. 
 
      
 
    End of book 2.  
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