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 Chapter One 
 
    Night had fallen over Edenhart, the stars sparkled brilliantly in the darkness, and I sucked in the cool air that smelled of the oncoming autumn. All three of my women stood around me and packed up the wagon as we prepared to drive down to Ortensia’s home. Daisy, the gorgeous, petite brunette stood at the back of the wagon, her short hair ruffled in the wind, and her golden honey-colored eyes glowed in the darkness. Valerie, the feline-woman, sat perched on the driver’s seat of the wagon, her sleek, brown tail whipped out behind her, and the cat-girl tilted her head curiously at me. Rian loaded supplies into the back of the wagon, her black hair shifted around her red-colored shoulders, and when she lifted her head, the spiraling horns sprouting from the sides of her head brushed the sky.  
 
    The red-skinned imp-woman was my most recent creation, a combination of the Chief Constable and an imp I’d found in the aristocrat Josephine’s mines. Tonight, we had to cover up what we’d done with the Chief Constable, and we’d decided that we’d make it look like Ortensia was a brute sympathizer. We’d found out through the grapevine that the Chief Constable lived in something like a dormitory with the other constables, and I worried that this would be more difficult than I had originally thought.  
 
    “Do you have the letters?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Daisy breathed, patted her pocket, and smiled softly. “I wrote them all out this morning, and then I wrote the threatening one later in the afternoon, but I dictated it, and Rian wrote it out, so the handwriting is different.”  
 
    “Very clever,” I praised. “We’ll sneak in, drop the letters, and then steal all of the evidence that she had against us. We should be in and out within an hour, no one can see us, and if they do… you know what has to happen.”  
 
    Valerie nodded vehemently, raised her hand, curled all of her fingers in except for her pointer finger, and made a dragging motion across her neck with the digit as she made a low, squelching noise through her lips.  
 
    “Right, exactly,” I nodded. “We cannot have any slip ups this time, no evidence left at the scene, understand? I only agreed to bring all three of you because there’d be more people to help search the room.”  
 
    “Hey now,” a familiar voice cried out from behind me. “That’s an insult to some of us who don’t have hands.”  
 
    “It wasn’t an insult,” Daisy smiled. “You’re just along for the ride, A.B..”  
 
    “After hours of begging,” the brain huffed. “And the only reason you agreed to build this backpack apparatus is because Valerie said that you should!”  
 
    “That’s not true at all,” I chuckled. “I planned to bring you along, I just wanted to hear all the things you’d say if I didn’t.”  
 
    “I still want those tubes,” the brain grumbled. “And if I don’t get them, I’ll… I’ll… protest.”  
 
    “How?” Rian asked. “From what Charles told me, a protest is an expression of objection, disapproval, or dissent, correct? How will you, a stationary brain, protest?”  
 
    “I haven’t figured that part out yet,” A.B. laughed. “But when I do, it’s over for you, Charles Rayburn!”  
 
    “You could sing loudly, at the top of your… uh, lungs?” Valerie offered, made a face, and then chuckled. “But you don’t have any lungs, so just shout at the top of your voice telepathically.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s what I plan to do,” the brain agreed. “Maybe I’ll even make up a song about you, Charles, a nasty song that will never leave your head.”  
 
    “Well, you don’t have to do that,” I shook the apparatus attached to my back. “You’re coming along now, aren’t you? There’s no need to complain.”  
 
    “Shall we leave, Charles?” the red-skinned imp-woman asked. “The night is young, the stars are bright, and the wind is fresh with change.”  
 
    “That was so poetic!” the gorgeous ash-blonde sighed. “I’m so glad that Daisy gave you that book of poems this morning! It’s really helped your vocabulary!”  
 
    “Indeed,” Rian bowed her head. “It took me about an hour to read, but I read it four times in a row. Every time I reread it, I learn a new word, and when I find something I don’t understand, Charles explains it to me! I wish I could teach all of you some of the imp language, though they are hard to pronounce without a native imp tongue, and I doubt that even if you learned it, you wouldn’t understand half of it.”  
 
    “I don’t remember much of cat-language,” Valerie murmured. “It was just a bunch of syllables mashed into long, low meows. Sometimes high-pitched ones when we wanted to get a human’s attention, but with the aristocrats, that rarely worked, they only wanted the big animals out in the forest.” 
 
    “Bears didn’t have a language,” Daisy interjected. “Maybe a few words here and there, but they were mainly aggressive like when we roared at each other or got into fights with other bears.”  
 
    “It sounds fun to be a bear,” Valerie bubbled. “You often describe taking naps in fields of long grass, eating a lot of honey, and wandering through the forest, searching for beehives.”  
 
    “I did enjoy it,” the stunning brunette smiled. “I get a lot of my current traits from Delphine, though I hate to admit it. If I have to thank her for something, I guess, that would be my elegant way of speaking. If I’d gotten that from the bear, I’d probably be going around, grunting and bumping into things.”  
 
    “Well, I’m certainly glad you’re not a bear,” I tittered. “Everyone into the wagon, we have to get a move on before daybreak. By then, people are going to notice that the Chief Constable has disappeared.”  
 
    Valerie and Rian scrambled forward, climbed into the bed of the cart, and nestled themselves down beside each other. Daisy hopped into the driver’s seat, turned, smiled down at me, and then offered me her delicate hand. I moved forward, but then paused as a realization suddenly hit me.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Rian asked. “You looked pensive.”  
 
    “If the Chief Constable disappears,” I exhaled. “They’re going to go looking for her.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daisy murmured. “That’s true… Edony won’t rest until she knows exactly where the Chief Constable went.”  
 
    “But…” I muttered. “If Ortensia were to have killed herself… then there’s no question about where she went. If we leave the threatening letter with her body, Edony won’t have a reason to be suspicious.” 
 
    “But we planned on cremating Ortensia’s body and killing her horse?” Valerie questioned. “Are we not going to do that now?” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” I uttered, shouldered off A.B.’s apparatus, and handed it over to Rian. “I’ll be right back, stay here.”  
 
    I raced toward my laboratory, thumped down the stairs, slammed the door open, and then stomped toward the closed door of compartment B. As I passed my side table, I grabbed a spare tarp, draped it over my shoulder, and then ripped open the metal door of the compartment. Ortensia’s still body laid on the floor, and I gazed down at it for a second as I gulped for air.  
 
    The scarlet-haired woman laid on her side with both hands frozen at her neck. Her contorted face was bruised purple and green, but her single jade eye was tightly closed against the immense pain I assumed she’d gone through when my machine ripped her life force from her body.  
 
    I paused for a moment, I never really thought about what the human patients went through during the experiments, but here was the proof. Their last moments were sheer agony, not that I really cared, most of those who entered into my machine deserved what was coming to them. 
 
    I laid down the tarp on the floor next to Ortensia’s body, came around her, lifted her onto the edge of it, and then rolled her up tightly. I grabbed her by the middle, hauled her off the floor, and then rested her corpse against my shoulder. I moved for the door and the stairs beyond, and only paused as I snatched up a coil of rope from the counter. I hooked it in the crook of my arm, adjusted Ortensia’s body, and hurried back to the wagon.  
 
    “What are we going to do with it?” Valerie asked. “How are we going to make it look like it was suicide?”  
 
    “We’re going to string her up,” I replied. “And then either place the threatening letter in her hands or at her feet. That way, when her body is found, it’ll be one of the first things they see.”  
 
    I stepped up to the open back of the wagon, tossed Ortensia’s limp body in, and then placed the coil of rope on top of it. Then, I hurried to the driver’s seat, climbed up into the back, and gripped the reins in my hand. I smacked the leather lengths against the backs of the horses, guided them down the drive and down toward the town. Barely any lights were on in the distance, and I knew once we reached the city, no aristocrats would be wandering through the city. 
 
    “I’m most worried that the constables will catch us,” I admitted. “They’ll be out on patrol this late at night, and a few of them will be coming back from the second shift.”  
 
    “We’ll just have to be extra quiet,” Valerie giggled. “I can turn invisible, and no one will see me in the dark!”  
 
    “We also noticed that you’re getting better at it,” the brunette commented. “When we were at Josephine’s mines, we couldn’t see you even in the daylight.”  
 
    “Really?” the feline-woman gasped. “I’ve been practicing! I even slept a whole night with it activated, and when I woke up, I was still completely invisible! I’m surprised that none of you noticed that I wasn’t there, but I was there! I also snuck around the manor, and no one noticed me, so I think my camouflage is getting better!”  
 
    “Hopefully, you won’t need it tonight,” I chuckled dryly. “But if we do, then the rest of us are out of luck. Alright, we’re approaching town now. You two back there, hunker down, and cover yourselves with that spare tarp in case we come across anyone.” 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Valerie chirped, grabbed the tarp, wiggled down in the bottom of the wagon, and tucked herself underneath it. 
 
    “As you wish, Charles,” Rian whispered.  
 
    “Alright, here we go,” I breathed. “Ready, Daisy?”  
 
    “Yes,” the brunette nodded. “If we encounter anyone in the dormitory, I’m sure to make mincemeat of them.”  
 
    “Maybe not mincemeat but definitely enough to make it look like a wild animal broke in and attacked them.” I nodded. “The Constable’s dormitory should be up ahead, around the corner, the third building to the left.”  
 
    Daisy clamped her lips closed, nodded once, and then formed her tiny hands into fists in her lap. I could tell that the bear-girl was anxious, since we’d thought we’d covered our tracks the night we’d murdered the warden, but apparently, we hadn’t done a good enough job.  
 
    I, on the other hand, felt great, and I was almost certain that we weren’t going to get caught. I wasn’t sure why I felt that way, maybe it was because over the past few weeks, a change had come over me, and I felt like an entirely different man.  
 
    When I’d created Valerie by accident, I was timid and soft-spoken, but now with my third monster-girl here, I felt totally different. I was a strong-willed man with mates I wanted to protect, and I was never going to let anyone stand in my way again. I’d been pushed around enough, by the Duchess, by Delphine, and by so many other women before then.  
 
    It ended now. 
 
    Any who stood in my way would either die, or join me as a monster-girl, and if that meant I had to turn every female in the world into one of my creations, so be it.  
 
    “Here it is,” I whispered. “We’ll go around the back where all of the stables are, we’ll park inside in an empty stall, cover the wagon with a tarp, and then sneak inside. Did everyone hear me?”  
 
    “Gotcha.” Valerie murmured.  
 
    “Roger,” Rian muttered.  
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” A.B. chuckled.  
 
    I leaned my head back and examined the outside of the constable’s dormitory as we passed by. The enormous building was three stories high, with small, white windows every few paces. Only four or five windows in the entire complex had burning candles in the windows, and I sighed out of relief. If we managed to sneak past those doors, we’d find the Chief Constable’s room fairly easily… if we could figure out exactly where it was. I guided our wagon off of the main street, down a darkened back alley, and toward the stables. A few horses neighed in the distance, but there seemed to be no one around this late at night.  
 
    Once we were inside of the empty stable, I tied off the reins, took A.B.’s apparatus from Daisy’s hands, strapped it onto my back, and then helped the bear-girl down. I glanced around the stable for a second, took a mental note that most of the horse’s stalls were empty, which meant that most of the constables were out on patrol.  
 
    “How many constables does Edenhart have?” Rian asked, tossed off the tarp, and hopped off the back of the wagon. “From looking at the stables, there has to be at least more than twenty.”  
 
    “No, we don’t have that many,” I shook my head. “When Edenhart was built, it was supposed to be much larger than it is. They were prepared for a city at least three or four times larger than it is now. So, this building can accommodate at least one-hundred and fifty constables, but I think we have twenty at best. Most of the time, we barely have that, I think the lowest amount of constables we had at one time was ten, and they were desperately searching for people to join the force.”  
 
    “Do you think the Queen sent more over with Ortensia?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “I believe so,” I breathed. “I’ve seen them out and about during the day on their patrols. They were women I’d never seen before in the city, so they have to have come from the capital.”  
 
    “Why does the Queen have such a sudden interest in Edenhart?” Daisy tapped her chin. “From what you’ve told us, the Queen never really got involved with Edony’s affairs in the past, why is she doing so now?”  
 
    “I have no idea,” I uttered. “It must have to do with the rivalry between the two of them… but that makes me wonder, why do the Queen and Edony hate each other so much? There has to be some reason…”  
 
    “We won’t find out unless we force the Duchess to tell us,” Valerie sighed. “And Edony would never tell us willingly.”  
 
    “Alright, let’s head inside…” I stated. “Valerie, why don’t you go inside first? Use your power, scope out the floor, and make sure no one is out and about.”  
 
    “I’m on it!” the feline-woman giggled, winked at me, and then phased out of view.  
 
    The only tell-tale sign that Valerie was even there was the tiny shift of gravel beneath her feet, other than that, the cat-girl was completely undetectable to the human eye. Daisy, Rian, and I hid in the shadows as the door into the dormitory creaked open, held there for a second, and then slid shut with a soft groan. 
 
    We waited, and the seconds ticked by longer than I would’ve liked. I already knew that Valerie was invisible, and no one would see her, but that didn’t stop me from worrying that she’d been caught. But right as my anxiety reached a peak, the door to the dormitory creaked open, Valerie leaned out, waved, and whispered. 
 
    “Come on!” the feline-woman mouthed. “The coast is clear, no one is awake! I peeked through all the keyholes, they have candles burning, but they’re all tucked away in their beds, snoring logs!”  
 
    “Thank science,” I chuckled, turned back toward the wagon, and grabbed the tarp-covered body. “Let’s get this inside before anyone wakes up, hears us, and comes out to investigate.”  
 
    “Let me get that, Charles,” Daisy smiled.  
 
    “No, it’s okay, I got--” I started, but the brunette stepped forward, grabbed the corpse, and lifted it off the wagon as if it weighed nothing.  
 
    Daisy hiked it up, rested the body against her shoulder, adjusted it once, and then assuredly stepped toward the dormitory. The beautiful bear-girl only turned back once, smiled at me, and then jerked her head toward the building.  
 
    “Come on,” Daisy giggled. “We have to hurry before anyone comes back.”  
 
    “You must love strong-women, Charles,” the red-skinned imp-woman laughed. “Shall I carry you, too?”  
 
    Rian nudged my shoulder, chuckled softly, and then moved toward me as if to sweep me off my feet. I scuttled out of reach, placed my hand on her shoulder, laughed, and then shook my head. 
 
    “I may love strong women,” I tittered. “But I’m no damsel, and I’m certainly not in distress, so no thank you, I can walk myself.”  
 
    “You can carry me if you want, Rian,” A.B. bleated. “I love it when strong women carry me.”  
 
    “I think you’re fine where you are for now, A.B.,” Rian snorted. “You begged for Charles to carry you, so that’s where you’ll stay.”  
 
    “Goddamnit.” The brain grumbled.  
 
    “Shouldn’t have complained so much, buddy,” I snickered. “Then maybe someone else other than me would be carrying you.”  
 
    “I hear you, I hear you,” A.B. mumbled. “Maybe one of them will carry me on the way home, but who knows… a brain can dream, can’t he?”  
 
    “You’ll have to ask one of them,” I breathed. “Alright, time to keep quiet, we’re going in.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t have to,” A.B. tutted. “The only people who can hear me are you, Valerie, Daisy, and Rian, so I can talk as much as I want, and none of the constables will hear me.”  
 
    “But for the sake of our concentration--” I sniggered, but A.B. cut me off.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” the brain griped. “I’ll keep my trap shut while you guys take care of the important business.”  
 
    Rian and I hurried toward the open door and the other two monster-girls. We all slipped inside together, and I examined the large room beyond. We stood in what seemed to be a massive common room with enormous couches, rows, and rows of bookshelves, and a huge crackling fireplace. To our left was an open doorway, and when I peeked inside, I saw a spacious kitchen and a long table with countless, empty chairs.  
 
    “Look at this,” Valerie ushered me over. “It looks to be a floorplan of some sort, there are names on each of the rooms.”  
 
    “That’ll make it so much easier to find Ortensia’s room,” Daisy breathed, let go of the body for a second, and ran a finger over the paper.  
 
    “Here we go,” the brunette whispered. “It looks like Ortensia’s room is on the third floor, all the way at the end… she has the largest room in the entire complex since she’s the Chief Constable.”  
 
    “Which way?” Rian asked.  
 
    “That way,” I pointed down the darkened hall to our right. “We just have to climb the stairs at the end, and then unlock the door with Ortensia’s key.”  
 
    “Alright,” Valerie whispered. “I’ll lead the way just in case, okay? I’ll keep a lookout if anyone comes down the hall, so follow after me, and then stop moving if I give you a signal.”  
 
    “What’s the signal?” Daisy asked. 
 
    “I’ll just reveal my hand,” the feline-woman murmured. “And wave for all of you to stop or turn around.”  
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” I praised. “Now, let’s go, I want to get this finished immediately.”  
 
    “Oh, the danger!” A.B. exclaimed. “I think I may faint. Leave me. Go on without me.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I replied. “Just stay quiet and don’t work yourself into a fit now.” 
 
    Valerie phased out of view for the second time, and we listened as she thumped ahead of us. Then we moved painstakingly slowly down the hall, but none of the lamps on the walls were lit, and the sounds of soft snoring escaped through the closed doors. I was more worried about the climb up the stairs, in the walled-off stairwell, the sounds of our feet would be louder and echo down the halls.  
 
    Once we made it to the stairs, I glanced up at the higher levels, and then turned back to my women.  
 
    “We need to be extra careful here,” I murmured. “Our footfalls will echo in this space, and if anyone hears, all of this will take a darker turn.”  
 
    “Maybe I should carry the corpse,” Rian offered. “That way, our defense is at the ready.”  
 
    We all turned and pointedly looked toward Daisy, the brunette’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened as if to speak.  
 
    “I’m the defense?” the bear-girl giggled.  
 
    “Well… yes,” I chuckled. “You can tear fully-grown men limb from limb, I watched you do it with my very own eyes.”  
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Daisy giggled. “Alright, Rian, you take the body, I’ll stay up front with Valerie, then. But what if someone comes up from behind? What will the two of you do then?”  
 
    “I could probably throw a few punches,” I snickered. “I did fisticuffs Milton rather well before we killed him.”  
 
    “You did,” Valerie nodded. “You looked so strong and handsome while you did it, Charles, it was breathtaking.”  
 
    “And that is the reason I’ve chosen him to be my mate,” Rian assured. “You are handsome, strong, and healthy. We will have resilient and robust offspring. Once we return home, you must mate with me at once, and fill me with your fertile seed, I wish to be impregnated as soon as possible.”  
 
    “That’s great and all,” A.B. murmured. “But I don’t think this is the best place to be discussing mates and offspring. Maybe when we get home? We are on a mission right now.”  
 
    “A.B. is right,” I chuckled. “We’ll discuss those things once we arrive home. Right now, we need to get Ortensia’s body back into her room.”  
 
    Daisy nodded, shifted the corpse off of her shoulder, handed it over to the red-skinned imp-woman, and then came to stand next to Valerie. The two monster-women climbed the stairs together as quietly as they could, and Rian and I followed after them. The stunning black-haired woman adjusted the body over her shoulder, raised her head toward the stairs above our head, smiled over at me, and then began to climb.  
 
    It took only a few minutes for us to reach the top, and Valerie stood with her body pressed against the wooden grain of the door. The feline-woman rested a hand on the door handle, swung the door open a crack, peeked through, and then slipped in with the rest of us behind her. The hall was deathly silent except for a few loud snores here and there, and we crept past them on our tiptoes. The floor beneath our feet creaked occasionally, but not loud enough to actually wake someone from a deep sleep.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” I exhaled. “We have to be in and out, though, as fast as we can, but we also have to be thorough. Do we all understand? We can’t leave any evidence behind, and we have to take everything that Ortensia had on Josephine and us.”  
 
    “I understand why we’re taking all of the evidence that has to do with us,” the imp-woman uttered. “But why are we taking the evidence against Josephine?”  
 
    “Josephine is our friend,” Valerie explained. “She’s also a brute sympathizer. If Edony or any of the other aristocrats find out that information, she’ll be thrown in an insane asylum, and we’ll never see her again.”  
 
    “You’ve never met Josephine, though,” Daisy offered.  
 
    “But that doesn’t mean I can’t like her,” the feline-woman giggled. “I can be friends with her from afar… even if she doesn’t know I exist. She’s still a really nice woman, and she likes Charles, so I like her.”  
 
    “That’s right,” I agreed. “Josephine is the only aristocrat that’s ever been kind to us. We don’t want anything to happen to her for that reason, but as Daisy said, Josephine is a brute sympathizer, and in a way, we’re also brute sympathizers. You’re in love with a man, aren’t you, Rian?”  
 
    “I am,” the black-haired woman concurred.  
 
    “Then that makes you one, too,” I smiled. “That also makes Josephine your friend, too, and we will do anything to protect her.”  
 
    “Ahhhhh,” Valerie cooed. “Charles likes Josephine baaack.”  
 
    “I will admit,” I smirked. “I do like Josephine, I mean, who wouldn’t? I bet almost all of her workers, her consorts, and servants are enamored with her. She treats all of them so kindly, it’s very different from the way all of the other aristocrats treat their men.”  
 
    “I hope that someday,” the imp-woman sighed. “Josephine can become one of our sisters, and I can formally meet her. She sounds like a wonderful person to know.”  
 
    “W-Wait,” Valerie whispered. “I hear something.”  
 
    All four of us paused, turned slightly, and then listened for anything in the distance. I couldn’t hear anything, and it seemed that Daisy and Rian didn’t, either, but Valerie’s pointed ears twitched agitatedly. Her blue eyes glowed in the dim light around her, her sleek, brown tail twitched at the tip, and her knees bent slightly as she lowered herself closer to the ground.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the feline-woman whispered. “But, it sounds like something is shuffling around.”  
 
    Valerie listened intently to the sounds for a few more seconds, but just as suddenly, her ears relaxed, lifted, and then swiveled toward the door at the end of the hall.  
 
    “It must’ve been nothing,” the cat-girl murmured. “Let’s carry on--” 
 
    Right as we all turned back toward Ortensia’s door a few feet away, a door behind us crashed open with a thunderous bang. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    All four of us froze, Valerie instantly phased out of view, the floorboards inside of the room creaked loudly, and a woman wearing a white nightgown trundled out of the doorway. The petite constable stretched her arms, yawned loudly, blinked twice, squinted down the dark hallway, and then paused. 
 
    “What do we do?” Daisy mouthed.  
 
    “Stay absolutely still,” I mimed. “She looks half-asleep.”  
 
    The petite, blonde constable hobbled down the hallway in the opposite direction, tried one of the doors, opened it, and then peered into the darkness beyond. Her voice was muffled from behind the open door, so we couldn’t make out what she was saying, but I assumed she was checking in on someone.  
 
    “Hm, must be in the bathroom or something,” the constable mumbled, closed the door with a thump, and then padded back our way.  
 
    I held my breath and focused my mind for what our next steps would be if she spotted us. She’d have to die, or we’d at least have to knock her out, and take her back to my laboratory, there was no question about it.  
 
    We couldn’t let anyone see us, or we’d have to kill them.  
 
    “Martha?” the half-asleep woman called. “Is that you?”  
 
    The small constable leaned forward, squeezed her eyes into slits, and then suddenly leaned back, clicked her tongue, and turned down the hall. This was it, she was about to spot us, and I tensed all of my muscles to leap forward, and smash her over the head with my fists. Just as suddenly, the petite constable sighed under her breath, shrugged, and then turned toward her open door.  
 
    “No, Martha must still be on patrol, probably just some shadows from the trees outside,” she grumbled. “I really need to start wearing my glasses, I can’t see a damn thing… and I need to stop talking to myself, the other girls are going to think I’m crazy or something.”  
 
    The nightgown wearing woman scratched at her scalp, smacked her lips together, rested a hand on the door handle, and then shuffled back into her room. My heart hammered in my chest, sweat beaded on my forehead, and we all stood stock still as we listened to the constable climb back into bed and roll over. The seconds ticked by as we waited, glanced at each other out of the corners of our eyes, and finally heard the sounds of breathy snoring come from the tiny constable’s room. I breathed a heavy sigh, wiped the sweat from my brow with my sleeve, and then turned toward my women.  
 
    “Thank science,” I grunted.  
 
    “I thought we were going to be caught, for sure,” Valerie murmured. “I can’t believe she didn’t see us.”  
 
    “Well, she did say she needed her glasses,” Daisy giggled. “We should be thankful she wasn’t wearing them when she came out.”  
 
    “But if she had caught us,” A.B. offered. “We might have gotten another monster-girl, I couldn’t help but be a little excited.”  
 
    “No, no more monster-girls for a little while,” I chuckled. “We just got Rian, we can’t make any more until someone else threatens us. Now, we have a task at hand, let’s get it finished, and then get the hell out of here.”  
 
    “Yes,” the feline-woman whispered. “This place gives me the creeps. It’s like we’re in a den of constables, and at any second, all of them could burst out of their rooms and attack us.”  
 
    “Ortensia’s room is all the way at the end,” I instructed. “Let’s keep going.”  
 
    All of my women nodded in agreement, turned back toward the single door at the end of the hall, and tip-toed toward it with light feet. Once we were in front of it, I tried the handle with Ortensia’s key in hand, but thankfully, it was unlocked. I turned the knob, swung open the door, and then peered into the gloom beyond. The Chief Constable’s room was huge, bigger than I assumed all of the other constables’ rooms were.  
 
    “She has to have some oil lamps around here somewhere,” Rian murmured. “I’ll find them, I can see the best in the dark since I lived underground for so long.”  
 
    “Here,” Valerie smiled, rushed in, and grabbed stray clothes from the floor. “Charles, close the door, we’ll stuff these underneath the crack just in case anyone wakes up, that way, they won’t see the light under the door.” 
 
    “That’s a brilliant idea,” I stated. “Everyone in? I’m closing the door, and then we’ll stuff the clothes under the crack.”  
 
    “I found her oil lamps,” the imp-woman murmured. “She has three of them. One by her bed, and two of them on her desk.”  
 
    I slid the door closed, took the clothing from Valerie’s hands, and pushed the fabric into the crack underneath the door. Right as I finished, light bloomed across the room, Rian hurried to the other lamps, and hastily lit them with a burning match. Ortensia’s room in the light was even bigger than I’d thought before, and I gazed around it for a second.  
 
    The Chief Constable’s quarters were comprised of three rooms, and a small kitchenette by the large bay windows at the front of the building. She had a spacious office with an enormous roll-top desk, a cushy emerald green couch, and a dead fireplace. The next room was her bedroom, and it reminded me of the one I’d seen at Delphine except without all of the pastel pinks and frilly adornments.  
 
    Most of Ortensia’s furniture was a deep scarlet color, black, chocolatey brown, or emerald green. The reds in each of the rooms reminded me of the Chief Constable’s fiery hair, and I almost wished that Rian had inherited her hair color.  
 
    “You said that we should hang her,” the gorgeous red-skinned imp-woman muttered. “This beam would do perfectly, we can position her desk chair directly underneath her to make it more believable.”  
 
    “Let’s do that,” I nodded, picked up one of the oil lamps, and headed for her desk. “And we’ll place the letter at her feet, so when they come into the room, it’s one of the first things they find.”  
 
    Rian lowered Ortensia’s body, rested it against the floor, and then grabbed the coil of rope from her hip. The dark-haired woman tilted her head, unspooled the rope, and then tossed it up over the thick beam. Once she’d tied it off, she got to work forming a noose at the other end, and I watched her deft hands for a moment.  
 
    I turned, lifted the lamp over my head, and then hissed through my teeth. Once I shined the light onto the darkened wall over the roll-top desk, all of Ortensia’s evidence came into view, pinned onto the smooth wall. The bottom layer was a drawn-out map of Edenhart with red circles around points around the city, pictures of different people were pinned to different spots, and red thread had been wound around a single one in particular, and the threads branched out from there.  
 
    The single hand-drawn picture was my own.  
 
    My face looked years younger, taken from my identification card right before I aged out of the brute school, and I stared at it for a few seconds. There was a picture next to mine, also hand-drawn, and it was Daisy’s face. Both of our portraits were positioned above the location of our manor, and I followed the red lines of thread to all of the other pictures. The largest one was, of course, Edony’s regal portrait positioned over the duchy, and I plucked the string with disdain. The next line of thread led to the location of Milton and Delphine’s deaths. Their pictures were pinned to the wall, too, but I barely glanced at them as I followed the last red thread.  
 
    “Josephine,” Daisy murmured from over my shoulder.  
 
    The blonde’s stunning portrait grinned down at us from the wall with red letters scrawled across the parchment.  
 
    “Harlot,” I read. “I wonder if she has anything else in her desk. We have to take all of this down, no one can see it… we have to protect Josephine along with our family.”  
 
    My hands moved before I could stop myself, and I ripped all of it down. I didn’t even care that the Chief Constable had suspected us, I was angry because she’d dragged Josephine into all of this. The blonde aristocrat hadn’t done anything to anyone, she was struggling to survive and provide for her sick mother. If any of this got out, it would be the end of Josephine’s life, everything would be stripped from her, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.  
 
    “You really feel for Ms. Josephine, don’t you, Charles?” Rian asked. “She must be such an amazing woman for you to want to protect her this much.”  
 
    “Charles liiiikes Josephine,” Valerie teased.  
 
    “Maybe I do,” I exhaled. “But it’s more than that. Josephine hasn’t done anything wrong, she’s nothing but kind to those around her, and if… if someone found this, her life would be utterly destroyed. She doesn’t bother anyone or break her men down like all of the other aristocrats. She treats them kindly and with respect as if they were her equals, and I respect that about her. If someone were to find all of this, they’d dig deeper into it, and the bright light I see within Josephine would be snuffed out.”  
 
    I crumbled all of the papers, string, and tacks together, stuffed them into the pack around my waist, and then glanced down at the floor at my feet.  
 
     The only paper remaining had fluttered to the ground, its edges torn, and crumbled from my rage. I bent down, took it gently in my hands, and then smoothed out the harsh wrinkles against the blonde’s face.  
 
    “You should keep it,” the bear-girl assured. “Maybe… if we ever tell her about us, you can explain how you protected her, I think that Ms. Josephine would like that.” 
 
    “I think I will,” I smiled. “Though, I doubt we’ll ever tell her about us… she’d surely think all of us were insane, and run for the hills, but… I’ll keep it just in case.”  
 
    I folded the portrait, placed it within my pocket, and then ripped open the roll-top desk. Papers were scattered across its surface, and they shifted lightly from the air rushing inside. Names, places, and small notes were scribbled across their surfaces, I barely glanced at them, and stuffed them all into my pack. We’d burn all of the evidence once we returned home, and I didn’t care what we took as long as all of it was gone.  
 
    Once I cleared the desk, I turned, glanced toward Valerie and Daisy. Both of them were carefully searching through Ortensia’s belongings, and every once in a while, they’d place a piece of paper or note into the pack on the floor. Rian had unrolled Ortensia’s body from the tarp, affixed the noose around her neck, and slowly raised her from the floor into the air.  
 
    It was a grotesque scene, but the purplish and blue color of the Chief Constable’s face made the hanging look more believable. The imp-woman didn’t seem bothered by the body at all, I knew she’d never done something like this before, but she acted so nonchalantly even as Ortensia’s limp feet bumped into her shins.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Charles?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” I chuckled. “I feel as if we should say something about Ortensia as if this is some type of funeral proceeding, but… there was nothing good about that woman to begin with. She was horrible from the moment she stepped into Edenhart, and she left this world as all of the women who step into my machine do. At first, they beg for their lives, plead with me, bargain with me, promise never to breathe a word about what I’ve done, and what they’ve seen, but as soon as I refuse… their true colors come out. They hurl insults, threaten me with bodily harm, and activate their powers. The first prisoner I used almost blasted out the compartment window with her fire, and when that didn’t work, she bashed the glass with her forehead. Delphine was exactly the same, though she barely begged for her life like the others… It’s almost as if their hatred of men is in their blood, and I want to know… what changed? At what point in history did women decide that men were the enemy? There has to be something in history, some type of turning point when the women rose up against their equals…”  
 
    “I thought it was simply because women developed powers?” Valerie asked. “And they turned against men?”  
 
    “But there has to be a reason,” I grunted. “It can’t be ‘just because,’ there has to be a reason behind it all.”  
 
    “I bet the Queen knows,” Daisy uttered. “Rian said that the Queen is the oldest woman in history, she has to know what happened. Maybe she was the person who instigated it? If you think about it, really think about it, how did she come into power? How has she ruled for this long? You’d think that at some point, she would’ve stepped down and let someone else have a turn.”  
 
    “In the history books,” I told them. “They speak of a lone woman who rose against the ‘brute’ masses, but they’ve never named her… it could possibly be the Queen.”  
 
    “We don’t know Edony’s reasons behind wanting to take down the Queen,” the feline-woman murmured. “And I’m not trying to defend her or anything, but maybe that’s the exact reason that Edony wants to take her down. I mean, I certainly don’t want a country that’s run by the Duchess, but… the Queen has been ruling over us for hundreds of years, perhaps it’s time for her rule to end.”  
 
    “Look what I found,” Daisy gasped. “It was hidden under her bed.”  
 
    “Is that… a diary?” Valerie squealed. “Gimme, gimme, gimme!”  
 
    The brunette chuckled, crossed the room, bent down beside the ash-blonde, and opened up the small, leather-bound book. The two women scanned over the pages together, and then suddenly, the bear-girl’s honey eyes widened.  
 
    “We need to take this with us…” Daisy whispered.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. “I mean, if it has information on Josephine and us, we have to take it, but why?” 
 
    “It has all of Edony’s plans in it,” Valerie cried. “Like… all of them, there’s so much more to it than what Ortensia told us. I mean, it doesn’t explicitly say what she wants from the Queen, but here it says that they hired the new scientist to create the super-soldiers for Edony. Ortensia didn’t believe that it could be done, but apparently, the Duchess was very optimistic. Here, I’ll read this one, “This morning, the Duchess summoned me to the duchy. I complied, of course, since I am the person put in charge of the whole town, and I answer only to her. I arrived, and she immediately pulled me into the basement where her trophy room is located. The Duchess had set up a hasty looking laboratory, she said that she modeled it after Charles Rayburn’s. The Duchess then introduced me to her hired scientist, a man named Lucien, whom I don’t like very much. He is pompous, confident, and condescending for a brute. I hope, at some point, I can get some time alone with him, and beat some respect into him. Edony spoke at lengths about Charles Rayburn the entire time, I’ve yet to tell her what I suspect him of, but in the future, if his actions become more questionable, I will have to bring it to her attention. Though I’m conducting my own investigation of Charles, it seems as if the Duchess is quite obsessed with him, and I can’t tell if it is good or bad, I will have to question her more about it while not giving myself away,’”  
 
    “Does that have a date on it?” I asked.  
 
    “A few days ago,” Daisy tutted. “That’s the very last entry, it must have been right before we saw her at the way station.”  
 
    “It has to be,” I agreed. “That almost feels as if it was hundreds of years ago, but it was only a day or two.”  
 
    “Do you think she shared her suspicions with anyone else?” Rian asked. “It’d be awful if we did all of this work, and we find out later she told the Duchess or one of the other constables.”  
 
    “I highly doubt that,” I contended. “The aristocrats are so secretive, they barely speak to each other unless it’s meaningless gossip, we learned that when we first ran into Adelia, Lilliana, and Josephine.”  
 
    “Not only that, but we all know how the Duchess is,” Daisy nodded. “Edony would never tell anyone her plans. Even from reading these diary entries, the Duchess barely told Ortensia anything, just the bare minimum that she could get by with.”  
 
    “Ortensia may have been the Chief Constable,” Rian breathed. “But it seemed that she didn’t have a lot of power. You’d think that someone in authority such as her would rule this town with an iron fist.”  
 
    “You’d assume that,” I confirmed. “But in towns like Edenhart, the rulers are the ones that control everything, the constables and law enforcement are nothing more than extensions of those in power.” 
 
    “And then, those like the Duchess,” Valerie went on. “Are nothing more than extensions of the Queen herself. They all are small segments of the long arm of the matriarch, the Queen.”  
 
    “I may have some of Ortensia’s memories,” the red-skinned imp-woman muttered. “But I don’t understand the laws of this land at all. My father and mother ruled together, as a unit. He didn’t have more power than her, and the same with my mother, I wish that this world was the same as the impdom, it’d be so much simpler.”  
 
    “I wish it were like that, too,” I grunted. “Maybe it will be someday, but we can only hope, Daisy, do you have the letters? I’ve cleared out the desk. Have you two found everything?”  
 
    “I searched in the cushions of all of the couches, in her dressers, all over the place,” Valerie giggled. “Everything I found is in the pack and ready to be taken home, and burned.”  
 
    “The same with me, Charles,” Daisy hummed, rose from the floor, reached into her pockets, grabbed the letters, and then offered them. “What about you, Rian?”  
 
    “Ortensia is strung up and ready to be found,” the red-skinned woman smiled. “It’s a little strange to see her like this, though… I once was her, I feel no emotion when I look at her, but I know that part of her is within me… Well, I won’t dwell on it anymore, Daisy, do you have the threatening letter with you?”  
 
    “Here it is,” the brunette whispered. “Put it at her feet, so it looks like she had it in her hands, and then dropped it.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Rian nodded, bent down, dropped the letter, glanced up at the corpse, and then shifted the letter a little to the left. “Perfect. I’ll place the chair a little farther back, but still close enough where she could’ve stepped off.”  
 
    I stepped closer to the roll-top desk, placed the letters from other harlots on the cherry colored wood, arranged them into a disheveled pile, and then closed the lid with a soft clunk. All of my women turned at the same time, smiled at me, and I sighed softly.  
 
    “We’re finished,” I sighed. “Finally, let’s grab the pack, and get out of here.”  
 
    We stood together in the middle of the room, my eyes shifted, and I examined each surface for anything we could’ve left. Nothing seemed out of place. Ortensia’s room had been a bit messy when we came in, and even after we rummaged through her things, it looked as no one else had been there.  
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take for them to know that she’s missing?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Not long,” I uttered. “It’s already been a day, and I know how demanding Edony can be when she has a project. When I worked for her, she’d show up randomly whenever she wanted, but that was mostly to throw me off or intimidate me, I doubt she’d do those things to the Chief Constable. Maybe pressure her to show up and things like that, but she’s never stoop so low as to threaten another woman.”  
 
    “And yet she has the gall to threaten me,” Daisy sniffed, giggled, and then smiled sheepishly. “I mean, I know we’re lying about who I am, but you’d think she’d know better than to threaten another woman in power. For all she knows, the Browning family could be richer and more influential than she is.”  
 
    “Sometimes,” Valerie sighed. “I wonder about aristocrats’ families.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, from what you’ve told us, males are handed off to schoolmarms the moment they’re born,” the feline-woman confided. “But what about the females? I know that they’re allowed to remain with their ‘birth-givers,’ but are they given any affection at all? Do their mothers love them and care for them, or are they treated as coldly and as sterilely as they treat each other? Daisy, can you remember anything from Delphine’s childhood? How did her mother treat her? Was it lovingly? I only started thinking about this because of Josephine. You rarely hear aristocrats talking about their mothers, but Josephine does, she cares very much about her, and takes excellent care of her.”  
 
    “Delphine’s childhood?” the bear-girl asked. “I don’t have a lot of memories from her past, mostly the most recent events, and a bit of her adolescence but… there is something. Her mother would fly into fits of rage, throwing ice daggers at random servants, they’d scuttle out of the way, and she’d roar with laughter at their frightened faces… She often would encourage Delphine to do the same, and they’d often make a game out of it… Delphine’s mother did it a lot to her consorts, and if my memories serve me well, she killed at least two or three with her ice daggers. When she’d get furious, she’d do it to Delphine, too… the aristocrat had a healed scar on her left thigh where one grazed her, and she’d often apply salves to it in hopes that it would fade.”  
 
    “She sounds horrible,” Valerie grumbled. “I may not like the aristocrats, but can you imagine growing up in a house where your mother, the one person who’s supposed to love and protect you, throws ice daggers at you when she’s upset? Delphine may have been a terrible person, and she deserved to die, but it makes you wonder… if she’d been treated differently while growing up, would she have been so horrible? Would she have believed so whole-heartedly that men are innately evil?”  
 
    “I believe that it’s the way our society is,” I murmured. “But you have to factor in how Josephine was raised, too… it makes me wonder, is Josephine’s mother a brute sympathizer, too? Did her mother ingrain those beliefs into her as she grew up?”  
 
    “We should ask her!” Valerie giggled. “We won’t know unless we ask!”  
 
    “I… I could try,” I admitted. “We already spoke about what she said when she was drunk. I told her that I feel the same… but she shouldn’t be as loose-lipped as she is, especially if she drinks around other aristocrats.”  
 
    “Well, Josephine did say that she doesn’t associate with them very often,” the bear-girl countered. “She even told us that she was only there that day because Adelia and Lilliana saw her passing by and invited her to lunch.”  
 
    “That’s very true…” I nodded. “The next time I see her, I’ll bring it up, but if she seems uncomfortable, I’ll stop immediately.”  
 
    “You’re such a gentleman, Charles,” Rian sighed.  
 
    “Everyone finished?” I asked. “We’ve been here long enough, I think we should go before anyone notices we’re here.”  
 
    “I’m ready!” Valerie giggled.  
 
    “Me too.” Daisy nodded.  
 
    “Me three.” The red-skinned imp-woman smiled. I went around the room, blew out all of the oil-lamps, kicked the clothing  
 
    tucked into the door out of the way, and then reached for the door handle. Right as my hand contacted the metal, the knob turned, and the door exploded open with the bark of a familiar voice.  
 
    “Search every nook and cranny of this goddamned room!” Edony boomed. “I want this room ripped apart by the time you’re finished! Ortensia won’t get away from me this easily!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    In an instant, Valerie’s hands slammed out, the feline-woman gripped me by the shoulder, grabbed Daisy with the other, and then slammed her back into Rian’s chest. The feline-woman forcefully pulled all of us into a tight cluster, held her breath in the darkness around us, and then activated her camouflage power. I opened my mouth to speak, whipped my head toward the cat-girl, but that’s when I noticed it.  
 
    All three of my women had disappeared. 
 
    “Wha--” I gasped, but an unseen hand slammed out, covered my mouth, and pulled me deeper into the darkened corner of the room.  
 
    “Shhh,” Valerie whispered. “They can’t see any of us… just keep quiet, all of you.”  
 
    I wanted to ask how all of this was possible, how was Valerie able to lend us her powers, but at this moment, I knew better. I kept my lips shut, breathed in quietly, and then aimed my eyes at the open door of the Chief Constable’s bedroom. Edony swept in, looking just as gorgeous as ever in a dark wine-colored dress, stepped toward the middle of the room, and then turned back toward the open door.  
 
    Edony was tall, maybe a few inches shorter than me, and rail-thin with a willowy build. The way she moved and carried herself often reminded me of an elegant crane with her head held high, and her brilliant violet eyes were trained straightforward. The Duchess held her cane delicately in one hand, and stabbed out at the wooden floorboards as she marched deeper into the room. Her long, almost colorless hair was piled high on the top of her head in full curls, and a few feathers the same color as her dress wafted out from the ringlets.  
 
    Edony looked just as she always did: elegant, beautiful, and intimidating, it was no wonder that the people of Edenhart respected her and obeyed her every word. Even though I may have despised her, I had to openly admit that I found her stunning. When I looked at her, it was like seeing a tigress for the very first time. She may have been able to hide her stripes, her long, yellowed fangs, and twitching tail, but she was nothing more than a territorial, predatory beast. From the moment I looked into her eyes, I knew that this woman could destroy me with barely a twitch of her hand.  
 
    Though her presence was oppressive, cloying, and overbearing, I had to admit to myself… I wasn’t afraid of her anymore. The Duchess had terrorized me for almost a year, and that entire time, I trembled each time I saw her approaching shadow, but now, surrounded by my women, I didn’t feel the same. If anything… I felt a strange sense of pity for her. Just like all of the other aristocrats in Edenhart, Edony was plagued with the constant need to be seen as powerful and influential. The more I saw the aristocrats struggle with their daily lives, it reminded me more and more of Josephine and how, despite her upbringing, she still became a brute sympathizer. 
 
    “Do as I say,” the Duchess barked. “I want this room torn apart by the time we’re finished. Ortensia hasn’t responded to any of my summonses, she’s been missing for two days now, and I need to know where she is.”  
 
    The two female constables rushed in, and immediately moved for the oil lamps around the room. Before I knew, all three of them bloomed to life, and light-flooded across all of the corners. The seconds ticked by, Edony turned on her heels as she examined the walls, and the rolltop desk, and suddenly, the blonde woman froze. The Duchess’ mouth hung open for a second, her delicate, gloved hands froze at her sides, and a strange, strained squeak rose up her throat. Her violet eyes wandered over the silhouette hanging from the beam, and the Duchess took a staggering step forward.  
 
    “Ortensia!” One of the constables cried. “Oh, gods, what have you done to yourself?”  
 
    Both of the women rushed forward while Edony stood back with a horrified expression. As the two women came closer, I recognized them as the two constables that had come to question me a long time ago, Constable Afton, and Constable Zinnia. They looked exactly the same as when they’d visited my manor, Afton’s mousey brown hair was a bit shorter, and Zinnia’s muted red hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail.  
 
    “Cut her down!” Zinnia bleated. “Cut her down! Oh, gods, she’s dying! Look at her face! It’s all blue!”  
 
    All four of us stood silently still, held our breaths, and watched as Afton climbed up onto the chair, gripped a large hunting knife from her waist, grabbed the rope in one hand, and then slashed out at it. Zinnia gripped the Chief Constable by the waist, held her aloft, and then rested her on the wooden floor once the rope went slack. Both women dropped to their knees, pressed their fingers to Ortensia’s throat, and felt for a heartbeat.  
 
    “She’s cold…” Zinnia breathed. “She’s gone…”  
 
    “How long do you think she was up there?” Afton sobbed. “Oh, she must have been so alone… how could she do this? She had so much to live for?”  
 
    Their words became distant whispers in the background as my eyes settled onto the Duchess. Edony stepped forward, bent at the waist, grabbed the paper from the floor, straightened, and then read it carefully. The blonde’s face showed no emotion, though her arched eyebrows raised slowly in surprise. Edony’s head turned, her eyes settled on the roll-top desk, and she hurried toward it with the letter clamped tightly in her fist. I pressed my lips together, fought down a grunt, held tightly to my women, and hurriedly sidestepped out of the Duchess’ way. Edony came within inches of touching my shoulder, and I slammed my body backward to avoid the contact. The blonde ripped the desk open, glanced over it, frenziedly rifled through the letters, grabbed one, unfolded it, and then glanced over the handwritten ink.  
 
    For a long moment, Edony stayed at the desk, completely frozen with her back rod straight. From the way her violet eyes raced over the wall and desk in front of her, I knew that she was thinking long and hard about everything the letters contained.  
 
    “What do we do?” Zinnia sobbed. “We… we have to wake up all of the other constables. I can’t believe this has happened… she was so good to us! She was so young! She had so much to teach us, and now all of that wisdom is lost!”  
 
    “I’ll go wake the others,” Afton sniffled. “They’ll want to pay their respects before we take her to the mortuary and prepare a proper funeral and--”  
 
    “Don’t.” Edony barked.  
 
    “W-What?” the redhead gasped. “We have to get her to the mortician and bury her! We can’t just leave her like this! Look at her beautiful face, oh, Ortensia! If you struggled with emotional problems, we were here for you!”  
 
    “Brute sympathizers don’t deserve proper burials,” The Duchess snapped. “Both of you know what happens to them, don’t you? They’re taken to the mortuary, cremated, and then tossed into a mass grave.”  
 
    “B-Brute sympathizer?” the brunette stammered. “What in the world are you talking about? Ortensia wasn’t a harlot! She was the Chief Constable! Why are you saying such things, Edony? We need to get her to the--” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” Edony boomed, turned on her heels, and then thrust all of the letters in the constable’s direction. “The proof is right here, if you want to see it. She didn’t take her life because she was depressed or unhappy, she took her life because someone in this town found out her secret, and was going to go to me about it. She took the coward’s way out, that’s what she did. If she had been a real woman, she would’ve faced me herself… not killed herself, but that’s not what’s important right now. Our Chief Constable, the one that worked extremely close with me, was a brute sympathizer, and we all know, you know, and I know, that is not acceptable in this world. From these other letters, it seems that others in this town feel the very same way, and I will find each and every one of them. When I do, they will suffer the same fate as the Chief Constable, I’ll string all of them up in the courtyard outside of my duchy for all of Edenhart to see.”  
 
    “I-I don’t believe it,” Zinnia disputed. “There’s no way that can be true, we lived with her, we spoke with her, we knew her better than anyone else in this world, and it’s just not possible. She never felt any respect or caring for men.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you lived with her, you insolent fools,” Edony spat. “Do you think she would share such horrible, disgusting ideologies with those around her? Especially since she lived in the constable dormitory? Are both of you stupid? I swear, your ranks get more unintelligent every year, of course, she would hide all of this from you! Everyone in this goddamn city knows what will happen to a harlot! They’ll be executed, or they’ll be sent away to an asylum! If I’d only known, I would’ve turned her in immediately, we absolutely cannot have people like that running around, spewing that garbage in this town!”  
 
    “So…” Zinnia hiccupped. “What do we do?” 
 
    “We have no other choice,” Edony sighed. “We send for the mortician, they’ll pick up her body, cremate it, and then dispose of it. There’s nothing else we can do, I’ll make an announcement, and let everyone in the city know what has happened. Hopefully, once the public finds out that the Chief Constable was a harlot, those who share the same sentiments will panic and reveal themselves. I have a few suspicions on who they might be, but I can’t say for sure, but I want the two of you to keep an eye out.”  
 
    “Keep an eye out for what?” Afton wept. “We just lost a dear friend, how can we keep on working as if nothing has happened? Ortensia is dead, Edony! She killed herself! We… we… can’t keep working at a time like this! We need to mourn her properly with a burial and memorial!”  
 
    “We don’t mourn those who turn against us,” Edony roared. “She was a traitor to our sex! She believed that men are equal or are higher than us! Those of us who believe such things deserve to be cut down! I almost wish she would’ve stayed alive so I could’ve been the one to take her out of this world. In fact, I believe that women who believe such things are worse than brutes, they know that we are stronger and more intelligent than the beasts, and yet, they lower themselves to the animals’ level. To think what kind of damage she could’ve done to Edenhart if she was spewing this filth around right under my nose! It disgusts me, and it should revolt you, too! She wasn’t your friend or colleague, she was your enemy without any of you even knowing! She doesn’t deserve a burial or even a cremation, we should throw her corpse into a ditch to rot.”  
 
    “She… she…” Afton babbled through tears, but Edony cut her off with a snarl, inclined her head, and glared down her nose at the two constables.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised that it worked, and yet, I still was. The letters my monster-girls had written were perfect, and they’d fooled both of the constables, though I could tell from Edony’s expression, she wasn’t entirely convinced.  
 
    I was so proud of them, both Daisy for masterfully writing the letters, Rian hanging Ortensia up, and Valerie sneaking all of us into here. They all were brilliant in their own way, and even though I couldn’t speak right now, I wanted to tell them so.  
 
    “Enough,” the Duchess barked. “She’s dead, you had your moment to ‘mourn’ her, and now, we must move on from it. As I said before, I want the two of you to keep a close eye on the masses, if any of the aristocrats responds to the news suspiciously, I want to be the first to hear of it, do you understand? Anything you hear or see, it comes to me first.”  
 
    “What about the Chief Constable’s position?” Zinnia blubbered. “What are we going to do without Ortensia? She was our leader! We have no one else now! We have to have someone to instruct us!”  
 
    “How long did you survive without her?” Edony growled. “You act as if the lot of you are helpless babies! I was the one who led you before Ortensia came! You will report to me as it was and should be. Now that Ortensia is gone, it really shows that all of you need a strong, iron-willed leader, and that has been me all along. You’ve known that, and I have, too, now that the Chief Constable has shown her true colors, you will report directly to me.”  
 
    “W-What do we do about the Queen?” Afton asked. “Will she send us a new Chief Constable now that Ortensia is gone? Edony, we have so many unanswered questions, we need to take a little time off to explain all of these things.”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” the blonde grunted. “The town would destroy itself from the rumors. I need you, all of you, to be stronger than ever right now, not only that, but I see right through you, Afton. You want to take time to mourn your loss, but you need to listen to me, if I find out that one of you has mourned Ortensia, I will personally execute you in the streets, no questions asked. During this trying time, I will not be trifled with. I don’t need a reason to kill you, do you understand? No judge, no jury, only executioner. If you give me even the slightest indication that you are a brute sympathizer, I will not hesitate to end your life.”  
 
    “I understand,” Zinnia sniffled, rose from the floor, wiped her red eyes with her sleeve, and then stood tall. “I will be your right hand, I will not betray you as Ortensia did. I will stand with you, Edony, and make this city better than it has ever been before.”  
 
    “But what about the Queen?” Afton echoed. “What will we tell her? Ortensia must have had some type of correspondence with her, reports, or something? Shouldn’t we alert her to the Chief Constable’s suicide?”  
 
    Edony’s nostrils flared, her violet eyes widened, she took a step forward, gripped her cane tightly in one hand, and moved as if to strike out at the smaller woman, but the Duchess surprisingly held back.  
 
    “The Queen will learn nothing of this, do you understand?” Edony asked. “I know for a fact that she sent Ortensia here to be a spy, but I managed to win the Chief Constable over. They do not have active correspondence except for a few letters every three or four months, other than that, the Queen isn’t concerned with what Ortensia did. If a letter such as that arrives here, you will send it directly to me. The Queen will continue to believe that Ortensia is happy and healthy here in Edenhart, and if she finds out the manner of the Chief Constable’s death, I will know that it was one of you.”  
 
    “We’re going to keep this a secret?” Afton gasped. “From our Queen? The one who rules over all of us? Are… are you sure about this, Edony?”  
 
    “Of course, I’m sure about this,” the blonde snarked. “I’ve been the goddamn Duchess of this town since I was sixteen years old after my mother passed away. Do you really want to question my authority? Do you think I can’t protect you? What is it, Afton? Are you afraid that I can’t take care of you or the people of Edenhart? Have I not protected you for the last seven years? Have I not done that?”  
 
    Edony was hissing under her breath now, so not to wake up the other constables, her cheeks flamed red with rage, and the air around us was crackling with electricity. The blonde slammed out her left hand, her pointer finger straight toward us, and a blast of yellow light zapped straight toward us. I felt the burning heat, clenched my hands around Daisy’s and Rian’s forearms, and forced them down with me. The lightning bolt hit the wall with an ear-splitting crackle, exploded with bright blue flames, caught fire for a second, and then puffed with smoke as the light died out. My heart pounded in my chest, sweat dripped down my temples, and I slowly raised my head to peak up at the Duchess.  
 
    Edony rounded on the small constable, Afton cowered on the floor, kept her eyes down, and slumped her shoulders as the Duchess bared down on her. It felt as if we were seconds away from watching this constable lose her life to Edony, but just as suddenly as it started, the Duchess pulled away with a snarl.  
 
    “Stand up,” the blonde commanded. “Do as your fucking told, or do I need to beat some sense into you? I am the goddamn Duchess, take the body to the crematorium this instant. I gave you a direct order, Constable Afton, now do it!”  
 
    Edony’s right hand slammed out, this time curled into a tight fist, and showers of sparks rained down on the mousey-haired constable. The fiery flickers burned black holes into the floorboards around Afton, the brunette squeaked out of fear, scrambled toward Ortensia’s body, and grabbed onto her pale, limp arm.  
 
    Afton’s reply was nothing more than a whisper in the room as I turned to where my three women should be.  
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I murmured. “Do you think you can stay quiet until we get out of the room?”  
 
    All of them replied in hushed voices, and I was the first to move toward the door. I kept my gaze glued onto Edony, stepped toward the open door, and listened to the last remaining scraps of their conversation. 
 
    “Afton, you will take Ortensia’s corpse with you,” the blonde instructed. “Then you will report to me at the duchy, do you understand?”  
 
    “By myself?” Afton asked. “I have to carry her there by myself?”  
 
    “Is there an issue?” Edony barked. “You’re a strong girl. You can do it. You wouldn’t have been chosen to be a constable if you weren’t.”  
 
    “Y-Yes.” The downed woman whispered, grabbed the corpse under the arm, and slowly lifted it from the floor.  
 
    Even though I couldn’t see her, I grabbed Valerie by the waist, and halted all of our movements, Afton struggled to stand, held Ortensia’s body to her side, and slowly dragged her toward the door. All of us held our breaths as the smaller woman passed, sighed heavily, and then stomped down the hall slowly with the corpse. I whipped my head in the Duchess’ direction right as Zinnia moved to leave, and the blonde grabbed her by the shoulder. Edony didn’t look Zinnia in the eye, but kept her gaze trained toward the darkened hallway.  
 
    “Keep an eye on her,” the Duchess ordered. “You understand what I mean, don’t you, Zinnia?”  
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” the redhead nodded. “She… she can’t be trusted, especially after what she said about Ortensia and the Queen.”  
 
    “She may be your partner,” Edony breathed. “But your allegiance is to me, you know that, right? The Queen isn’t the one who provides for you every day, I am. I keep you and your family safe, hell, I graciously gave you this job, so, therefore, everything you have, I gave to you.”  
 
    “Yes,” Zinnia nodded. “You did, I thank you every day for giving me this life.”  
 
    “Now that Afton is gone,” The Duchess murmured. “I will admit that I don’t believe that Ortensia killed herself…”  
 
    “What?” the redhead gasped. “What do you mean? She hung herself… we all saw it. How could you think such a thing?”  
 
    “I don’t know how to explain it,” Edony sighed. “But it all seems very suspect to me… a little too fishy… a little too… too… I don’t know. Perfect? It doesn’t seem like something she would do.”  
 
    “Do you think it had to do with the threatening letter?” the redheaded constable asked. “Maybe the person who wrote it killed her and then made it look like it was a suicide?”  
 
    Edony’s tongue stuck in the corner of her cheek, she clicked her tongue, narrowed her eyes toward the wall, and then grunted deep in the back of her throat. The blonde seemed to be thinking long and hard about something, and despite our best efforts to make it look like a suicide, she still wasn’t convinced.  
 
    “Hm, maybe,” the Duchess muttered. “But I can’t shake this strange feeling I have in my bones… that Charles Rayburn has something to do with this…”  
 
    “Charles?” the redheaded constable repeated. “Charles Rayburn? The quack alchemist? The one who used to sell elixirs on the side of the road? What does this have to do with him?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one,” Edony stated. “I always get funny feelings like this about him… I’ve never been right, but… I can’t stop myself from feeling this way. It’s as if Charles came into this room without my knowledge and rubbed his grubby alchemist hands over everything in sight. It’s always him. He should have stayed with me.”  
 
    Zinnia glanced at the Duchess out of the corner of her eye like she thought the blonde was crazy. The constable didn’t say it, but it was clear to her that this suicide had absolutely no connection to me.  
 
    “I-I… I doubt that Charles Rayburn has been in this room, Duchess,” the redhead stammered. “Not only that, but the constable dormitory is one of the highest patrolled areas in the city, I doubt he would’ve been able to sneak in, even with help.”  
 
    “Maybe you’re right, Zinnia,” Edony grumbled. “But I can’t shake this feeling that he’s somehow involved… like he’s somehow watching me, even right now, I feel his beady little vermin eyes on my back.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s just your past experiences with him?” The redhead offered. “I’ve heard that traumatic events can cause feelings like that.”  
 
    “I could be paranoid,” the Duchess sighed. “But I feel it… almost everywhere I go. It’s almost as if I can’t get rid of him… such an annoying little pest.”  
 
    “Would you like me to look into him?” Zinnia offered. “I could go to his manor and question him.”  
 
    “There’s no need for that,” Edony exhaled. “Even if we did question him, I doubt he has anything to do with this, he never does… it’s probably just me…”  
 
    “If it really bothers you that much,” the constable continued. “I can look into it, I can be subtle.”  
 
    “No, I won’t ask you to do such a thing,” Edony smiled. “Not only that, if I have a hunch about something, I prefer to pursue it myself.”  
 
    “That’s entirely understandable,” the constable bowed her head. “I will only do as you ask, and if you want me to stay back, I will.”  
 
    “Yes,” Edony smiled. “Now, make sure that Afton reports to me after she drops off the carcass. I want to know that she didn’t come back here, and mourn the loss of such vermin-loving trash as Ortensia.”  
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” Zinnia nodded. “I’ll go now, and wait for her. If she heads back in this direction, I’ll take her immediately to the duchy.”  
 
    “Don’t intervene if she goes straight to the duchy,” the blonde instructed. “I don’t want her to think we’re keeping tabs on her just yet.”  
 
    “Of course, as you wish.” The redhead grinned, saluted the Duchess, turned on her heels, and then raced out of the room.  
 
    All four of us were inches away from the door, but I kept my eyes focused on Edony’s back. She was our biggest threat, she was the most dangerous woman in the entire town, and here we were, invisible and vulnerable in a room with her. I already knew that there was no way that she could notice us since, somehow, Valerie had obscured all of us out of sight, but my heart still hammered in my chest. Sweat beaded on my forehead, I pressed my lips into a firm line, and I pulled all three of my women a little closer to my body.  
 
    Edony turned on her heels, thought for a moment, glanced over her shoulder, and stared at the wooden beam where Ortensia had hung. The torn rope hung limply from the shaft, the Duchess’ violet eyes moved over it, dropped to the chair, and then the floor where the letter had rested. In one swift movement, Edony stomped across the room, snatched up all of the letters, slammed the roll-top desk closed, glanced at the beam once more, and then headed toward the door.  
 
    The blonde woman brushed past us, and I could faintly smell her sweet, orchid perfume. I hated the fact that I found her attractive, she’d done so many terrible things to me, and yet, my body still yearned to reach out and touch her. Her skin was so pale, almost like a perfect, untouched blanket of snow, and I inwardly wondered what it would feel like under my fingertips. Would it be smooth and buttery like Valerie’s? Or would it be rough and thicker like Rian’s? I had no way of knowing, and I doubted I would ever find out.  
 
    “I swear,” Edony whispered, paused at the door, and turned. “There has to be something… why do I feel this way? Why do I feel him here?”  
 
    The blonde eyes sliced through the air like daggers, slammed into me, and cut into my flesh. It felt as if she was looking directly at me, as if I wasn’t invisible at all, and I had to wonder, why did she feel that way? Did she have some type of sixth sense when it came to my presence, or was it merely a gut feeling?  
 
    Edony’s colorless brows knit together, her plump lips pursed, and she looked sad for a fraction of a second. I’d never seen such emotion pass over her features… except for that time when I was a boy, and I saw her riding through the parade. It suddenly occurred to me that Edony was human, too, she felt emotions and feelings just as I did, but it was so foreign to me. She’d always seemed like a stone statue with an emotionless expression frozen on her stoic face, but here she was, looking almost on the verge of tears.  
 
    Then, just as suddenly, the emotion disappeared from her face, Edony blinked, cleared her throat, shifted her shoulders, and then hurried off down the hall toward the stairs.  
 
    “Holy moly,” Valerie gasped. “I thought she would never leave.”  
 
    But right as the blonde phased into view with flushed cheeks, and exhilaration burning in her blue eyes, the floorboards outside of the door creaked.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Valerie’s hands slammed out, gripped each of us by the shoulders, and pulled us all into a tight huddle for the second time. In an instant, Rian to my right and Daisy to my left faded from view, and all four of us listened to a single voice just outside of the doorway. I already knew that it was the Duchess, she was speaking in a whisper, I glanced over my shoulder where Valerie should’ve been, and murmured to all my women.  
 
    “I think we’re going to have to sneak past her,” I breathed. “We need to get out of here before she goes to the stables and notices my wagon… she’ll recognize it immediately.”  
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Valerie whispered. “We’ll follow after you.”  
 
    I nodded even though they couldn’t see me, tightened my hands on their forearms, stepped forward, tested the wooden floorboard, and then slipped through the door frame. Edony’s back faced us, and the blonde stared down the darkened hallway with a glossy look in her eyes. I’d seen this expression before, and I assumed that the Duchess was thinking hard about something. Her delicate, gloved hands clutched at her cane, and every few seconds, her fingers clenched around the crook of the cane.  
 
    I opened my lips, took a soft breath, gripped my hands on my women tighter, pressed myself against the wall opposite of Edony, and then crept along it. I kept my eyes glued to the aristocrat, my heart hammered in my chest, and sweat trickled down the sides of my cheeks. If she caught us now, after everything she’d already seen in Ortensia’s room, all four of us would surely be executed in the streets by daybreak. I’m not sure what they’d do with A.B., probably toss him out like trash, or something like that, and I couldn’t let any of that happen.  
 
    My women and I squeezed past Edony, and the blonde didn’t notice us at all. Her arched eyebrows twitched at the tips, a single vein in the middle of her forehead throbbed with her heartbeat, but other than that, her stoic face looked absolutely calm. We were about to step around her when the Duchess suddenly turned, brushed forward toward the open doorway, and then pressed a hand to the wooden frame.  
 
    “I need to summon Lucien,” the Duchess whispered. “He’ll help me go through her room, and find anything that has to do with our experiments… if any of those bumbling idiot constables find them first… I’m ruined. Think, Edony, think… can you really tell everyone that Ortensia killed herself? Will that information get back to the Queen? No… no, it won’t, no one in the city except for me is in contact with the Queen. Yes, that’ll work perfectly, goddamnit, I need to get Lucien over here.”  
 
    “Lucien?” Valerie whispered into my ear. “That name sounds familiar.”  
 
    “It was in the diary,” Daisy murmured. “It’s the name of the scientist that Edony hired to replace Charles.”  
 
    Edony’s head whipped in our direction, we fell deathly silent, and the blonde’s violet eyes slashed through the air where we stood. The Duchess’ eyes met mine, I stopped breathing, and for a moment, I believed that I wasn’t invisible anymore, somehow, Valerie’s power had stopped working. Edony’s plump lips pressed into a firm line, her eyes fell to the floor, and she whispered something under her breath that I couldn’t hear from this far away.  
 
    “That was a close one,” A.B. hissed. “Let’s get out of here. Tonight was so crazy, I don’t think I’ll ask to leave the house for a year or two. I’ve had enough excitement for one brain.”  
 
    I nodded, even though the brain couldn’t see me, held onto Rian and Daisy tightly, and then crept down the hall toward the stairs. Once we reached the doors, I glanced over my shoulder, made sure that Edony was inside of Ortensia’s room, and then swung open the door. I glanced down the stairwell, breathed a sigh of relief, and then finally let go of both of my women. Daisy, Valerie, and Rian phased back into view, and all of them slumped against the wall.  
 
    “That was so close,” the feline-woman bleated. “I thought for sure that she was going to catch us! That last time, oh science! I thought she saw you even though I was still touching you, Charles.”  
 
    “I know,” I grunted. “I thought the same thing. We’re not home free yet, we still need to get out to the carriage house, and into the wagon, but that might be tougher than we think. Constables will be coming back from patrol, those two that left will be somewhere out there, but not only that, a few constables have to have woken up from all that noise. We need to be extra careful, everyone understand? Just because we got away from Edony, doesn’t mean that we’re in the clear just yet.”  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Daisy muttered. “This place gives me the creeps, especially since we know that Edony’s hanging around.”  
 
    I nodded, held out my hand to Valerie and gripped onto her. Daisy pressed a hand to her feline sister’s shoulder, and Rian took the blonde’s other hand. We disappeared from view within seconds after Valerie activated her power, and we slowly moved down the stairs in a unit. Once we reached the bottom floor, I opened it a sliver, peeked out, glanced around the darkened corridor, and then pulled on Valerie’s hand.  
 
    No constables moved out in the hall, but as we passed a few doors, loud rustlings and bangs could be heard from inside. I assumed that it was coming time for the second shift change, and we needed to get out of there before the halls, common room, and carriage house were filled with constables. Sure, we could avoid one or two women moving up and down the hall, but ten or more? We’d be bumped into and found out within minutes of entering into the corridor, and we couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    I turned my head every few seconds to listen to the soft, muted rustlings inside of each constable’s room, it seemed that only five of them were up and about, but even then, that put us at risk.  
 
    “We have to hurry,” I hissed over my shoulder. “Valerie, can you keep your power activated while we run?”  
 
    “Oh, of course!” the feline-woman giggled. “I’ve practiced a lot with my power, and I can do almost anything with it activated; jumping, rolling, leaping, cartwheels, running, and climbing, all the things I normally do.”  
 
    “Alright, everyone,” I grumbled. “We’re going to race down the hall, if all of the constables come out while we’re sneaking, it’s all over. If we run, they’ll maybe come out if they hear us, but they won’t see us or accidentally touch us. We’re going on three… two… one!”  
 
    I pushed off, held tightly to Valerie’s hand, gripped Rian’s in my own, and pulled all of them after me. Our feet pounded against the scarlet carpet runner down the middle of the floor, but they didn’t make as much sound as I suspected, just light thumping. Right as we reached the mouth of the hall, I whipped my head behind us, a single door swung open, and a confused-looking constable leaned her head out. The woman glanced both ways, frowned, shrugged, and then slammed the door shut.  
 
    The four of us didn’t stop there, if we paused for a moment, there was a high chance that we’d be caught. All four of us came around the corner, forced our funning bodies toward the front door, and then slid to a stop in front of it. My three women panted airily behind me, but I ignored the sounds, gripped the door handle, opened it a tiny amount, and then peered out into the darkness. Like when we came in, no one moved around the stables, or the gravel drive, I pressed my lips into a firm line, threw the door open, and then raced toward the carriage house.  
 
    The sky was a bit brighter compared to when we went in, and I wondered how much time had passed, but I couldn’t let that distract me. We had to get into the stable, uncover the wagon, hop inside, and then leave. I was torn between jumping into the driver’s seat and roaring out of there, but if anyone were awake, we’d be spotted immediately. I dropped Valerie’s hand once we raced underneath the roof of the stable, all four of us bent forward, and panted hard.  
 
    I kept my eyes glued on to the windows of the dormitory, more lights were on inside, but there were no silhouettes of constables there. I lowered myself closer to the ground, crept toward the stall where we’d left our horses and wagon, gripped the edge of the tarp, and slowly pulled it off. Our horses glanced over their broad shoulders at the sound, snorted softly, and then beat at the ground with their hooves almost as if they understood our urgency.  
 
    I offered a hand to Rian, helped her up into the bed of the wagon, turned, gripped Valerie by the waist, and lifted her up into the back of the cart. Then, I turned, held Daisy by the forearm, dragged her to the driver’s seat, lifted her up, and rested her there. I climbed up after her, held the reins in my hands, and guided our wagon backward. My heart hammered in my chest, and every few seconds, I glanced over my shoulder, and checked the windows above us.  
 
    The Duchess was here, and that made me even more anxious than I would’ve been if she wasn’t. My women and I could handle a few constables, but if the Duchess found us… we’d be nothing more than bloody smudges against the gravel. I’d seen what she could do with her powers, and I didn’t want to experience it for myself. 
 
    I pulled back on the reins, angled them a bit downward, and signaled the horses to back up. They obeyed my commands, whinnied softly, and then slowly pushed the wagon out onto the gravel drive. This was our moment of truth, this was the point where anyone could come out of the dormitory and see us, but not only that, if we were too loud, those above us could look out their windows and see us.  
 
    “Alright,” I whispered. “Here we go, keep an eye on the windows and doors. Let me know if you see anyone… especially the Duchess.”  
 
    “I would activate my power…” Valerie whispered. “But it doesn’t work on inanimate objects, it only works on me, other people, and the clothes they’re wearing.”  
 
    “No, it’s alright,” I soothed. “We knew this was going to be a difficult task, we’ll get through it even if they do see us.”  
 
    I’d managed to get the wagon out of the stall and turned around in the gravel drive, but we had to pass by the side and front of the dormitory on the way home. I slapped the reins against the horses’ backs, forced them forward, and then aimed my eyes up toward the windows above our heads. We crept along, both Rian and Valerie had covered themselves with the tarp from earlier, and Daisy sat with her back pressed against me. I could hear the brunette’s breathing, it came in and out in soft rasps, but her eyes scanned the rows of white windows as we passed them. When I rested my hand against her shoulder, her skin was clammy with a thin layer of cold sweat, and she turned to glance back at me.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. “Did you see something?”  
 
    “No,” the bear-girl whispered. “I’m just… ready to be home. Charles?” 
 
    “Yes?” I murmured.  
 
    “Why do you think that the Duchess constantly suspects you?” Daisy urged. “There was no way she knew that we were there, but she still found some way to connect you to the crime… Have you done anything besides the breach of contract to make her feel this way?”  
 
    “No, not that I know of,” I answered. “My only interactions with her were the first time I met her out on the street, then she contracted me, and then she set me up in the manor. I never gave her any reason to believe that I was involved with crimes or anything nefarious. Maybe it’s just… her jumping to conclusions? She thought that I killed Delphine, so maybe it’s her first reaction when something bad happens.”  
 
    “But you were absolved of that,” the gorgeous brunette shook her head. “We killed Milton to make it look like he was the one who murdered Delphine, so to the Duchess, you had no hand in that.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I nodded. “I mean, there’s no denying it, I killed both of them, but it looked as if Milton killed Delphine, so there should be no reason why the Duchess would suspect me so much.”  
 
    “She’s obsessed with you,” Daisy muttered. “I want to know why, though… If it has to do with your contract, it’s been so long, and she should be over it by now, or at least, you’d think she’d be? Aristocrats sign and break contracts every single day, why is she so obsessed with yours? Is she simply enraged that you dared to defy her, or is it something deeper? Something more profound and painful inside of her? The more I ask myself what could she want from you, I become more and more confused. There’s no reason why she should suspect you, or instantly think of you when she walks into a room.”  
 
    “We’ll never know, I guess,” I snorted. “Not unless she comes out and says it to us, which will never happen because, of course, it’s Edony.”  
 
    “I want to get into her head,” the brunette girl chuckled. “Root around through her thoughts and memories and find out why she’s so obsessed with you.” 
 
    “Maybe she likes Charles,” Valerie giggled through the tarp. 
 
    “No way,” I snorted. “There is no way that’s true. She probably thinks that I’m this evil scientist and doctor who’s going around killing the citizens of Edenhart.”  
 
    “Who is also a brute sympathizer,” Daisy nodded. “And has a Mistress that is also a brute sympathizer. I’m almost surprised that Ortensia didn’t have a picture of me up on that wall with Josephine.”  
 
    “She did,” I breathed. “Next to mine, though, I doubt she meant it as a harlot connection. Rian, do you remember putting up those things on the wall?”  
 
    “Nope,” the imp-woman sighed. “I remember a few things here and there, but not the full memory. Everything comes in pieces, maybe one day I’ll understand everything that Ortensia did, but right now, it’s all a jumbled mess.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I murmured. “If you can’t remember, it’s not your fault.”  
 
    I moved my eyes over the windows, slammed them down toward the brick-paved street, and then turned the reins in my hands. The horses responded immediately, shifted out onto the road, and the wheels below us clattered softly onto the brick.  
 
    “There’s Edony’s carriage,” I mumbled. “She must still be inside… I wonder if she’s looking for something particular or just going through Ortensia’s things wildly.”  
 
    “What do you think she’d be looking for?” the feline-woman asked.  
 
    “Probably evidence,” I whispered. “As she said, if any of the constables find something suspicious, they’ll go to the Queen, not the Duchess. She needs to get everything that has to do with her experiments out of that room and back to the duchy.”  
 
    “Well, I guess it’s a good thing we took it all,” Rian giggled. “There isn’t anything left there for her to find, she’ll just be shuffling through meaningless Chief Constable papers for the rest of the night.”  
 
    I warily watched the carriage as we passed by, glanced up at the windows above our head, breathed in slowly, and then turned my head down the road. In just a few more seconds, we’d be past the dormitory, around a corner, and out of sight, if only we could reach it before anyone appeared out of the building. I held my breath, kept my face straightforward, but peeked out of the corner of my eye toward the doors. Right as we reached the corner, the front doors of the dormitory crashed open with the sizzle of electricity, Edony stalked out with stacks of paperwork stuffed under her arm, and as she neared the carriage we had just passed, she threw her free hand back over her shoulder.  
 
    A single, jagged bolt of lightning raced through the air, stabbed into the door of the carriage, and then exploded into flames. Smoke obscured the street from view for a moment, and then a loud clatter came after. My eyes widened in fear, my hands instinctively gripped onto the reins out of shock. The door to the carriage laid on its side, broken into three pieces, propped against the concrete gutter, and blazed with blue fire. Edony barely glanced at it, yelled up to her driver, slid inside of the carriage, and disappeared from view.  
 
    “Time to get out of here,” I grunted.  
 
    I gripped the reins tighter in my fist, slapped the leather straps against the horses’ backs, and roared down the street in the opposite direction. I wouldn’t have been more worried about the noise, but I was sure that Edony was preoccupied with whatever had angered her, and she wouldn’t have noticed our wagon speeding away.  
 
    I let all of the air out of my lungs, threw my head back, stared up at the sparkling stars dotted against the night sky, and let out a peal of laughter. We’d done it, we’d actually done it, we’d snuck into the constables’ dormitory, strung up Ortensia’s body, stolen all of the evidence, and escaped out into the night without being caught. There were a few moments here and there where I thought we were going to be discovered for sure, but no, all I had to do was trust in Valerie’s powers, and guide them through.  
 
    “Wait,” I grunted. “That reminds me… Valerie? How did you manage to do that with your power? How could you lend it to us like that?”  
 
    “Well, it took determination, lots of practice, and…” the feline-woman giggled. “Sheer luck. I want to say it was something I’d practiced hundreds of times and mastered, but… I’d only done it a few times and even then… it barely worked. I just closed my eyes, activated my power, and threw all of my concentration into it, maybe it has something to do with you being there, Charles. That’s the only difference between the times I tried, and this one…”  
 
    “Charles is our good luck charm,” Rian bubbled. “We’ll just keep him around and nothing will go wrong.”  
 
    “Maybe it has something to do with my blood?” I asked. “All of you hold a minuscule amount of my blood in your bodies from the initial experiment, maybe that’s the reason it worked?”  
 
    “Whatever it was,” Daisy smiled. “It was unbelievable, and I’m so proud of you, Valerie, your power is growing stronger and stronger by each day.”  
 
    “Thank you!” the feline-woman crooned. “I’ve been practicing every day, and hopefully, someday in the future, I’ll be able to turn those around invisible without Charles being there! That’d be so useful!”  
 
    “Charles,” the imp-woman breathed. “Do you think that Edony will come after us now? Since she suspects us?”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I know Edony well enough to know that she won’t approach us unless she’s absolutely sure. In a way, she and Ortensia were very similar, the Chief Constable didn’t come to the manor until the literal day that she had evidence against us.”  
 
    “If it’s not today,” the red-skinned woman muttered. “Then, when? Are we going to live in fear every day for the rest of our lives?”  
 
    “Don’t think of it as fear, my dear,” I grinned. “There’s nothing in this world that I can’t protect you from. I’m a scientist, an inventor, an alchemist, a doctor, and more importantly, the man who loves you with every fiber of his being. I will protect you no matter what the Duchess or anyone else throws at us.”  
 
    “You promise?” Daisy whispered.  
 
    “Of course,” I breathed, “I’ve loved all three of you from the moment you emerged from the machine, and I will continue to love you until the day I die.”  
 
    “And we’ll love you until the day we die!” Valerie sang. “Which won’t be for a very, very, very long time, so stay around for a while, alright?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Rian echoed. “You are my mate, and you cannot give me lots of strong and resilient offspring if you leave or pass on. We need you here, to be our mate, and to make many, many, many offspring.”  
 
    “Dang, Rian,” Valerie giggled. “How many children are you planning to have with Charles?”  
 
    “At least ten,” the red-skinned imp-woman uttered.  
 
    “T-Ten?” I stammered. “That’s… that’s a lot of children.”  
 
    “I will settle for nine,” the imp-woman assured. “Five is where I draw the line, I cannot have less. My parents, as the king and Queen of the impdom, had over four hundred children, I haven’t even met some of my siblings, there were so many of them.”  
 
    “Four hundred?” I repeated. “That’s so many! How could they raise each of them? That’s utter insanity.”  
 
    “I want four!” Valerie smiled, threw off the tarp, and tilted her head. “A perfect litter of kittens. Two boys and two girls.” 
 
    “And you, Daisy?” I asked. “Do you want any children?” 
 
    “When I was a bear,” the brunette told us. “I didn’t think I wanted to breed with anyone, all of the male bears were brutes and roughed all of the females up, but now that I’m with a human man, I think I’d like to have just one. There is a chance, if I were to get pregnant, I could have up to five children at once. Bears tend to have litters of one or two, but some of the time, they can have up to four.”  
 
    “Four at the same time?” I asked. “That must be painful.”  
 
    “But I hope only to have one,” the bear-girl smiled. “One is fine, and then it’ll have everyone else’s babies to play with and be its siblings.”  
 
    “How many kids to do you want, Charles?” the feline-woman asked. “How many kids did you dream about having when you were growing up?”  
 
    “Well, if I’m honest,” I chuckled. “I never thought about it. You know how our society is, men are nothing more than consorts, servants, and workers. There’s no such thing as a ‘father’ in this society, they’re just cattle that lend out their sperm for breeding purposes, so I never had the chance to think about it. I never even imagined, I didn’t plan on ever becoming a consort, and my family line isn’t pure enough to be a part of a breeding program.”  
 
    “Well, now, you’re going to be a father,” Valerie nodded. “Not yet, at least, though, so think about it, alright? How many kids do you want, and when.”  
 
    “A bunch,” I snickered. “Don’t worry.”  
 
    “When do you think we’ll have children?” Daisy asked. “After all of this has cooled down? Or…” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I breathed. “I’d like to think some time in the future, maybe within a few years--” 
 
    “A few years?” Valerie cried. “Years? No, no, no, Charles, a few months, how does that sound?”  
 
    “My love,” I tittered. “We’re dealing with life-threatening attacks from all sides, we never know when another problem will arise, and I don’t want to bring a child into this world when we’re struggling to survive. Once we’ve figured out all of our problems, maybe even moved hundred of miles away from Edenhart and Edony, maybe then we can have a few children running around.”  
 
    “That’s so long,” Rian pouted. “Charles, I demand to have offspring.”  
 
    “I like the idea of waiting,” the brunette sighed. “Yes, I’d love to have a child with Charles, but I also like how our lives are now. Even if we’re running away or fighting against danger, I love spending my days with Charles, and creating new sisters. A baby, or babies for each of us would change our dynamic so much, and… I don’t want to give that up right now.”  
 
    “I can understand that,” I nodded. “And I have to agree with you, I love how it is now, too. Not only that, but Rian just got here, and we’ve yet to know her personality fully.”  
 
    “And eventually, once all of this has died down,” Daisy went on. “We can have more sisters, and they can have babies. We could even create something like… a colony, filled with monster-woman, Charles, and our children. Think how wonderful that sounds…”  
 
    As our horses climbed up the hill toward my manor, I loosened my grip on the reins, leaned my head back, and stared up at the flickering stars. For a moment, I imagined what it’d be like to be a husband, and a father. As I’d told them, I’d never imagined what it’d be like to be a father, there hadn’t been a ‘father’ in our society for hundreds of years, how would I know how to be one in the first place?  
 
    I turned my head, gazed over at Daisy, glanced over my shoulder, and then smiled down at both Rian and Valerie. I may not have known how to be a father, but I was sure that my women would show me what I had to do. I imagined what they’d be like as mothers, holding our children to their breasts, and smiling up at me. Yes… now that was a sight I would like to see, and my heart swelled painfully in my chest. I resolved myself that was the future that I wanted, the future that I would fight and kill for, and if anyone dared to stand in my way, I would destroy them with the ferocity of a wild animal. 
 
    “We’ll have babies soon,” I said. “As soon as we have a safe world for them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I felt such relief to have all of that out of the way, we’d finally gotten Ortensia disposed of, stolen all the evidence against us, and made it back home in one piece. Once I pulled into the drive, I reigned in the horses, guided the wagon back into the stable, and then hopped down from the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Finally, home!” A.B. cried. “Someone, anyone, take me back to my jar, I want to be back in my comfy, spacious jar! I’m never venturing out into the big, wide world with any of you again!”  
 
    “You’re the one who begged to come along,” I chuckled. “You’re not going to ask again?”  
 
    “No!” the brain muttered. “Well… maybe a few more times, but never on missions like that! Maybe take me for a stroll through the park… or down by a lake, not through that craziness!”  
 
    “I hear you, I hear you,” I snickered. “Fine, we’ll never take you out when we need to sneak around and steal things.”  
 
    “Alright,” A.B. sighed. “Charles, I may need another cleansing after this, I can feel the human world gunk all over my pores, crinkles, and my brain stem.”  
 
    “Fine,” I snorted. “Though the air outside didn’t even touch you, you’re completely enclosed in the apparatus. I’ll cleanse you tomorrow morning, do you think you can stand to stay in your jar for one more night.”  
 
    “Yes, that’ll be fine,” the brain sighed. “I may not have touched the filthy human air, but I felt it touch the glass of the apparatus, and now I feel… icky.”  
 
    “Well, don’t say I never did anything for you,” I chuckled. “You asked to build you ‘something like a backpack with a glass window for you to see out,’ and I did precisely that. Are you not grateful? What would happen if I built you all of those tunnels and tubes, and then you hated them just like you did with this?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say I hated it,” A.B. disagreed. “I would prefer if the next time you took me out, we didn’t do anything nerve-wracking or dangerous.”  
 
    “It wasn’t that dangerous,” Valerie chimed in. “We’ve done a lot worse without you there.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed. “Valerie once killed a man with her bare hands, you should’ve seen it, A.B.--” 
 
    “I’m not listening!” the brain cried.  
 
    “She actually bit into him, tore him to absolute shreds,” I nodded. “Blood was everywhere, we had to bring her home, and give her a bath immediately because it looked like we’d dumped an entire bucket of blood over her head.”  
 
    “I’m not hearing this!” A.B. sang. “Lalala! Nope, not listening!”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I smiled. “I’ll stop there, so next time we bring you out, don’t complain about it being dangerous or scary.”  
 
    “Fiiiine,” the brain whined. “I only wanted to go out and do something fun, ride in the back of the wagon, looking at all of the pretty girls strolling down the street, smell the lilacs billowing in the summer sun… you know, all that good stuff.”  
 
    “Where’d you get all of that?” I asked. “Was that a memory from your past life?”  
 
    “Huh…” A.B. whispered. “I didn’t think of it like that… Maybe it was a memory, sometimes I get flashes of things, maybe they are from my past life, and I don’t recognize it because I’ve been a brain for so long.”  
 
    “I wonder if society was the same when A.B. was alive,” Daisy pondered. “Where men and women equal then or were they the way they are now?”  
 
    “Well, A.B. has been in the jar for roughly fifteen years from what I could surmise,” I stated. “But who knows? His form was so shrunken and degraded that he could’ve been a lot older than that. Not only that, you have to take in the average lifespan of a human, I’m not sure at what age he died, from his brain size, I know that he was over the age of twenty-five but other than that… there’s nothing else I can use to determine it. Not unless I took him out of his jar and dissected him, but if I did that, we wouldn’t have A.B. around anymore.”  
 
    “Do you remember anything else?” Rian asked. “Something that doesn’t seem like a memory, but a passing thought of regular human life?”  
 
    “One of the things I remember…” A.B. murmured. “I used to work in an office, or something like that, there were a lot of filing cabinets where we’d put paperwork. The thing that stands out the most is there was a gorgeous woman who’d often come in, give us envelopes or stacks of paper, and I was utterly enamored with her. I wouldn’t say I was in love with her, I didn’t know her, but she was so beautiful that it made my heart ache. There certainly was something holding me back, maybe it was societal constraints or something along those lines, but I knew that we couldn’t be together. I think it had to do with something like social standing? I was a poor man, or at least, that’s what I remember, and she was certainly an aristocrat from the way she dressed.”  
 
    “Do you remember what she looked like?” Valerie sighed.  
 
    “She always wore blues and whites,” the brain stated. “Those were her house colors, I believe. She had the silkiest red hair I’d ever seen, it almost reminded me of the same color as Ortensia’s, but a little lighter. She had huge doe eyes, emerald green, and whenever I’d help her at the front desk, she’d look at me so kindly. But not with pity or disdain, like a lot of the aristocrats did, but with a sweet kindness that I hadn’t really encountered while working there.”  
 
    “Well, there’s a clue right there,” I chuckled.  
 
    “What do you mean?” A.B. asked.  
 
    “Well, women didn’t start taking on ‘house colors’ until after powers started popping up in powerful families,” I told them. “A lot of people believe that powers started popping up here and there rapidly, but a lot of them are wrong. The first recorded cases were only two in the whole country within the same year, it took almost fifty years for more than ten women to have them in the same country. So, they started adopting ‘house colors’ within the last one hundred to two hundred years ago or so. From the way you speak about her, she treated you with some respect, or maybe she was a harlot, we will never know.”  
 
    “Sometimes, I wonder about her,” A.B. murmured. “If she’s still out there with those wide, dazzling eyes or if she’s passed on to the next world. I’d like to know… but I don’t remember her name, only her face and the way she treated me.”  
 
    “I’d love to dig a little deeper into this,” Daisy urged. “I want to know more about A.B.’s past, where he came from, and how he got to be in the state he is now.”  
 
    “I like to believe that I was a swashbuckling vagabond that had to be taken out,” the brain laughed. “And then they kept my brain on display as a sign that they’d taken me out.”  
 
    “Or it could be darker,” I exhaled. “You could’ve been sold off to a Mistress, one that was a scientist or a doctor, and she could’ve extracted your brain to study.”  
 
    “How dare you?” A.B. chuckled. “Let me enjoy my fantasies.”  
 
    “Or you simply died,” Rian offered. “And they extracted your brain to study? We can’t know unless, as Daisy said, we dig into it more.”  
 
    “I think we should do that,” I agreed. “But not right now, it’s late, we’ve had a long night, and from looking into each of your eyes, I know you’re tired and ready for bed.”  
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Rian stretched. “And a very long night, I want nothing more than to fall into bed, and not come out until it’s late afternoon.”  
 
    “You can do that,” I smiled. “But I can’t, I have a lot to do tomorrow, not only that, but our dear brainy friend requested a cleansing, and we all know how long that takes.”  
 
    I rested my hand in the middle of Daisy’s back, smiled to Valerie, and then grabbed Rian by the hand. First, we dropped A.B. off in his jar, which we’d left in the kitchen, and then headed back upstairs. All four of us undressed in the dim light of my bedroom, slid under the covers, and snuggled up together in a warm tangle of arms and legs. I’m not sure what time I started to drift off, but the sounds of my women’s heavy, even breathing lulled me to sleep.  
 
    I was grateful to have them, all of them, and I wasn’t sure if I’d been able to finish the job if it’d been just me. Valerie, Daisy, and Rian were so special to me, and I thanked the universe for every day granted with them. It was all thanks to science, my handmade metal machine, and my own brilliance.  
 
    I awoke to the soft sounds of pattering feet, so I sat up in bed, glanced around, and noticed that Daisy had left the bed. Both Rian and Valerie were still sound asleep, snuggled up together in a tight ball, and the blonde rested her head on the imp-woman’s shoulder. I smiled to myself, wriggled out of bed, changed into a clean set of clothes, and snuck out of the room. I followed the sounds of the bear-girl rustling around downstairs, and found her in the kitchen behind the counter.  
 
    I leaned against the doorframe into the large room, smiled to myself, and then watched as Daisy began preparing breakfast for all of us. The brunette worked diligently; first grabbing heavy, ceramic mixing bowls from inside of the cupboards, and then grabbed the eggs. The brunette cracked them into the bowl, poured in a small amount of milk, spices, and then beat them together with a whisk. She turned her back to me, hurriedly placed kindling underneath the burners of the stove, lit it, and then blew into the tiny space.  
 
    Daisy grabbed a cast iron skillet from its place hanging on the wall, placed it on the burner, and then flicked in a pad of butter. She then poured in the egg mixture, grabbed a metal turner, and then stared down at the sizzling mixture.  
 
    “You’re up early today, Charles Rayburn,” the brunette smiled over her shoulder. “It’s only polite to announce yourself when you enter a room.”  
 
    “Am I not allowed to admire you while you do daily tasks?” I asked. “But yes, next time, I’ll announce my presence, I hope I didn’t scare you.”  
 
    “Not at all,” the bear-girl giggled. “I heard you get out of bed and then come down the stairs.”  
 
    “Ah, I see,” I nodded. “I should’ve known.”  
 
    “Why don’t you sit down?” the bear-girl asked. “Breakfast will be ready in a minute, it won’t be as big of a spread as a few days ago, but it’ll be enough to fill all of us up until lunch time.”  
 
    I nodded, smiled, and then stepped into the room toward the small kitchen table. I pulled out a chair, slid into it, rested my elbow on the grain of the table, and then leaned my chin into the palm. Daisy flurried around the room, lit another one of the burners, grabbed another skillet, added butter, and then placed slices of thick bacon into the sizzling pan.  
 
    “You know you don’t have to do all of this,” I grunted. “I can cook for myself, I’ve been doing it for a very long time.”  
 
    “I know that, Charles,” the bear-girl grinned. “But I also know if left to your own devices, you’d be eating the bare minimum, maybe bowls of plain rice, or cold-cut sandwiches. Not only that, but I like cooking for you and my sisters. It’s nice to know that I’m a part of this family, and that I have a purpose, maybe it’s just cooking and picking up after everyone, but I enjoy doing my part.”  
 
    “But I’m saying that you don’t have to,” I smiled. “I wouldn’t mind cooking or cleaning for all of you, I love you all so much, and I want to show my appreciation.”  
 
    “Don’t you think I feel the same way?” the brunette giggled. “Not only that, but it would take a whole team to clean up after Valerie, that girl makes so many messes and just leaves them for someone else to find. I don’t mind it, but I know that you’re busy down in the laboratory, so I pick up after them for you.”  
 
    “I do what now?” the feline-woman yawned, stepped into the room, stretched her arms over her head, and then skipped to the table. 
 
    “Leave messes around the house,” I chuckled. “I found a bunch of ripped paper in a drawer just a few days ago, what were you doing with it?”  
 
    “I like to rip it up, lay on the floor, and then toss it up into the air,” the feline-woman admitted. “It reminds me of flower petals falling from the trees. There was one big flowering tree in that big courtyard in town, I’d sleep underneath it in the summer, and then I’d wake up to a shower of pink petals. They smelled nice, and were so pretty as they showered down. I like to remember that, so I repeated it with the torn-up paper. They didn’t smell as nice and weren’t as pretty, but I had fun.”  
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Daisy smiled. “But please clean up after yourself once you’re finished, alright? I don’t mind cleaning up after you, but it gets a little tedious.”  
 
    “Ooookay,” the ash-blonde grinned. “I’ll pick up everything I play with.”  
 
    “The library was covered in red yarn,” Rian chuckled, stepped into the room, and slid into the chair beside me.  
 
    “I found it in the attic,” the cat-girl admitted. “I couldn’t help myself, I’m part cat, you know.”  
 
    “But you could’ve rolled it back together once you were finished,” the imp-woman giggled. “It was a mess, it was all over the place! I even found pieces stuck on top of the shelves, I don’t know how you got it up there, but you did.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but a soft knock in the distance broke me away from my train of thought. All our heads turned toward the front door, Valerie and Rian froze, and a pained expression crossed over Daisy’s face.  
 
    “Who could it be?” the ash-blonde hissed.  
 
    The imp-woman and the blonde slowly stood from their chairs, their muscles tensed and ready to flee toward the other rooms where they couldn’t be seen.  
 
    “Could it be the Duchess?” Daisy asked. “Why would she be here? Ortensia only ‘died’ last night, you’d think she’d take a couple days before coming directly here.”  
 
    “You two, Rian, Valerie, stay in here,” I instructed. “I’m going to go check who it is. If it’s the Duchess, I’ll cough loudly, and I want you to take that as a sign to hide somewhere. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Valerie nodded, hurried to the side of the room, pressed herself against the wall, and then peeked down the hall toward the front door.  
 
    Rian nodded, scurried over next to the feline-woman, ducked down, and peered out beside her. The red-skinned woman towered over her blonde sister, her black, spiraling horns scraped against the wall, but her orange eyes were wide. It would’ve been comical if my heart weren’t pounding and my palms sweating. I nodded to each of them, formed my hands into fists, and then stomped down the hall toward the silhouette against the glass of the front door.  
 
    My hand rested against the handle for a second, I took a deep breath, prepared myself for whoever was outside, and then opened the front door. Bright morning sunlight flooded in, blinded me for a second, and I blinked to focus my gaze.  
 
    “Good morning, Charles,” a familiar voice soothed. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”  
 
    Josephine stood in front of me, and I drank in her stunning appearance for a moment. The blonde wore a casual dress compared to the ones I’d seen before, the top was long-sleeved, pristine white with small black buttons down the front with a black bow at the throat, and the long, floor-length skirt was a light sage color. Her waist was tiny, but from the way she stepped forward smoothly, I knew that it was natural and not corseted like most of the other aristocrats’.  
 
    Her light blonde hair was naturally curled around her shoulders with small sections at the sides of her head pulled back and cinched together with a bow. I couldn’t tell if her cheeks were lightly rouged or if she were blushing at the sight of me, but her skin looked fresh and clean with a youthful glow. Her kind eyes glittered in the bright sunlight, she held a small envelope in her gloved hand, and then stepped forward with a wide smile. 
 
    “No,” I smiled. “You haven’t disturbed me, Josephine.”  
 
    I said her name loud enough for all of my women listening to hear, and I could’ve sworn I heard all three of them sigh out of relief. I was relieved, too, I certainly wasn’t in the mood to deal with Edony if it’d been her, or any of the other aristocrats.  
 
    “I’m sorry to have come so early, though,” the blonde admitted. “But I was just so excited that I couldn’t delay anymore. I spent most of the morning pacing the halls of my manor waiting for an appropriate time to visit.”  
 
    “What can I do for you today, Ms. Josephine?” I asked. “I wasn’t expecting a visit so soon after we last spoke.”  
 
    “Well, I’ve been thinking since we talked then,” Josephine shyly blurted out. “We mentioned balls, and ever since then, I couldn’t get the idea out of my head. I’ve decided that I wanted to throw one. It’s been a very long time since I’ve hosted anyone, and I’d like to very much, especially since you mentioned that you’d come. This invitation includes you and Ms. Browning, of course. If she would be interested in coming, so I hope that the two of you do.”  
 
    Josephine held out the envelope, smiled sweetly up at me, and then flushed an even deeper shade of red once I took it. I turned the paper over in my hands, noticed the wax seal on the back, and examined Josephine’s crest for a second.  
 
    “You don’t have to come,” the blonde murmured. “I know how you spoke of hating social gatherings, but I hope that you do, I would love to host you and Ms. Browning for a night of dancing, food, and drinks. I sadly had to invite most of the city, I hope you understand, but word gets around, you know how they get if there’s a party and they’re not invited.”  
 
    “No, I understand,” I nodded. “I’m sure that my Mistress will be delighted when I tell her.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s also a masquerade,” the blonde chirped. “So, I hope to see you in your best with masks and all. I already know that Ms. Browning will look so lovely, she’s already so pretty in the dresses she wears. I cannot wait to see how she looks when she arrives, that’s the best part, the arrival. I’m just so excited, I’ve been planning all night and day, but I wanted to drop off your invitation personally.”  
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” I breathed. “Thank you, Ms. Josephine, I’m sure that Ms. Browning and I would be delighted to come.”  
 
    “Oh, how wonderful!” Josephine glowed. “I look forward to receiving you!”  
 
    I held the letter tightly in one hand, swept forward into a low bow, and then righted myself. Ms. Josephine grinned up at me, her eyes almost squeezed shut, and her cheeks flushed a soft pink. The blonde nervously tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, curtsied low to me, turned, hurried down the stairs, glanced over her shoulder once more, grinned, and then grabbed the door to her carriage.  
 
    The blonde aristocrat slipped inside, waved to me from the window, and I stood in the doorway as her carriage turned and then moved down the long drive. I waited there until it was gone in the distance, turned on my heels, and stepped down the hall toward the kitchen. All three of my women waited at the table, swiveled in their seats as I entered into the room, and then smiled up at me.  
 
    “Ms. Josephine is throwing a ball?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, tore into the letter, and then scanned the paper for the details. “This coming Saturday at nine o’clock. It’s a masquerade, it’s for Daisy and me.”  
 
    “I want to go!” Valerie pouted. “A ball! That sounds like so much fuuun! We’d get to dress up and see all of Edenhart at night!”  
 
    “A ball?” Rian asked. “Is that anything like a raginzaman-zainma?”  
 
    “A… a what?” I chuckled.  
 
    “You know?” the imp-woman gestured. “A raginzaman-zainma? We’d wear ceremonial robes, drink brewed mushroom wine, and dance the light away with the other imps. Come on, you have to have heard of the infamous raginzaman-zainma.”  
 
    “It must be an imp thing,” I smiled. “But it sounds similar to a ball here on the surface. We don’t wear ceremonial robes, but women wear ball gowns, and the servants and consorts wear suits. It’s all very grand and elegant, I’ve only been to a few, and the Duchess mostly summoned me.” 
 
    “But what’s a masquerade, Charles?” Daisy asked. “I’m familiar with balls from Delphine’s memories, but I’ve never heard such a word.”  
 
    “A masquerade is kind of like a ball,” I informed them. “But you wear elaborate costumes and masks.”  
 
    “Oooooh!” the feline-woman gushed. “That sounds like soooo much fun! Can we go, Charles? Can all of us go? Me, you, Daisy, and Rian? Please, please, puhh-leeeease!”  
 
    “I would like to go,” the imp-woman nodded. “I thirst for a night of revelry, drinking, and debauchery as I did when I experienced raginzaman-zainma.”  
 
    “I don’t know about debauchery,” I snickered. “But there will be dancing, drinking, and things like that.” 
 
    “I’m not sure they can go…” Daisy muttered. “You are monster-women, after all… Rian has horns, and red skin, and you have ears and a tail… People would definitely notice.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” I mused as I tapped my chin with my pointer finger.  
 
    “What do you mean?” the bear-girl gasped. “Rian has horns for crying out loud, I’m only thinking of our family… what if someone sees, and we all know that someone will notice!”  
 
    “Well, for one, it’s a masquerade,” I offered. “People will be wearing intricate costumes, some with horns, too, and masks, so a woman with horns and red-skin wouldn’t be that out of place or noticeable.”  
 
    “Do you think so?” the brunette asked. “I know I said that I didn’t know much about masquerades, but is that normal?”  
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” I nodded. “I doubt if we bought all of your costumes anyone would notice you at all. They’d think you were just another aristocrat enjoying the party.”  
 
    “I love the idea, and I don’t want to seem like I’m trying to ruin the fun,” the bear-girl mumbled. “But aren’t people going to ask questions if you bring along two other women?”  
 
    “We are sisters,” Rian boomed. “We will tell them as such! We may not be blood, but you are my family, and we will tell everyone as such!”  
 
    “Maybe not sisters,” I pondered. “It wouldn’t be believable with the letters we sent from the Browning family to the Duchess, and I know for sure that Edony will be there, the Duchess may not like to be in public, but she never misses a social event such as this. Cousins, perhaps, visiting from the city… wanting to get a small taste of country life since Ms. Browning moved.”  
 
    “That’s better!” Rian cackled. “You are brilliant, Charles! My cousins! Not sisters, but still related by blood. There is an old imp saying that my parents would often quote when I fought with my younger sisters, it goes like this, ‘Nagonrok-monatok mofunoano romonanok gratanran!’”  
 
    “And what does it mean?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Blood is thicker than water,” Rian bellowed. “We may not be sisters in this scenario, but you are still the only ones I will protect and care for.”  
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I smiled. “All of us are going to Josephine’s masquerade.”  
 
    I glanced at each of them, Rian leaned back in her chair, ran her taloned nails through her thick hair, and smiled up at the ceiling. Valerie wriggled in her seat, her hands held tightly to her chest, and giggled every few seconds. Daisy was the only one who looked concerned, but I placed my large hand on top of hers, squeezed it, and gave her a reassuring smile.  
 
    “Everything will be alright, no one will suspect a thing,” I promised. “Not only that, but the aristocrats are so full of themselves, I’m sure they’ll be more concerned about themselves and their outfits to notice anyone else, especially the three of you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the bear-girl smiled. “I feel a bit better now, I’m even excited, too. I just bet that Ms. Josephine will be gorgeous in her costume, she is such a stunning woman.”  
 
    “That’s funny,” I chuckled. “Because she said the very same thing about you.”  
 
    “But Chaaaarles!” Valerie cried. “You’re missing the most important paaart!”  
 
    “And what is that, my dear?” I asked.  
 
    “We get to go to the masquerade,” the feline-woman bubbled. “But more importantly, we get to pick out our dresses, and our masks! The whole costume! This is so, so exciting!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Since it was decided that all of us would go to the masquerade, Daisy and I agreed that the two of us would go into town and pick out everyone’s costumes. I packed up the wagon, hitched the horses, and sat in the driver’s seat as Daisy got ready to leave. I brought the cart around the gravel drive and waited just below the stairs for her.  
 
    I turned in my seat, looked out over the rolling hills, and breathed in the crisp air. It was a beautiful day, and it was clear that fall was fast approaching. The leaves rustling in the light breeze were just starting to turn brown, the long grass rustling up the hill looked less green, and the air brushing at my hair felt cooler. I never minded the change of the seasons before, it was just something that happened each year, but now, I had something to look forward to. None of my women had experienced fall or winter, and had never seen snow before, maybe they had from their memories of the past, but they’d never witnessed it for themselves.  
 
    One of my favorite things about my monster-women was that everything in my world, everything that I thought was mundane or boring, was new and exciting to them. I got to show them new things each and every day, I saw their eyes light up with wonder, and their mouths drop open in awe. It gave me something to be excited about every morning, and I looked forward to teaching them new and exciting things.  
 
    “Are you ready to go?” a familiar voice asked from above.  
 
    I raised my head, took in Daisy’s gorgeous appearance, and nodded once. Sometimes, I felt overwhelmed by their beauty, I always wanted to ask myself how I got so lucky, but it was all thanks to science. None of them, not Valerie, Daisy, or Rian would exist if it weren’t for science, my machine, and a little bit of my accidental genius. I even had to thank the Duchess for a little bit of it. If it weren’t for Edony and her need for super-soldiers, none of my monster-women would exist in the first place.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, swallowed hard, and then drank her in as she swept down the stairs toward the wagon. 
 
    The bear-girl wore a thigh-length dress, something that I would never see an aristocrat wearing, the fabric of the skirt was a red plaid, and cinched at her waist with bright gold buttons. Her arms were covered in the same red fabric, while her chest was covered in a lacy, white fabric. Her large breasts peeked out of the top of the dress, and a beautiful gold necklace rested on their pillowy tops. Her light brown hair was pinned back at the sides, almost like Josephine’s was this morning, and small, white flowers peaked out of the sections. And it was all topped off with the most charming matching bonnet to hide her ears.  
 
    “Valerie told me exactly what she wanted,” the bear-girl smiled. “While Rian only gave me a vague description, only that she wants something emerald green and black, which should be pretty easy to find.”  
 
    “I bet that will contrast well with her skin tone,” I nodded. “What does Valerie want?”  
 
    The bear-girl climbed up beside me, settled herself into the driver’s seat, and rested her gloved hands in her lap. I took the reins into my hands, slapped the leather straps against the horses’ backs, and pulled away from the house. The sun was hot on our backs, but the breeze that brushed up the hill was cool on our faces. Soon, the skies would cloud over, and heavy fall rains would come, but I didn’t mind. 
 
    “Something baby pink,” Daisy giggled. “Or bright pink, or white… like a wedding dress. She found an old book in your library, and it had illustrations of a wedding in it. I think she wants to look like a bride or something like that.”  
 
    “But don’t all of you?” I asked. “I know that Rian has made it clear that she wants me as a mate.”  
 
    “Have I not made it clear enough?” the bear-girl chuckled. “I want to be nothing more than your wife, and to carry your children eventually. I believe that I’ve told you that on multiple occasions.”  
 
    “You have,” I breathed. “I’m still floored that those are words that have been spoken to me in my lifetime.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the brunette asked. “You never imagined someone telling you that they loved you, wanted to marry you, and have children?”  
 
    “I know it’s hard to understand,” I grunted. “But in this society, women don’t… do that, they never have, and they never will. I never imagined it because I never thought it was possible until I created Valerie.”  
 
    “Well, it’s all very real,” Daisy giggled. “All three of us love you, and want all of those things, even though Rian may be the one who voices it the most often. I’m sure that when we create more monster-girls, they’ll want the very same thing, too, and they will tell you every day.”  
 
    “Sometimes, I forget that outside of our home,” I muttered. “It’s different, that women don’t feel the same way that all of you do. So, it’s a bit of a shock going out into public, and seeing how men are treated.”  
 
    “It’s abominable,” the bear-girl growled under her breath. “Every time we go somewhere, I want to scream at the aristocrats, they treat their servants, consorts, and workers so terribly, and all the men are doing is trying to survive. I want to create a new world where everyone is equal, no one is over the other, and men are allowed to live as they please.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure if that’s possible right now,” I uttered. “It’s been this way for… hundreds of years.”  
 
    “Well, it changed once,” the bear-girl stated. “At some tipping point, women received powers, and men were placed lower than them. If it changed once, it could change again, but not only that… if it took so long for women to develop powers, don’t you think at some point, if they keep breeding with men, that the males will receive powers, too?”  
 
    “I don’t think anyone has thought about that,” I chuckled. “But it could be possible. No one knows how the powers developed over time, it just happened, but I’m sure it’s somehow passed through our DNA.”  
 
    “DNA?” the bear-girl asked. “What’s that?”  
 
    “It’s a new scientific idea I read about in journals. Fredrink Meischer said, the doctor that discovered it, DNA stands for deoxyribonucleic acid. It’s the genetic code that determines all the characteristics of a living thing,” I informed her. “Everything in this world contains DNA, from the plants around us to the animals. Think of it as the blueprint that makes us… us. When a child is born, it shares the DNA from both parents, fifty percent from the father, and fifty percent from the mother.”  
 
    “So, do you think it’s solely passed through the mother’s DNA?” the bear-girl asked. “Or do you think, at some point, it could be passed down to the sons, too?”  
 
    “It’s possible,” I pondered. “I’ve never looked into it for myself, but I believe that the reason that women have developed powers could be because of a genetic mutation. It is entirely possible if a woman’s genetic material mutated, a man’s could do the very same, especially since women are continuing to breed with specific families. Or the gene could be recessive in men, they could be the carriers, and they’re the ones who pass it on to the females. I have no idea, as I said, I’ve never looked into it, but I bet if I collected enough blood samples from males and females, I’d be able to figure it out.”  
 
    “Maybe we should do that,” Daisy suggested. “Though I doubt we’d be able to get the aristocrats to agree to it.”  
 
    “I mean, if we posed it a certain way,” I chuckled. “Maybe said it was a DNA test to prove that women are superior in every way, then they’d be lining up at the door to give me blood samples.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it,” the brunette smiled. “You can have mine, Valerie’s, and Rian’s, but I’m not sure if it’ll make a difference since we’re created in a machine.” 
 
    “I’m sure that it would work,” I assured her. “You came from three women with strong powers, I don’t think it’ll make a difference that half of your DNA came from a beast.”  
 
    “Then we should test it,” the brunette assured. “Like you said, pose it so that the aristocrats think it’s about them, and then study the samples. You could do the same thing with the men, I’m sure that all of the wealthy women would cart out their consorts to have their blood tested, too.”  
 
    “Do you think it’d be believable?” I asked. “Do you think that the aristocrats would believe it?”  
 
    “If they were all as smart and cunning as the Duchess, no,” Daisy breathed. “But seeing how they all act around each other, they’re not as intelligent as Edony, so yes, I believe that they would. They’re so full of themselves, so concerned with their money and social standing, that there’s no way that they would see through our ruse, and then, once we’ve finished with the blood, we write up a bogus report saying all the things that they already believed.”  
 
    “That could work,” I chuckled. “The aristocrats may be powerful, but their true downfall will be their vanity. They care for no one around them except for themselves… that’s why I think I like Ms. Josephine so much, she’s the only aristocrat I’ve ever encountered that gave a damn about those around her, especially her workers. That’s what surprised me the most, I remember going to Delphine’s mercantile, and she treated her employees so horribly, but Josephine is so… different. She treats them with respect as they should be, and you can tell from the way they act around her that they love her and want to continue to work for her.”  
 
    “I think that Ms. Josephine will be a useful ally in the future,” the brunette agreed. “Think about it, she has a power that you or I do not, she’s been in Edenhart for all of her life, she knows these women, and knows how to speak to them. I may have Delphine’s memories, but I’m not someone that they can trust, they don’t know me or anything about me, but Josephine… she was raised here, she knows everyone, but more importantly, she knows how to move through the social circles with grace and the air of someone who’s lived this life.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “I know that Valerie and Rian desperately want to add her to the sisterhood, but Josephine is better at all of these societal things than any of us. If we were to have her on our side, it would be better to have her as the face of our operation.”  
 
    “Not only that,” Daisy interjected. “If we transformed her and added her to our family, she would lose all of that social standing. Once she went into the machine, her life and appearance would be changed forever, no one would know her as they have done with me. We simply cannot lie again and say she’s another aristocrat from another city, there is no way that it would be believable. All of us know how Edony is, if we lied again about another aristocrat moving to the city and being interested in you, she would be immediately suspicious. I swear, that woman is like a hound-dog when it comes to anything related to Charles Rayburn, I honestly want to know why she’s so obsessed with you. Well, besides the fact that you are so intelligent and handsome.”  
 
    “I have no idea,” I grunted. “It wasn’t like this before, especially when I was under her patronage. She only came to the manor when she wanted to check on the experiments or intimidate me into working harder or faster.”  
 
    Daisy shifted in the seat as the wagon rolled from hard-packed dirt onto the brick pavers of the streets. The gorgeous brunette lifted her head, adjusted her bonnet, and then glanced around the streets. Every time we entered town, it was almost as if an entirely different persona took over her. She always sat up a little straighter, her expression took on a displeased grimace, and the softness in her golden eyes hardened.  
 
    The bear-girl carefully took the reins from my hands, held them in her own, but kept her eyes glued to the side streets. A few aristocrats noticed us, nodded in our direction, but none of them called out to Ms. Browning directly. After the drama with the Duchess, it was clear that no one wanted any part of Daisy Browning after that, and I was totally fine with it, as long as we were left alone.  
 
    “Where are we going, Charles?” Daisy whispered under her breath. “I haven’t fully memorized the layout of the city, and I still need you to show me where to go.”  
 
    “There’s a few tailors in the city,” I told her. “But only one that sells dresses and costumes for things such as masquerades. It’s pretty close to the town square, I’ll guide you from here. Take a right on that street ahead of us, do you see it?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the bear-girl breathed. “But you should guide me with your hands from now on, so it doesn’t look as if we’re talking, we don’t want anyone to suspect anything.”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” I chuckled. “Anything you wish, Mistress.”  
 
    “You know I didn’t mean it like that,” the brunette giggled. “I only want our relationship to look believable to those around us.”  
 
    For the rest of the way to the tailor’s shop, I guided the brunette with hand signals, and she followed them perfectly. Before long, we pulled off to the side, tied off our horses, and I was the first to hop from the driver’s seat. Daisy stood and offered me her gloved hands, but I pushed them out of the way, grabbed her by the trim waist, and lifted her down. A few aristocrats giggled from behind us, but none of them dared to speak a word in front of Ms. Browning. Daisy may have been new in town, but she’d effectively taken on the Duchess, the most powerful woman in Edenhart, not only that, but she’d won back the manor Edony had tried to sell-off. So, to the other aristocrats, the petite brunette was something like a legend, and I wasn’t sure if they respected her, or if they feared her.  
 
    “This way, Charles,” Daisy demanded. “I don’t have all day.”  
 
    The bear-girl strode ahead of me, curled a finger over her shoulder, and gestured me forward. Like before, I walked a little bit behind her, not shoulder to shoulder as we would back home, and I felt the eyes of the other aristocrats as they burned into my back.  
 
    The tailor’s was pretty close to the place where we’d met Josephine for the very first time, and I guided Daisy under my breath. The shop was at the end of the street, right before it opened up to the town square where even more stores and restaurants were located. I hurried after Daisy, glanced down the road where the large, central fountain flowed in the middle of the square, and then paused for a second.  
 
    The Duchess moved freely through the massive courtyard, a lace umbrella held over her shoulder, and shrouded her angular face in shadow, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. A man I’d never seen before trailed after her in a white lab coat, not unlike the ones I often wore in my laboratory, he looked young, at least in his early twenties. From the way he held his nose high in the air, he thought himself to be more important than the rest of the aristocrats.  
 
    His hair was a light, sandy blonde with light waves that rested against his broad, pale forehead. From this distance away, I couldn’t tell what color his eyes were, but their shape was large, almost freakishly too big for his face while his nose was small and feminine. His lips were a darker color, almost as if they were covered in a thick layer of lipstick, their bow was large and pointed to the point it almost brushed the underneath of his nose. His cheekbones were high, and gaunt looking to the point that they cast shadows over his face.  
 
    The scientist wore a starched, pristine white lab coat, but underneath it, he wore a black jacket, a button-down white shirt, and dark trousers. His neat, light brown loafers clicked against the courtyard’s pavers, and every few seconds, he hustled to keep up with the Duchess’ long-legged gait. He seemed to struggle to keep up with her even though he was only a few inches shorter than her, and taller than the average man.  
 
    Edony spoke to the man behind her, but never shifted the umbrella from her shoulder, or turned to look at him. It was clear that the two of them were engrossed in deep conversation, about what I had no clue, but I was sure that this was the scientist that had replaced me, though I doubted that he would be successful in the endeavors she’d paid him for.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Daisy asked. “I thought we were going to the tailor’s?” 
 
    I barely turned my head in her direction, the brunette came to stand next to me, gazed out over my shoulder, and then spied the Duchess. Daisy froze for a second, her gaze narrowing on the tall, thin blonde woman as she floated through the town square, and when I glanced down at her, the brunette’s tiny hands curled into fists.  
 
    “Oh, it’s Edony,” the bear-girl uttered. “But who’s that with her?” 
 
    “I believe that’s the scientist that replaced me,” I stated. “The one that created those augmentation stones, you remember those, don’t you?”  
 
    “Of course, I do,” Daisy whispered. “She used them on those men the day she came to take the manor away from us. They didn’t work very well… That must be the man that Ortensia mentioned in her diary, what was his name? I think it was Lucio… no, that’s not right…”  
 
    “Lucien,” I grunted. “That was his name…”  
 
    “Why does he look that way?” the brunette asked in a haughty tone.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I snickered.  
 
    “He looks so… so… pompous,” the bear-girl giggled. “Like he’s the most important person in the courtyard, look at the way he holds himself. It’s almost as if he thinks he’s more important than the Duchess, and yet, Edony won’t even look at him while she’s speaking.”  
 
    “I wonder where she found him,” I murmured. “He must not be from around here, I’ve never seen him before.”  
 
    “He probably came from the capital,” the bear-girl shrugged. “I mean, I’ve never been there, but he looks like someone who comes from a rich city like that.”  
 
    “I almost want to warn him,” I breathed. “If he doesn’t finish the tasks that the Duchess has given him, she will kill him without a second thought. I wonder if he knows that, or if he’s too vain to realize it.”  
 
    “If you did warn him,” the brunette murmured. “Do you think he would believe you? I mean, honestly, would a man like that listen to you?”  
 
    “Probably not,” I stated. “But… Daisy, I have to try… He probably has no idea what the Duchess will do to him if he doesn’t perform for her. We all saw how terribly the augmentation stones went… if that’s the best that he can do, he’ll be dead and in the ground within a month, I can guarantee it.” 
 
    “You could try to tell him?” the gorgeous woman beside me urged. “Where is the shop? I could go in by myself and pick out all of the dresses, I mean, Rian and Valerie told me specifically what they wanted. Not only that, but are consorts allowed in tailors with their Mistress’? That definitely seems like something that isn’t allowed around here.”  
 
    “It depends on the Mistress, honestly,” I told her. “Most women don’t mind if their consorts come in with them since… consorts see them undressed anyway, but some women like to keep their modesty.”  
 
    “Then I’ll go in and buy the dresses,” Daisy offered. “Then you can warn him, and once you’ve finished speaking with him, you can come into the tailor’s, too, and see what I’ve picked out.”  
 
    The brunette hastily snapped her lips closed, raised her chin, and gazed haughtily over her shoulder as the Duchess and the scientist stepped past. Edony’s violet eyes stayed straight forward, she floated past but right as we were shoulder to shoulder, her gaze drifted over. A sly smile spread over the Duchess’ lips, her violet gaze slashed into me, and then she turned toward the man behind her.  
 
    “Lucien,” Edony purred. “Remind me again of the plans for the rest of the week, I want to know what you’re doing every second of the day, do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, Duchess,” the young man grinned. “Tomorrow, I plan to search for new patients that will better suit the experiments, I truly believe that it’s the blood type that will make my machine work.” 
 
    “Our machine,” Edony corrected. “I want you never to forget that, I pay you to do all of these things, but if you break our contract, the machine stays with me permanently. I won’t have a repeat of what happened to me last time, you know, the man I told you about.”  
 
    “Yes,” Lucien nodded. “That horrible, weasel of a man who stole your time, money, and then the machine you two worked so hard on for many months. I would never do that to you, Duchess, I swear to you. I promise that I will try my hardest, and I will make the experiments work even if I have to continue until my fingers bleed, I will do it for you.”  
 
    “I appreciate the sentiments,” Edony simpered. “But until you produce results, I make sure that you work night and day tirelessly. You promised me when I hired you that you were the best in the capital, and I want you to prove that to me, do you understand? I will not give up this time, I will get what I want, and what I paid for. You’re going to give it to me, you promised in your contract, and I expect you to deliver.”  
 
    “I will, Duchess,” Lucien squealed. “I will do anything to please you, I will give you everything that I’ve promised.” 
 
    “Good,” the Duchess barked. “Now stay out here, I’m going into the tailor’s, I will be out in about an hour or so, I trust that you can occupy yourself for that amount of time.”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Lucien grinned. “I’ll wait for you here, and won’t move from this spo--” 
 
    Edony brushed past him, rolled her eyes, sighed loudly, and then ripped open the door to the tailor. Daisy’s lips pursed out, her eyes widened, and then she glanced at me out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “I don’t think she likes him very much,” the bear-girl giggled. “He sucks up to her too much, and you can tell she hates it. All of his words are just false promises, there’s no way that he can create super-soldiers for her… not even you could do that, Charles.”  
 
    “That’s why I said that she’s going to kill him,” I grunted. “There’s no way he’ll succeed, and when she’s done with him, it’ll all be over.”  
 
    “I guess this means I have to go into the tailor’s shop with her,” the brunette chuckled. “This should be… interesting.”  
 
    “If I know Edony well enough, I doubt she’ll say anything to you,” I assured her. “If anything, she’ll just glare at you out of the corner of her eye or something like that. After the debacle with the manor, she can’t face you.”  
 
    “Alright, Charles,” Daisy smiled. “I’ll be back in a little bit, I’ll pick out everyone’s dresses for them. Do you need a suit? I could pick one out for you?” 
 
    “No, I have one at home,” I shook my head. “Go on ahead, I’m sure Rian and Valerie will love anything you pick out for them.”  
 
    Daisy nodded once, smiled up at me, turned, and then stepped toward the tailor’s. She glanced back at me once more, grabbed the handle to the door, and then swept inside. Once she was gone, I breathed a heavy sigh, glanced around at the other aristocrats, adjusted my shoulders, and then took a step toward the scientist. 
 
    I didn’t care about warning him about his fate, he should’ve known that when he agreed to the contract with the Duchess, he signed his own death warrant. I was here because I needed to know what they were doing, what types of experiments they were performing, and what it meant for the rest of the men in Edenhart.  
 
    I could tell just from looking at Lucien that if I approached him, he wasn’t going to just give up the information willingly, and I knew that I’d have to trick it out of him. Sucking up to him wouldn’t work either, he may have looked like a pompous, self-centered man, but if the Duchess hired him, he had to have some sort of intelligence to him. I had to be aggressive with this man, there was no other way to do it, and if he refused to speak with me, I’d have to find another way to get the information out of him. There weren’t any guarantees that he was going to tell me anything, or that I’d succeed, but… I had to try.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    My shoes clacked against the brick pavers while I thought through what I was going to say to him, and as I approached, the blond man turned, analyzed me for a second, scoffed, and then turned away. I wasn’t sure if he had any idea who I was or if Edony had pointed me out earlier. It was clear that she’d seen me, the Duchess would never bring up the experiments in public, not that she’d said anything that’d give away what she planned, but even when I worked with her, we never spoke about it openly in front of others.  
 
    Lucien leaned against the outer brick wall of the tailor’s, crossed his arms over his chest, and gazed out toward the busy street. Aristocrats moved about around him, barely glanced in his direction, but when they passed, they whispered behind their hands in soft whispers. They knew who he was, they’d seen he’d been with the Duchess, and now, the one and only Charles Rayburn, the man who’d spurned Edony, was approaching him on the street. A few of them paused farther down the road, ducked into storefronts, leaned out, and watched curiously.  
 
    I cleared my throat, stepped up to him, and then rose to my full height. The blonde man was quite a few inches shorter than me, my shadow overcame him, and he finally was forced to look me in the face. I noticed now that his enormous, slightly tilted eyes were a bright, sickly yellow color, almost the same shade as the wild dandelions in spring. I had to admit, he was a very strange-looking man, all of his features looked as if they were either not fully formed, or barely formed at all, as if his entire face had been mashed together in a laboratory.  
 
    “You must be Lucien,” I stated. “You work for the Duchess now, don’t you?”  
 
    The blond turned, gave me a once over, scoffed, and then aimed his eyes out toward the road.  
 
    “That I do,” the scientist replied. “Not that it’s any of your business, Charles Rayburn.”  
 
    “Doctor, actually, so… you do know who I am,” I grunted.  
 
    “Of course, I do,” Lucien mocked. “How could I not know the man that betrayed and embarrassed our dear Duchess in front of the whole city? You made a mockery of her, and she hired me to replace you.”  
 
    “I’m not here to talk about the Duchess,” I growled. “You made the augmentation stones, didn’t you?”  
 
    “I did,” the blond man chuckled. “Why? Are you curious about how they work? Of course, you are, you’re nothing more than a lowly alchemist.” 
 
    “Were you there to see them in action?” I snickered. “They failed terribly. I can’t believe the Duchess hired you to replace me, it’s almost comical. Hopefully, you have something better than those that you’re working on because surely if that’s it, you’ll be dead within a few weeks.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Lucien snapped. “That she’d kill me if my experiments don’t work? She would never do such a thing to me, we have mutual respect between us, she knows that I would never do what you did to her, and because of that, I have her utmost trust.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you this once, and only once,” I breathed. “I don’t care what happens to your life, you can believe in the Duchess’ ‘mission’ if you like. I’m here as a scientist and doctor, out of idle curiosity. If all you bring to the table is silly, little augmentation stones, then I am sad to say that you aren’t an accomplished scientist at all.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the scientist gasped. “Not an accomplished scientist? I’ve done far more than you ever thought possible!” 
 
    “Have you now?” I sneered. “Then where’s the proof? All I’ve seen are the augmentation stones, and those were destroyed within seconds of use.”  
 
    “I’ll have you know that I studied under Walter Flemming!” Lucien shrieked. “The man who discovered cellular mitosis! I’ve practiced it in the lab for myself! What we have planned next will work, and I know it!”  
 
    Cellular mitosis, dividing one cell into two… I had to admit, I was curious about what the two of them were doing. All I had to do was push him just a little bit more, maybe then he would slip up, and accidentally tell me what they were working on. 
 
    “Cellular mitosis, you say?” I snarked. “Isn’t that all very elementary for practiced scientists? I taught myself how to divide cells by myself, shouldn’t that say something?” 
 
    “But have you ever extracted cells, huh?” Lucien barked. “Taken them out of a living body, produced a second life, and then changed it into what you wanted with serums and potions? Have you done that, Charles Rayburn? I highly doubt it, you’re not intelligent enough to know how! I may not have seen your work or the machine you created, but I’ve heard all about it!”  
 
    His voice was nothing but background noise now, his hands whipped through the air with vigor as he spoke, but I mulled over what he’d said. Cells extracted from the body? What could he mean by that? The only type of cells I could think of that could be taken from the body and grown separately were… embryonic cells.  
 
    “Are you talking about embryonic cells?” I asked. “Embryos or fetuses grown in an incubator?”  
 
    Lucien’s lips snapped shut, his face went deathly white, but he took a single, intimidating step toward me. The blond’s hands balled into fists, he scoffed, glared up at me, and twisted his mouth with a hiss.  
 
    “No,” the blond growled. “I’m not, even if I was, I wouldn’t tell a vermin like you what we are doing.”  
 
    “Sure, I believe that cell extraction is possible,” I muttered, cupped my chin, and crossed my free arm over my chest. “But I highly doubt that someone as incompetent as you could pull it off. Sure, I bet the Duchess purchased all sorts of expensive, brand-new equipment for you, but it doesn’t matter if the scientist isn’t talented. So, I must ask, if you have all of these things, have you gone through with the experiment yet? Have you tried it for yourself?”  
 
    “I’m not telling you,” Lucien sniffed.  
 
    “So, you haven’t,” I chuckled. “Not that it matters, I’m sure it won’t work. I’ve heard that you’re famous in the capital, for what, I’m not sure, but this has to be completely out of your scope. Building things for the aristocrats is totally different than creating new life for them.”  
 
    “Why doesn’t it matter?” the scientist snarled. “I’ll be a world-renowned scientist after all of this passes! I’ll be a goddamn household name by then!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter because you’ll be dead,” I warned. “You won’t be able to finish what you started, and the Duchess will kill you.”  
 
    “The Duchess adores me!” the blond protested. “She truly believes in my work.” 
 
    “For now,” I cackled. “You’re so blinded by the money and the fame that comes from being her lapdog that you haven’t even seen your own death on the horizon.”  
 
    “That’ll never happen,” the scientist shook his head. “I see what you’re doing, Charles Rayburn…. You’re trying to scare me off, you want your old job back, and if I leave, it’ll open up the position again.”  
 
    “What makes you think I would ever want to work for the Duchess again?” I tittered. “The woman would come to my home, threaten me with death if my experiments didn’t work, and when I finally couldn’t take it anymore, she tried to kill me by framing me for a murder I didn’t commit.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I believe her or not,” Lucien grumbled. “You’re walking free right now, aren’t you? Shouldn’t that be proof that you didn’t do anything? If there’s one thing you take away from all this… you should be thanking the Duchess.” 
 
    Lucien’s lips curled up into a smile, his delicate hands fluttered through the air, and then his arms crossed in front of him. The blond man leaned back against the brick wall, scoffed once at me, rolled his eyes, and then glanced out of the mouth of the alley toward the street. I was absolutely floored by what he’d just said, and for a second, I couldn’t think of words to respond. Me? Thank the Duchess? The woman who had tried her hardest to kill, not only me, but my family, too. 
 
    “I’m done trying to convince you,” I stated. “If you want to continue on this fool’s errand, then go on ahead, I won’t stop you. It almost gives me a sick satisfaction to know that you’re the one putting your life on the line, but that’s entirely your choice.”  
 
    “If you think your little speech will get me to quit,” Lucien snarked. “Then you’re very wrong.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to,” I shrugged. “As I said before, I don’t really care if you lose your life or not. I got the information that I needed, it wasn’t much, but it gave me some sort of insight into what the two of you are planning next. If we want to talk about incompetence, I think you should analyze your own before you turn to me.”  
 
    “You dare?” the blond scientist roared, lifted his fist, and swung out at me.  
 
    In one swift movement, I gripped his fist in the palm of my hand, twisted his forearm, and ripped it up behind his back. I slammed his chest against the wall, pulled the arm a little higher, chuckled at the light crack of bone, and listened intently as Lucien squealed in pain.  
 
    “That’s your reaction?” I scoffed. “Maybe you should watch your tongue instead of resorting to violence.” 
 
    “You… you bastard!” the scientist hissed.  
 
    “Enough,” I let go, raised both of my hands up into the air, and stepped away from him. “Go inside with your Mistress, I’d say you should warn her about what just happened, but do you want to admit that you told me some things by accident?” 
 
    Lucien scurried away from me, held his injured arm to his chest, twisted his lips as if he wanted to speak, huffed loudly, straightened his white lab coat, and then ran around the corner. I breathed in slowly, dropped my arms to my side, and leaned against the brick wall behind me.  
 
    I hadn’t learned much from our conversation, just a few bits and pieces here and there. I already knew that the Duchess wanted super-soldiers, though the reason why was still unclear, and he’d made it seem as if they’d completely abandoned the idea of the soldiers for something else.  
 
    How was I going to find out? There was no way that I could get Lucien to speak to me again, or at least willingly, and I already knew that the Duchess would never tell me what her plan was… I had to figure out how I was going to get that information without tipping both of them off or getting myself killed. I doubted that Lucien would tell Edony that he saw or even spoke to me, I knew her pretty well, and if he did, she would surely fly into a rage.  
 
    I cleared my throat, shook my head, ran a hand through my messy black hair, and then stepped out of the alleyway. Lucien was gone from sight, though I was sure he’d be loyally back at his Mistress’ side, wherever she was. I couldn’t get the idea of their experiments out of my head, what were they doing? Cellular mitosis? Why had he brought that up, and what did it have to do with their experiments?  
 
    Maybe the clues were hidden deep within Ortensia’s diary? I’d have to go through it once we got back to the manor, or else I’d have to figure out a way to find out what they were doing. I didn’t care for Lucien, he was a horrible man who probably deserved to be killed off by the Duchess, but I couldn’t stand to see another man’s life lost to that woman.  
 
    I’d killed so many prisoners because of her. Each time another man went into my machine it was almost as if they’d signed their death warrant. The only time my machine worked and created life was with my monster-women, and I was almost certain that it was physically impossible to create the monstrosities the duchess wanted. Every single time I’d tried before, it’d failed miserably, and I couldn’t stand to think that they were continuing the experiments.  
 
    I wouldn’t get any answers unless I came up with a plan, but I couldn’t do it right now. I had other things I had to take care of first. I needed to collect Daisy, pay for the things she’d bought, go home, and rifle through Ortensia’s diary. I knew that Valerie had read through it a few times, but I hadn’t asked her about its contents yet, though I would.  
 
    I grunted, cleared my throat, turned toward the tailor’s, and then stepped toward it. The front window had five mannequins in the window, all of them dressed in frilly gowns with enormous hats and bows. I glanced at them out of the corner of my eye, gripped the door handle in my palm, turned it, and then stepped inside the cool interior. Daisy was the only aristocrat inside except for the three female workers, and the brunette looked as if she’d done this many times before. 
 
    “Yes, that mask will do,” Daisy nodded. “But do you have it in a lighter pink? My cousin said she wanted it in baby pink, not such a fuchsia color.”  
 
    “Yes, we have a few more in the stockroom,” the young shopkeeper smiled. “You said light pink, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” the brunette breathed. “And that dress there, do you have it in a darker green with black detailing? I like the cut of it, but the colors aren’t right for my other cousin.”  
 
    “We can make it specifically for her, if that’s what you wish,” a woman, who I assumed was the owner of the store replied as she bowed her head. “Do you have her exact measurements?”  
 
    “Yes, here, I wrote both of their measurements down,” Daisy snapped, reached into her pocket, retrieved a slip of paper, and handed it over to the owner. “I’ll take my dress home with me today since it’s the exact size, when should I expect the other dresses to be done? We need them by Saturday, if they aren’t finished by then, I’ll be forced to go somewhere else.”  
 
    “No, no, no, Madame,” the shop owner tutted in a thick accent. “We will take these measurements, cut the fabric today, sew them throughout the night, and then they’ll be delivered to your manor by tomorrow morning. We have a team of brutes that are exceptionally talented in sewing skills, and they work diligently through the night to get all of our orders finished on time.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Daisy nodded. “That sounds wonderful. So, they’ll be finished by tomorrow morning? At what time do you expect them to be delivered? I need an exact time because I never know where I’ll be throughout the day.”  
 
    “Yes, Madame,” the owner bleated. “I would say they’ll arrive around ten o’clock, but we can schedule them for a later time of the day if you like.”  
 
    “No, ten is fine,” the bear-girl smiled. “If I’m not there, then my consort will answer the door and take them for me. My cousins have already arrived, and they are very excited to attend Ms. Josephine’s masquerade.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” the owner gasped. “I’ve heard so much about this party. Even you saw the Duchess herself come to pick up her dress only a few minutes ago. The day she made the announcement, the whole city was abuzz with excitement, it’s been a very long time since we’ve had a party such as this. I do wish I could attend, but alas, I’m a mere shop owner, but designing the dresses does give me a semblance of what the ball will be like.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” Daisy waved. “And how much will all of this be? I’d like to pay for all of this now before you get to work on them. I’ll take all of the masks, accessories, and bows back with me today, so when the costumes arrive tomorrow, we can all try them on. Ah, Charles, there you are, here, carry these for me.”  
 
    I smiled softly to the bear-girl, rushed forward, and grabbed the three boxes from her hands. Each of them varied in size with the smallest on top and the largest on the bottom, about the same size as my hand, but when I lifted them from Daisy’s grasp, they sagged in my arms from the weight.  
 
    “Those are the masks,” the brunette informed me. “Everything else we need to take home will be in bags, correct?”  
 
    “Yes, Madame,” the shop owner smiled. “We will pack everything up for you, and when the dresses arrive tomorrow, they will come in their own separate boxes.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” the bear-girl sighed. “And Charles, you said you already have a suit? Are you sure? Josephine invited you for a reason, and I don’t want you to embarrass my cousins or me while there.”  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I can show it to you once we arrive back at the manor, and you can approve it. If not, I can always come back tomorrow and purchase another one.”  
 
    “He can do that,” the older woman agreed. “But we prefer if you bring your Mistress in with you, so that we know that you have her approval for anything that you purchase and wear to Josephine’s. We wouldn’t want our fine establishment being blamed for a clothing mishap.”  
 
    “Scratch that, then,” Daisy scoffed. “You’ll wear whatever you have at home, and if it’s awful, you’re not coming with us, do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” I nodded, smiled, bowed a little, and then took the bags from the shop owner as Daisy stepped up to the counter.  
 
    I hung back as the brunette paid for all of the dresses, and it was almost funny to me that she was the one paying even though I was the one who gave her the money earlier in the day. None of these women knew that the money being used was money that I earned myself doing honest work, they only assumed it was from the Browning family fortune back in the capital.  
 
    “Alright, Charles,” Daisy breathed. “Let’s go back to the manor, my feet hurt, and I believe I need to be serviced once we get there.”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” I snickered, raced forward, held the door open for her, and then bowed to the women in the shop.  
 
    The two of us stepped out into the street, glanced around, and then headed straight for our wagon. Daisy held her head high, kept her expression completely emotionless, and maneuvered through the crowd like a pro. Once we made it back to the wagon, I carefully placed the boxes and the three bags into the back, helped Daisy into the driver’s seat, and then slid in beside her. The brunette gripped the reins, pulled away from the sidewalk, and aimed our horses back toward home. Then the bear-girl heaved a heavy sigh, slumped her shoulders, reached over, and stroked my thigh with her thumb.  
 
    “Sometimes I lose myself when I have to act like that,” Daisy murmured. “I’m sorry that I had to treat you that way, Charles, you know that I don’t mean it, right?”  
 
    “I know, my love,” I chuckled. “But you’re so believable! If I didn’t know you, I would wholeheartedly believe that you were a natural-born aristocrat, the way you treated those shop-girls! Absolutely terrifying.”  
 
    “It comes so naturally to me,” the brunette giggled. “I know that it’s all thanks to Delphine, but sometimes, I just slip into that persona so easily as if it were a glove. It almost scares me, I don’t know who I am when I have to act like that… I never want to treat you like that, never ever.”  
 
    “I know you very well, my dear,” I breathed. “You could never treat me… or anyone else that way, I just know it. When I look at you, I can tell it’s all an act, you’re playing a part that you’re supposed to play in town, but as soon as we’re back home, you’re the sweet and loving Daisy that I know.”  
 
    “Oh!” the bear-girl gasped. “Did you learn anything from the scientist?”  
 
    Immediately, my expression soured, and Daisy’s honey-colored eyes narrowed on my face. Her lips puckered out, her hand reached for mine, and she shifted in her seat to face me better.  
 
    “What is it, Charles?” Daisy asked. “What did he say to you?”  
 
    “He was just a pompous ass,” I shook my head. “He believes everything the Duchess has told him… he believes in her mission… everything. I tricked him into telling me a little bit of what they’re doing. He mentioned cellular mitosis, which immediately makes me think that they’re doing something with embryos, but I can’t confirm it.”  
 
    “We need to find out…” the bear-girl whispered.  
 
    “I know…” I agreed. “That’s why… I have a plan…”  
 
    “What do you mean, Charles?” the gorgeous woman beside me pressed. “What kind of plan do you have?”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about my past a lot,” I stated. “Back when I was just a poor alchemist, selling potions on the side of the road… you can make elixirs for almost anything these days, and if you’re skilled enough, they’ll work.” 
 
    “Charles?” Daisy urged.  
 
    “If he’s not going to tell me willingly,” I grumbled. “Then, I will force him to.”  
 
    “What?” the brunette gasped.  
 
    “There’s a certain potion I know of,” I uttered. “A truth serum… I’m going to make it, serve it to him at the masquerade, and find out what the two of them are doing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “The scientist said what?” Valerie gasped. “How dare he talk to you that way? Where is he? Let me at him! Let me at him! I’ll rip him to shreds! I’ll tear out his eyeballs, and wear them around my neck like a pearl necklace!”  
 
    My women crowded around me in my laboratory, A.B. floated in his cleansing tank and occasionally turned to face all of us. Rian leaned against the counters across the room, her red-tinted arms held over her chest, and her sharp yellow eyes hard on my face. Valerie sat perched on the edge of the porcelain examination table, held her tensed claws out in front of her, and pretended to attack an unseen person. Daisy was the only one who seemed relatively calm, the brunette sat on a spare stool, her legs crossed, and her dainty hands held tightly in her lap.  
 
    “Never mind his insults,” I grunted. “I’m more interested in his new project. He didn’t give me the exact details, but they’ve shifted their goal of creating super-soldiers…”  
 
    “Then we need to find out what they’re doing,” Daisy assured. “I’m not sure how, but we absolutely have to, so many male lives are at stake because of the horrible Duchess. I don’t care if she wants to kill the Queen, that’s not even the part that sickens me, it’s the idea that she thinks that these men’s lives are disposable, she has to suffer for her crimes against humanity.”  
 
    “I have an idea,” the feline-woman giggled. “I can just sneak into her house, go through her things, find the scientist’s laboratory, and then find out what their secret plan is.”  
 
    “No, absolutely not,” I stated. “If this were any other situation, dealing with any number of other aristocrats, then I’d be all for it, but the Duchess? No, no way. I’m surprised we even got away from the constables’ dormitory in one piece, you saw how she was. She was like a hound-dog, somehow, she knew that I was there even if she didn’t see me for herself. Hell, I would’ve let you sneak into Delphine’s house if this were a different situation, but the Duchess? No. That house would not only be crawling with armed guards, but Edony would be lurking around. You’ve all seen her power, but I’ve witnessed it up close for myself, the Duchess could kill you with a mere twitch of her pinky. That woman could… she could wipe out this whole town, turn it into a steaming crater, if she wanted to.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” Valerie gasped. “Thank you for protecting me, Charles. I would’ve gone in there totally blind…”  
 
    “That’s why I won’t allow it,” I assured her. “I want to find out what’s going on with the Duchess and this scientist, Lucien, but I won’t have any of you put your lives at risk for it.”  
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” A.B. asked. “Put me in a hamster ball, roll me in, and let the ol’ brainy boy take the reins for a bit? She can’t hurt me, it’s been scientifically proven that brains can’t feel physical pain.”  
 
    “Right,” I chuckled, rolled my eyes, and then shook my head. “That’ll work, you’ll roll in through the front door, and then what? Do you know what will happen, A.B.? One of her guards will see you, and then kick you out the door like a child’s rubber ball.”  
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” Rian asked. “I don’t know this Edony woman, but from what I’ve heard, she’s extremely dangerous, temperamental, and secretive. How are we going to lure the truth out of her when she’s already so tight-lipped about everything?”  
 
    “I have a plan,” I breathed. “It will be difficult, but… I think we can manage it.”  
 
    “What are we going to do, Charles?” the red-skinned imp-woman tilted her head. “How are we going to pull this off?”  
 
    “I already told Daisy on the way back here,” I explained. “I learned a lot of things while selling elixirs and potions at the side of the road as an alchemist.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Valerie squeaked. “That sounded very… ominous.”  
 
    “Being an alchemist is frowned upon, we all know that by now,” I told them. “And like most things, it’s a practice that’s predominantly female, a lot of people don’t like it, but if you say you’re an alchemist, they’re still going to buy from you despite the prejudice. There are a few men that are practicing alchemists, but compared to the women, it’s only a handful here and there. The female alchemists… they’re cut-throat, territorial, and blood-thirsty, they will do anything and everything to have bigger and better potions than you, even if it comes at a price.”  
 
    “Are you suggesting that some of the female alchemists killed men?” A.B. gasped. “Did someone try to kill you, Charles?”  
 
    “No, not me,” I murmured. “But there have been others that have lost their lives because of turf wars, but mine were never that bad. Whenever another alchemist would come onto my street, set up her tent, and sell her wares, I’d immediately move, and set up shop somewhere else.”  
 
    “But what does this have to do with alchemy?” Valerie asked. “How are we going to get this information out of the scientist?”  
 
    “Let me explain a little bit,” I smiled. “You learn tricks of the trade after you spend so much time doing it. You learn new things to craft, new potions, and especially new elixirs. I mentioned that the women who are in the craft are especially cut-throat, I know this because I experienced it once. I had another alchemist come after me and my booth, more specifically, she wanted a certain recipe for one of my potions. So, not unlike how we tricked Ortensia and the courier, she forced alcohol down my throat, but little did I know, she’d mixed in a little truth serum.”  
 
    “Truth serum?” the imp-woman questioned.  
 
    “Simartlis shrati, to be more specific,” I chuckled. “The most potent truth potion in the entire world. I spilled my guts to her, revealed all of my ingredients, recipes, everything you could think of, and she ran away with it. Apparently, she’s very successful now, but that doesn’t matter. But in a way, she gave something to me as she was stealing my whole livelihood, you see, alchemists are trained to know every ingredient they use by taste, smell, and texture. You could feed me a droplet of honey, and I could tell you how many bees gathered the nectar before it was turned to honey, that’s how acute it is. So, when she gave me the simartlis shrati, I immediately learned the recipe for it from taste, so I can easily replicate it.”  
 
    “You can really do that?” Valerie gasped. “That’s so fantastic, it’s almost as if you have your own power!”  
 
    “It really is,” Daisy agreed. “You can tell a recipe just from taste, smell, and touch? That’s amazing, Charles, maybe you should be the one helping me cook for everyone, you’d be able to pick apart any recipe I choose.” 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” I smiled. “It’s kind of like a power, but it’s certainly nothing in comparison with what you and Valerie can do. I can’t turn invisible, or tear a man to shreds with my bare hands. I’m sure when Rian’s power manifests itself, it’ll be much better than what I can do.”  
 
    “My powers are insignificant compared to the brilliance you hold inside that big brain of yours,” the imp-woman urged. “When they appear, I will not be able to say that I am better than you in any way. Though, I am satisfied to know that when our spawn emerges from within my body, they will be as intelligent and cunning as you are.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” A.B. echoed. “Charles is amazing, and we all love him, but what about the plan? What does this potion have to do with this pompous scientist, what was his name? Lucien?”  
 
    “The Duchess is coming to Josephine’s masquerade,” I explained. “It’s the social event of the year, Josephine told us she hadn’t held a ball in years, and this is the first so far. Everyone is going, the entire town, and of course, as the Duchess of Edenhart, Edony will be there, too.”  
 
    “I saw her at the tailor’s,” Daisy nodded. “She was picking up her costume and a suit for Lucien to wear.”  
 
    “Good,” I grunted. “Then we know for sure that he’s coming. We’re going to spike his drink, one of you, preferably not Daisy because they both know who she is, will take the drink over to him, serve it to him, and then leave. He will drink the potion, I’ll whisk him away to a dark corner or another room of Josephine’s manor, and then question him about everything that he and Edony are working on.” 
 
    “What if the Duchess suspects us?” Rian asked. “Or questions us as we’re taking the drink over to them?”  
 
    “She won’t,” I smiled. “It’s a party, she’s going to be distracted. I dealt with her once at a ball, and she could barely string a full sentence together while we spoke because she was more worried about those attending. This will be the only time we’ll be able to slip something under her nose, we probably won’t get a better chance than this, and we all have Josephine to thank for it.”  
 
    “Ah!” Valerie cried. “I totally forgot! Rian! We get to meet Josephine! For the first time! We don’t have to hide or scurry out of the way! We can actually get to meet her, to talk to her, to touch her! This is so, so exciting!”  
 
    The feline-woman leaped off of the examination table, threw herself forward into a roll, grappled onto the imp-woman’s leg, and climbed up onto the counter beside her. The ash-blonde rested her head on Rian’s shoulder, purred loudly, and then closed her eyes with a satisfied smile.  
 
    “This makes me so happy,” Valerie whispered. “I’ve wanted to meet Josephine for ages, but I couldn’t because of my ears and tail, she’d know I was different from the moment she laid her eyes on me, but now we have an excuse! The costumes! The dresses! The party! Rian, I know you haven’t been around for long, but you’re going to love Josephine, she’s so kind, pretty, and a brute sympathizer! I went through her things while we were stationed at her mines, and I found these ancient dirty books about men and women doing it, and I knew from that moment that I wanted to be her friend.”  
 
    “Naughty books?” the imp-woman asked. “Doing it? What are these words, and what are they supposed to mean?”  
 
    “You know,” the feline-woman grinned, waggled her eyebrows, and elbowed her sister. “When a man and a woman become… intimate, when a man puts his--” 
 
    “Valerie,” Daisy interrupted. “Rian hasn’t shown an interest in such things yet.”  
 
    “Are you so sure about that?” A.B. tittered. “She’s been talking about it since the moment she launched herself out of Charles’ machine.”  
 
    “Ah, I understand what you mean,” the black-haired woman nodded. “When a male and female mate, the beast with two backs, yes, I understand. Charles is my mate, I’ve yet to discover such a pleasure, but my loins burn with desire to breed with him every time I lay my gaze upon his perfect human form.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” I coughed. “W-Well… ah, I better get started on concocting that serum, the party is only a few days away.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Rian,” Valerie soothed. “Charles just gets embarrassed when we talk about this kind of stuff out loud, but I’m sure that very soon, he’s going to take your virginity, and open up your eyes to a brand new world full of sensual pleasures. He did it with me, and then Daisy, so that must mean that you’re next.”  
 
    “I’m not embarrassed,” I corrected, crossed to the counter, and pulled out the ingredients for the serum. “You three don’t understand in what type of world I was raised. Men and women don’t discuss such things, especially not in front of other people. I understand that I’ve… uhm, ‘deflowered’ two of you, but it isn’t proper to discuss such things in front of each other.”  
 
    “Oh, Charles,” the gorgeous feline-woman giggled. “You did more than just deflower us, you ruined us for all other men. I’ve never thought about another male, and I never will, not after you.”  
 
    “That’s wonderful of you to say but--” I spoke, but Daisy’s soothing voice interrupted me.  
 
    “Think of it this way, Charles,” the brunette interjected. “We’ve never lived in another world except for the one you create for us. Yes, you say it’s improper and inappropriate to speak about it, but we’ve never lived in a world where it was. You’ve been open with us about everything, you’ve taught us so much, but what you can’t teach us are the rules of your world, we didn’t grow up with them ingrained in our minds. Not only that, Charles, but you’ve also lived in a world where it’s unacceptable to love a man, with body and soul, and we’ve never known that. Yes, maybe from our memories from before, but that’s not who we are as people now… We speak about these things because we love them, and we enjoy doing them, we don’t have the weight of your world on our shoulders when the words slip from our lips… so, maybe, don’t silence us, we like what we like, and we want you to hear our opinions.”  
 
    “Yes!” Rian roared. “I’ve yet to mate with Charles, but I agree! You may be uncomfortable with the speech but aren’t you a bit happy learning that we enjoy when you take private time with us? Valerie speaks of it often, and it’s not because of what the two of you do together, but how you make her feel during it. It’s not about the physical connection, it’s about the emotional one, you make us feel cared for and loved, that’s all that matters.”  
 
    I let my hands drop to my sides and inclined my head to them, but I couldn’t stop the smile as it spread over my lips. It was true, I was uncomfortable speaking about it because it was something that didn’t happen in normal society, but all three of them made good points. As Rian said, it wasn’t about the physical connection, I protected them, loved them with all of my heart, and took care of them, and that’s all that really mattered to them.  
 
    “I will work on it,” I grinned. “Thank you for explaining your reasoning to me, it’s helped me better understand why you bring it up so often.”  
 
    “And I hope to partake in it as soon as possible!” Rian shouted. “I wish to know the pleasures, carnal or not, that Daisy and Valerie speak of! In the impdom, when males and females mated, the female often ate the male afterwards to give her the strength to lay the eggs” 
 
    “Surely... uh... that’s a custom we can dispense with now.” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, of course, your pantry appears sufficiently stocked to avoid anything like that being necessary.” the red-skinned imp nodded. 
 
    I chuckled, shook my head, grabbed the ingredients from the counter, and then brought them over to the examination table. I concentrated on creating the serum, but I couldn’t help it when my mind started to wander. Usually, I waited until my women were ready for me to take their virginity, Valerie had been the first, and then Daisy, though the brunette had taken longer than expected, it was her right to choose. Rian was totally different from both of them, the imp-woman-woman had expressed her sexual interest in me immediately after she’d emerged from inside of my machine.  
 
    I hadn’t expected it at all, in fact, I thought it’d be the exact opposite since Daisy hadn’t expressed her interest until the literal day I’d taken her as my woman. I licked my lips, glanced over my shoulder, and connected with Rian’s heavy, heated gaze. Her eyes wandered over me hungrily, her lips parted, and her long tongue snaked out to lick at her cherry red lips. It was going to happen soon, I already knew it, hell, I knew it from the moment I had laid my eyes upon her.  
 
    All of my women were gorgeous, but in different ways, that made me admire them even more. Valerie was playful almost like a curious kitten, Daisy was astute, and soft-spoken, and Rian… Rian was all leg. The imp-woman was tall, her legs taut with lean muscles that shifted under her skin lustrously, and even as she leaned against the counter, she was taller than both Valerie and Daisy. The red-skinned woman tilted her head back, her glossy black hair created a curtain over her shoulder, opened her lips, and sighed softly under her breath.  
 
    Yes, it was going to happen very soon, and if it were up to Rian, it would happen right here on the examination table with her sisters watching; not that they would care. Valerie and Daisy would probably cheer us on, and if I were being completely honest, the only one who would probably protest would be A.B., though I doubted if it would be very much.                
 
    “So, how do you make the simartlis shrati?” Daisy asked, shuffled closer, and hung over my shoulder.  
 
    The bear-girl seemed to sense the need within me, maybe it was our emotional connection or the fact that we shared a miniscule amount of blood, but she felt the beast awaken from within me. The brunette placed a hand on my shoulder, glanced over at her sisters, smiled pointedly at Rian, and then turned back to me.  
 
    “Is it difficult?” the stunning bear-girl urged. “Or do you think that any one of us could do it?”  
 
    “Alchemy isn’t too difficult,” I smiled. “But there are so many recipes out there, and if you change the ingredients by even the smallest amount, you’ll get different results. That’s why the female alchemist’s potion worked so well on me, she’d perfected it to the point where I couldn’t refuse her questions, I could barely sit up straight. It does take some skill, I have to admit, but it’s one of the reasons I strived to become a scientist and a doctor, without those skills, I don’t think I would’ve made it this far.”  
 
    “So, what all goes into it?” Valerie asked. “A bunch of liquids and powders?”  
 
    “Well, yes,” I chuckled. “But it’s more than that, you can’t just throw a bunch of stuff together and call it a potion. It contains ethanol, which is a somewhat simple alcohol mixture.”  
 
    “Alcohol?” the feline-woman giggled. “Soooo, can we drink it and get drunk?” 
 
    “No,” I snickered. “It wouldn’t be safe at all. So, then I’ll add in some benzilate, which stays stable in its solvent form, and then, I’ll add a splash of midazolam, a few sprinkles of sodium thiopental--” 
 
    “Non- science-y language, please.” A.B. sang.  
 
    “Well, sorry to disappoint you,” I chuckled. “But all of those were the proper names, I have no other languages to explain this in.” 
 
    “Ah, well,” the brain chortled. “Never mind, then, carry on.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I tittered. “Since the ethanol is a liquid, we use it as our base, and then add everything else in.”  
 
    “Is it like cooking?” Daisy asked. “Like how you have to combine wet ingredients and dry ingredients, or does it matter when things go in?”  
 
    “Very good question, my dear,” I nodded. “It depends on the recipe, I had to try this one out a few times before I got it completely right. Ethanol comes first, as I said, it’s the base that we’re building off of. Next comes all of the other liquid ingredients, and then come the dry ones. We add all of them to a Florence flask, stir gently by swirling it, and then heat it over a blue flame for exactly five minutes until it bubbles. Once I’m finished, it’ll be less watery, and I’ll place it in a tiny vial, take it with me, and then pour it into the scientist’s drink.”  
 
    “And then bam, boom, bang, the truth comes out?” Valerie tilted her head.  
 
    “Maybe not the exact words I’d use,” I smiled. “But yes, the moment the serum touches his lips, it’ll start working. It’ll be almost as if a witch has put a curse on him, and his tongue will keep wagging.”  
 
    “Witches?” the feline-woman gulped. “You never told us there were witches in this city!”  
 
    “No,” I laughed. “Not that I know of, at least, I know that the world used to be overrun with them, but they died out a long time ago, and they’re not the storybook witches that I know you’re imagining.”  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the ash-blonde bleated. “I don’t think I could handle meeting a witch!”  
 
    “No, not unless they’ve made a comeback,” I grunted. “And if anything, they were close to being something like alchemists, unless you met one from the days of old. They mainly concocted potions, talismans for protection, and things like that. They weren’t out in the wild, putting hexes on people, and burning barns down.”  
 
    “You hold so much information in that head of yours, Charles,” Rian marveled. “Sometimes, I wonder if I will ever grow to know as many things as you do, or if you will continue to outlearn me.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” I murmured. “I only know these things because I read a lot of books, most of them are in the library right now, or down at the public one in the middle of the city. I wasn’t born with all of this knowledge, I struggled for a long time to become the man I am today, and I’m willing to admit that I’m proud of myself. If you’d met me when I was still nothing more than an alchemist, peddling my wares on the street, I doubt you would feel the same.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” Valerie cried. “That’s not true, at all! If you weren’t the man you are today, we wouldn’t exist!”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s what Charles means, Valerie,” Daisy broke in. “What he’s trying to say is: if we existed, somehow, on the same realm without the help of his brilliant machine, we wouldn’t find him as attractive as we do now.”  
 
    “That’s still not true!” the ash-blonde protested.  
 
    “I have to agree with Valerie,” the brunette giggled. “Even if we were in this alternative universe where none of us knew each other, I would still feel the same about you. There are times, I don’t know, when I’m upstairs in the library, and I utterly forget where I am or who I am, and you walk past… and it’s like seeing a man for the very first time. Your eyes are so beautiful, such a deep green color, but your kindness and felicity shine through them. When I look into your face, I can tell what type of person you are, and I’m certain that if I were to have met you out on the street, I would’ve felt the very same.” 
 
    “I agree with my sisters!” Rian hissed. “It makes no difference to me how we met or our current situation! If I were the woman I am today, and I met you, the handsomest of all alchemists out on the street, I would beg for you to mate with me, just like animals in a back alley for all I care, but that is what I know for sure. If I wasn’t who I am, I would still know in my soul that you are the only man for me.”  
 
    I breathed a deep, comfortable sigh, set down the flask in my hand, nodded, and then turned around to face all three of them. Each woman’s face glowed with happiness, their eyes glittered contentedly, and then they reached out at me with open arms. I folded myself into their embrace, felt their warmth, and shut my eyes for a second as I breathed in each of their natural scents.  
 
    “All of you know that I love you very much,” I grunted. “But I worry that the opposition to us in this world will be too much, and these happy times will come to an end.”  
 
    “There is no need for you to worry,” Rian soothed. “No enemy will stand in our way, Charles. All of us are here because we want to be, in this world, full of its female freedom and powers, do you think we’re not prepared to fight if an adversary comes along? Not to make light of it, but we are three very powerful women in different ways, and despite being a healthy, viable mate, you are still a man. Not that we want to do any of those things, we wish to stay with you for the rest of our lives, we want to mate with you, and carry your offspring.”  
 
    With all of us pressed up against each other, Rian’s hand shifted in between my legs and caressed my member through the fabric of my trousers. Her fingers were tentative at first, but as I fought the groans bubbling up my throat, she took my penis fully into her hand. I no longer had to wonder when I would take Rian’s virginity, it was clear that it was going to happen today… maybe within a few minutes of getting me alone, and I couldn’t help but be excited.  
 
    I’d been ready to fill her with my seed the moment she stepped out of my machine, and now, it was finally time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    The costumes weren’t due until tomorrow, and once I had finished up making the simartlis shrati, my women and I were left to our own devices. I already knew what I wanted to do, since Rian had made it very clear to me from the way she kept pawing at me hungrily. I knew exactly what she wanted, she’d practically begged for it since the moment she emerged from inside of my machine. When the imp-woman looked at me, I could physically feel the fire of desire burning up inside of her curvaceous body.  
 
    Rian had announced that I was her mate for life, and today would be the day that I made her dream a reality. It seemed as if both Daisy and Valerie sensed what was happening, smiled at each other, giggled, and the blonde hastily stepped toward the door.  
 
    “Come on, A.B.,” the brunette breathed. “You’re going upstairs with us.”  
 
    “What?” the brain asked. “Why? I’m in my cleansing tank, I asked for this! The dirty outside human world was all over my surface, I felt as if the world took my bulbous surface in its disgusting, grimy hands, and then licked me all over with its disease-ridden tongue! I need to be in here! I need to be cleansed!”  
 
    “You’ve been cleansed enough,” Valerie giggled from the doorway.  
 
    “No, I refuse!” A.B. shouted. “You can’t make me! I won’t go!”  
 
    “You don’t really have a choice,” the bear-girl grinned. “What are you going to do? Bite me? You don’t have a mouth.”  
 
    “Well… I’ll… I’ll…” the brain trailed off. “Fine, I actually don’t mind going upstairs, plus, I get to be with two of my favorite girls.”  
 
    “I’m going to start making dinner,” Daisy chuckled. “You get to sit on the counter and watch if that’s what you want.”  
 
    “Because if you were down here,” the feline-woman snickered. “You’d be watching something else entirely.”  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” The brain asked. “Is something going on? What are Charles and Rian going to do down here alone? Oh…. Ohhhhh.”  
 
    “Now you get it,” the bear-girl shook her head.  
 
    “They’re planning my surprise birthday party!” A.B. shouted. “How very sweet, thank you, guys!”  
 
    “That’s…” Valerie trailed off, glanced around the room, and then threw herself forward in a fit of giggles. “That’s exactly what they’re doing! Planning your surprise birthday party! So sad that you had to find out about it this way.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” A.B. bobbed. “We all want to celebrate the day the most beautiful brain came into this world except…”  
 
    “We don’t know the day you were born…” I grunted.  
 
    “Tryin’ to pull one over on your ol’ brain boy, aren’t ya, Charles Rayburn.” A.B. snickered. “But you couldn’t, I know what you two are doing… or at least, what you want to do. Fine, we’ll give you some space, but once you’re finished, and you’ve sanitized… whatever surfaces you’re going to use, I want to be put back into my cleansing tank with a few of those dissolving tablets with all of the bubbles.”  
 
    “The cleaning tablet I concocted for you before?” I chuckled. “Yeah, I can do that.”  
 
    “The bubbles feel so nice all over my bumpy surface,” the brain sighed. “I can just feel my outsides becoming as clean as my insides are.”  
 
    “You?” I chuckled. “On the inside? You have the dirtiest thoughts I’ve heard in my life! You must’ve come from a world where men and women copulated because of the things you’ve said and told me!”  
 
    “I don’t quite recall,” the brain scoffed. “To assume such a holy being such as I, the epitome of all human thought and contemplation would do such things? Blasphemy!”  
 
    “You’re calling yourself a god now?” I tittered. “Really?”  
 
    “Maybe not a god,” the brain pondered. “Maybe a sub-deity, I could see myself being worshipped on a golden throne, surrounded by hundreds of scantily clad women, and priests who chant my name.”  
 
    “A.B.! A.B.!” Valerie chanted across the room. “A.B.! A.B.! A.B.!”  
 
    “That’s more like it!” the brain cackled. “More! More! Say it more! I want to hear you praise me more!”  
 
    “Alright, bud,” I inclined my head. “That’s enough, go upstairs with Valerie and Daisy, they’ll take care of you for now.”  
 
    “Fiiiiine,” the brain groaned. “Alright, Daisy, lift me out, and drop me into the jar over there.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” the brunette asked. “I can just pick you up with my hands? That’s alright? I won’t hurt you?”  
 
    “No way, I’m too hearty to be hurt by some dainty hands like yours,” the brain assured. “Well, and not only that, but brains can’t feel pain, so I bet I can barely register your hands wrapping around my bumpy surface.”  
 
    Daisy tiptoed closer, stepped up onto a wooden crate next to the cleansing tank, glanced over her shoulder toward A.B.’s empty but full regular jar, hooked her foot around one of its legs, and wheeled it closer. The bear-girl pushed up her sleeves, pressed her body against the tank, dipped her hands in, and grabbed A.B.. Daisy lifted the brain out, stuck her tongue out the corner of her mouth, hummed lightly, turned, and then gently settled the brain into the crystal clear liquid.  
 
    “There you go, A.B.,” the stunning brunette murmured. “All snuggled up in your cozy jar. Now, let’s get out of here.”  
 
    “Yes!” the brain cried. “To the kitchen! Where all the goodies and sweets are! Valerie, maybe this time you can crumble up a cookie and drop it into my jar, I’m sure I’d love that.”  
 
    “Absolutely not, A.B.,” I shook my head. “Do you know how contaminated you’d be after that? You’d have to spend a whole month in the cleansing tank.”  
 
    “Okay, fine,” the brain grumbled. “Alright, Daisy, cart me away! Or… carry me, whichever is easier for you.”  
 
    “I’ll just carry you if that’s alright.” The brunette smiled. 
 
    “A little bit faster, please,” Rian urged, smiled, and then laid a hand on my shoulder. “Charles and I have urgent things to attend to.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” A.B. echoed. “Urgent… business that the two of you must thrash out.”  
 
    Daisy bent her knees, gripped the jar with both hands, lifted, and then adjusted her grip. The brunette smiled to the two of us, brushed past, nodded to Valerie, and then climbed up the stairs and out of the laboratory. Valerie turned, grinned, saluted the both of us, dropped forward into a low bow, gripped the handle of the door, and then slammed it closed behind us. I opened my mouth to speak, turned toward Rian, and then paused as the red-skinned imp-woman sauntered toward me. Her hips rolled underneath her taut skin, and her hands lightly shifted at her sides, but what kept me in place was the heat in her amber eyes. I backed away slowly, the words stuck in my throat, and I only paused as my back bumped against the cold examination table.  
 
    Rian’s bright red tongue slipped out of her mouth, licked at her plump lips, and then slid back inside with a loud, moist smack. Despite my loss for words, a soft groan escaped my lips. My hands gripped against the edge of the examination table, and my member throbbed back to life. My tongue tasted like copper, my heart beat wildly, and it felt as if a red veil fell over the room. The laboratory seemed darker, too, the corners of each side almost pitch black, and the only thing left for me to focus on was the imp-woman. The red-skinned beauty’s black, pointed tail whipped out behind her, and I watched it move, completely mesmerized.  
 
    “I’ve wanted this for a very long time, Charles Rayburn,” Rian purred. “I’ve thought about it every second of every day, even when I would lay next to you in bed, the images of our bodies moving together in time was burned into my brain. Every time that would happen, I would press myself up against you, touch myself, and imagine what it would be like to be penetrated by you.”  
 
    “You did?” I smiled. “I had absolutely no idea. I’m sure if you’d awoken me in the night, I could’ve… helped you out.”  
 
    “No,” the black-haired imp-woman shook her head. “It wasn’t the right time, I could feel it within my body. Something within me has changed, yes, I wanted to mate with you before, but this time the desire has come back entirely different. It’s almost like a hunger, it starts deep in my loins, stretches upward into my belly, and then burns higher and higher up into my brain.”  
 
    “Does it?” I grunted. “That honestly sounds like something Daisy said to me when I made love to her. She said that she couldn’t take it anymore, maybe it has something to do with my blood? All of you immediately see me as a prime mate because you recognize something within me?”  
 
    Rian’s hand jabbed out, gripped me by the face, and forced my lips closed. Her glowing eyes burned brightly against the scarlet darkness around us, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away. The imp-woman pressed herself against my body, undulated once, and then hissed pleasantly up her throat.  
 
    “No more science talk,” the imp-woman whispered. “I don’t want to hear any more fully formed words coming out of your mouth, do you understand?”  
 
    “Yesss-uhm,” I garbled through her fingers, Rian pulled away, chuckled deep in the back of her throat, and then dropped to her knees.  
 
    The red-skinned woman swished her hair over her shoulders, gripped me by the thighs, leaned in closer, and then began to work at the belt around my waist. Her fingers moved so deftly that I almost thought to ask if she’d done this before, but I knew for a fact that wasn’t true, maybe in her past life, but certainly not in this one.  
 
    “I’ve dreamed about this moment for a very, very long time, Charles,” Rian panted. “The moment I disrobed you, and gazed upon your enormous member. I only know about its size because Valerie speaks of its size and girth often, even Daisy has, too, but not as openly.”  
 
    The imp-woman tossed my belt away, worked at the buttons and zipper of my trousers, yanked them down, and then stared at the sizable bulge poking out of my boxers. A small amount of precum stained the fabric, Rian leaned in close, licked her lips again, and hooked her taloned fingers into the waistband of my underwear. Her nails grazed my skin, not painfully, but enough to send static shivers up and down my back. The red-skinned woman hadn’t even laid her hands on me yet, but the sensations all around the room, the light burning behind her eyes, and the feel of her skin against mine sent me straight to the edge.  
 
    I gasped for air, threw back my head, panted for a second, and then lowered my eyes again toward Rian. The black-haired beauty slowly pulled down my underwear, my member fought against the fabric, but it finally sprung free into the heated air.  
 
    “I-I… I never imagined it’d be this big,” Rian gulped.  
 
    “Just wait until you see what it can do,” I rumbled. “Once I’m pumping deep inside of you.”  
 
    Rian’s mouth fell open, her eyes fluttered closed, an airy moan escaped between her lips, and both of her hands slipped down in between her legs. Her slim fingers pulled the fabric of her outfit away, and I immediately knew what she was about to do. My hand jabbed out, grabbed her by the wrist, and when she raised her eyes to me, I firmly shook my head.  
 
    “No,” I whispered. “Only I get to do that.”  
 
    “Ah, yes, Charles,” the imp-woman gasped, wriggled closer, and licked her lips.  
 
    Rian took my erect penis into her hands, slipped her fingers over it a few times, and electrical static raced through my veins. I felt as if I were about to explode, almost on the verge of ejaculating into her hands, but I fought it off as hard as I could. I didn’t know why I felt this way, I’d never been like this before, and I almost felt as if I was in a trance.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” the black-haired beauty purred. “I can’t wait to taste it.”  
 
    “Oh… science,” I hissed.  
 
    My member throbbed angrily in her hands, and more precum seeped out of it before dribbling onto her hand, Rian leaned forward and hastily licked it away with her long tongue.  
 
    Then the imp-woman pressed her succulent lips to the head of my penis, opened her lips, and then wrapped her entire tongue around my length. My eyes bulged from their sockets, my heart soared, and I almost felt as if my soul had left my body. The black-haired imp-girl’s tongue moved independently, as if it weren’t even a part of her body, it curled around me, retracted, slithered over my length, tightened, and then released with a soft, wet slap.  
 
    “Oh, Rian!” I murmured. “That felt… that felt like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. So strange, but satisfying, and so goddamn pleasurable!”  
 
    “I’m not finished yet,” the imp-woman giggled. “I want to get you to the point of exploding, and then I’ll stop.”  
 
    “And what else?” I gulped. “After that?”  
 
    “I’m going to climb up onto that examination table,” Rian whispered. “Strip off my clothes, and have my way with you.”  
 
    Rian chuckled, gripped my penis, lowered her head, and then took me entirely into her mouth. Her tongue wrapped around me again, this time not as tightly, but the imp-woman slowly began to bob her head. The sensation of both her mouth sucking and her tongue wrapped around me was enough to make me go wild with pleasure, I almost couldn’t handle it.  
 
    “Ohhhh!” I breathed.  
 
    I panted, my hands gripped the sides of the examination table, and I arched my hips upward toward her mouth. Rian giggled softly with my penis in her mouth, a smile twitched at the corners of her lips, and then she nodded even faster. Guttural grunts roared up my throat, I threw back my head, felt sweat bead on my forehead, and clenched the examination table so hard I thought the metal would dent.  
 
    Each time Rian’s head came up, her saliva flowed down the length of my veiny member, and when she slammed back down, it became something like a lubricant. I wasn’t sure if it was just Rian, or if it was the fact she was once an imp, but her throat seemed to go on forever, like an endless tunnel of warm wetness. I gritted my teeth, let go of the metal table with my right hand, gripped her by the back of the head, and forced the imp-woman down faster. I thrust with my hips, entered and exited her mouth faster than ever, and listened to the soft whimpers of pleasure from the woman below me. The harder and faster I moved, the more sounds that Rian made, and it gave me a strange, dark pleasure.  
 
    My penis twitched in her mouth, I was almost there, a few more strokes, and I’d paint the back of her throat white with my semen, but right as I was about to, Rian slipped away from my grasp. The gorgeous imp-woman panted, wiped her mouth clean of her salvia, and then wriggled closer, her eyes filled with heat again.  
 
    “I wanted to taste you so badly,” Rian gasped. “I wanted to taste what your semen is like, but no, I want you to cum inside of my womb, Charles, I want to know what it feels like to be full to the brim with your seed.”  
 
    “By the science,” I grunted. “Get onto the examination table, right now. You know what? Never mind.”  
 
    In one swift movement, I bent down, grasped the imp-woman by the waist, hauled her from the floor, threw her onto the cold table, reached underneath her, and ripped aside her clothing. Rian cried out, loud and low, but even though it was pained, she seemed to enjoy my roughness.  
 
    “Oh! Charles!” the imp-woman screamed. “Please, yes, do it. I need it, now more than ever!” 
 
    Her womanhood was wet, pink, and slightly swollen from arousal, and I couldn’t wait to jam my member inside of her. I held the fabric away from her core with my thumb and moved my pointer finger and thumb over the lips of her vagina. The red-skinned beauty threw back her head, gasped, pressed her lips together, and then mewled softly out of desperation. I probed two fingers inside of her convulsing walls, groaned against her tightness, and felt my member harden even more. I inched forward, removed my slick fingers, gripped her by the hips, pressed the head of my penis to her womanhood, and then slowly pushed into her.  
 
    “Yes, Charles, yes!” Rian roared. “Come on, I need it now! Pound me until I can’t walk! I need it!”  
 
    “If that’s what you wish,” I grinned. “Then I will give it to you.”  
 
    It seemed that Rian didn’t experience the pain that comes with losing one’s virginity, both Daisy and Valerie had cried out in agony, but the imp-woman didn’t seem to feel a thing. I slammed into her until my hips met the soft flesh of her enormous, soft ass. Then I rocked my hips back and forth and relished the feeling of her convulsing walls. The red-skinned woman threw back her head, squeezed her eyes closed, and screamed toward the ceiling. Rian was tighter than any of my other women, and I was unsure how she wasn’t in pain from my giant member.  
 
    Each time I thrust into her, wet squelches exploded up from her tunnel, moans exploded from her plump lips, and her juices dripped down my thighs. I moved savagely, almost like an animal as I thrust into her, and each time my hips slammed into her beautiful ass, her hands tightened on the examination table, and she let out an ear-splitting cry. Her body was tense beneath me, her legs firmly planted on the floor, and her head hung over the other side of the table. I suddenly had an idea, so I chuckled under my breath, let go of her hips, reached forward, and gripped the imp-woman by her thick, black horns.  
 
    I’d never touched them before, only admired them from a distance, or been brushed by them while we were sleeping. Their surface was smooth, almost soft like lamb-fur even though they were solid bone, and they also were cool to the touch, like a stone pulled from a riverbed. I pulled my hands away from them for a second, and the sensation was immediately gone, but I wanted it back. I gripped her by the horns, pulled her head back, glanced at her expression, saw that it was pleased, and pounded into her from behind.  
 
    “Charles!” Rian roared. “It feels so good, yes, yes, don’t stop! Please! Harder! Faster!”  
 
    I bucked against her, used her horns to stabilize me, and listened to the sweet, guttural sounds that ripped up the imp-woman’s throat. I could tell that she was close from the way her vagina clenched and convulsed around me, but I had to admit, I didn’t want it to end, and I wanted to continue like this for the rest of the night. This was a new experience for me, Rian was different than Valerie and Daisy in sexual terms. Valerie liked it a little rough but pouted when I used too much of my strength, and I’d learned over time that Daisy liked to be treated like a lady, and I could only be soft and sweet with the brunette. 
 
    From what I could tell, Rian enjoyed it when I got rough with her. I wanted to experiment more to see what she liked, and what she didn’t like, but I knew that I had to figure out those things over time. At this moment, I had power and control over her, something I had never had in this life, and I had to admit… I liked it, I craved it more than anything. I was born with nothing, no power, no strength, and certainly no wealth of my own, but this smidgen of power that Rian had given me… it made me feel fantastic, and I wanted more. It felt strange, to have an ounce of power over someone else, and I was thankful that Rian had given this to me.  
 
    I slammed into her one last time, felt her walls tighten, let loose for a second, and then convulse into a full orgasm. She threw back her head, her eyes squeezed shut, her face dotted with sweat, and her mouth dropped open in a vibrating scream of pleasure.  
 
    Rian bucked against me and rode me through her orgasm, and the more that she moved, the closer I came to my own release.  
 
    Then I suddenly felt my penis stiffen, and I grunted through my clenched teeth, hissed loudly, let go of her horns, and held onto her by her rearing hips.  
 
    “Rian!” I shouted. “Yes, you feel so good!”  
 
    “More, Charles!” the gorgeous woman begged. “More, yes, harder! Harder! Harder! Oh, it feels so good!”  
 
    My member seized inside of her, tensed even more, and then sprayed my frothing cream inside of her throbbing walls. I thrust into her as deep as I could go so that the most amount of my seed could flood inside of her womb, and then I stayed frozen there while my body pumped into her over and over again.  
 
    Then, after a few agonizing moments of sweet release, I was empty, and she was filled.  
 
    “Ohh, my love,” I sighed as I pulled out of her, threw myself down onto the metal table beside her, and then wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  
 
    Rian was still gasping for breath, so I pulled the black-haired beauty fully onto the table with me, dragged her to my side, and rested her head against my chest. We both breathed heavily, and we were covered in a light sheen of sweat, but when I looked around the room, the red veil had lifted, and I could see into the darkened corners better than before.  
 
    “What was that?” I gasped. “The light? Did you see that?”  
 
    “Oh,” Rian giggled. “An old imp trick.”  
 
    “You did that?” I chuckled. “How? It was… it was amazing and mesmerizing. It was almost like I was under a trance or something.”  
 
    “You could call it a trance,” the imp-woman explained. “When I was an imp, we’d use to ensnare our prey or… a mate that we particularly liked. It blurs everything around us, so that the only thing our prey can see is us. It has a calming effect, some even say arousing. I wanted to try it out on you, and I guess it worked.”  
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “Yes, it did, and I quite liked it. Use it on me more often, it was very enjoyable, but not only that, I was able to concentrate on you and pleasing you ten times more.” 
 
    “Charles,” Rian uttered. “I think that was the best thing I’ve ever done in my entire life. I’ve dreamed about it for so long, and it finally happened. It felt so good, I never knew something could feel so… good. I want to do it with you for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “Was it better than you expected?” I grinned. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she sighed. “Better than anything I’ve ever imagined. It felt like… little explosions, and then one big, giant one in my entire body. I don’t think I can ever touch myself again, you’ve ruined me, I’ll only want you for the rest of my life, just as Valerie said.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” I tittered. “I aim to please, and it looks like I’ve done my job.”  
 
    “Or have you?” Rian purred, rolled on top of me, gripped my wrists, and stared down at me with hungry eyes. “What if I told you I wanted to do it all over again?”  
 
    The room darkened for a second time, the red veil descended, and I only saw Rian. Shivers raced up and down my spine, but deep in my chest, something burned, and I snatched my hands away from her. I gripped her by the wrists, used my body to flip her onto her back, and pressed my already erect member toward her core.  
 
    “So, you want it again, do you?” I chuckled. “Then, you shall have it.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    My women’s dresses arrived the next morning, and as soon as the courier left, the enormous boxes were snatched away from my hands. Daisy held the packages tightly to her chest, smiled happily, and then turned toward her sisters.  
 
    “Let’s go upstairs,” the brunette gushed. “I want each of you to try them on with your masks and accessories. Then I can figure out what type of makeup I’ll need to buy at the mercantile.” 
 
    “Hey, now,” I chuckled. “I paid for those, aren’t you going to let me see?”  
 
    “You’ll see them,” the gorgeous bear-girl assured. “On the day of the ball. I want all of this to be a surprise for you, Charles. So, stay down here, and we’re going to try all of these on.”  
 
    “Fine,” I tittered. “I’ll wait, I don’t mind.”  
 
    The masquerade was only two days away, and we didn’t have much left to prepare for. We’d determined that Rian would be the one to serve the truth serum to the scientist since she was the newest, and although she didn’t have much experience, she was the most serious of the two. I trusted Valerie to do it, but the feline-woman was always getting into some type of trouble, not that we minded, but we couldn’t have any slip-ups during this mission. We planned to give the serum to the scientist about midway through the party, he’d have enough drinks in him not to question another, and if everyone were distracted, I would have time to whisk him away, question him thoroughly, and then bring him back in with no one the wiser.  
 
    It wasn’t a very intricate plan, but it was the best we could do. We figured that we couldn’t thoroughly plan for something when there was an unpredictable party happening since we never knew what could happen or what the other people attending would do, so we thrashed out the idea of what we wanted to happen and went with that. We would enter into the party, socialize for a bit, introduce Valerie and Rian to Josephine, which they were very excited about, and I knew for a fact that the feline-woman would want me to dance with her. Then finally, I would grab a drink for the scientist, pour the truth serum into it, and have Rian serve it to him.  
 
    Hopefully, Lucien wouldn’t question the drink, guzzle it down, and within minutes, be spilling his guts to me in some back corner of Josephine’s manor. I was anxious, but for the first time in my life, I wasn’t afraid. Over the past few months, I’d done some pretty fantastic, dangerous, and unbelievable things, and I had to admit, it’d changed me. I wasn’t the same man anymore, right now, in this world, I had even the smallest amount of power, and it… made me feel good. I’d killed people, yes, but I’d never seen it as killing when I was placing them within my machine’s compartments. I wasn’t talking about the patients I’d used in the experiments, I’d murdered Delphine, Ortensia, the first prisoner, and Milton, their blood stained my hands, and I hated to think it, but I liked having that control.  
 
    I was a man who came from absolutely nothing, born a brute, raised one, and I could consider myself one still even if I was an esteemed scientist and doctor. No matter the changes I made, or the steps I took to better myself, in the aristocrats’ eyes, I was just a disgusting maggot crawling through the dirt at their feet. Even if they saw me that way, things had changed. I had more power than them, I decided who lived or died, and from my past experiences, I could weasel my way out of being caught each and every time. No one could stop me, not with my monster-women at my side, and Edony was about to learn that. She may have wanted me dead and had tried several times to kill me, but I had gotten the upper hand every time.  
 
    It was almost like I was… unstoppable, untouchable, and completely invincible. Yes, there’d been a few close calls here and there, but I’d slipped past them like a slick snake in the garden. I felt as if I could trick and connive my way through everything right now, I was strong, powerful, and held the power of life and death in my palms.  
 
    I almost felt like a god with my beautiful creations by my sides.  
 
    The next couple of days passed quickly, my women and I spent most of our time around the house or in the laboratory, and of course, they asked me when we’d get a new sister. I didn’t have an answer for them, we’d just created Rian, and killed Ortensia. We needed to lay low for a little while longer, but I assured them it would happen eventually. Valerie was disappointed as always, pouted for a few hours, but finally came around to the idea. Daisy was astute, and calculating, saying that we should wait until the shock of Ortensia’s death had passed, and Rian agreed.  
 
    I awoke on the morning of the masquerade refreshed, sat up in bed, glanced around at my sleeping women, climbed out of bed, padded over to the dresser, and pulled out my clothes for the day. The party wasn’t until later in the evening, but I knew from my past experience with other aristocrats, it would take my women almost all day to get ready. Not only that, but there were three of them, so there were three dresses to get into, three sets of masks and accessories, and then came their hair and makeup. I was almost glad that I was a man, and all I had to do was get into my suit, play around with my messy black hair for a little bit, put on my shoes, and leave. 
 
    “Good Morning!” Valerie cried, threw off the covers, and leaped out of bed. “Today’s the day! Oh, I’m so excited! I can’t wait for you to see us in our costumes, Charles. They are so pretty!”  
 
    “Shhhh,” Daisy grumbled. “It’s too early.”  
 
    “It’s only nine-thirty!” the feline-woman protested. “It’s time to get up! Put the curlers in the fireplace, put our dresses out, get into our corsets, everything! Oh, Charles, it took everything within me to stop myself from wearing my costume to bed last night. I was just so excited! I couldn’t help it!”  
 
    “You did sneak away five times yesterday to put it on and stare at herself in the mirror,” Daisy chuckled. “I can understand being excited, but five times? We already know what it looks like on you, why do you have to look so many times?”  
 
    “I love it so much, that’s why!” the cat-girl shouted. “The color is so pretty, the embroidery is exquisite, but not only that, it fits like a glove! I want to wear it every single day! I even want to be buried in it!”  
 
    “Do you like it that much?” I chuckled. “We could buy you more dresses. You don’t have to wear that same leotard every day if you don’t want to.”  
 
    “No, I like my everyday outfit because you made it for me,” the gorgeous ash-blonde shook her head. “I only like the dress so much because it’s a special occasion, an occasion where I get to meet Josephine for the first time, and I can’t wait! I’m going to talk to her all night. No one can stop me!”  
 
    “Well, you do know that Ms. Josephine is the host of the party,” I stated. “That means she has to be gracious to her guests and talk to them, too.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” the feline-woman nodded. “As long as I’m glued to her side the entire time.”  
 
    “Do you think that’ll upset Ms. Josephine?” Daisy asked. “Or annoy her? I may love you, Valerie, but having someone pester you like that would get tiring.”  
 
    “I may not have known Ms. Josephine for long,” I broke in. “But she once told me that she feels lost at parties, she feels as if she doesn’t belong with other aristocrats, so I’m sure her meeting and befriending Valerie would make her very happy.”  
 
    “And me, too,” Rian echoed. “I’m going to stay with Ms. Josephine. She sounds like such a lovely person. I wish under different circumstances we could be close friends, but since we’re monster-women… this will likely be the only time we’re allowed to speak with her.”  
 
    “Yeah…” Valerie murmured. “That makes me really sad. I wish that Rian and I could be like Daisy, we can’t hide our horns, ears, or tails.”  
 
    “Hey now,” the brunette soothed. “Just because I look the way I do doesn’t mean that you two are any less. You should be thankful that you don’t have to go out in public. I love being with Charles outside of the house, but that also means that I have to deal with the aristocrats… It’s so hard to have to hear them speak about men the way they do, and the worst part is I’m expected to agree with them. I play along, pretend I think the same way as them, but all the while, I have a rageful fire burning in my belly. I know I’m the chosen delegate for the family because my ears and tail are easily hidden, but you two don’t have to see what I do. Yes, when we have visitors you hear it from wherever you’re hiding, but it’s different when it’s said directly to your face.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter who has to go into public and who doesn’t,” I urged. “All of you are perfect in my eyes. Yes, your ears, tail, and horns may not be concealable in public, but that doesn’t make you any less than Daisy. We found Ms. Josephine entirely by accident. It isn’t as if we’ve been keeping her away from all of you, in fact, I’d love for you both to meet and get to know her… but if you’re going to keep hating on yourself, I won’t have it. Each of you, Valerie, Daisy, and Rian, are beautiful in my eyes. You are absolute perfection, dreams made into reality, and I adore you more than you will ever know. I only wish that you could see you the way that I do. I love you from the hairs on the top of your head to the tips of your toes. It doesn’t matter if I can’t dress you up and take you into town. If I’m being completely honest, I wouldn’t want to take any of you down there. I only take Daisy because she’s my chosen ‘Mistress.’ If it were up to me, none of you would go into town and hear the disgusting rhetoric that the aristocrats spew everywhere.”  
 
    “You are such a good man, Charles Rayburn,” Valerie whispered. “We love you so much. You want nothing more than to protect us… even if it’s from the horrible aristocrats.”  
 
    “I know this is our first party together,” I breathed. “But all of you have to treat me differently than you do. You can’t act like you do when we’re at home. You’ve seen and heard how Daisy treats me in front of other aristocrats. I need you to treat me that way.”  
 
    “I-I… I don’t think I can do that,” Valerie shook her head. “I love you so much, Charles, and I don’t want to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt my feelings, my love,” I assured her. “I’m used to it at this point. I’ve heard it for so long that their words don’t bother me anymore. Sometimes I have to wonder if the consorts, servants, and workers are bothered by their rhetoric anymore… We’ve heard it every day since we’re born into this world, it’s almost as if we’re used to it by now.”  
 
    “I’m sure it would hurt me if I had to hear that females were terrible every day,” Daisy sighed. “Not only that, but to be talked down to, and treated like slaves just because you’re a certain gender… so horrible. I’m sure that they don’t pay their workers very well. Practically nothing to what their female counterparts bring in just because they’re aristocrats. It sounds like a horrible life. Why can’t we all be equal? I want nothing more than for men to be treated better than they are now.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Valerie muttered. “They didn’t do anything to deserve to be treated this way. I know it’s because women developed powers over time, but so what? They could’ve used those strengths for good, not evil. They’ve basically taken an entire sex and turned them into pack mules. It disgusts me.”  
 
    “I only wish that one day…” Rian trialed off, cleared her throat, and then started again. “I can stand shoulder to shoulder with my mate, exchange vows, and be his wife and mother of his spawn. Those are the only things in this world that I want… but not only that, I want it for other men, too. All of these women are so angry all the time. The only memories I received from Ortensia are veiled in a scarlet haze of red. She was so angry, and it made no sense. She had money, prestige, a career, and yet she was filled with insatiable anger that nobody could extinguish. I have to wonder… what made her that way? Was it the possession of such power? But when I look at my sisters and I see the way that they react to the world around them, I know that can’t be true. Both Valerie and Daisy hold substantial power at their fingertips, but they’re nothing like Ortensia or Edony. They’re happy with their lives… and I have to wonder, does it have anything to do with you, Charles?”  
 
    “I’ve thought the same thing,” Daisy nodded. “Delphine was never happy. She hated everything and everyone around her. It was like an unstoppable towering wave of hatred, and it only grew larger and larger within her until the day we killed her. There was no way that she would get past it, no way she could overcome it, and if she’d continued to live, it would’ve gotten worse. You think she would’ve enjoyed a little bit of her time with her consorts, but the only time she truly felt pleasure was when she was hurting them, and then that flash of happiness would disappear in a second.”  
 
    “That’s horrible…” the ash-blonde bleated. “I don’t understand how they can do such horrendous things to each other and the men they employ. It disgusts me.”  
 
    “Hey, now,” I soothed. “This is supposed to be a happy and exciting day. No more long faces, okay? We may be going to a party where there will be aristocrats, but I want you to forget about them for a little while, understand? This is about all of us and Ms. Josephine. Just a few minutes ago, you were bursting with excitement to meet her, what happened to that? I know you’re upset about the state of the world, but let’s enjoy this night together. Valerie and Rian get to dress up and go out for the first time in the eyes of society. It’s a cause for celebration! No more muddling over the things that we can’t change right now. Yes, I’d love to change the world, but we have to take it one step at a time.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles!” Valerie cried. “This is our night, and I’m not going to let some horrible aristocrats ruin it! Alright, Daisy, Rian, let’s get started! I’m ready to get primped and powdered!”  
 
    “I’ll leave the three of you to it,” I chuckled. “I’ll make myself some breakfast and maybe trundle around the laboratory for a little while. Later in the afternoon, I’ll hitch up our wagon, get dressed, and then all of us will leave. Sound good to everyone?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Daisy smiled. “It may take a while, but we’ll be ready to leave in a few hours.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “I expected as much. Take as much time as you need. I can wait for you downstairs.”  
 
    I tucked my shirt into my trousers, placed my suspenders over my shoulders, smiled at my women, and then hurried out of the room. Right before I closed the door, all three of my monster-women grinned and waved excitedly.  
 
    I sighed softly under my breath, rolled my shoulders, and then hopped down the steps. It was going to be a long day waiting on them, but I didn’t mind, I had a few things in the laboratory I needed to tidy up before I got myself ready. As I headed toward the kitchen to fix myself something to eat, I heard their voices from upstairs behind the closed door. Despite the gloomy conversation we had, they sounded happy and they laughed loudly together. I could pick out each woman by the sound of her laugh. Valerie’s was hiccupping and loud, Rian’s echoed as the imp-woman threw back her head and belly-laughed, and Daisy’s was the softest, and most girlish.  
 
    I hastily made myself something to eat, a thick sandwich and a tall glass of milk, and I sucked it all down at the small kitchen table. Once I was done, I placed my plate in the sink, dusted off my hands, sighed softly, and headed out the front door toward my laboratory.  
 
    I had to make a few repairs on my machine, a few broken pieces here and there from the last experiment, but the damage wasn’t as bad as it had been before. I needed to replace two panels, examine the electrical components, replace any of them that had blown, replace the panel, and lock it up tight. I needed to sanitize not only the examination table from last night, but compartment C needed to be cleaned, too. Delphine had rotted in there, Ortensia’s body had laid there overnight, and it wasn’t exactly clean.  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed, opened up the door to the laboratory, propped open the door, and then stepped inside. “Time to get started.”  
 
    “So, you’re back,” A.B. drawled. “How was your evening? Mine was fantastic if you’re asking. You may already know, but Daisy made paella last night, and it looked absolutely scrumptious. I’m sure you ate it later once you came up for air… four hours later with Rian in tow.”  
 
    “Yes, the paella was delicious,” I nodded. “I’ve heard that it’s a complicated recipe to master, but Daisy made it perfectly.” 
 
    “So, no reaction to my light ribbing? Boo, Charles, boo,” the brain chuckled. “What are you doing down here? Don’t you have a party to prepare for?”  
 
    “No, not yet,” I uttered. “The ladies have to get ready first because it takes them longer. So, I’m going to make a few changes with my machine to pass the time. Around six-thirty, I’ll go upstairs, hitch the horses, wash up, get dressed, do something with my hair, maybe slick it back, and then we’ll leave for the party.”  
 
    “I almost wish that I could go,” the brain sighed. “But, alas, I am a mere brain, unsuitable for such high society.”  
 
    “I’d gladly bring you along, but I doubt anyone would be happy with that,” I chuckled. “You know how Edony reacted every time she saw you. Imagine that but with an entire room full of aristocrats.”  
 
    “You said this party is basically all costumes, right?” A.B. asked. “Well, you could dress up like a mad scientist. Complete with wild hair, a few streaks of dirt here and there, maybe a ripped part of your shirt, and a brain in a jar. It’d be perfect!” 
 
    “That does sound pretty funny,” I smiled. “But a little too on the nose, don’t you think? People already think that I’m either some type of insane scientist or an alchemist. I can’t let them see me like that. Not only that, but you know how the Duchess treated you, you’d be getting that from all sides. The catty remarks, the harsh looks, the whole lot.” 
 
    “I would not like that. I’m too handsome and sensitive,” the brain bobbed. “But the Duchess did call me an ‘installment,’ that must mean I’m a work of art, right?”  
 
    “You’re a work of… something, alright?” I tittered. “Maybe a work of art, I’m not sure, but you’re definitely something.”  
 
    I chuckled softly, grabbed the new pieces of paneling, dragged them toward my machine, picked up my bag of tools, stepped toward the enormous metal contraption, and then got to work. I removed the first panel, peered inside with my handmade light, clicked my tongue at the burnt electrical components, and then grabbed the replacements from the side table. I hastily pulled the old ones out of their sockets, replaced them with the brand-new ones, and then replaced the paneling. Once I was finished with that, I put back all of my tools, crossed the room, opened up one of the larger cabinets, grabbed a cleaning solution I’d concocted for the machine’s metal exterior, and a few rags.  
 
    I stepped forward, opened up the second compartment, glanced in, and then grimaced. The small, closed-off room had a dank smell inside, and I already knew exactly what it was… death. So many men and a handful of women had died in this small space, and as I stepped in, I examined each of the walls. There were indents in the metal walls where the patients had pounded at it feebly with their fists, and when I turned toward the open door, there were scorch marks from the first female patient.  
 
    I sighed softly, gripped the rag in my hand, and sprayed all of the walls, ceiling, and floor with the cleaning solution. I wiped down the walls and then the ceiling, but when I glanced down at the floor, it had a bit of a greenish tint.  
 
    Delphine’s rotted face flashed back into my mind. My lips instinctively pressed into a firm line, I bent down, and wiped away all of the traces of the horrible woman away. I grunted as I stood, held the dirty rag loosely in one hand, and the bottle of cleaning solution in the other. I exited the compartment, glanced at the clock, nodded once, tossed the dirty rag into a wastebasket, replaced the bottle of cleanser in its cabinet, and then stepped toward the door. I hastily hitched the horses to the wagon, guided them out of the carriage house, and then tied them off in front of the manor.  
 
    I hurried upstairs into the manor, climbed the stairs, passed my bedroom where I could still hear my women’s voices as they giggled happily together, and I smiled to myself and headed toward the master bathroom. My suit was hung up on one of the hooks on the wall, and I examined it for a second, it’d been given to me by the Duchess when she wanted me to attend a ball, and I hadn’t worn it since. I was sure that the last time I wore it I had no idea that the next time I put it on, I’d be living in a house full of women who loved me.  
 
    I quietly got dressed in the comfort of my master bath. When I finished, I had to admit I did look quite handsome in the outfit that the Duchess had purchased for me long ago. White silky fabric frothed at my throat on top of the white pressed button-down shirt. Over the top of it, I wore a black overcoat with two long tails at the end and a single scarlet stripe down both of the arms. The coat cinched in at my hips, and underneath it, my trousers were the same shade of black with the stripe of scarlet to match the jacket.  
 
    Hundreds of years ago, I would’ve been an eligible bachelor, and now to the public’s eye, I was nothing but a lowly consort indebted to my Mistress. I didn’t really care that they thought that about me, but I was more than that, I had accomplished so much in my lifetime. I wanted to be seen for that, but… I knew that wouldn’t happen any time soon.  
 
    I grunted, damped my fingers in the faucet, ran them through my messy black hair, and then leaned back.”Not too bad,” I chuckled after I had finished getting ready. “Could be worse.”  
 
    I shook my head, grabbed the handle to the bathroom, waltzed out, and trundled down the stairs to the front door. I reached for the handle right as the bedroom door swung open, and Valerie’s sweet voice called out to me.  
 
    “Chaaaarles?” the feline-woman giggled. “Are you ready to see us?”  
 
    “I have your mask, too, Charles,” Daisy interjected. “You’ll have to put it on before we get there, though. I’m not sure you could drive in it.”  
 
    “I’m ready,” I grinned. “And waiting to see my beautiful women.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Valerie was the first to float down the stairs. When I saw her, my heart pounded in my chest, my mouth felt dry, and I stared up at her in awe. Her dress wasn’t what I was expecting at all when we’d gone to the tailors. The feline-woman had specifically requested something in pink, but this was in a deep, royal blue that looked like the color of the ocean on a stormy night. The skirt of the dress was shorter in the front and longer in the back with overlays of frilly blue lace. The dress revealed her pale, beautiful legs to me, and from out behind her, her tail twitched excitedly. The top of the dress came down into a sweetheart neckline, while the sleeves were entirely made from the same blue lace and cinched at her delicate wrists.  
 
    Golden thread had been woven into the skirt, and when the cat-girl stepped down beside me, it glittered in the light from above our heads. Her long ash-blonde hair had been painstakingly curled into tight ringlets, and then half of it had been pulled up at the back to create something like a fountain effect. Her lips were a deep wine color, her cheeks were a dusted light pink, either from rouge or a deep natural blush, and her blue eyes sparkled happily. The stunning cat-girl wore a half-mask over her features, and I could tell from the shape of it, it was supposed to be cat-related. Whiskers poked out of small holes at the rounded cheeks, two small fangs pointed downward into her cheeks, and the eyeholes were slanted slightly in a feline way.  
 
    “I thought you wanted pink?” I asked. “I thought for sure that Daisy had bought you a pink dress.”  
 
    “I did,” the feline-woman giggled. “But there must have been some sort of mix-up at the shop. I was sure if we sent a courier to tell them, the workers making the dresses would’ve been punished, and I didn’t want that to happen. I was a little upset when I first opened the box, but then I tried on the dress and it was so, so pretty. I love it so much.”  
 
    “You look… absolutely stunning,” I whispered. “I thought my heart would stop the moment I laid my eyes on you… How did I get so lucky?” 
 
    “I’m coming down!” Rian cackled. “Ready or not, here I come!”  
 
    I grabbed Valerie by the shoulder, pulled her tightly to my side, sighed softly, and then aimed my eyes back up toward the staircase right as Rian made her descent. I gulped loudly, almost choked, coughed for a second, cleared my throat, and then grinned up at the red-skinned imp-woman.  
 
    Her dress was emerald green just as Daisy had planned in the tailor’s shop, and all of the fabric was covered in intricate beadwork that glittered and glinted in the light. When she stepped down, I could almost make out shapes in the delicate beading, but when she moved, it changed, and I saw something else completely different. The imp-woman’s dress was more of a ball gown style, the bell of the skirt came down and brushed at the floor elegantly. It was completely sleeveless, and the neckline came down into a deep V-shape and revealed all of her enormous cleavage to us. The hem of the dress was bordered with intricate black embroidery, and I could pick out small slivers of golden thread there, too.  
 
    Rian’s mask wasn’t as elaborate as Valerie’s, but her horns became an essential part of it. Like the feline’s, Rian wore a half mask, and it was plain black with a few flecks of gold paint on the surface. A few holes and shapes had been cut out of the heavy material, and her red-tinted skin peeked out. The mask ended right where her horns started, and small clusters of flowers and leaves had been placed around the bases of each of them.  
 
    The imp-woman’s oil black hair was positioned over one shoulder in loose waves, her lips were scarlet red, and through the eyeholes of the mask, I could tell that one of them had layered heavy charcoal liner over her eye into a thick wing. The imp-woman looked as if she’d just stepped out of the forest for the first time as a lost fairy. I couldn’t stop staring, and as she stepped off the stairs, I instinctively reached for her. 
 
    “By science,” I grunted. “You are stunning.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the imp-woman blushed. “I’m so glad that you like it, and I’m grateful that Daisy picked this out for me.”  
 
    “You look like a dream,” I whispered. “Like some sort of fairytale creature come to life right before my eyes.”  
 
    “Stop it,” Rian giggled. “I’m an imp, not a fairy… though, fairies are quite delicious.”  
 
    “It’s true,” I breathed. “Both of you look so gorgeous.”  
 
    “Daisy!” the feline-woman called, turned, and leaned up toward the staircase. “It’s your turn! Come on down.”  
 
    “O-Okay,” the brunette sighed. “I’m coming down, but… no one laugh at me. I’m not used to dresses like this.”  
 
    “We’d never laugh at you, my dear,” I assured her. “Now, hurry up. I want to see how beautiful you look.”  
 
    “A-Alright,” the bear-girl murmured. “I’m coming down.”  
 
    My eyes widened, my mouth dropped open, and my breathing hitched for a second as Daisy swept down the stairs in the tightest dress I’d ever seen. The sky-blue fabric was pulled so taut against her it almost became like a second skin. She moved gracefully , but I could tell it was difficult for her in the high-heeled shoes. Her dress was entirely embroidered with light blue, white, and silver thread, like Valerie’s. The neckline was a sweetheart that revealed the pink, soft tops of her breasts, and I bet if I placed my hands around her tiny waist, my fingers would completely encircle it.  
 
    The sleeves were short, also covered in the same lace as the rest of the dress, and hung off of her shoulders lightly. The brunette’s short brown hair had been lightly curled, her honey-golden eyes sparkled, and she stepped closer to us as she fretted with the front of her dress. The bear-girl’s mask was a half-mask like the rest of them. It was entirely white porcelain and painted with light flowers and stretching vines. Her lipstick wasn’t as dark as the other monster women’s, it was a light, sheer pink color, her cheeks were rosy with a dusting of rouge, and her eyes were lined with dark wings of charcoal.  
 
    “You’re so gorgeous,” I grunted. “I can’t believe that I get to call all of you mine… How did I ever get so lucky? Did I do something so good and fantastic in my past life that you were gifted to me out of thanks? Or was it mere chance that I created you? I will never know, but I’m eternally grateful that somehow in this strange and unusual universe you were brought to me.”  
 
    “We’re eternally grateful that we came into existence and get to live every day with you, Charles,” Daisy breathed. “I wouldn’t have it any other way… I couldn’t imagine my life with any other man. I couldn’t imagine living any other type of life without you in it.”  
 
    “I have to agree with Daisy,” Rian nodded. “Sometimes, even though it makes me sad, I like to think about what I would be doing in a different life… If I were an ordinary aristocrat, my life would be so dreary and full of sadness. Both Daisy and I know it. We have the confirmed proof in our memories from Ortensia and Delphine. We’re so happy with you, Charles, we wouldn’t want it any other way. I am so glad that you created me in your machine. My life would be so miserable if I’d continued on as Ortensia.”  
 
    I’d always felt a little guilty with my women, not that I ever told them, but I feared that they would have memories of me placing them within my machine against their will and the fatal experiment that came afterward. I pondered on it often when my monster-women spoke about their past memories, but none of them ever mentioned the experiment or even me. I had known both Ortensia and Delphine, and yet neither of them remembered me. I was a bit thankful for that, if I were honest, I didn’t want them to remember the experiment at all. From the looks of the corpses in compartment C, they all died horrible, painful deaths at my hand and yet… my women were grateful that I’d created them. It relieved me more than I imagined. I didn’t feel guilt for killing the male prisoners, nor did I feel guilty for murdering Ortensia, Delphine, or the female prisoner, but I often worried if they would someday remember what had happened to them.  
 
    “Ah, Charles,” Daisy uttered to break me away from my thoughts and smiled up at me with glittering eyes.  
 
    “Yes?” I uttered. “What is it, my dear?”  
 
    “I have your mask here, too,” the bear-girl grinned, held out the box, and then pressed it to her chest. “But you should probably put it on when we get to Josephine’s manor. It’ll probably be too difficult to drive the wagon and wear the mask at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” I nodded, adjusted the sleeves of my coat, and glanced down at my watch. “We should probably leave now. By the time we get there, the party will have already started.” 
 
    “Do you know where Josephine’s manor is, Charles?” Valerie asked. “I don’t think you’ve ever been there before, or you’ve never mentioned it, at least.”  
 
    “No, I haven’t been there,” I stated. “But Josephine is one of the richest aristocrats in town, so her house is one of the largest. It’s a little farther out of Edenhart than most. I believe there will be an added fifteen minutes to our travel time, but we should get there with enough time to spare. I’ve heard her manor is located at the base of the mountain, on a small plateau with an enormous lake.”  
 
    “I wish we had a big lake!” Valerie cried. “We could go swimming in the summer, fishing in the fall, and ice skating in the winter! Doesn’t that sound like so much fun? Especially this past summer, it was so hot down in the laboratory. I don’t know how you survived down there for so long, Charles. The sunbeams were nice in the afternoon, but early in the morning? I would keel over from heatstroke.”  
 
    “It wasn’t too bad,” I chuckled. “Before all of you came around, I’d strip down to my underwear and work like that, or I’d go down to the mercantile, buy massive blocks of ice, work for a little bit, and then go sit in the ice house for an hour or so until I cooled down. Sometimes I’d chisel off small blocks of ice, place them in a towel, and wrap them around my head, like a turban that kept me cool a lot of times.”  
 
    “Weren’t you working for the Duchess during that time?” Rian asked.  
 
    “I was,” I laughed. “And that’s the reason why I created the alarm system for whenever someone comes through the front gate. There were multiple times that she almost waltzed into the laboratory and I was almost naked. Can you imagine how horrible that would’ve been? After the first few times, I kept the laboratory door closed, but stayed unclothed with the windows open, but she’d still try to waltz in without knocking. So, I created the alarm system. It’s set at a perfect place on the gate, so once it rings, it gives me exactly one minute and forty-five seconds to get redressed and ready for visitors. I kept it because… honestly, it’s nice to know when people are coming up to the manor, and it’s hard to tell when I spend most of my time in my laboratory.”  
 
    “I had no idea why you had the alarm system,” Valerie breathed. “But imagining the Duchess walking in and seeing you in your underwear is pretty funny. I wonder what she would’ve done. Maybe she would’ve walked out?”  
 
    “If she saw you naked, then that’s her fault,” the red-skinned imp-woman shrugged. “She’s the one walking into someone else’s home unannounced, what should she expect?”  
 
    “Well, it was technically her manor still,” I corrected. “She came to check up on me whenever she wanted because she was allowed to do so. I was under her patronage, an employee doing a job for her, and she could come check on me whenever she wanted to.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right, Charles,” Daisy murmured. “But that still doesn’t make it right that she was constantly breathing down your neck. I can’t imagine how difficult it would’ve been to work under those conditions.”  
 
    “Oh, it was horrible,” I agreed. “I never knew when she was just going to show up. It could be any day of the week at any time, once or twice, it was even multiple times a day.”  
 
    “The gall of that woman,” the black-haired beauty grumbled. “I swear, if I ever meet her in a dark alley, she’s going to get a fist to the face, and a knee to her gut, I swear to it.”  
 
    “You might not want to do that,” I chuckled. “She may not be able to see you, but she does have the power of a lightning strike behind her fingertips and onc hit from one of those… no more Rian.”  
 
    “You’re right, Charles,” the imp-woman sighed. “But still, my power hasn’t manifested yet, and we don’t know if it could be more powerful than the Duchess’.”  
 
    “You’re very right,” I nodded, stepped toward the door, opened it, and then gestured the three of them forward. “But you never know what it could be. Daisy and Valerie’s powers weren’t what I expected at all. I understand that Daisy probably got her physical strength from the bear, but I have no idea how Valerie got invisibility. If I remember correctly the female prisoner I used for her had some sort of flame ability.”  
 
    All four of us hopped down the steps toward the wagon, I turned once we stood next to it, offered Valerie my hand, and then helped the feline up into the back of the cart. I gestured to Rian, placed my hand on her curvaceous waist, and helped her step up into the wagon with Valerie. Once they both were in, I grabbed Daisy’s hand, brought her to the front of the wagon, and gripped her by the waist.  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait! Wait!” the bear-girl cried. “I can get up there by my--” 
 
    I lifted up Daisy, set her gently down in the driver’s seat, and then grinned up at her. She was light, tiny, and almost fragile, which surprised me because her power was super-strength, and I’d almost expected her to be a bit heavier from all that muscle. The brunette’s cheeks were flushed pink, but I knew it wasn’t from the rouge dusted across her round cheeks. Her lips pouted out, she lowered her head, and pressed her hands into her lap.  
 
    “T-Thank you,” the bear-girl stammered. “B-But I could’ve done it myself.”  
 
    “I know you could’ve,” I chuckled, climbed up beside her, and took the reins into my hands. “But I saw how much trouble you had walking in that tight dress, so I decided it’d be better to help you up than for you to struggle for a few minutes and wear yourself out.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” Daisy stuttered. “Thank you for looking out for me, Charles. I appreciate it.”  
 
    “No problem,” I tittered. “Now, let’s go. To Ms. Josephine’s!”  
 
    “To the party!” Rian cried.  
 
    “To dance the night away!” Daisy cheered.  
 
    “To drug the scientist, find out everything he knows, get to know Josephine, and become her best friend in the whole wide world!” Valerie cheered.  
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “And all of that, too.”  
 
    To get to Josephine’s manor, we’d have to drive through the main streets of Edenhart, pass by the Duchess’ duchy, and then take a back road from there all the way to the manor. I didn’t mind the drive, though the air was a bit chilly for early autumn, my women’s cheeks were rosy from the chill, but they didn’t seem to mind. Before long, the wheels of the wagon bounced as we rolled from smooth dirt onto the bumpy brick of the main street. I glanced at the sidewalks, but only a few aristocrats moved to and from the shops.  
 
    Most of Edenhart was going to be at this party, and even if they weren’t there, such as the shop owners, they’d had a hand in preparing. Josephine had said she wanted it to be a small gathering, but she could never throw a ball without everyone in the city finding out, so she had to extend the invitation to every aristocrat. I didn’t mind it. In all honesty, the more people there, the better because there’s less chance of us being caught. The nobles would be guzzling down alcohol, dancing, and filling their stomachs with Josephine’s delectable food. No one knew Rian, but they would notice that the red-skinned woman arrived with her two cousins and me.  
 
    “Look at all the pretty costumes,” Rian sighed from the back. “Are those women coming to the party, too?”  
 
    I turned my head to where the imp-woman indicated, examined the three women in enormous skirts and tightened corsets climb into the back of a carriage. One of the women already seemed drunk, and almost tumbled out backward as she attempted to climb in.  
 
    “I believe so,” I uttered. “They’re all wearing masks and dresses, so we should see them there.”  
 
    “It’s so strange to be out like this,” Valerie whispered. “I thought it would be invigorating to finally be seen by society but… I have this strange, heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach. I know we have a story about our horns, tails, and ears, but I’m so afraid that someone is going to touch one, feel it, and realize that it’s actually attached to my head… I keep wanting to tuck them underneath my mask.”  
 
    “No, don’t do that,” Daisy shook her head. “They look great with the mask. If one of the aristocrat’s tries to touch them, just tell them that they’re really fragile and will break if anyone handles them.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea, Daisy!” the feline-woman giggled. “And I’ll keep my tail as close to my body as I can.”  
 
    “I dare anyone to touch my horns,” Rian boomed. “Yes, they look very real because they are real, but to have my person violated is a crime in the imp kingdom.” 
 
    “Really?” the ash-blonde tilted her head. “I can understand if someone is doing something perverted, but just touching each other? Like what if you want to move past someone, and you brush your hand against their shoulder to get their attention?”  
 
    “There is no need for that!” the dark beauty replied. “You simply clear your throat, stand your ground, shout ‘rargrot maht mahun ragernagratn,’ and they will move out of the way for you.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” I chuckled over my shoulder. 
 
    “Move out of the way,” Rian nodded. “It’s pretty clear, isn’t it? The imp language is like that. You say what you mean, and you mean what you say.”  
 
    “That… seems pretty straightforward,” Daisy chuckled. “Are all imps like that? They don’t touch each other?”  
 
    “Of course,” Rian nodded. “Unless it is the imp you’re intimate with. Other than that, we never touch each other. As one of the imp princesses, other imps tried to touch me all the time.”  
 
    “What was the punishment for touching an imp princess?” Valerie asked. “Is it something horrible? Hanging? Beheading?”  
 
    “Eaten!” the red-skinned woman cackled. “You get eaten by your peers! Isn’t that wonderful! Sometimes… I miss the delicious meat of an imp, roasted over an open fire with grubs on the side. Ah, what I wouldn’t do to have another one of those meals…”  
 
    “Or…” Daisy urged. “I could make you roast chicken with stuffing and potatoes…”  
 
    “That, too!” Rian nodded. “Delicious! I almost prefer that over-roasted imp meat… almost, Daisy!”  
 
    “Well… I’m glad you enjoy my cooking,” the bear-girl sighed. “But I will never serve you roasted imp-meat with a side of grubs. That sounds too disgusting.”  
 
    “I would give it a try,” Valerie pondered. “I mean, I’ve eaten worse. I was a street-cat, you know. I ate lots of birds, mice, and other small, furry animals. What’s so different between a bird and an imp beside some hair and horns?”  
 
    “Uh, imps have conscious thought,” Daisy offered. “They have their own language. They’re basically a civilized species…”  
 
    “What about you, Charles?” the feline-woman giggled. “Would you eat an imp if you had the chance?”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” I chuckled. “For one, as Daisy said, they’re practically a civilized species. They have their own cities, rulers, and laws. Does that sound like a colony of mice that would scatter when discovered? Not to me, that sounds like a group of small creatures that’d take up their spears and run me through. Not only that, but they don’t look very tasty, and Rian once was an imp, to eat one would be a disrespect to her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the black-haired woman murmured. “Except in my lifetime, I’ve eaten about five other imps without regret, but I appreciate the sentiment.”  
 
    “Five?” I asked. “Why so many?”  
 
    “Some of them want to break the laws we have in place and touch me,” Rian smirked. “And the only punishment for that law is death by teeth.” 
 
    The black-haired imp-woman gnashed her teeth together, threw her head back, and cackled at the darkening sky. I had wondered for a long time what Rian’s life had been like before I transformed her, and we’d just learned the hard truth. The imp-woman didn’t seem to mind that she grew up eating her own people, but it was such a shock to me, not that it should’ve been, though.  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “We’ll be passing the duchy on the left, and then we should be at Josephine’s within the next fifteen minutes. Are you ladies excited?”  
 
    “I’m so, so excited!” Valerie squealed. “I can’t wait to meet Josephine! I hope we become fast friends, oh! Maybe we could send letters to each other! That’s the way we can communicate! Oh, this is even better! I can keep in contact with her while at the manor!”  
 
    “You could do that,” I smiled. “I’m sure that Ms. Josephine would love that. She doesn’t have a lot of friends.”  
 
    “Is… is that the Duchess’ house?” Rian asked.  
 
    I turned my head toward the left side of the wagon, pressed my lips into a hard line, and tried hard to push down the disgust roiling in the pit of my stomach. I’d been in that house a few times, and each occasion I’d visited, the Duchess had threatened my life. I glanced toward the woods, chuckled, and then peeked over at Valerie and Daisy. The duchy also held good memories for me, too, that’s where we’d trapped the bear that would later be used to create Daisy, and it was also the location where I killed Milton.  
 
    “It’s so huge…” the imp-woman sighed. “You see every inch of it… even from this far away because of all of the lanterns. You see all of the footmen, too… I wonder if she’s leaving yet, or if she’s already departed.”  
 
    “Knowing the Duchess,” I grunted. “She won’t leave until after the party’s started. She always has to be ‘fashionably late’ to parties… even her own. Every time she invited me to one, she expected me to be there on time, but she wouldn’t arrive until thirty minutes later.”  
 
    “That’s rude,” Valerie hissed. “You have guests. They’re waiting for you! You should be there on time to greet them!”  
 
    “I guess it’s a popular practice for aristocrats.” I shrugged. “I haven’t been to a lot of other parties, but from what I’ve heard, it’s a common occurrence.”  
 
    “Despite my dislike for the Duchess,” Daisy murmured. “I have to admit, she has a gorgeous home, and she takes good care of it. I assume that it’s been passed down from generation to generation, correct?”  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “Edony’s family basically built Edenhart from the ground up. I heard that her great-great-great-great-grandmother bought this enormous plot of land, built her duchy, and then built a city around it.” 
 
    “They must have a lot of money,” the feline-woman whispered. “To literally build a town and then be the predominant rulers in that city to this day.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess Edony’s family is pretty important…” I agreed. “It’s always been that way. Edony’s mother was the Duchess before her, and so on and so forth since the town came into existence.”  
 
    “It’ll end with her,” Rian stated cryptically, I turned and glanced over my shoulder at her.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Her family line,” the imp-woman uttered. “It will end with her. After we’re finished with her, there will be no more rulers of Edenhart… no more rulers over the world… except for us, Charles and his monster-women. We will be the ones they answer to, men and women. There will be no classes, no aristocrats, and certainly no more Duchesses.”  
 
    “That was… heavy,” Valerie chuckled nervously. “I know we’re all thinking it, but to hear it said out loud… it all seems a little too real.”  
 
    “Well, it’s not going to happen anytime soon,” I chuckled. “So, put that thought away for another day, alright? The Duchess may be doing something sneaky, but she’s not a direct threat to us, but if there ever comes another day where she is, I will give you full permission to do whatever you want to.”  
 
    “How much farther until we get to Josephine’s?” Valerie exclaimed.  
 
    “About ten minutes,” I smiled. “We’ll be there very soon.”  
 
    My women kept quiet for the rest of the ride. Our wagon tilted upward as we journeyed deeper into the mountains, and in the distance, we could hear the crash of an enormous waterfall. I turned my head toward the noise, smiled softly, and then cracked the reins hard against the horses’ backs. We came over the crest of the hill, and finally, Josephine’s massive manor came into view below.  
 
    I would’ve guessed the house was about the same size as the Duchess’, if not, only a fraction smaller. Golden light spilled out of the two-story windows, and behind them I could make out the shifting silhouettes of other aristocrats as they milled about the party. The manor overlooked the expansive lake, and in the middle of the water was a tiny island with a single weeping willow, a small structure for shade, and an abandoned rowboat on the shore.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Valerie gasped. “That’s gorgeous. It’s even prettier than Edony’s and Delphine’s.” 
 
    “Look at all the pretty flowers Josephine had planted out front,” Rian gasped. “And all of the trees, everything looks so good.”  
 
    “I wish we lived here,” the feline-woman murmured. “I love our house, I do, but this is just so preeeeetty and feminine. Our house… it just has a masculine feel to it, yeah, we’ve found dresses in the attic, but it looks better suited for a man.”  
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled. “What’s wrong with our house?”  
 
    “Too dark, not enough windows,” Valerie smiled. “The curtains are all dark colors.”  
 
    “Too much wooden paneling… all over the house,” Daisy added. “I don’t mind it in one room, but all over the house? It’s too much.”  
 
    “What about you, Rian?” I guffawed. “Any complaints about our house?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, but the imp-woman wasn’t looking back, she leaned against the opposite side of the cart, her hands pressed to the wood, and her eyes were wide with wonder. She wasn’t looking at the house, but something in the water, and I turned in my seat to take a look. That’s when I saw it, too, the light emanating from the water. It wasn’t the light of the moon reflecting off, but something different. The water rippled for a second, the light changed from bright white to a subtle blue, but I could still pinpoint it with my eyes. Then, I heard it… the soft sound of singing, and I could tell from this distance away, it wasn’t coming from the party or anywhere down the road.  
 
    It sounded… almost human. 
 
    “W-What is that?” Rian gasped. “D-Do you see it, too?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The sound came again, a soft whisper of a voice off in the distance, but it was different than the average speaking voice, there was something strange to it. Almost as if the voice was far away, or blocked by something like a barrier. Valerie and Daisy’s head snapped in the direction of the lake, their eyes widened, and the feline-woman’s chocolate brown ears snapped to attention.  
 
    “I heard it that time,” the cat-girl whispered. “What… what was that, Charles?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I uttered. “But it’s something in the lake. Do you see that light? It might be difficult. It changed color just a second ago.”  
 
    “I saw it the moment we pulled onto the drive,” Rian admitted. “At first, I thought it was just a reflection from one of the windows of the manor, but… it’s too far away from the house for that, and it’s on the other side of that small island, so there’s no way that the light would reach this far.”  
 
    “Any idea, Daisy?” I murmured. “You’re our current mythical and average beast expert.”  
 
    “There are a few possibilities,” the brunette grunted. “Possibly a kappa, bunyip, grindylow, water nymph or a nix… Those are only a few that live in lakes such as this.”  
 
    “Do any of them emit light like that?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” the bear-girl breathed. “The only ones that I can think of that can change colors or produce light are nymphs and nixes, but others could, too, I suppose.”  
 
    “What should we do?” the red-skinned woman asked. “Should we get out and investigate?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the drive behind us and listened in the distance for any sound of trotting horse hooves, or the crash of a moving carriage, but the night was silent except for the sound of soft singing. I pressed my lips into a firm line, grunted under my breath, and then pulled back the reins. The horses neighed and fought against their harnesses for a second, but rolled to a stop in the grass. 
 
    “There we go,” I grunted.  
 
    I hopped out from the driver’s seat, offered my hands to Daisy, and then helped the brunette down.  
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” the bear-girl murmured.  
 
    “No need to thank me,” I chuckled, hurried to the back of the cart, and helped Valerie out next. 
 
    “Thanks, Charles!” the ash-blonde bubbled. 
 
    I offered the black-haired beauty my hands, but she shook her head and hopped out by herself. All three of my women took off toward the water’s edge, but Valerie was the first to reach it. Daisy and I followed after them, but the bear-girl stood a little behind me, held tightly onto the sleeve of my jacket, and peeked over my shoulder.  
 
    The water’s surface was absolutely still with no movement from underneath, but the voice was louder. The bright light underneath the surface pulsed with such an intensity that I squinted my eyes against it in the darkness. Every few seconds, the glow would shift under the water, either going deeper in the lake or higher toward the surface, and I stood on my tiptoes as I attempted to get a peek at what was there.  
 
    “What do you think it could be?” Rian asked. “I’ve heard about mermaids. You told me about those, Daisy, but this is a lake… there’s no way that a saltwater mermaid could be here.”  
 
    “I can’t see it clearly enough to tell what it is,” the bear-girl whispered. “If only I could get a little closer.”  
 
    “Well, we only have a few options to find out,” Valerie giggled. “One of us could tread through the water…”  
 
    Both Daisy and Rian glanced at their sister, examined what they were wearing, and then shook their heads. The ash-blonde sighed softly, grabbed the train of her skirt, and stepped toward the water, but then I grabbed her by the arm and stopped her from going any further.  
 
    “What was the other option, then?” I asked. “I can’t let you go into the water, not in your costume. Can you imagine how horrible it would be to show up at the masquerade covered in murky lake water? The aristocrats would laugh us out of there, but not only that, it would embarrass Ms. Josephine. I’m sure that you don’t want that to happen.”  
 
    “You’re right,” the feline-woman grumbled. “The only other option is to ask Josephine what’s in her lake. She might not know, and that’s why I was going to go in there to get it.”  
 
    “Well, we’ll ask first, alright?” I chuckled. “There’s no need to go and ruin your dress right now.”  
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t going to ruin my dress,” the ash-blonde assured me. “I was going to take my dress off and then wade through the water in my skivvies.”  
 
    “No, no, no,” I laughed. “That’s even worse. Other aristocrats could show up here anytime, do you want them to see you in your underwear?”  
 
    “Not particularly,” the blonde grinned. “But I don’t really care. This will be the first and last time they ever see me, so why not give them a show?”  
 
    “Why don’t we get back in the wagon,” I offered. “Then we can go to the party and then ask Josephine what’s in her lake. We can mention that we saw the changing light and heard singing.”  
 
    “That’s a better idea, Charles,” the cat-girl giggled. “Let’s do that, alright, Rian, Daisy, let’s climb back in and get to the party.”  
 
    I guided all three of them back to the wagon, helped them in, and then slid into the driver’s seat. Thankfully, no other aristocrats had come along the road while we were investigating the water or when we climbed back into the wagon. I slapped the reins against our horses’ backs, pulled along the drive, but kept my eyes trained on the same spot where the light changed once more to deep emerald green. I wondered what it could be. Another mythical creature? Or some sort of algae in the lake? But even if it were just algae, that wouldn’t explain the humanoid voice we’d heard.  
 
    Valerie, Daisy, and Rian crowded around me after I pulled into an empty space in front of Josephine’s.  
 
    “Turn around, turn around,” Valerie bleated. “It’s time to put your mask on!”  
 
    “Am I not allowed to see what it looks like?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Well, yes, but not until we’re inside. I think that Daisy picked out the perfect one!” Rian giggled.  
 
    “The tailor shop I went to told me that all of their masks are one of a kind,” the brunette explained. “No one else in the city will have an exact copy, so it’s an original. I can tell that whoever made this worked very hard on it.”  
 
    “They were quite skilled, too,” Rian commented, looked down into the white box, and grinned. “Look at all the colors. It looks so lifelike as if it will take a breath of fresh air, sniff at the wind, and then turn tail and disappear into the forest.”  
 
    “But what is it?” I chuckled. “I want to see it, too. That’s not fair.”  
 
    “I think it’s alright if we show him now,” Daisy uttered. “He’s going to see it anyway.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Valerie chuckled. “It was my idea to hold off anyway, but you’re right. He’ll pass by a mirror and see it the second we’re in there.”  
 
    Daisy took the box into her hands, shifted until we faced each other, and then offered the container to me. My eyes focused on the full-face mask in the box, as Rian had said, the colors were so realistic that it looked almost lifelike.  
 
    “A wolf,” I uttered.  
 
    The snout was long and pointed, rows of shiny, yellow fangs jabbed out from underneath the sloping jowls, and long whiskers stabbed out in different directions. I traced my finger over its hard surface, relished the smooth, silky texture for a second, and then lifted my head to them.  
 
    “But why?” I asked. “Why a wolf?”  
 
    “Wolves are protective creatures,” the gorgeous brunette explained. “They keep their young and their mates close to them at all times. They care for the pack, no matter what, no matter the threat or danger that surrounds them.”  
 
    “I see,” I chuckled. “You chose it because I protect all of you?”  
 
    “Wolves are also dangerous,” the bear-girl warned. “They have sharp teeth to tear, strong jaws to rip open their prey or enemies, and claws to destroy anything in their path. You are like the wolf, Charles, you’ve protected us, but you’ve also killed those that stood in our way. That’s why I chose the wolf mask. It suits you better than it does anyone else.”  
 
    “Oh,” I grunted. “I… I didn’t expect that.”  
 
    “Daisy explained it to us earlier when she showed us your mask,” Valerie smiled. “We thought that it fit you perfectly.” 
 
    “I may not know a lot about wolves,” Rian started. “But you’ve never backed down from a challenge yet, Charles, everything that happens you take in stride, may it be a new threat or a hiccup in our plans, you never back down no matter what.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed. “This… this actually means a lot to me. I didn’t expect my mask to be so well-thought-out, but I will hold this memory close to my heart, always.”  
 
    “Aw, Charles!” the ash-blonde squealed. “You’re so sweet. You’re going to make me cry!”  
 
    “No crying,” I tittered. “This is supposed to be an exciting night for the three of you, and I don’t want to spoil it by making you cry.”  
 
    “But it’s not sad crying!” the cat-girl protested. “It’s happy crying! We love being with you so, so much!”  
 
    I reached into the box with both hands, lifted the mask out, examined the surface for a bit longer, and then placed it over my features.  
 
    “I will help adjust it.” Daisy turned me around, tied it off with the thick ribbon, and then smiled.  
 
    “You look…” Rian gasped.  
 
    “So handsome!” Valerie gushed. “Oh, Charles, you look absolutely dreamy in that mask. It pairs so well with your suit, too. You look just like a masked prince from my dreams! Well, the masked prince always ends up being you anyway, but you get the point.”  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy gasped. “You look so handsome, so rugged. It almost makes me want to take you into the bushes and… and…”  
 
    “I feel exactly the same,” Valerie nodded. “It makes me want to strip off all of his clothes, drop down on my knees, and drink from him.”  
 
    “Why even bother going into the bushes?” Rian giggled. “The back of the wagon would do fine for me. Just bend us over the side and breed each of us, Charles.”  
 
    “While I’d love to do all of those things to each of you,” I laughed. “We do have a party to attend, with lots of aristocrats milling about. I’m sure if we did those things, someone would surely see.”  
 
    “You’re right,” the feline-woman sighed. “Not only that, but you’re supposed to be Daisy’s consort, so it’d be indecent if you were seen with anyone else.”  
 
    “That’s true, but these women don’t want to see any of that while they’re out in public,” I smiled, slid from the driver’s seat, adjusted my mask, and then helped Daisy down.  
 
    I came around the side of the wagon, helped Valerie down, and then Rian. I brushed off the skirts of their dresses, smiled to each of them, and then turned toward the enormous manor behind us. It looked even larger than before, towering up to four or five stories above our heads, footmen raced around the gravel, and as we got closer to the front door, aristocrats in costumes filtered in through it. I sighed softly, offered Daisy my arm, glanced back at Valerie and Rian, and then took a step forward.  
 
    Once we stepped into the crowd, I was able to pick out a few familiar faces behind the masks. I didn’t know them, but I’d seen them enough to know their names and a little of their backgrounds. Their voices surrounded us, idle gossip filled my ears, but I ignored it and pushed on through toward the enormous ballroom. A man in a suit stood at the door, he glanced at us, cleared his throat, and then leaned toward us.  
 
    “Names, please,” the servant asked.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Daisy stepped forward. “Daisy Browning, and her consort, the doctor and accomplished scientist, Charles Rayburn. These are my cousins, Valerie Donahue, and her sister, Rian Donahue.”  
 
    “Region?” the servant murmured.  
 
    “Yes, the Donahue’s are from the West.”  
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” the manservant nodded, turned on his heels, entered into the ballroom, and cleared his throat. “Announcing Ms. Daisy Browning, her consort, the doctor and a-accomplished scientist, Charles Rayburn. Accompanying them are Ms. Browning’s cousins, Valerie and Rian Donahue from the West.”  
 
    All heads turned to face the stairs that descended into the massive ballroom. I held Daisy’s arm tightly in my own, threw back my shoulders, and stepped down the stairs gracefully. Whispers exploded up through the crowd, their eyes stayed heavily on Daisy at first, shifted to me, and then the two women behind us. Valerie and Rian moved gracefully, their heads held high, their eyes sharp, and their movements fluid and dignified. All four of us stepped off the stairs, moved through the crowd, but I paused as I examined the massive crowd around us.  
 
    “Do you see those two women with Daisy Browning?” a voice hissed. “I’ve never seen them before. Are they from the capital or another city?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” another woman murmured. “But I have to say, their dresses are lovely. I wonder if Ms. Browning is the one who picked them out.”  
 
    “They are very beautiful,” a softer voice murmured. “Their costumes are gorgeous, too! Look at their masks! I bet they went to Devander’s in the main square. I’m almost sure I saw the wolf mask there, but I didn’t buy it because it was too garish for a party like this.” 
 
    “Ah, I see that the Alchemist has graced our presence,” a low voice barked. “I wonder if Josephine invited him, or if they brought him along like a lost puppy.”  
 
    “He does look quite dashing...” a more feminine voice broke in. “For a consort, at least.”  
 
    “Charles,” Valerie whispered. “Are they talking about us?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “It’s pretty customary at parties. Each time a new person enters, they talk about them as if they weren’t there.” 
 
    “Oh!” Daisy gasped. “Look! There’s Josephine!”  
 
    We stopped for a second as we stepped through the crowd and turned toward where the brunette pointed. I couldn’t see the heiress fully through the crowd, but she floated elegantly past with an enormous group of aristocrats trailing behind her. The blonde aristocrat nodded, grinned, and then said something to the older woman behind her. Even from this far away, Josephine looked absolutely gorgeous, and we hadn’t even seen her dress yet.  
 
    “Should we wave her over?” Rian asked. “I’m dying to meet her.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “She’s being the hostess right now, and her guests need her. I’m sure in a little while she’ll come and talk to us.”  
 
    “But I want to meet her now,” the feline-woman cried. “I’ve waited all of this time, and there she is!” 
 
    “You can wait a little longer,” I chuckled. “I’m sure she’ll be over soon.” 
 
    “Fiiiiiine,” the ash-blonde grumbled. “Oh! Look! A refreshments table! Everything looks so good!” 
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” Daisy asked. “I can go grab us something.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I smiled. “Thank you, but feel free to grab yourself something.”  
 
    “Do you two want anything?” the brunette smiled.  
 
    “I’ll take a glass of that gold stuff!” the ash-blonde giggled.  
 
    “I’ll have that, too,” the imp-woman giggled.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll be right back,” Daisy smiled.  
 
    The brunette moved elegantly through the crowd and only glanced back at us once before she reached the table. The bear-girl glanced over the tabletop with disinterested eyes, grabbed two flutes with one hand, and a single in the other. As she moved back to us, I turned and listened to the babble of soft voices around us. All of the women here were gossiping idly together, a few of them commented on Josephine’s dress and the loveliness of her house, but other than that, it was nothing of interest to me. 
 
    “Here you go,” Daisy murmured, handed over the drinks, and then sipped at her own.  
 
    I paused a moment as the announcer above cleared his throat and turned toward the open door. My women lifted their heads attentively to listen but their eyes narrowed on the open doorway as a familiar woman stepped through.  
 
    “Announcing our majesty, Duchess Edony,” the manservant boomed. “Accompanied by Lucien Degallow, the, ahem, very accomplished scientist… from East of Brumhurst.” 
 
    I turned, felt the tendons strain in my neck, took a step forward, and laid my eyes on the Duchess as she floated down the stairs with Lucien in tow. The scientist wore a pristine white suit, and the froth of lace at his throat nearly obscured half of his face from view. The lining of the suit was entirely gold, even the threads that held it together were the same color, and when he turned, his plain white mask shined with gold flecks of paint. The scientist smiled, waved, and bowed to those he passed, but each aristocrat turned up their noses at him. It was painfully clear to all of us he wasn’t welcome or accepted here.  
 
    Unlike any of the other aristocrats’ costumes, Edony’s dress was entirely black with hints of orange and scarlet at the trim, waist, and sleeves. The skirt billowed out as she walked, but the waist cinched in, showed off her tiny waist, and then came down into a plunging neckline. Her pale breasts bounced as she walked, but I noticed something I hadn’t before, Edony had a long scar on the left side of her chest. The skin was lighter pink than the rest, and it didn’t look as if she’d been cut, but instead… burned by something. The tender flesh reached from her left shoulder and then disappeared underneath the black fabric of her dress.  
 
    One second, it was there, and the next, it was gone as her long, colorless hair shifted over her shoulder and obscured it from view. I shifted my gaze to her face, my stomach dropped, and my heart beat a little faster. Her mask fit perfectly with the colors and style of her dress, slathered in brilliant oranges, bright yellows, three different shades of black, and sparkling gold, it was none other than a tiger. The garish teeth were sharp, some of them broken off to symbolize past battles, but the most jarring part was the hand-painted drips of blood down each tooth.  
 
    Wrinkles scrunched the tiger’s nose, the eyeholes were large, slanted, and exposed her hateful, violet eyes to the rest of us. The implication behind her mask was crystal clear to me… one of the few natural enemies to the wolf was none other than the tiger. I already knew that Edony was my enemy, but here she was, making it explicitly clear that she was out for blood this time. I held Daisy close to me, watched as Edony and Lucien passed, and then glanced at the bear-girl out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    “Huh,” the brunette chuckled. “A tigress?”  
 
    “The only creature with enough strength and ferocity to take down a wolf,” I grunted. “What do you think that’s supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Does she really believe herself to be that strong?” the bear-girl chuckled. “When I look at her, all I see is a weak woman hiding behind those that can protect her. Yes, she may have an unfathomable ability at her fingertips, but all of this posturing and posing must be tiring for her. We’ve beaten her every time she’s faced us head-on, and each time she was too afraid to wheel out that power in front of us, or when she was alone with you.”  
 
    “It’s against the law for one aristocrat to attack another,” I murmured. “If she were to attack you or anyone else, she would be stripped of her position as Duchess.”  
 
    “Are you so sure about that?” Rian asked. “She seems shifty enough to kill another aristocrat and cover it up.”  
 
    “I know Edony well enough,” I sighed. “She may not care about killing a man, or a servant, but another aristocrat? It’s out of the question. She’d lose everything she had.”  
 
    “But do you really think that if something like that were to happen, the Duchess would give up her title?” Valerie murmured. “Her family has been in control since Edenhart was built. I honestly think… if something were to happen, Edony would go on a rampage, absolutely destroy the entire town, and then rebuild it for herself.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it,” I chuckled. “But no, Edony would never kill another aristocrat. She knows the punishments for things like that.”  
 
    “Charles!” a familiar voice shouted. “Oh, Charles! Ms. Browning!”  
 
    All four of us turned, craned our necks for the source of the noise, and spotted Josephine as she pushed through the crowd. The blonde wasn’t wearing a mask, I assumed so that her guests could recognize her in the group, but her dress was absolutely gorgeous. The gown was white as snow, glittered as if it were covered in a light layer of frost, and brushed at the ground lightly. The sleeves were embroidered lace, but over the shoulder, and rested against her pinkish flesh in long swatches. The waist of her dress was tiny, partly from her naturally small frame, but also from the tight-fitting corset underneath.  
 
    Her long, honey-colored locks were pulled up into a complicated updo, but gorgeous, fresh flowers were pinned into the wefts of hair. Her face looked fresh, youthful, and her round cheeks lightly flushed as she gripped onto my hands.  
 
    “Charles!” Josephine gasped. “I’ve been waiting for you to arrive all night! Ah, and Ms. Browning is here, too! How lovely!”  
 
    “You look stunning, Ms. Josephine,” Daisy bowed. “And your dress! It’s marvelous!”  
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” the blonde aristocrat bubbled. “I actually modeled it after the bridal gowns from the olden times, but don’t tell any of the other ladies. They’d have a bit of a fit if they found out.”  
 
    “I can assure you,” I smiled. “None of them will know, it’s a secret between the five of us.”  
 
    “Five?” the blonde asked.  
 
    “Yes, my dear,” I grinned. “Of course, you’ve met my Mistress Daisy, but these are her cousins visiting from the city. This is Ms. Rian Donahue, and this is Valerie Donahue. They’ve been eagerly awaiting the party for a special reason.”  
 
    “Special reason?” Josephine probed. “What could that be?”  
 
    “They’ve wanted to meet you,” I nodded. “I’ve told them all about you, and they couldn’t wait to attend.”  
 
    “O-Oh, really?” Josephine asked nervously. “I don’t think I’ve ever had someone be excited to meet me in my entire life. How wonderful!”  
 
    “You have a lovely home, Ms. Josephine,” Rian bowed her head. “I would also like to say that your dress is absolutely gorgeous.”  
 
    “Thank you so, so much,” the blonde aristocrat bowed her head. “I don’t think you understand how much I appreciate this praise. I spent most of the day on my hands and knees with my footmen as we scrubbed this whole floor clean. My back is killing me, but I guess that’s what corsets are for, support, or something like that.”  
 
    “Ms. Josephine, pardon my forwardness,” Valerie broke in. “But you are beautiful always, and I’m sure with a frame like yours, you don’t need a corset.”  
 
    “We never wear them,” Daisy agreed. “I read somewhere they’re horrible for your back. The article even mentioned they can cause stomach issues if you’re not careful.”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Josephine gasped. “I’ve heard those rumors, too, but they’re the highest fashion right now… so, as an aristocrat, I have to wear them sadly. If others see you three out and about without them, and I spread the word, maybe the horrible contraptions will go out of style!”  
 
    “I hope so,” the feline-woman nodded. “I’d hate for you to get hurt because of one.”  
 
    “That’s so sweet of you,” the blonde blushed. “Oh, I seem to have forgotten my manners. I know Charles already introduced us, but I’m Ms. Josephine. I love all of your costumes! All three of you have gone all out, oh, my, look at those ears! They look so real! Did you purchase them from a store?”  
 
    “No,” I smiled. “I actually crafted them, the tails and horns, too. They’re all steam-powered, so they move on their own, and they’re affixed to their heads with small bands. Isn’t that fantastical?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Josephine breathed. “I am amazed by how brilliant and imaginative you are. However did you create them? Or is that a secret, too, like your alchemy recipes?”  
 
    “Secrets that I will take to my grave,” I chortled. “But I did give you a hint. Steam-powered.”  
 
    “Ahhh, yes,” Josephine nodded, tapped her chin with a single finger, and crossed one of her arms over her chest. “Steam-powered. Does that mean that they heat up? Are your heads hot? May I feel them?”  
 
    “No!” All three women cried.  
 
    “They’re all very fragile,” Daisy explained. “We broke them a few times, and Charles kept having to rebuild them. He finally got them the last time, and then had to place them on our heads because he was afraid they were going to snap again.”  
 
    “Ah, I see,” the blonde aristocrat giggled. “I’m on to your tricks, Charles Rayburn. I’ll be figuring out to make my own, and then you’re done for!”  
 
    I couldn’t help but throw my head back, clutch my stomach, and laugh. When I looked at Josephine, and she joked around with me like this, I couldn’t help but find her adorable. Her orange cat-like eyes glittered happily, the corners of her lips upturned in a smile, and she clapped her delicate hands together.  
 
    “Yoohoo,” a deep, booming voice called from behind us. “Ms. Josephine.”  
 
    The blonde aristocrat’s shoulders tensed, the corners of her lips pulled down in a grimace, her hands curled into fists, and a low groan whispered from her mouth. I glanced down at her, went to place a hand on her shoulder, but then quickly retracted it in front of all of the aristocrats.  
 
    “Are you alright, Josephine?” I asked. “You look…” 
 
    “Annoyed?” Valerie offered.  
 
    “Irritated?” Rian added. 
 
    “Exasperated.” Daisy nodded. 
 
    “Yes… and no,” the blonde aristocrat breathed. “You see, there’s a new… person in town… and she’s trying to get close to all of us. A little too close for comfort, if you ask me, but my goodness is she persistent.” 
 
    “Recently arrived?” Daisy echoed. “We haven’t heard anything.”  
 
    “I’m sure you haven’t,” the blonde muttered. “It’s all the gossip in the city. It’s all they can talk about down here.”  
 
    “Why?” Valerie asked. “I mean, I know our cousin made waves when she arrived, but is this person just as important?”  
 
    “Ah… no,” Josephine whispered. “She’s only the talk of the town because of her occupation.”  
 
    “Oh?” I grunted. “What’s her name?”  
 
    “Kelara Devorak,” an alluring voice behind us simpered. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    All five of us turned, Josephine sidestepped behind me, peeked out from over my shoulder, reached out, and gripped onto the fabric of my suit. I wasn’t sure why the blonde heiress seemed frightened of this person in front of us, and I examined them intently. I stared at the person standing in front of me, and for the longest time, I couldn’t figure out what sex they were. They were on the taller side with little to no weight on their body, their head was covered in a tightly wrapped turban with a single aquamarine curl resting on their forehead. Their eyes were a hateful scarlet, rimmed in black charcoal, and shaped almost like a cat’s. They glared at me, and their hateful gaze stabbed into me with an anger I almost couldn’t fathom.  
 
    They didn’t wear a costume, but instead a complicated array of white strips of cloth over their chest and genitals. The lengths came up over their shoulders, crossed over their nonexistent chest, wrapped around their waist, and came down to hang over their crotch. The fabric swayed slightly as they moved, but never moved enough to reveal what was hidden underneath.  
 
    Bands of gold wrapped around their forearms, golden rings weighted their fingers, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. Etched across their skin were wine-red tattoos, words in a language I didn’t know, symbols I didn’t recognize, and a few intricate flowers here and there.  
 
    “Y-Yes,” Josephine stammered. “This is Kelara. She’s a… consort.”  
 
    Rian’s eyes bulged out of her skull, Valerie’s mouth dropped open, and Daisy raised a single eyebrow as she crossed her arms over her chest. Kelara threw back her shoulders, stepped forward toward the brunette, grabbed the bear-girl’s hand, pulled it forward, and then pressed her lips to the back. Daisy’s plump mouth curled down in a grimace, snatched her hand away, and held it to her chest in disgust.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” I growled.  
 
    “Ah, I am introducing myself to the lovely ladies here,” the tattooed woman soothed. “You see, what Ms. Josephine said is true. I am a consort by choice, selling my delightful female body to wealthy aristocratic women.”  
 
    “Why?” Daisy barked. “We have male consorts for that sort of pleasure. Why would you do such a thing?”  
 
    “You don’t understand?” Kelara tilted her head. “Yes, then I will explain. You see, men do not know how to please a woman, yes, they are equipped with disgusting little sacs of flesh that fill with blood that can be inserted inside our bodies, but do they know how to pleasure us to the core? Until our bodies are left useless to recover from waves of ecstasy? No, they never have, and they never will.”  
 
    “This is quite inappropriate to speak about in public,” Josephine hissed. “Especially at my party, of all places.”  
 
    “I have to agree with Ms. Josephine,” Daisy breathed. “Get to the point. Why are you a consort by choice?”  
 
    “Because the only person who knows how to please a woman…” the turban-wearing woman chuckled. “Is another woman. I came to Edenhart to seek out the aristocratic class and find my perfect Mistress. Once I find her, I will shower her with love, gifts, and, most of all, trips to the heavens… with these two digits of my fingers.”  
 
    “Stop it,” the blonde aristocrat cried. “Stop it right now, or I will be forced to ask you to leave! I already warned you that this topic is inappropriate, and you should stop speaking this instant!”  
 
    “My apologies, my dear Josephine,” Kelara bowed. “I know that my choice of occupation is a touchy subject, but there is no need for disgust. I am a master of my trades, well-practiced, if you will… and I am quite proud of that.”  
 
    “I understand that,” Josephine grumbled. “But could you not talk about it? What did you need from me, anyway? I’m quite busy attending to my guests and mingling with my friends.”  
 
    “Ah, yes, my apologies,” the tattooed woman purred. “I only have a request. I saw that the Duchess of Edenhart has just arrived. I’d like to have as many connections as I can in this city. Could I possibly trouble you to introduce the two of us?”  
 
    “T-To Edony?” the blonde aristocrat balked. “The Duchess? I’m sorry, uhm, Ms. Kelara, but I don’t think the Duchess would have any interest in meeting--” 
 
    “I beg of you!” the strange woman boomed, slapped her hands together, and threw herself forward onto her knees. “Take me to the Duchess, so that I can meet her, get to know her, and in the future, possibly become her one and only!”  
 
    I stared down at her, raised a single eyebrow, scoffed softly, and then nudged her with the toe of my shoe.  
 
    “I have to warn you,” I started. “But the Duchess doesn’t take consorts, male or female. I doubt she would be interested in speaking to you.”  
 
    “Don’t touch me, foul beast!” Kelara roared. “I see what you are. You stand by your master like a trained dog. You are nothing more than a dirty, salivating, flea-ridden consort! You are trash! Garbage! How your Mistress puts up with you, I will never know!”  
 
    “Enough,” Daisy boomed. “You dare speak to my consort this way? Stand up and face off with me, you coward. I will rip you limb from limb for insulting my property!”  
 
    “My hands have been trained by the best masters in all of the capital,” Kelara shouted.  
 
    Josephine gasped, pushed past me, gripped the turban-wearing woman by the thin shoulders, and guided her in a different direction.  
 
    “O-Oh, Kelara, I-I’ll… I’ll introduce you to the Duchess now,” the blonde stammered.  
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to?” the tattooed woman asked.  
 
    “I-I… I changed my mind!” Josephine chuckled, turned, and then mouthed to us over her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    I stood with all of my women around me, kept my eyes glued to Josephine’s back, and then turned to the three of them. Daisy fumed with her hands curled into fists at her side, Valerie looked sick to her stomach, and Rian, though her hands looked ready to fight, chuckled lightly to herself.  
 
    “That was the strangest person I’ve ever encountered,” the imp-woman tittered. “Though it was a bit scary, I thought that Daisy and her were really going to fight here in the middle of the party.”  
 
    “I should’ve kept myself calm,” the brunette breathed. “I’m sorry, Charles, I acted out and embarrassed you.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I smiled. “You didn’t embarrass me. If anything, Kelara embarrassed herself and us.”  
 
    “A female consort…” Valerie repeated. “What a strange notion. I’ve never heard of such a thing.”  
 
    “Neither have I,” I agreed. “No wonder everyone was gossiping about her, she’s quite a… character.”  
 
    “Do you think she could be dangerous?” Rian asked. “She didn’t look like it, but you can’t tell with some people.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just as you said, you can never tell by just looking at people.”  
 
    “Great, just great,” the feline-woman grumbled. “Another person we have to worry about being on our tail.”  
 
    “Ah, I wouldn’t worry about it just yet,” I grunted. “She seems more interested in prostituting herself than she is in disrupting our personal mission.”  
 
    “Look, Charles,” Rian whispered, pointed through the crowd, and bounced on the balls of her feet. “Lucien! He’s all alone in the corner! It looks like he’s had a few drinks, too! He’s swaying on his feet like a madman!”  
 
    “They only just got here,” Daisy sniffed. “Could he have drank that much already?” 
 
    “Oh, he doesn’t look so good,” Valerie frowned. “His face is all green, and he looks like he’s going to be sick at any moment.” 
 
    “The drunker, the better. Rian, get ready,” I grinned wickedly. “This is our chance.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    I kept my sights on Lucien as the blond man wobbled on his feet, hiccupped, blinked blearily, and then slumped toward the wall. I smirked to my three women, reached into my suit jacket’s pocket, gripped the vial of the truth serum, and then scanned the room for a server with a full tray of drinks. A man clothed in a black suit with a royal blue mask waltzed through the crowd with a silver tray with two drinks on it, and I chuckled under my breath as I raised my index finger in his direction. The waiter’s eyes connected with mine, he nodded his head, changed his route, and headed straight for us.  
 
    “Perfect,” I grunted. “Let’s get this party started.”  
 
    “What about us, Charles?” Valerie asked. “What should we do while you’re questioning the scientist?”  
 
    “Enjoy the party,” I smiled. “I’ll whisk Lucien away to one of the back rooms where no one can see us, but I want the three of you to enjoy your time while we’re here.” 
 
    All of my women smiled at the server, but Valerie giggled lightly, snatched the tray from his hands, and then scoffed down her nose.  
 
    “We’ll be taking these. Thank you,” the feline-woman sneered. “And bring back another round in a few minutes. We’d like to get good and drunk before the night ends, and I want you to keep ‘em comin’! If you see an empty glass, you need to refill it immediately.”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” the man replied. “I’ll keep an eye out and bring over your refreshments as soon as you need them.”  
 
    The waiter forced a smile, bowed so low that his nose almost brushed the ground, straightened up, turned on his heels, and then marched off toward the serving table. I chuckled under my breath, glanced around to make sure no one else was watching, reached out, and stroked the cat-girl’s soft cheek. The gorgeous ash-blonde held the tray close to her body, glanced around at the aristocrats standing around us, and then ushered me over.  
 
    I held the vial of truth serum in the palm of my hand. It had fermented during its time in the small container, and the once clear liquid was now a dark, emerald green. Valerie held out the glass to me, and I peeked around me once more before I uncorked the vial and then dumped all of the serum in. The liquid in the glasses looked to be champagne, the green serum intermixed with the lightly golden alcohol, darkened it for a second, and then lifted back to the original bubbly gilt hue. I lifted the glass, swirled it for a second, peered into the flute to make sure it was thoroughly mixed, and then rested it back down on the tray.  
 
    The champagne looked a little different, almost as if it had a few droplets of oil added, but from the drunken state Lucien was in, I was sure that he wouldn’t notice at all. I gripped the edges of the tray, took it from Valerie’s hands, and then handed it over to Rian. The red-skinned imp-woman nodded once, took it from me, placed it surely on her palm, lifted it a little higher than her shoulder, exhaled slowly, smiled, and then turned toward the place where Lucien stood.  
 
    “Good luck,” Daisy whispered.  
 
    “Yes, you’ll do great,” Valerie cheered. “He won’t even know what hit him!”  
 
    I placed a hand on Rian’s shoulder, gave it a tender squeeze, and then pushed her lightly forward. The black-haired beauty sighed under her breath, squared her shoulders, and marched forward with her head held high.  
 
    “There she goes,” the stunning brunette murmured. “I wonder if he’ll question her at all… Oh, I’m so worried.”  
 
    “There’s no reason to worry,” the ash-blonde giggled. “He’s blasted drunk. I doubt he even remembers where he is right now.”  
 
    “You never know,” I warned. “He may be more cognitive than we think. Let’s watch and see what happens.”  
 
    All three of us turned, huddled together in a close half-circle, and watched as Rian approached the scientist. The blond leaned sleepily against the wall, hiccupped loudly, placed the back of his hand over his mouth as if he were about to vomit, and then stumbled forward toward Rian. The horned-woman stepped closer, her lips moved, and Lucien cocked his head, closed one eye as he concentrated, and then replied.  
 
    “Can anyone read lips?” Daisy murmured. “That’d be helpful right now.” 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh!” Valerie bubbled. “I can!”  
 
    The feline-woman clutched her chin, squinted her eyes, nodded along as Lucien spoke, and then parted her lips. 
 
    “Butt two chew chant?” the feline-woman repeated. “Mime fizzy.”  
 
    “…What?” the stunning bear-girl gasped. “There’s no way he said that.”  
 
    “That was a nice try, Val,” I chuckled. “But he said: ‘what do you want? I’m busy.’ Rian just offered him the drink, saying ‘this is for you,’”  
 
    “Ooooooh,” the ash-blonde breathed. “That makes more sense, let me try one more time, okay? Maybe I can get it right this time.”  
 
    “Maybe Charles should do it instead…” the bear-girl muttered.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I tittered. “Valerie, go ahead. If you get anything wrong, I can just tell you.”  
 
    We all turned once more, faced Rian and Lucien, and watched their mouths move silently from across the room.  
 
    “Okay, here I go, ‘A sink?’,” the ash-blonde spouted. “buy bar blew birthing abductee?”  
 
    I threw my head back, laughed at the ceiling, and patted Valerie on the back. The feline-woman scratched her cheek, giggled under her breath, flushed a light pink, and leaned in closer to me.  
 
    “That wasn’t close at all,” I snorted. “Oh, science, how did you get all of that?”  
 
    “I just looked at his lips!” the cat-girl explained. “It’s pretty easy if you concentrate hard.” 
 
    “You’d think with your acute cat ears,” the bear-girl giggled. “You’d be able to hear them from all the way back here.” 
 
    “Then what did he say, then?” Valerie grinned. “I bet mine was closer!”  
 
    “He asked, ‘why are you serving me?’” I guffawed. “How in science did you get abductee out of all that?”  
 
    “I read his lips!” the ash-blonde protested. “That’s exactly what he said! I bet I’m right, and you’re wrong.”  
 
    “No, he definitely said what Charles repeated,” Daisy giggled. “I have to agree with Charles, how could you not hear that from this far away? You have feline ears.”  
 
    “No,” Valerie shook her head. “If we were the only ones in the room, totally, or even if there were half of the aristocrats here, I could. Right now there’s too much interference, too many voices bouncing off the walls and echoing back.”  
 
    “That’s understandable,” I nodded. “What about you, Daisy? I know that your hearing was about average when we first examined you. Has that changed at all?”  
 
    “Not that I know of,” the brunette uttered. “But I’m not sure if I’d notice a change unless it were drastic. I can only hear the voices surrounding us, the clatter of high heels on the floor, and the clink of glasses. My sense of smell, on the other hand… I can smell almost everything in this room, the food, all of the aristocrats’ perfume, and underneath that, their skin’s natural scent. I can even smell things outside, too, there’s a window on the left side of the room that’s about halfway open, and I know for sure that a wild deer is wandering through the forest about ten yards from the manor.”  
 
    “You… you can smell all of that?” Valerie gasped. “That’s so amazing! I can smell pretty well, but anything beyond the radius of ten feet from us, I can’t.”  
 
    I turned my attention back to Rian and Lucien, watched their lips move, and then repeated what I heard back to Valerie and Daisy.  
 
    “I came with a group of ladies,” I echoed Rian across the room. “One of them thought you were attractive. She would like to have a consort contract with you. You don’t have to answer right now, but she asked me to offer you this drink as a sign of goodwill.”  
 
    “What is he saying?” Valerie whined.  
 
    “He says, ‘I’m a scientist, not a consort, nor will I ever be one, but I will accept the drink nonetheless. Tell her thank you, but I can’t accept her proposal,’” I murmured. “He’s still talking, but he’s very drunk, so it’s hard to understand what he’s trying to say.”  
 
    “But hey,” Daisy offered. “He took the drink! Oh! He took the whole tray.”  
 
    “He said, “Brunn boar puh compass,’,” Valerie grinned. “See? It’s that easy.”  
 
    “One for the Duchess,” Daisy giggled. “I could pick that one out by myself. Oh, look. Rian’s on her way back. Hopefully, Lucien doesn’t watch her come back to us through the crowd.”  
 
    “No, he won’t,” I uttered. “He’s too intoxicated to pay attention to anything like that. Honestly, I’m surprised he’s even upright. I bet I could sweep him away right now, and he would spill his guts to me without the truth serum.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that, Charles,” the gorgeous brunette breathed. “From the way he acted around you last time and from looking at him right now, I doubt he’d say anything to you. He’d see you and then immediately clam up.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “Alright, here comes Rian. He doesn’t even have to drink all of it, he just has to take a sip of it, and the truth serum will work its magic.”  
 
    “That was pretty easy,” the black-haired imp-woman chuckled. “I’m almost surprised that he took it so easily. I didn’t even need the cover story. He grabbed the drinks before I could explain everything.”  
 
    “I may not like him,” I grunted. “But I know what it’s like to be in his position right now. He’s one of the few men at this party. He’s not a consort like the other male guests and me, and he’s not a server. He’s on a strange plain of ‘in-between.’ The aristocrats don’t see him as an equal, but he doesn’t see himself as a lowly consort either. He’s distinguished as a scientist, but he’s no different than a consort attending to his Mistress. Edony summoned me many times to parties like this, and all she wanted to do was parade me around in front of her peers like some sort of prized pony or something like that. She’d either do that or threaten me with death if I didn’t finish the project on time.”  
 
    “She is such a horrible woman,” Daisy hissed. “I can’t wait for the day when you give us the approval to capture her so she can become our sister...”  
 
    “Speaking of the Duchess,” Rian broke in. “Here she comes, and, oh, boy, she doesn’t look happy.”  
 
    “Of course, she doesn’t,” I chuckled. “She just met that Kelara woman. Knowing Edony, I’m sure that it wasn’t a pleasant interaction. Especially with how the only female consort acted around the other aristocrats.”  
 
    “She was indecent!” Daisy gasped. “Utterly horrible! I cannot believe that Josephine let that woman in.”  
 
    “I’d have to guess that she had to,” I grunted. “Josephine is a proper lady. She upholds her standards no matter what, but… the other aristocrats love a commodity, something totally out of the ordinary, a scandalous affair, and Kelara seems exactly like the distraction they needed.”  
 
    “I hope we never have to encounter that disgusting abomination ever again,” the brunette sniffed. “I can’t believe such a woman exists.”  
 
    “Whoa, tone it down,” Rian joked. “You sound so much like a snobby aristocrat right now.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” the bear-girl jumped. “I guess I slip into that persona so easily when around other women like this. I hate it, and I’ll try hard not to speak to any of you like that ever again.”  
 
    “I don’t mind,” the red-skinned imp-woman laughed. “It reminds me of the gentle ribbing my siblings used to give me when I was still an imp. Not only that, but you never speak to us that way. You only do it when around other aristocrats.”  
 
    “It’s just…” Daisy paused. “That Kelara woman… she gave me the strangest feeling in the pit of my stomach. Maybe it’s a premonition or something like that, but when I looked at her, I felt sick to my stomach…”  
 
    “Our gut instincts are the best warning that our bodies can give us,” I explained. “If you feel uncomfortable around her, I trust your senses more than my own. How did the two of you feel?”  
 
    “She gave me the heebie-jeebies,” Valerie shivered. “Even looking into her eyes made my skin crawl. I want to push it off to nothing more than a bad first impression, but I don’t think that’s it.”  
 
    “I have to agree with my sisters,” Rian stated. “There is something that isn’t right with her. It’s not even the fact that she’s a female consort that bothers me… When I looked into her eyes, there was something predatory… almost animalistic there behind their color. It wasn’t like I was looking into the eyes of a human, it was like…”  
 
    “Like staring down a starving animal,” the feline-woman trembled. “And watching the saliva drip from its canines. When I was still a cat, I was attacked by a few stray dogs, and when they stared me down, their eyes looked exactly like Kelara’s.” 
 
    “Never mind that for now. We’ll discuss it on the ride home,” I breathed. “Oh, science, how am I going to get him away from the Duchess? I should’ve acted sooner… I knew there was a distraction that got him away from her, and I didn’t take the chance!”  
 
    “We can pull it off, don’t worry,” the feline-woman assured me. “Look, look, look! He’s taking his first sip, here we go!”  
 
    I turned my head and narrowed my eyes on the scientist. Lucien straightened at the sight of Edony, sipped his drink, and his half-closed eyes slammed open. The serum was already working, all it took was a single drop, and the scientist would be ready to spill all of his secrets to me.  
 
    But I still had to get him away from Edony.  
 
    Lucien murmured something over to the Duchess, and Edony’s violet eyes slashed over to him before she seethed something into his ear. From the way the scientist jumped, I could tell her reply wasn’t cordial. From the way he pressed his lips together desperately, I could tell that he was fighting the urge to speak any of the truths he held inside, but the Duchess didn’t seem to notice. The blond man shifted, cleared his throat, gripped the tray with the other glass of champagne in his fingers, and offered the other flute of golden liquid to her. Edony glanced at it, huffed, rolled her eyes, crossed her arms, cocked her hip, and then snatched the glass of champagne from the tray.  
 
    The blonde aristocrat took a sip, grimaced, glanced down at the flute of alcohol she held in her hand, gulped down the sip she’d just taken, placed the flute back on the tray, and snatched away Lucien’s drink.  
 
    “No, no, no,” I grunted. “Oh, science! What is she doing?”  
 
    I took a step forward, my heart hammered in my chest, but Valerie gripped me by the lapel. I glanced in between the feline-woman and the Duchess, and I felt sweat bead on the surface of my forehead.  
 
    “Let go, please,” I urged. “I… I have to stop her! That’s not for her!”  
 
    “Charles,” Daisy gasped. “She already swallowed it… You can’t stop her now. It’s already in her system.”  
 
    “No, no, no,” I shook my head. “She couldn’t have… Why did she take it from him? Why wasn’t her own drink good enough for her?”  
 
    I lifted my eyes back toward Edony, the blonde stared down at the flute in her hands with disgust, smacked her lips, gasped at the bitter taste, and then slammed the glass down on a nearby table. The Duchess’ lips opened, she spoke in a hushed frenzy, her eyes widened, she slapped her hands over her mouth, but her hands shook as she continued to speak in a rush. I wasn’t sure what she said to Lucien, but the scientist’s eyes bulged out of their sockets, the sip of champagne he held in his mouth spewed out onto the floor, his mouth opened, and words I couldn’t hear poured out.  
 
    “My goodness,” Valerie gasped. “They’re just over there telling each other their deepest and darkest secrets! Phooey, why couldn’t we have chosen a spot a bit closer? I want to hear all of the juicy gossip.”  
 
    “You really like gossip that much?” Rian asked.  
 
    “Of course, I do!” the feline-woman cried. “I may not be an aristocratic lady in society, but I like hearing everyone’s juicy secrets. Oh, can you imagine the secrets that Edony has to tell? They’re probably so, so good!”  
 
    “I have to go now,” I breathed. “I’m… I’m just going to have to take Edony with us…”  
 
    “That’s a good idea, Charles,” Daisy agreed. “I’m not sure why we didn’t think of it earlier. You’ll get more information out of Edony than anyone, and having them together… they’ll tell you their whole plan. You have to know that Edony is keeping something from Lucien. She did the exact same thing with you, and she has to be leaving out key information on his side.”  
 
    “Good luck, Charles,” the feline-woman urged. “You can do it, we believe in you!”  
 
    “What Valerie said, Charles,” Daisy sighed. “But please, be safe. If anything dangerous happens, and we’re not around…” 
 
    “I’ll be safe, I promise,” I grunted. 
 
    “Now, hurry back to us.” Rian giggled.  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “Enjoy the rest of the party while I’m gone. I’ll be back as fast as I can.”  
 
    I smiled at each of my women, nodded once, turned on my heels, and maneuvered my way through the crowd. No one seemed to notice me as I brushed past, and I wanted to keep it that way. If someone saw me sneaking away with Lucien and Edony in tow, it’d all be over. I kept my head low as I approached the two figures on the other side of the room, but I swept my eyes toward the crowd on each side of me. No one seemed to notice, I was nothing more than a useless, stupid, passing consort, and for the moment, I wanted to keep it that way.  
 
    In a way, it made me feel powerful. I’d mastered the ability to take and spare people’s lives, but in front of the aristocrats, I was utterly invisible. I could slip past them with none of them noticing, curl through the shadows shifting on the floorboards, sneak silently around corners, and disappear off into the night without a single peep. 
 
    Deeper in the throng, I spied Josephine, Kelara, and a few other aristocrats I didn’t recognize. The strange turban-wearing woman clung onto the blonde, Josephine pulled away with a scoff, but Kelara clamped down on her arm a second time. I felt sorry for the heiress, but there was nothing I could do for her right now, I had other important things I needed to attend to.  
 
    I exited the crowd, glanced over my shoulders, straightened up a little bit, and then raised my chin. My eyes connected immediately with Edony’s violet gaze, but the color in her eyes seemed softer as if the truth serum had soothed her vicious personality somehow. Just as suddenly, her expression hardened, her eyes narrowed on my features, her lips began to move, and the Duchess clamped her hands down over her mouth out of desperation. Muffled words fought against her fingers, her eyes widened, and I spied tears forming in the corners of her eyes from the strain of fighting to keep all of her words in.  
 
    “Charles,” Edony gulped, gasped loudly, retched, and then covered her mouth again with her hands. “Raaaaybuuuurn.” 
 
    Both Lucien and Edony seemed a little dazed, though still cognitive, and that relieved me a bit. Despite that, Edony seemed a bit more alert than Lucien, the poor man was slumped against the wall, his eyes half-closed, a string of long sentences slurring from his swollen lips. I wouldn’t have to drag them both out of the ballroom completely unconscious, I came around the Duchess and Lucien, rested my palms against the middle of their backs, and then steered them toward the door.  
 
    Lucien and Edony complied, their feet moving sluggishly, and I kept my eyes trained toward the crowd of aristocrats just in case they saw us. No one seemed to be paying much attention, not to the Duchess, at least, this wasn’t her party, after all. Yes, the Duchess was the most important person in the city, but this was the first social outing of the fall season, and the other aristocrats were distracted with the sudden appearance of the strange and unusual Kelara.  
 
    The faster I pushed, the more muffled words exploded out of the cracks of Edony’s fingers. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to say, and I could only make out a few of the words, but it was clear to me that my truth serum had worked wonderfully. Once we reached the doors, I glanced over my shoulder once more, gripped the handle, ripped it open, and pushed the two of them out into the empty hall.  
 
    My breaths came out in loud gasps, my heart hammered in my chest, sweat beaded on my forehead, but I’d never felt so exhilarated in my life. I was pulling all of this off right under the noses of a bunch of powerful and threatening aristocrats. Not only that, but I essentially tranquilized the most dangerous one of all, the Duchess. The blonde aristocrat glanced over her shoulder at me, her violet eyes were hazy as if she’d been up for a very long time, but her movements were still alert as ever.  
 
    “This way,” I urged, replaced my hands on their backs, and pushed them toward the end of the hall. “We’re almost there.”  
 
    Lucien’s slow-moving lips snapped to life, his head turned in my direction, and his eyes stabbed into mine.  
 
    “I respect you as a scientist!” the blond man shouted. “You are brilliant! I can’t fathom how you took on a task like this! You are more talented and handsome than I will ever be! I look up to you! Your hair looks very nice pushed back like that! But it looks nice the way you had it the other day, too! I debated on growing my hair out like yours because I admire you so much!” 
 
    “S… Sh… Shut… u-up… Lu… Lucien…” Edony forced out through her clenched teeth. 
 
    I paused for a moment, blinked, and then pushed forward with a loud peal of laughter. I’d accidentally fed both of them truth serum, but I certainly hadn’t expected to hear that from the scientist. Though I was a bit concerned that Edony was able to speak something that wasn’t the truth, I was sure that the full force of the truth serum would kick in soon because she’d taken a bigger drink than the scientist.  
 
    I found a room at the end of the wall, whipped open the door, and pushed both of them in. I closed the door behind me with a click, leaned against it for a second, took a deep breath, chuckled softly, and then raised my eyes to the Duchess and Lucien.  
 
    “W-W… Wuh… Why?” the blonde gasped. “A-Are y-you d-d-doing this? H-How?” 
 
    “Well, you see,” I chuckled. “I heard from our little friend here that you’re working on something new, and I want to know what it is…” 
 
    “Wh-Why… d-d-do yuh-you… c-care?” Edony hissed.  
 
    “Never mind that,” I snickered, since I knew I just had to keep asking them and the potion would do its job. “What are you building? A machine like mine? Lucien already gave me a hint that you weren’t making super-soldiers anymore. Something to do with embryos. So, what is it?”  
 
    Edony looked on the verge of vomiting, her face tinted green, but she somehow kept her lips firmly clamped together.  
 
    “The augmentation stones wouldn’t work!” Lucien blurted out. “So, I built a machine like yours, but every male patient died a horrible death inside of it! I accidentally used a female patient! It was sent to me by mistake, but that prisoner also died a horrific death in the compartment!”  
 
    So, it was my blood that made the experiment work, or maybe it was the animal combined with my blood.  
 
    “Well?” I grunted. “There has to be more to it than that.”  
 
    “We haven’t started work on the next project!” the scientist shouted. “But we have the blueprints and all of the inner-workings fleshed out!”  
 
    “Go on,” I urged. “Tell me more.”  
 
    “Embryos,” Edony finally spoke. “If we can’t create super-soldiers from my machine, we’ll create them while they’re still embryos.”  
 
    “What…?” I grunted. “You’re going to… what? How?”  
 
    “We’ll harvest viable embryos from the Duchess, use a specialized mechanical enhancer, a few potions an on-hand alchemist made for us, change the embryos until we get the desired result, and then grow them rapidly in a giant incubator. It sounds complicated, it is, but we’ve written down all the steps, built all of the machines, and all we have to do now is extract the eggs from the Duchess.”  
 
    “Are you insane?” I bellowed. “Are you absolutely, utterly insane? Edony, tell me this is a lie? This is… it’s inhumane! How could you do this with a clear conscience? You’re taking what would be your children, morphing them into monsters, and then making them… for what? What are you going to use them for? I still don’t know the answer to that. I have an idea, but I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “I want to kill the Queen!” Edony snarled, threw back her head, and roared angrily. “I want to take back what my family deserved in the beginning! She stole this land from us! I want it back, no, I need it back! Every step I take, every new path in a different direction for the betterment of Edenhart, the Queen is always standing in my way! Preventing me from making Edenhart a better place! First, it was the city’s council, she hoarded over that, then it was the government of the city, and finally, it was the city’s constables! What will it be next? Will she eliminate my position entirely? My family built this goddamn town, hell, my family built half of the capital! I deserve some respect… I… I deserve more power!” 
 
    “So, what?” I growled. “You’re going to create these grotesque monster-children, take over the capital, kill the Queen, and then what?”  
 
    “I will become Queen!” the Duchess screamed. “I will have the power that my family has strived for for thousands of years! We deserved it, no, I deserve it!”  
 
    “I shouldn’t be surprised,” I muttered. “But this… this is a new and disgusting low for you, Edony. The death of male prisoners was one thing, but to use your own embryos for monstrous beings? Why would you be that desperate?”  
 
    Edony’s eyes watered for a second as if she were on the verge of tears, her clenched fists shook, but her gaze never left mine for a second.  
 
    “Our experiments could’ve worked, Charles,” Edony breathed. “They could’ve. You are a genius. Think of what we could do together?”  
 
    It was evident in her eyes that she wholly believed that statement to be true, even though I knew it wasn’t. I’d spent hours making modifications to my machine, killed hundreds of men in the compartment, and never saw any results.  
 
    “Edony, you didn’t see how many dead bodies I had piled up in my laboratory,” I uttered. “Your machine would’ve never worked, I understand that you want this done, but your desperation has blinded you to the fact that there’s no way that it could be done. Not only that but the task you’ve given Lucien… not only is it sickening, but it’s also probably impossible. I’m sure even if you were able to make the modifications to the embryos, I doubt they would survive past the second trimester, especially if you’re growing them at such a rapid rate.”  
 
    “We’ve figured that out, too!” Lucien screeched. “We create something like a synthetic umbilical cord, feed them nutrients, more of the potions, and other things to keep them healthy until the moment they’re ‘born.’” 
 
    “Charles, it could’ve worked,” the blonde aristocrat pleaded. “I only needed more time… with you.”  
 
    “What?” I growled. “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “You don’t understand how deeply you hurt me,” Edony bleated. “We worked so closely together, spent hours poring over your notes and sketches of the machine. How could you give all of that up? All of our precious memories together?”  
 
    “Edony,” I grunted. “What the hell are you talking about? Precious memories? Half the time, you were threatening me with death.”  
 
    “Charles, you don’t understand,” the Duchess sobbed. “I was on the verge of confessing. Even though I was wildly angry with you for not finishing my project on time, I was so, so close.”  
 
    “Confession?” I stated. “Tell me what you mean, Edony. Exactly what you mean.”  
 
    “Love, Charles,” Edony wept. “It’s disgusting and revolting, even now as the words slip past my lips, I feel sick. Over time, I began to develop… strange sensations in my lower belly when you were around. There’d be an awful fluttering in my heart, my head gets all dizzy, and… and I get this almost painful, throbbing desire in my loins.”  
 
    “What?” I rumbled. “You… You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “I’m dead serious, Charles,” Edony bleated. “Despite my hatred for men and their vile sex, I fell… head over heels in love with you.” 
 
    “What...” I grunted. “Edony, that can’t be… I know you, and you hate men. You have your entire life. There is no way possible that you feel those things for me. I can’t believe it...”  
 
    Everything around tilted and twisted and I struggled to stay on my feet. What in the hell was she spewing? She was in love with me?  
 
    It couldn’t be true… but I had to believe it. The Duchess drank the truth serum just as Lucien did, and there was no possible way she could be lying. Even if she were lying, Edony would never come up with something like that to shock me… It had to be what she truly felt in her heart… She loved me. 
 
    “It’s true, Charles,” the Duchess blurted. “I never thought it could happen, but slowly over time I began to see you in a different light and.. And… I l-l-love you.” 
 
    I stared at her earnestly, examined her tear-stained face, and then sighed out of exasperation. I couldn’t believe it  and yet it had to be true, there was no way to deny it anymore. I had to admit, this revelation would open up a few doors for me in the future. Maybe this was the reason that Edony never killed me? She’d always threatened me and avoided hurting me, and she had seemed to be obsessed with me.  
 
    Perhaps it did make a sort of sense.  
 
    Edony’s mouth snapped closed, tears streamed down her cheeks, and she looked even closer to vomiting than she did before. 
 
    I couldn’t deal with the Duchess’ love confession right now. I had more important things I needed to take care of first before I processed what she’d just told me.  
 
    “Edony…” I muttered. “I can’t… How do you expect me to respond to that? It’s so utterly shocking and… unexpected. I never would’ve thought you felt that way… I mean, you tried to evict me from my home, put me in jail, and kill me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter now,” the Duchess whimpered. “We can start new! We can wipe the slate clean for both of us!”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t think I can do that… You know what? That’s not what’s important right now.” 
 
    “What is important?” Lucien asked.  
 
    I smirked, lifted my right hand into the arm, curled it into a fist, and then bared down on the both of them. 
 
    “You know, Lucien, for a scientist, you don’t know a lot about politics and rulers,” I scoffed. “Because what your Mistress just did is a crime against her country, a crime punishable by death.” 
 
    “W-What?” the blond man gasped. “How?”  
 
    “Did you not hear me?” I chuckled.. “The Duchess has actively plotted to kill the Queen. She still is to this day. Do you know what that is? That’s treason… As I said, a crime punishable by death… if the word gets back to the Queen and her courts.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Edony’s mouth dropped open and a soft gasp whistled up her throat like a death rattle. Her eyes widened, but just as suddenly, her lips smashed together, her gaze hardened, and her hands clenched into fists at her sides. Lucien’s face went deathly pale, his already hazy eyes glossed over even more and shined in the overhead lights. It was clear that he hadn’t realized what they were doing was treason, and if someone found out, he could be prosecuted as an accessory.  
 
    “Isn’t it funny?” I chuckled. “You were always the one hounding me. Constantly breathing down my neck, a real monkey on my back, and yet, here we are… I want to ask; How could you trust Lucien not to tell anyone  though? He may be under your patronage, but he still has that information, and if he really wanted to, he could run to the Queen and snitch. How are you keeping this information safe with Lucien?” 
 
    Edony’s lips twisted, her face turned a sickly green, but not a word escaped her lips. I glanced over at Lucien, and the poor man looked as if he were about to burst a blood vessel. His eyes bulged out, the veins in them were bloodshot, and his puffed cheeks flamed scarlet. The scientist grunted, groaned, and shouted at the top of his lungs.  
 
    “I’m monitored twenty-four seven,” Lucien screamed. “There are strange metal contraptions in my room that I didn’t build. I think they’re listening devices or some sort of mechanical recorder. If I leave the duchy, people follow me, not just servants, but other aristocrats. I tried to confront them, but when I searched for them, they disappeared through the crowd! But that was just the beginning when the Duchess first hired me! Now, I’m locked in my room at eight P.M. sharp, I’m only let out to go to the bathroom, to dinner, or the laboratory, and even then, I’m locked in those rooms, too. The Duchess forced me to craft a tracking device, so she knows where I am at all times.”  
 
    The blond man bent down, lifted his pant leg, and showed me a small, black metal box strapped around his ankle by a steel bracelet. A metal lock jangled from the end, and as I intensely stared at it, a red illumination blinked from inside of it with a soft, almost inaudible beep.  
 
    “By science…” I grunted. “How could you allow her to do such a thing? You let her put that… that thing on you?”  
 
    “It’s part of my contract,” the scientist moaned. “I didn’t read it all the way through. It was in the damn paperwork, and I didn’t see it until after she strapped me in! She also put a clause in there that under no circumstances was I allowed to escape her ‘patronage’ by signing a consort contract with another woman.”  
 
    “Well, at least you learned from that one,” I chuckled. “Lucien, I may not like you, but I am very sorry you’re going through this. I may try to figure out a way to get you out of it, but… from the last time I spoke to you, you didn’t seem to mind being in the Duchess’ company.”  
 
    Edony didn’t seem to realize that the truth serum didn’t affect her abilities at all, and if she really wanted to, she could attack me at this very moment. I kept on my best behavior and didn’t taunt her too much. All of us knew it was illegal for her to kill another woman’s consort, but not only that, we were at a party filled with other nobles. If something were to happen to me, they’d find us and then grab her away to the nearest jail. When I glanced over at her, the Duchess’ eyes slashed into me, and it was clear she understood what was going on but wouldn’t act on it. 
 
    Another confirmation that she had feelings for me.  
 
    “I’ve admired the Duchess for a very long time,” the scientist admitted. “And I would like it very much if she accepted me as her soul mate. I am sure if I were her consort, she would bear a beautiful, charming, and intelligent daughter that would bring forward many advances in the scientific community.”  
 
    Edony’s violet eyes swiveled to the scientist, her mouth dropped open, and the Duchess immediately took a swift step away from him. I already knew that with a dose of this size, they wouldn’t remember any of this by morning, hell, maybe even an hour after it wore off, but all of this information was so shocking, I didn’t know how to take it all in, let alone process it.  
 
    I wanted to laugh. I wanted so badly to think every word that had just spilled out of their mouths was a joke, but I couldn’t, not when the truth serum was in full effect.  
 
    “What in the world would make you say something like that?” Edony gasped. “What a horrible notion. To even think that I would entertain accepting you into my breeding program… asinine, how you have the gall to bring it up in front of me… Do you know where the men who come from my breeding program come from? All the way from the east across the ocean in Galazia. Not only that, Lucien, I never use the same brute twice or a brute that I am acquainted with. You are absolutely out of the question.” 
 
    “But you’re in love with Charles?” the scientist squealed. “You want his seed in your womb? How can you say such a thing like that and then reject me? I know he’s handsomer and more talented than I am, but come on!” 
 
    “You just stated very compelling reasons, you fool,” Edony groaned as she rolled her eyes. “But yet, I want Charles for who he is inside. I didn’t fall in love with him because he’s so dashing and handsome… I fell in love with him by accident.”  
 
    It was time to go, Edony was able to speak more freely, so that meant that her dose of truth serum was starting to wear off. Within a few minutes of it leaving her system, the Duchess would get very tired to the point of exhaustion and probably pass out. I had to get her and Lucien out of this room, down the hall, and back to the ballroom before they started swaying on their feet like a pair of drunkards.  
 
    “I think it’s time that we leave,” I uttered. “I’ve gotten all of the information that I needed from the two of you. I don’t know about you, Lucien, but Edony’s dose is starting to wear off. I have… about three or four minutes before the aftereffects kick in. Let’s get you out of this room. Wouldn’t want Josephine or one of her servants to find your unconscious bodies in the morning.”  
 
    “U-Unconscious?” Lucien gasped. “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it,” I tittered. “I’m sure that you’ll be fine. It won’t kill you… or at least, I don’t think it will.”  
 
    “W-What?” the scientist shouted.  
 
    “Charles?” Edony whispered. “About what I said… it’s the truth, even now, as I look at you, I feel those things all over again. Even if my stomach is roiling in disgust, I can’t deny them anymore. Please, will you come back to me? Can I buy your contract back from—”  
 
    “Edony...” I stated, came around both of them, placed my hands on their shoulders, and steered them toward the door. “I don’t know how to answer that. How do you expect me to react? I’ve spent the last year being terrified of you, and then you drop a surprise on me like this? I don’t know what to say or think… I can barely look at you without feeling that same old terrified reaction I did before, and now you throw all of these things at me? I’m absolutely shocked… I have no other way to put it. All of my life women around me have hated my sex and let me tell you, they never hid it. You never did either, and I saw it on so many occasions that I’ve lost count. Now you want to tell me that you’ve been in love with this entire time? I’m allowed to be a little confused and shocked, don’t you think?”  
 
    “So,” Edony hissed. “You’re rejecting me?”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I grunted. “You tried to ruin my life, you tried to evict me from my home, not only that but when I found a clause to keep me there, you tried to sell the manor out from underneath me. When you finally didn’t have anything on me, you tried to frame me for a murder… Edony, why would you do all of those things if you loved me? That’s not love. You may not know what it is because you’ve never experienced it, but it’s certainly not love.”  
 
    “If I can’t have you,” Edony snarled. “No one else will, especially not your puny Mistress. I may not be the woman who loves you, but… I will be the woman who kills you.”  
 
    “You’ve tried,” I muttered. “Just give it up, Edony.” 
 
    Edony believed that she would be the one to kill me, but I would never let that happen, I had too much to live for. I may have created my women, built them from absolutely nothing, but they were the ones who unexpectedly came into my life and changed it. When I worked for Edony, I was a coward, hiding in my laboratory, waiting for the Duchess to arrive and squeeze the life out of me, but I was a different man now. I may have been a brute, but I’d managed to give myself some power over the aristocrats, and I wasn’t going to let it go.  
 
    “How can you be so confused about your feelings?” the Duchess growled. “What I said couldn’t have been so sho-s-shoc-shocking… w-what is ha-happening? The r-r-room is g-g-getting all s-s-spinny.”  
 
    “Finally, there it is,” I breathed. “Now to just get you inside the ballroom without anyone noticing.”  
 
    Edony’s pretty lips parted slowly, the left corner of it drooped down, twitched, and then laid slack. I could tell from the look in her eyes she wanted to snap back with a hateful reply, but physically couldn’t. The serum’s aftereffects seemed to be hitting Lucien harder than the Duchess, though, the poor man’s feet dragged against the carpeted running down the hall, drool foamed from his lips, and incoherent words flowed out of his throat. I gripped onto the back of his suit jacket, held him upright, and half-carried him back to the door of the ballroom.  
 
    The Duchess’ head fell, rested against her shoulder, lolled there for a second, rolled back, and then she stared straight into my eyes. I couldn’t tell from her expression what she was thinking, probably not much since the aftereffects were taking over her senses, but I had to wonder, did she feel those things for me? There was no questioning it after she confessed to it under the influence of the truth serum, but it still seemed impossible.  
 
    I shook my head, cleared those thoughts away, pushed forward, grabbed the door handle tightly in my hand, ripped it open, and then shoved the two of them into the ballroom. Edony and Lucien stumbled, but I hastily slammed the door closed while watching through the crack of the swinging door. None of the other aristocrats seemed to notice the seemingly drunk Duchess and her scientist. I sighed softly, turned, rested my back against the door, and closed my eyes.  
 
    I’d learned so much in the last hour and most of it… no, all of it was utterly appalling. How the Duchess could even think of doing those abominable things to her body was mind-blowing. Yes, I knew that she could do some dastardly things, but to use her own embryos as test subjects for her modified creatures? Not even I, the scientist, doctor, and notorious alchemist could think of doing those things. I dreaded telling my women about it. I knew it would anger them to the point of violence, but there was nothing we could do about it now, or at least, not yet.  
 
    We’d strike back at the Duchess eventually, but none of her actions affected our family directly, or at all. Why should I care if Edony wanted to kill the Queen? I’d heard from others and Rian that the Queen was hundreds of years old, the throne should be passed on to someone else, but maybe someone else other than Edony.  
 
    Though I had to admit that, if the Duchess had developing feelings for me, would that mean that her views on men were changing, too? No, that couldn’t be true. Edony hated men more than any woman I’d ever met. She may have never spoken it aloud, but I’d seen her bring grown men to their knees with the vicious crook of her cane. No other aristocrat had used violence like that on their workers in front of me.  
 
    I pushed off of the door, glanced down each side of the hall, and then trudged down the hall toward the other entrance. It was late, I could tell from the color of the night sky outside of the windows. The party was starting to wind down from the sound of the live orchestra playing, and I wanted nothing more than to go home. No, that was a lie. I wanted my women and to be surrounded by their overflowing, endless love. If I could, I would’ve called out to them from the hall, but the music was too loud, and the voices of the aristocrats would’ve drowned me out.  
 
    I slid open the door, peeked inside to make sure no one was looking, and then slipped inside. Aristocrats crowded around me, but none of them even glanced in my direction, let alone moved out of my way as I slithered through the crowd. As before, I kept my head low but used my eyes to scan the crowd as I made my way back to my women. Deeper into the throng, I spied Josephine, and it looked as if she still hadn’t managed to shake off Kelara.  
 
    The turban-wearing woman threw back her head, cackled annoyingly at the ceiling, grabbed onto the blonde aristocrat’s arm, and cuddled up to Josephine’s side. The heiress grimaced, sighed, but this time, didn’t push Kelara away. I felt sorry that she had thrown this party just because I mentioned it. We hadn’t gotten to talk with her for more than a few moments, but I knew if she allowed me to, I would make it up to her somehow. Maybe I’d invite her to brunch with Daisy and I. 
 
    I sighed under my breath as the three of them came into view, Daisy spoke quietly to another aristocrat I’d seen around the city before but never spoken to, Valerie nodded along with the conversation, and Rian skimmed the crowd with disinterested eyes. Her orange gaze settled on me, and instantly, the corners of her lips upturned into a wide, excited grin.  
 
    I was almost to them when the black-haired beauty nudged Valerie with her elbow, pointed over the feline-woman’s shoulder, and the ash-blonde giggled happily when she saw me. I came to stand at the bear-girl’s shoulder and smiled down at her. 
 
    “I’m very sorry,” the brunette murmured to the heavily powdered aristocrat woman she was talking to. “But I believe it’s time for my cousins and me to return home. I hope you have a wonderful rest of your night.”  
 
    “Thank you so much,” the aristocrat purred. “It was so lovely getting to speak to you for the first time, Ms. Browning, I do hope that we can chat again like this.”  
 
    “Of course,” Daisy bowed her head. “I’ll have to invite you over to the manor for tea sometime. I’ll send over a courier with an invitation.”  
 
    “I hope to get to speak to you  too, Charles.” The aristocrat grinned. “I’ve heard great things about you.” 
 
    “I hope so  too,” I chuckled. “But as my Mistress said, it’s time for us to retire back to our manor.” 
 
    The older aristocrat nodded her head to us and then shouldered her way savagely out of sight. Once she was gone, the stunning bear-girl sighed out of relief once her golden honey eyes settled on my face, and then all three of them calmly waltzed through the crowd. I wanted to run to them, wrap my arms around them, and pull each of them to my chest, but I knew I couldn’t do that in front of all of the other aristocrats.  
 
    “Let’s go home,” I sighed. “Being around all these aristocrats has drained me.”  
 
    “Drained you?” Valerie joked. “You didn’t have to spend close to an hour listening to their boooooring stories. One woman told us about her brand-new hedges with great detail of their color, leaf texture, and placement in her yard. She talked for close to three hours! I wanted to pull my hair out! …But I didn’t because Daisy spent so much time making my hair look gorgeous.”  
 
    “It wasn’t three hours,” Rian corrected. “She only talked for maybe fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Well, it felt like three hours!” the feline-woman cried. 
 
    “Thank you for taking my time into consideration,” Daisy chuckled. “I appreciate it. Now, let’s get out of here. I didn’t want to admit it, but yes, talking to aristocrats is quite boring.”  
 
    “Well, it wasn’t all boring,” Rian snickered. “That Kelara woman put on a show.” 
 
    “Oh, good heavens,” the brunette grumbled, threw back her head, and rolled her eyes. “I thought I was going to faint from the shock of it.”  
 
    “What did she try to do?” I asked. “I mean, if it made Daisy react that way, it must’ve been good.”  
 
    “We moved through the crowd to speak to Josephine more,” Valerie bubbled. “And that Kelara woman was boasting that she could wear these… these…” 
 
    “I believe she called them, ‘nipple tassels,’” the imp-woman broke in.  
 
    “The proper word for them, or at least the decent ones,” Daisy sniffed. “Are pasties. Women wear them under dresses when they don’t want to wear a corset. They cover the nipple, so it doesn’t show through the fabric.”  
 
    “But that’s not the kind that Kelara was talking about,” the feline-woman shook her head. “She even described them. They’re red and heart-shaped with these looooong black tassels that hang down.”  
 
    “And why would she mention this at a party?” I grunted. “In front of other aristocrats who she knew wouldn’t approve.”  
 
    “Wait, there’s more,” the ash-blonde gushed. “All of the aristocrats around her reacted in disgust because, as Daisy said, they’re indecent… I’m not sure why, though. They sound kind of sexy, and I want a pair to wear for you, Charles.”  
 
    The image of Valerie lounging against the crumpled surface of our bedsheets, wearing nothing but a pair of red, heart-shaped pasties with tassels flashed into my head, and I couldn’t deny that it aroused me more than I expected.  
 
    “Go on,” I chuckled.  
 
    “She said that she could light them on fire!” the feline-woman shouted and threw her hands up into the air. “Not only that, but she could swing them around like some sort of performance!”  
 
    “Are you serious?” I tittered. “What a strange woman. I can’t believe she said all of this in front of Josephine and the other aristocrats.”  
 
    “That’s not even the best part!” Valerie cried. “Right as everyone was either glaring her down or backing away in disgust, she started unwrapping her… ‘clothing’ to demonstrate! Josephine screamed, rushed over, and grabbed her hands so tightly I thought she was going to rip them off. I’m honestly surprised that Josephine didn’t kick her out then and there.”  
 
    “Like I said,” I sighed. “The aristocrats love a show. They crave the drama and intrigue of a mysterious person such as Kelara.”  
 
    “I hate to admit it,” Rian grinned. “But I kind of wish we could’ve stuck around her for a little longer. She may be obnoxious, gross, and disturbing, but the way she disgusts the other aristocrats is… quite hilarious to watch. She makes them so very uncomfortable that you would think that she was a brute doing tricks on the ballroom floor.”  
 
    “I feel the same way!” Valerie nodded. “When I look at her, I feel icky inside, but the way the other women here look at her… oh, I love it so much. I love seeing them uncomfortable.”  
 
    “Enough about Kelara,” Daisy sighed. “I know the two of you enjoy her antics, but I know that Charles and I both are quite tired. I’d like to head back to the manor.”  
 
    “Oh, sorry, Daisy,” the ash-blonde murmured. “We knew that you were tired from having to speak to those women all night. We should’ve been more considerate.”  
 
    “No, no,” the brunette assured her. “I knew you were excited to tell Charles about everything that happened, so don’t worry, my dear sister.”  
 
    I smiled down at them, nodded toward the door, turned on my heels, and guided them toward the exit. I hated that I couldn’t be myself around them when we were in places like this, we weren’t equals here, and all of us had to act like it.  
 
    The halls, foyer, and entryway were empty of women, and only the servants attending to the doors remained. They bowed low to us, swept open the doors, and then tightly closed them behind us. Once we were out into the chilly night air, I leaned my head back, sighed up at the stars, straightened, and then grinned down at my women.  
 
    “So?” Valerie urged. “What did you learn?”  
 
    “A lot,” I grunted. “Some of it, I’m not sure you even want to know.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Charles?” Daisy asked, hurried down the front steps, and then waited for us at the bottom. “Did Edony tell you something bad?”  
 
    “All of it was bad,” I muttered. “Every single word of it.”  
 
    “Come on, Charles,” Rian prompted. “You can’t leave us hanging like this. We need to know.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the doors behind us, came down the stairs, and headed toward our wagon with the rest of my women trailing after me.  
 
    “Edony wants to kill the Queen,” I stated. “But, we already suspected that.”  
 
    “And?” Valerie chimed.  
 
    “I learned how they plan to do it,” I uttered. “But I’m sure once I tell you, all three of you are going to get very angry.” 
 
    “Go on, Charles,” Daisy murmured. “There’s nothing we can really do to her now… or at least, yet.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought you would say,” I chuckled. “They’ve dropped the idea of creating super-soldiers. They’re going to use something else.”  
 
    “Which is?” Rian murmured.  
 
    “They’re going to harvest embryos from Edony,” I sighed. “Modify them, pump them full of harmful chemicals and potions, make them into vicious beasts, use an incubator to speed up the gestation period, and then use them against the Queen.”  
 
    Silence fell over all three of my women, and I turned to face them and saw that each of them had stopped dead in their tracks. Valerie’s hands covered her mouth in shock, Rian’s eyes widened, and her hands curled into fists, but the most surprising reaction came from Daisy.  
 
    “She’s going to… what?” the brunette roared. “Harvest her own embryos? Her own… children?”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That’s what she told me. She couldn’t have lied, the truth serum wouldn’t allow it.”  
 
    “That’s… that’s despicable!” the bear-girl roared. “Deplorable! Disgusting! Horrendous! How can such a woman exist?”  
 
    Daisy’s round cheeks flamed red, she huffed angrily, stomped forward with curled fists toward a tree at the edge of the drive, and then knit her fingers in front of her chest. The brunette took a single step forward, raised her knitted hands over her head, and then slammed them down toward the trunk of the tree in a fit of blind rage.  
 
    “Daisy!” Valerie screamed. “Don’t--” 
 
    The bear-girl’s hands stopped within centimeters of the bark of the tree, a blast of air shot through the forest, and two trees behind it lost all of their leaves in the flurry caused by the brunette. The green and orange leafs skittered against the forest floor in the gale caused by the petite bear-girl, and my knees felt weak at the sheer power she held in her tiny body.  
 
    “This is Josephine’s manor,” Daisy grumbled under her breath. “I will not cause damage to any of Josephine’s property. I will not cause damage to any of Josephine’s property. I will not--” 
 
    I stepped forward, placed a hand on the brunette’s shoulder, turned her toward me, and then took her into my arms. She wasn’t crying, but I could tell that what I’d told her had upset her greatly, and I needed to comfort her at this moment.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I murmured. “We’ll figure something out. We’ll do something about it…”  
 
    “How?” the gorgeous brunette bleated. “She’s going to hurt her own future children. How can we stop her?”  
 
    “We’ll figure it out, okay?” Valerie soothed.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, Valerie and Rian hurried over and pressed their hands to Daisy’s back to comfort her. Daisy took a long inhale of cool night air, relaxed against me, took a shaky breath, and smiled.  
 
    “Thank you, Charles.” The brunette sighed. “I’m just so very stressed and tired…” 
 
    “Ready to go home?” the brunette asked. “I know I am.”  
 
    Rian and Valerie nodded, took their sister’s hands, and helped her up into the driver’s seat of our carriage. I offered the two women my hands, got them into the back of the cart, and then hopped into the seat next to Daisy.  
 
    Then I guided the horses out of the spot, turned around in the drive, and then trundled down the road toward home. We were just coming around the lake, nearing the spot with the lights and singing when Valerie spoke again.  
 
    “Oh! Charles!” the feline-woman gasped. “We found out what’s in Josephine’s lake!”  
 
    “Really?” I grinned. “What is it?”  
 
    “We overheard Josephine talking to another group of aristocrats,” Rian nodded. “She said that she’s been having a tough time with nixes. She also said that she got rid of most of them, but one won’t leave, and it’s really frustrating for her. Apparently, she has a rare moss that grows in this lake, and the nix keeps eating it.” 
 
    “Just like Daisy said!” Valerie proudly cried. “You’re so smart, Daisy.”  
 
    “Why don’t we stop and take a look?” I offered. “If Josephine is having a problem with them, maybe we should catch it for her, and then take it home?” 
 
    “Oooooh!” Valerie cooed. “It could be used for our next sister! It’s a magical beast after all!”  
 
    The ash-blonde launched herself out of the back of the wagon, stumbled down the grassy embankment, and reached around her back for the zipper of her dress. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Daisy cried. “Don’t get undressed here!”  
 
    “No one’s around!” the feline-woman giggled. “Plus, no one can get it from the shore! I’m going to have to wade through the water and catch it! Charles, do you have a cage I can use?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “Here’s the one we used for the imp. I took it out of the wagon, but put it back later just in case for times like this.”  
 
    “Fantastic! Hand it over to me,” the cat-girl cheered.  
 
    Valerie struggled out of her dress, slipped off her mask, stood in her underwear, and handed over the clothing to a displeased looking Daisy.  
 
    “I suppose I can take care of these.” The brunette took them from her, hung them over the side of the wagon, and then rushed to the edge of the embankment.  
 
    “I’ll help!” Rian took the box from me, raced to her feline sister, and then handed over the heavy metal box. 
 
    “There it is!” the feline-girl grinned as she pointed at the pond. “Here I go! Rian, hold onto my tail. When I say pull, I want you to yank me back as fast as you can.”  
 
    “What if I hurt you?” the black-haired imp-woman murmured. “I don’t want to injure you by pulling too hard.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, it won’t,” the ash-blonde assured. “Charles pulls on my tail or my ears sometimes when we have sex, and it doesn’t hurt me. I actually really like it.”  
 
    “Well, I hardly think that--” I began to respond. 
 
    “Oooh, we’ll have to try that next time, Charles,” Rian giggled. “Go ahead, Valerie. I’ll do as you asked.”  
 
    I came to stand next to Daisy at the edge of the embankment, the brunette held her clasped hands to her chest, but kept her golden eyes glued to her sister. Even though Valerie’s tail was constrained, the tip of it twitched with excitement, and her ears laid flat against her head as she concentrated. The feline-woman’s white, lacy panties stuck against her like a second skin as she waded in deeper. She slowed as she neared the luminescence, and hunkered down closer to the water’s surface.  
 
    “Alright, here I go,” the ash-blonde whispered. “Let’s hope this works.”  
 
    “Please be careful,” the stunning brunette gasped.  
 
    Valerie leaped forward with the metal box held tightly over her head, she smashed it against the surface, swept it through the water, and then brought it back up with an enormous splash. The feline-woman held the box close to her chest, peered into the bubbling water, gasped, and then shouted back to Rian. 
 
    “Pull!” the cat-girl cried. “I got it!”  
 
    In one swift movement, Rian yanked back on Valerie’s tail, the ash-blonde snapped the box shut, held it to her chest, and scooted backward through the water. I opened my mouth to shout congratulations, but a sudden, familiar voice called out to us.  
 
    “Charles?” Josephine gasped. “What… What are you doing? What is she doing-- W-Wait… is… is that a tail?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Charles…” Josephine gasped. “What… What is this?” 
 
    The blonde aristocrat stood in the drive with the skirt of her ballgown clutched in her fist so it wouldn’t drag across the ground, but her expression was what stopped me in my tracks. Josephine’s orange, wide eyes, wavered in their sockets, and swiveled between Valerie and me. Her cherry red lips parted, soft sounds whispered up her throat, but not a single, comprehensible word slipped out.  
 
    “Jo-Josephine,” I grunted. “I-I…”  
 
    I couldn’t explain or come up with a single excuse. How could I? Rian was obviously tugging on Valerie’s very real tail, the feline-woman’s ears twitched, and her oceanic eyes narrowed on the aristocrat standing a few feet away. How hadn’t we noticed her? Not only that, what was she doing out here of all times? It was her masquerade, and she should’ve been inside with her guests.  
 
    I had no other choice at the moment, there was no way we could explain all of this away, and I certainly didn’t want to hurt Josephine. If this were any other women other than the heiress, I would’ve attacked her, knocked her out, and thrown her into the back of the wagon.  
 
    But Josephine was our friend.  
 
    She was the only aristocrat I’d met in my entire life that had sympathy for the ‘brutes’ of our society, but it was more than that, Josephine believed that all of us, men and women, were equals. How could I in good conscience repeat the experiments with a woman who felt those things about my sex? I couldn’t… Even when I forced myself to take a step forward, my hands hung limply at my sides, completely useless.  
 
    “Charles!” Daisy roared. “Don’t!”  
 
    In one swift movement, I was pulled backward, my feet lifted from the gravel, and I was thrown into the back of the wagon. Everything after that happened in a blur of quick movements. Valerie ripped her dress from the side of the wagon, gripped the side of the cart, flipped inside, turned, and then grabbed Rian by the forearm. The ash-blonde gritted her teeth and pulled the black-haired beauty into the bed with us.  
 
    “What?” I grunted.  
 
    “Daisy!” the feline-woman screamed. “Go!”  
 
    The brunette ripped up the reins, lifted both of her hands into the air, and slapped them down hard against the backs of our horses. The wagon blasted forward with a crash, Daisy glanced over her shoulder at Josephine who still stood in the road, but then turned toward the path ahead of us.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted.  
 
    “Escaping!” the bear-girl screamed.  
 
    “But…” I coughed. “That’s not the best thing to do right now!”  
 
    “Do you have a better plan?” Daisy moaned. “We can’t exactly snatch her from her own party! All of the other aristocrats will notice that she’s missing! We have to escape now and figure out a plan later!”  
 
    “What if she tells someone?” Rian shrieked. “We should’ve grabbed her.”  
 
    “No,” Daisy urged. “I ran through that course of action in my head! That wouldn’t work. We’d be caught and jailed by morning!”  
 
    “She won’t tell anyone!” Valerie cried. “It’s Josephine! She likes us! Let’s just go back and explain that this is all just a misunderstanding! Maybe something about a costume malfunction!”  
 
    “We can’t do that,” I uttered over the crash of the wagon. “Daisy is right… we have to formulate a plan first. We can’t act on impulse… we’re in a very sticky situation right now.”  
 
    “We have to trust Josephine!” the feline-woman pleaded. “We know her. We love her. Come on! She’d never turn her back on us!”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” I grunted. “We don’t know that. We may know Josephine, but she’s still an aristocrat, and she could be dangerous. She could expose us…”  
 
    The whole world seemed to be tilting, shifting, and spinning around me, and no matter how much I tried to steady myself, it wouldn’t stop. We’d been found out, it had finally happened, my greatest fear had finally come to light, but my only regret was that it had to be Josephine. Why couldn’t it be someone else? Maybe then I could’ve done something about it without remorse or regret, but I knew… something had to be done about her now that she knew.  
 
    Josephine may have been our friend, but she was still an aristocrat, not only that but an aristocrat with the power to control our minds, there was no way we could go up against her without knowing what she would do. 
 
    I kept my eyes glued to Josephine standing in the middle of the drive, the blonde heiress called out to us, knit her hands together, and then pressed them to the middle of her chest as she shouted out something else. She certainly didn’t look dangerous. In fact, she looked like a lost child, but I knew we couldn’t stop, not when she could still attack us.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Valerie murmured. “What’s going to happen to us?”  
 
    “Charles, do you think that Josephine will tell the other aristocrats about what she just saw?” Rian asked. “She doesn’t seem like that type of person, but…”  
 
    “We don’t know,” I muttered. “I hate to say it, but we don’t really know Josephine as well as we think we do. The patient we used for Valerie was called a harlot in her memories, but she spewed the same disgusting rhetoric at me before I pulled the switch. We can never know what she truly thinks. We have to formulate a plan first.”  
 
    “Let’s… let’s just get home first,” Daisy whispered. “Then we can sit down and discuss our next course of action. A.B. might have some good insights as an outsider…”  
 
    All of us fell silent, the wagon rolled forward through the forest, and then down the hill toward the city. Valerie sat in the back of the wagon with her knees pressed to her chest, her head in her hands, and sobbed into her palms.  
 
    I scooted closer, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled the feline-woman to my chest.  
 
    I knew that she was upset, she’d wanted to meet Josephine so badly, and things had turned out like this. We didn’t know what the future held, we might have to kill Josephine if she posed a threat to our family, and I knew that hurt the ash-blonde deeply.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I soothed. “We’ll figure something out.”  
 
    “Charles,” the cat-girl bleated. “We might have to kill her… my first human friend aside from my sisters… It’s just not fair. I don’t want Josephine to die. She’s such a nice lady…”  
 
    “I know that, my love,” I calmed. “We’ll figure something out, I promise… Even if we have to turn Josephine into a monster-girl, we’ll do whatever we have to spare her life. I can’t make any promises yet… but I’ll do whatever I can to make sure that Josephine stays happy and healthy.”  
 
    “I want Josephine as my sister,” the ash-blonde sobbed. “But… I also like her how she is now. Just as she is.”  
 
    “I know, my dear. I do, too,” I agreed. “We’ll do whatever we can, but if Josephine becomes a threat to our family, which she is at this very moment, we may have to take action.”  
 
    “I just don’t want to do it,” Valerie murmured. “She’s such a good person as she is now. I don’t want to take that away from her. In some way, the women used in the experiments to create us were bad. They did awful things to men and other people, but Josephine doesn’t deserve to die even if it means we’ll give her a brand new life.”  
 
    “You’ve changed your tune so suddenly?” I asked. “Just a few days ago, you were begging me to change her into a monster girl.”  
 
    “But that was before I met her in person,” Valerie whimpered. “It was different when I was face to face with her and speaking directly to her. She was so kind and full of life! Knowing everything I read and heard, I know that she believes in the same things as us. I don’t think I could go through with the transformation.”  
 
    “I believe we should do whatever Charles thinks is right,” Rian murmured. “If he wants to turn Josephine into a monster-girl, then I agree with him. It’s not that we’re ending Josephine’s life, we’re protecting ours… while getting a new sister. Then she can mate with Charles and make him lots of babies.”  
 
    “What do you think, Daisy?” the ash-blonde pleaded. “Do you think we should protect Josephine or turn her into a monster-girl?” 
 
    “I don’t want to say right now,” the brunette shouted over the wagon wheels. “There are so many factors going into this, and we don’t know what could happen. Sure, there are benefits to both actions, but I’d like to go through them before we make a concrete decision. Despite all these things, as Rian said, if Charles chooses to use Josephine in an experiment, I will agree with him. He is our love, and he makes these hard decisions for us.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed. “I appreciate it. I will work hard to reach a decision that benefits all of us, Josephine included.”  
 
    Everything around us was pitch black, but with the help of her keen senses, Daisy kept us on the dirt path and ripped around the corners of the road like an expert driver. The only sounds surrounding us were the trundle of the wheels beneath us, the clop of the horses’ hooves, and the soft whisper of wind through the woods. I held Valerie close to my side, covered her with her discarded dress, and pressed a tender kiss to the crown of her head.  
 
    I would be the one to make the life-changing decision to either sacrifice Josephine or spare her, but it would all depend on what the aristocrat did next. I knew I had the strength and resolve within me to kill her like all of the others, but a part deep down inside of me didn’t want to. Over time, the affection and admiration I had for Josephine had morphed and changed into something completely different, I wouldn’t call it love, no, not yet, but I could imagine myself loving her. The heiress was so easy to care for, not that my monster-women weren’t, but there was something about Josephine that set her apart from all of the other aristocrats.  
 
    Despite all these things, all the proof that she could very well turn against us with, I couldn’t believe it deep in my heart. I wanted to believe that she wouldn’t say anything, but right now, I just… couldn’t, we never knew how any of these aristocrats would react. 
 
    We raced through the forest, down past the Duchess’ castle, and onto the brick-lined streets of Edenhart. All of the homes and business’ windows were dark by now, and no nobles wandered the road, but that was because all of them were still at Josephine’s manor. I lifted my head, squinted my eyes, and finally spotted our home atop the hill in the distance. I sighed quietly to myself, held the still crying feline-woman to my side, and pressed my lips into a firm line.  
 
    Once we arrived home, we’d sit down, discuss our options, and then I’d have to make a decision. As I sat in the back of the wagon, I had no idea what I was going to do, and needed to hear the pros and cons of each woman’s argument. I already knew that I didn’t want to transform Josephine, but I couldn’t put a finger on the reason why.  
 
    Was it because the idea of the blonde heiress not being in this world hurt me in a strange, tender way? It was more than that, though, if Josephine were to disappear completely, the other aristocrats would surely notice and look for her. It’d be just like with Delphine and Ortensia. They wouldn’t stop searching until they found her, even if it meant they discovered her dead in her rooms or off in the forest. If I were to transform her, I had to come up with a pretty elaborate excuse for her disappearance, and leaving her corpse somewhere would only arouse more suspicion. One death, a suicide, and a murder all within the same year seemed too much for the small city of Edenhart where the most that ever happened was petty crime.  
 
    When our wagon rolled from the brick pavers onto the packed dirt of our drive, I leaned my head back, and spotted the single lit candle we’d left in the front window. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but from the small, wavering light, I knew that the candle had almost burned out. Had I only spoken to the Duchess for an hour? Or was it longer? I wasn’t sure, it seemed as if time had passed so slowly, but it could’ve been longer, and I hadn’t noticed.  
 
    Daisy pulled back the reins, shouted to the horses in a low, deep voice, hopped from the driver’s seat, and then tied them off to the carriage house. The brunette turned to me, but she wasn’t smiling, her expression was serious and solemn as she stepped toward the front of the manor. I knew that this decision pained Daisy, too. She was the face of our whole operation, she was the one who directly interacted with the aristocrats, and had gotten to be the closest with Josephine.  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “Let’s get you inside and dressed, Val. How about we all change into our regular clothes before we discuss anything? Does that sound good to the two of you?”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Rian sighed. “I’m anxious to discuss these things, but this dress is very uncomfortable compared to my normal outfit.”  
 
    “I could’ve worn my dress all night and day,” Valerie sniffled. “I don’t care that it’s uncomfortable; it’s the price of being pretty.”  
 
    I helped all of my women out of the wagon and then grabbed the metal box from the back. I’d have to build a tank for it later but now wasn’t the time. I hurried down into the laboratory and rested the metal box with the nix inside on the floor. A.B. didn’t make a sound from his tank, so I assumed that the brain was resting or sleeping. I stared down at the metal box for a second and listened to the soft whispering that snuck through the cracks of the lid. I wasn’t sure how long we’d have to keep the nix in there before our next experiment, but I’d have to build a tank despite all those things.  
 
    “There’s nothing I can do about it right now,” I sighed. “Have to worry about it later.  
 
    I glanced around the darkened laboratory one last time and opened my mouth to call out to A.B. but decided against it. I was sure that the brain wouldn’t be much help right now and would tell me all of the same things that my women were about to. I slammed the laboratory door closed behind me, and hurried up the stairs toward the manor. 
 
    Once inside, I closed the front door with a light click and leaned toward the bannister. 
 
    “Daisy?” I called.  
 
    “I’m up here,” the brunette shouted from upstairs. “I’m changing into a different dress. That other one was quite restrictive, and I couldn’t move around very much.” 
 
    “We’re done here, too,” the feline-woman whispered, and stepped out of the hall with a cookie in her hand.  
 
    “We wanted a snack,” the imp-woman chuckled.  
 
    “That’s fine,” I spoke. “Let’s go upstairs and get changed.” 
 
    “Okay, Charles,” Valerie nodded, hurried up the stairs, and disappeared from view.  
 
    Rian and I climbed the stairs together, slipped into the master bedroom, and found my other two monster-women already in different stages of undress. Daisy bent at the waist, kicked off her heels, sighed out of relief, came to stand in front of the mirror, and slowly unzipped the back of her dress. Valerie stood by the dresser, opened one of the drawers, grabbed her leotard, and hastily slipped into it.  
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer, and from the expressions on my women’s faces, I knew that they wanted to speak about it now instead of later. 
 
    “Let’s discuss Josephine here,” I muttered, slipped out of my suit jacket, and began unbuttoning my shirt. “I have an idea of what we should do.”  
 
    Valerie turned, half-undressed, and held her jumpsuit to her chest. Her blue eyes were wide and wavering in their sockets, but her lips were pressed firmly together in a thin line of worry.  
 
    “I think we should try to save her at all costs,” the feline-woman urged. “I may not have interacted with Josephine much, but I feel as if I know her better than anyone else. I read her diary, I saw her innermost thoughts, and I read all of those books she kept hidden away. I know what she thinks, wants, and hopes for in the future. I read all of it. I think we should… tell her about us, the monster-women, the experiment, the Duchess’ plot, and how we were created.”  
 
    “And what happens when that goes south?” Daisy asked. “I don’t mean to hurt you, Valerie, but what a person writes in their journal may be totally different than how they will react in a situation.”  
 
    “I want to believe that Josephine will support us,” the feline-woman begged. “I know deep in my heart that she wouldn’t betray us.”  
 
    “What do you think, Rian?” I grunted.  
 
    The red-skinned imp-woman paused for a moment, opened her plump lips, closed them, and then sighed softly under her breath. The black-haired beauty shook her head, widened her stance, and then rested her closed fists on her hips. 
 
    “I don’t know Josephine well enough to speak on this subject,” Rian uttered. “But after meeting her, I do believe that she is our ally. She is kind to us, and she speaks openly about her admiration of you, Charles. Personally, I think we should try Valerie’s approach. We seek Ms. Josephine out, sit her down, and explain our situation to her. We can’t snatch her off the street, lay everything out for her, and then expect her to understand where we’re coming from. I believe if we did something like that, it would either frighten her into hysterics or push her away from our family. I think our best course of action is to do it calmly and rationally. We all have met and know Josephine. She is not one who would turn her back on us so easily, but if we did it rashly, then she would have no other choice.”  
 
    “What about you, Charles?” Daisy urged. “What do you think we should do? Of course, all of us have our opinions, but we will follow what you think is best.”  
 
    “I have to agree with Rian and Valerie,” I uttered. “All of us know Josephine to different varying degrees, but I’ve spoken to her about this subject before. Not this exact situation, but I know how she feels about the treatment of brutes in our society. She doesn’t agree with it. She wholly believes that women and men should be equals in our society, but this is different, and we all know that. You may love me, but all of you were also born from my machine. I doubt that Josephine would be able to understand that.”  
 
    “Yeah… I don’t think we took that into account,” the brunette sighed. 
 
    “Yes, our world is strange,” I nodded. “Women developed powers, and mythical creatures started popping up all around the country without any explanation, but the creation of half-beast, half-human girls? I don’t think anyone except for me would be able to understand.”  
 
    “Then what do you think we should do?” Rian asked. “We can’t leave things as they are now… Josephine must be so confused right now, and we have no idea what we will do.”  
 
    “Eventually, I think we should seek her out,” I uttered. “Sometime in the future. After all of this has died down, maybe even in a few days.”  
 
    “What if she comes to us?” Valerie asked. “What will we do then?”  
 
    “Our best course of action is to lie right now,” I breathed. “Tell her it was part of the costume. Some sort of adhesive that I used to adhere the mechanics to Valerie’s body.” 
 
    “But what if she doesn’t accept that?” Daisy asked. “What if she doesn’t believe that?”  
 
    “We keep telling her that it’s part of the costume,” I stated. “We will tell her, but I think right now… isn’t the best time for her to learn about everything I’ve been doing. I’ll even create a mechanical tail and ears, so if she shows up and asks questions, I can bring them out and show her. Right now… isn’t the best time to tell her. We can never know how she’s going to react.”  
 
    “I agree with Charles,” the feline-woman nodded. “Especially if lying to Josephine prevents us from having to transform her. I think that’s what we should do.”  
 
    “I don’t like the idea of lying to Ms. Josephine,” Daisy sighed. “But… if it’s how we keep her and us safe… then it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “I agree,” Rian said. “What Ms. Josephine doesn’t know won’t hurt her. We’ll tell her eventually, but right now we’re protecting her by keeping secrets from her.”  
 
    “If she pushes it,” I reiterated. “Then we lie about the costumes… If she pries for more information even after all of that, then we have no other choice than to tell her.”  
 
    “And then what?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “If she accepts us, great,” I smiled, but then my expression hardened as I spoke again. “If she doesn’t… we all know what happens next. We do as we have before, knock her unconscious, take her down into the laboratory, place her within the machine, and transform her into a monster-girl.”  
 
    “But that’s our last resort,” Valerie stated. “I want to do everything we can to prevent that. As much as I want another sister, Josephine is such a kind and sweet person as she is, and I don’t want to take all of that away from her.”  
 
    “Then it’s decided,” Daisy nodded. “We lie to Josephine until it’s time for us to tell her the truth. If she pushes it… we have no other choice than to tell her and see what her reaction is.”  
 
    “So, except for the things that just happened,” I chuckled. “Did everyone enjoy the party for the most part?” 
 
    “It was so much fun!” Valerie giggled. “All of the food tasted so good, and the alcohol that Josephine served was very strong. Stronger than anything you had in your wine cellar, Charles! Then, all of that stuff happened with Kelara, which was pretty funny if you ask me.”  
 
    “We danced a little bit, too,” Daisy smiled. “All of the aristocrats performed this strange dance. They moved in a long line, changed partners, did complicated hand signals, changed partners again, and then waltzed down the floor. I thought it would be difficult to learn, but Ms. Josephine appeared out of the crowd and explained that what they were doing was called ‘contradancing,’ It’s an ancient style of dance that’s been passed down through the generations.”  
 
    “She taught us how to do it,” Rian nodded. “Showed us the movement of our feet, hands, and that every few movements, you turn, switch partners, and then sashay down the floor with that new person.”  
 
    “I was worried that I’d forget the movements and embarrass myself in front of all of the other women,” the ash-blonde admitted. “But Josephine told me that ‘making mistakes is part of the fun, you don’t have to know the dance exactly as long as you’re having a good time doing it,’ I danced with Josephine first, and then when we switched partners, Rian was my partner!”  
 
    “I danced with Rian first,” the gorgeous brunette chuckled, buttoned the back of her dress, and smoothed out her skirt. “And then danced with Josephine. We did it three or four times until Valerie’s feet got tired. She kept adding dance moves to the movements, and the other aristocrats kept staring.”  
 
    “They’re just a bunch of old crones,” the feline-woman cackled. “They don’t know how to dance! They looked so dang stiff, moving around the floor. I wish you could’ve seen it, Charles.”  
 
    “I would’ve liked to dance with Charles,” the black-haired beauty sighed. “A few of the women that brought their consorts danced with them, it was… nice to see. If you forgot for a moment that those men were contractually obligated to be there. It was almost romantic.”  
 
    “It would’ve been romantic if it was Charles and us!” the ash-blonde cried. “We would’ve shown them what dancing is really about. Rubbing up against each other and having a good time with your male partner.”  
 
    “I have to agree with my sisters,” Daisy breathed. “It would’ve been very nice to dance with you, Charles. We know you were taking care of other very important things, but maybe… sometime, you could dance with us?”  
 
    “I believe I have a newer wax phonograph player in the basement,” I grinned. “I never used it much, but it might be down there somewhere. If I don’t, I could always build one for us. Some of the stores in the city still sell them even though they’re not as popular with most of the aristocrats, since they can just hire musicians to come to their homes. We could make a night of it, cook a nice dinner, enjoy dessert, and then dance the night away in the drawing-room.”  
 
    “Not that lively type of dancing,” Valerie shook her head. “I like it, jumping around, twirling, and lifting, but the slow dancing.”  
 
    “Slow dancing?” Rian asked. “What is that? Did they do that at the party?”  
 
    “O-Oh,” the feline-woman giggled. “It wasn’t at the party. I read about it… in one of Josephine’s books.”  
 
    “I thought I told you to put those back where they belonged?” I asked. “Did you take one even though I asked you not to?”  
 
    “No!” The ash-blonde shook her head. “I just… read all of the ones in Josephine’s trunk while we were there. You told me to put it back… and I did, I swear, but I read all of the other ones she had stashed away. They’re so good, and they make me feel all warm and happy inside. There was a scene in one of those books where the main male character and the main female character finally were alone away from their overbearing families. They snuck away to a small vineyard, and slow danced under the stars. Then, of course, they made love in the lush, green grass, and it was just so roooomantic. I’d love to have a moment like that someday, but it’s alright. I love all the moments I have with you, Charles.”  
 
    “I do, too, my love,” I breathed. “I treasure every second I’m blessed with you.”  
 
    “You sure do know how to pour on the charm,” Rian purred. “You’re getting me all hot and bothered and ready for breeding when you talk like that, Charles.”  
 
    “Like what?” I chuckled. “I’m simply speaking the truth. I love each of you so much, and I’d do anything for you. I’d tear down the stars with my bare hands if you asked for them.”  
 
    “We’re so lucky to have you,” Daisy whispered. “How did we get so lucky? I’m so blessed to be with a man like you. The other aristocrats don’t know what they’re missing out on. Sometimes, I feel sorry for them. They don’t know what it feels like to be loved by a man. To be truly loved, body and soul, and I think that’s why they’re so awful to everyone.”  
 
    “Then what about that Kelara woman?” Rian asked. “She seemed perfectly happy servicing the female aristocrats. In fact, she made it very clear that she didn’t like men, not even their parts in general. I wonder if it’s all an act or if she truly feels that way about her attraction to women.”  
 
    “I don’t really care to know,” the brunette sniffed. “Such a disgusting notion to think about.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be as weirded out if the men in this society were allowed to do whatever they want,” Valerie offered. “I don’t care if she likes women, but to take on the job of a ‘brute’ to spite the ‘brutes’ in question… it just seems disgusting. Not only that, but she has to know the main reason that the aristocrats keep consorts is to have children, right? A woman and another woman can’t have children. Everyone knows that.”  
 
    “I think it’s more about the sexual pleasure, Val,” I stated. “It’s not about producing children or anything like that. She said that a woman knows her body better than anyone else, so another woman would be better suited to service it. It doesn’t really make sense to me, either, but if that’s the occupation she wants to have, then… more power to her?”  
 
    “It just makes me wonder,” Daisy muttered. “Why is she doing it, though? She’s a woman. She has abilities that men don’t possess, why has she stooped so low to such a position? Is it something she thoroughly enjoys, or is it a power grab? Is she clinging to these powerful aristocrats to better her station? But even then, as I said before, she’s a woman. She would have all of that without becoming a consort…”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I uttered. “But I’m sure after tonight, this won’t be the last that we see of Kelara.”  
 
    “We all saw how she clung onto Josephine,” Rian stated. “And how desperately she wanted to meet the Duchess, even though we all know that Edony would have dismissed her the moment they were introduced.”  
 
    “Oh,” I grunted under my breath as the memory from earlier resurfaced in my brain. “There’s… something else I forgot to tell you about.”  
 
    “More?” Valerie cried. “What else did the Duchess tell you? More of her awful plans? Something even worse?”  
 
    “No,” I breathed. “It had nothing to do with her plans. It was something entirely different, completely unexpected.”  
 
    “So?” the red-skinned imp-woman urged. “What was it?”  
 
    “Edony… confessed,” I uttered. “She told me that she’s been secretly in love with me this entire time.”  
 
    Silence filled the room, my eyes rested against the floor, and I slowly raised them. All three of my monster-women were frozen in place, their hands wavered in their air as they stared at me, their eyes were wide open, and Valerie’s mouth hung open in utter shock.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Daisy squeaked.  
 
    “Can you repeat that one more time?” Rian cupped her ear.  
 
    “She… she… s-she what?” Valerie cried.  
 
    “All of you heard me right,” I nodded. “Edony confessed her love for me under the influence of the truth serum.”  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” the brunette gasped. “There’s… there’s no way that can be true. I’ve seen the way she treats and speaks to you, Charles. Tell me this is a joke. It has to be a joke…”  
 
    “It’s not,” I grunted. “There’s no way she could’ve lied…”  
 
    “How is this possible, Charles?” the imp-woman asked. “How can she fall in love with you despite the way she feels about men?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “That’s all she said. She confessed to me, and I was in absolute shock.”  
 
    “What did you say to her after?” the bear-girl asked. “Did you say anything back? Do you think she’ll remember?”  
 
    “I doubt she’ll remember,” I chuckled. “With a big enough dose, the truth serum won’t leave any memories. If they do, it’ll be like the faded image of a dream. I told her… I didn’t care. She tried to ruin my life, she tried to take our home, and after all of that… she was moments away from killing me. How could I ever love a woman like that? How could I bring myself to even look at her with even a smidgen of that emotion? I told her I hated her with every fiber of my being, and I wished that she would drop dead. I even told her that I’d kill her, not that she’ll recall it, but I meant it, I will kill her. It might not be today or tomorrow, or even in this near future, but I will be the one to end her life.”  
 
    “I’m sure she was happy about that,” Rian giggled. “What did she say?”  
 
    “The usual,” I grunted. “That she would kill me, that her love would be the one to kill me. She said something like, ‘if she couldn’t be the one to love me, she would be the one to kill me,’ We won’t let that happen. Edony will never lay a hand on me or any of you.”  
 
    “Right,” the feline-woman nodded. “She won’t dare come near us, and if she does, she’s going straight into compartment B! And then, zap! New sister!”  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but a distant sound caught my attention. My hands curled into fists at my sides, I stepped to the window, gazed down toward the drive, and then growled deep under my breath.  
 
    “Charles?” Daisy called. “What is it? Did you hear something?” 
 
    “I heard it, too,” Valerie nodded. “It sounded like the… alarm bell to the gate.”  
 
    “Down in the basement?” the imp-woman asked. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes,” I hissed. “Someone’s here. Their carriage is coming up the drive right now.”  
 
    “What should we do?” the brunette gasped. “Charles?”  
 
    “We see who it is first,” I breathed. “And… if it’s the aristocrats come to take me away, we fight for our lives.”  
 
    Below me, a dark carriage rolled to a stop in front of the stairs, the door slammed open, and a hooded figure scurried out. I couldn’t see who it was, or tell from the carriage, but whoever they were, they were in for a rude awakening. My women and I weren’t going down without a fight, and we were prepared for anything.  
 
    A loud knock came from downstairs at the front door, I turned, headed for the bedroom door, and then glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s go greet our unexpected guest,” I growled. “I’m sure they’re eagerly waiting for us.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I stepped down the stairs slowly. I could barely make out the silhouette on the other side of the front door, and then glanced over my shoulder at the three monster-women behind me, poised for attack. Valerie’s chocolate brown ears were high and alert, Daisy’s fuzzy, brown ears laid flat against her head, and Rian lifted up her taloned hands in front of her. They were fully prepared to fight whoever was outside the door, but when we reached the bottom of the stairs, I turned toward them.  
 
    “Hide in the doorway of the drawing-room,” I whispered. “Stay out of sight until I give the signal, do you understand? It could be anyone out there. A constable, an aristocrat, or even the Duchess, we don’t know, but I have to act naturally for the time being.”  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” Valerie murmured, shuffled backward, and stepped into the drawing-room.  
 
    “Should I answer the door with you, Charles?” the gorgeous brunette asked. “I am your Mistress. If someone came visiting, you’d expect me to be there with you.”  
 
    A louder knock came at the door, I wouldn’t even call it a knock anymore, the person outside was pounding on the wood with both of their fists desperately.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “But stay behind me for now, alright? If there’s any sign of danger…” 
 
    “I will protect you,” the bear-girl vowed. “Rian, you go with Valerie. Listen for our signal.”  
 
    The red-skinned imp-woman nodded, stepped toward the doorway, slipped her hand into her feline sister’s, and pulled her deeper into the darkened room. My eyes connected with Daisy’s, her expression was serious, but fear twinkled in their golden depths. How many times had we done this before? We were always prepared for the worst, and this time was exactly like all of the others. We never knew when someone was going to waltz onto our property and threaten our lives. This time was no different than all of the others.  
 
    “Ready?” I grunted.  
 
    “Yes,” Daisy breathed. “As I’ll ever be.”  
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh, shook out my hands, rolled my shoulders, and took a step toward the front door. The person outside didn’t speak, but their gasping breaths were so loud it sounded as if they were in the same room as us. My hand reached out for the door handle, gripped it tightly in my fist, and I took a deep breath. I turned the knob, opened the door, and stared out into the darkness for a moment.  
 
    The person outside fell forward with both of their hands raised, staggered a few steps, Daisy immediately took a step toward them with her hands raised, but I placed a hand out in front of her. I recognized the person outside our door even if the light from the overhead lamp didn’t illuminate their face. The beautifully dressed aristocrat gasped for air, raised her head, and gazed at me with reproach.  
 
    “Josephine,” I grunted. “What are you doing here? How… How did you get here so fast?”  
 
    “I… I took my carriage,” the blonde heiress gasped. “But Charles, that’s not what matters right now… I need you… I-I need you to explain yourself. What was it that I saw back at the lake? How were Valerie’s tail and ears real? How did they move like that? You told me they were steam-powered inventions, but they certainly didn’t look fake to me, Charles, what were they? You need to tell me what was wrong with Valerie?”  
 
    “It was just part of the costume,” I lied. “We attached it with some powerful glue.”  
 
    Josephine’s orange, cat-like eyes examined my face, her lips twisted, and tears filled the corners of her eyes.  
 
    “You’re lying,” the heiress urged. “I can tell… I know you, Charles. You’ve never spoken to me in such a tone and it’s almost as if you’re condescending to me right now. As if you’re trying to placate me into believing your lies and getting me to leave. I demand to know what you’re doing, what is happening, and why that woman had cat ears and a tail... Please, I beg of you, tell me what I saw, so that I can understand.”  
 
    This wasn’t the Josephine I knew, this was the aristocratic side of her that I’d never seen before, but even with her tone, she had the kindness to treat me with respect. If this had been the Duchess on my doorstep, Edony would’ve grabbed me with the crook of her cane, brought me to my knees, and threatened me until I told her what was happening. Josephine wasn’t like that, I already knew that, and even from the way she treated me now, I couldn’t help but respect her.  
 
    Josephine was my ally, I knew that, and my women did, too, but could I tell her? From the look in her eyes, the blonde heiress wasn’t going to leave without an explanation, but could I trust her with this information? Would she run to the other aristocrats or the constables the second the words left my lips? I had no idea how she would react to all of this, and that’s what scared me the most. Yes, the blonde had been kind to us and shared some of the same views as us, but… if I told her, it could possibly put my women and me in the direct path of danger.  
 
    “Charles,” Josephine urged. “I’m here. I’m your friend… or at least, I thought I was. I just want to know what I saw, and if there’s a reasonable explanation for it… Please, don’t shut me out, I want… I want to be included in your world.”  
 
    A tender hand rested on my shoulder, but it wasn’t Josephine’s, it came from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder at Daisy, the bear-girl’s golden eyes stared into mine, and she took a step closer.  
 
    “Should we tell her?” the brunette whispered. “I think… I think we should tell her…”  
 
    “What?” I muttered. “Why would you think that?”  
 
    “If we tell her,” Daisy breathed. “Either she is on our side or against us, and we have options for both...”  
 
    “Are you suggesting that this will turn hostile?” the blonde aristocrat gasped. “I-I… I would never. I told you I don’t like using my ability. It makes me sick to my stomach. I told you that, Charles.”  
 
    Daisy was right, I knew that deep in the pit of my stomach, and once we told her, Josephine had the choice to turn against us or join us… But as I said before, it pained me to think of Josephine going into my machine and coming out an entirely different person. I would do it if I had to, but it wasn’t like the three other times.  
 
    “Tell me what?” Josephine pleaded. “Please, I need to know… I need to prove to myself that I’m not crazy and I didn’t imagine everything I saw back at the lake. I’m begging you, Charles, tell me before I go insane.”  
 
    I made the decision. There was no going back after this, I cleared my throat, glanced over my shoulder toward the darkened drawing-room, and cleared my throat. 
 
    “Rian, Valerie,” I called. “Come on out.”  
 
    Josephine took a step closer underneath the lamp, peered into the doorway, and waited as the two other women emerged from the drawing-room. The heiress’ eyes swiveled between the two of them, wandered over their ears, horns, twitching tails, and then turned her attention back to me.  
 
    “What is this?” the blonde aristocrat breathed. “What does all of this mean, Charles? Their costumes are gone, but why are all the accessories still there? Please… I just want to know what’s happening. I don’t understand, and I feel as if I’m about to go mad.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come inside?” I offered. “We can sit down, and I can explain everything.”  
 
    Josephine glanced between me, Daisy, and then examined Rian and Valerie for a second time. The heiress gulped, parted her lips to speak, shook her head, lowered it, and then tiptoed inside of the door.  
 
    I held the door open for her, peeked out into the darkness beyond the porch, cleared my throat, and then shut the door with a soft click.  
 
    “Sooo…” Josephine stood in the lit foyer awkwardly, her gloved hands held stiffly in front of her, and her head bowed slightly at an angle. The heiress looked almost like a lost child, just as she had before on the drive of her manor, I reached for her, placed a hand in the middle of her back, and guided her into the drawing-room. 
 
    “Would you like some tea? Coffee?” Daisy asked. “I can make it for you if you’d like. You know, to calm your nerves.”  
 
    “N-No, thank you,” Josephine stammered. “I’m fine. I would just like an explanation for all of this and for what I saw by the lake.”  
 
    “Alright,” I breathed. “Here, sit.”  
 
    I guided Josephine to the nearest couch, helped her down onto the plush cushions, and then stepped back to my other three women. Rian, Valerie, and Daisy glanced at me nervously, but I shook my head, gestured to the couch opposite the blonde aristocrat, and smiled at them confidently. This was the moment of truth, either Josephine would listen to what I was about to tell her and accept us for what we were, or the heiress would turn her back on us, and ultimately lose her life.  
 
    Rian was the first to step forward, the red-skinned imp-woman smiled at Josephine, lowered herself onto the couch, and then motioned her sisters over. Valerie giggled, despite the current situation, skipped over, and flopped down beside Rian. Daisy turned, tilted her head, and gazed nervously up into my eyes. I sighed softly, rested my hand on her shoulder, and then gave her a slight push toward the couch. The bear-girl obeyed, stepped over, and then lowered herself gracefully down onto the seat with her sisters.  
 
    Josephine’s orange eyes rested on my face for a second, flitted to the three women in front of her, and then her lips parted as if she were about to speak, but hastily closed.  
 
    “We discussed this. You showing up on our doorstep, but I never expected it to happen,” I stated. “But we did talk about what we should do if this happened…”  
 
    “Charles, please,” Josephine murmured. “Don’t patronize me. I’m not a child, I’m a grown woman, and I can handle whatever you’re going to tell me, so please, do so.”  
 
    “I guess I should start at the beginning, then,” I admitted. “As you know, I worked for the Duchess for about a year. She found me on the streets of Edenhart when I was nothing more than a poor alchemist peddling my wares. The Duchess hired me to create something for her because I’m a self-taught doctor and scientist.”  
 
    “What does this have to do with these three women?” Josephine asked.  
 
    “Please let me explain,” I smiled. “It will all make sense in the end. Edony hired me to build a machine; a monstrous contraption composed entirely of copper and newly discovered technology.”  
 
    “What did she want it for?” the heiress urged. “What was she going to use it for?”  
 
    “The Duchess has a plot,” I explained. “One that she’s continuing even at this moment, but that’s unrelated… Edony wants to kill the Queen and take control over the country. Something she said her family has deserved. I don’t know anything about that. At the time, she barely told me why she wanted the machine or the things we would later attempt to create.”  
 
    “So, what did she want you to create?” Josephine probed.  
 
    “Edony wanted what she called ‘super-soldiers,’” I told her. “Men combined with crystals and stones. I didn’t know why she wanted them until tonight, but that’s not what matters right now. I worked for almost a year, building the machine, and experimenting with prisoners she sent to me from the ducal prison. All of the experiments failed, every single one and all of the patients she sent to me died horrible deaths in my machine.”  
 
    “But what does this have to do with them?” Josephine asked. “What does this have to do with Valerie, Rian, and Ms. Browning?” 
 
    “None of my experiments worked,” I repeated. “Until the Duchess accidentally sent me a female prisoner. I didn’t know she was female until I lifted her up and moved her into one of the compartments of my machine. A little bit of my blood got into my machine, too, which is also an integral part of the transformation.”  
 
    “None of this makes sense, Charles,” the heiress bleated. “I… I don’t understand.”  
 
    “In my panic, I threw the female prisoner into the compartment, turned on my machine, and went through with the experiment as if nothing had happened,” I went on. “A stray cat had gotten into my laboratory a few days prior, and it accidentally crawled into the first compartment of my machine where I kept the crystals. I didn’t have time to save it, or get it out of the compartment, so its life was also lost.”  
 
    “This… this sounds like madness, Charles,” Josephine whispered. “Please, I don’t… I don’t understand.”  
 
    “The experiment worked,” I smiled. “For the first time, it worked. Instead of just taking a life, it birthed something new and never before seen. I entered into the third compartment, and that’s when I found--” 
 
    “Meeee!” Valerie cried, threw her hands up into the air, and wiggled. “I was the first monster-girl born!”  
 
    “M-Monster-girl?” Josephine echoed. “What? What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Valerie is a monster-girl,” I smiled. “She is the combination of the female prisoner and the cat that crawled into my machine. Through science, and my hard work, I brought her to life.”  
 
    “But…” the heiress murmured. “What about…?”  
 
    “Rian and Daisy?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes…” Josephine muttered. “Are they… monster-girls, too?”  
 
    I rested on the arm of the couch, leaned a little to my right, grabbed the edge of Daisy’s bonnet, and lifted it from her head. Josephine’s orange, cat-like eyes examined the tufts of brown fur on the surface of the bear-girl’s small, round ears, and then swiveled back to me.  
 
    “Daisy was the next,” I stated. “I brought her to life in my machine just as I had with Valerie. Daisy is not a Browning, that was a lie, and I apologize for deceiving you. She is a combination of a bear we trapped on the outside of Edony’s estate.”  
 
    “And another prisoner?” Josephine gasped. “You received a second one?”  
 
    “Ahem… well, no,” I shook my head. “This one… might be a little more difficult to explain. Daisy is a combination of a wild bear and… Delphine Vallantine.”  
 
    “W-What?” the blonde aristocrat gasped. “How? Delphine was murdered… how can this be, Charles?”  
 
    “Delphine Vallantine and the warden, Milton,” I began. “Were threats to my family. I killed both of them. Delphine, first in my machine, and Milton… well, he was our alibi.”  
 
    “That can’t be…” Josephine gasped. “Charles, they proved that Milton killed Delphine. I heard all about it from Lilliana and Adelia. We all know what happened. Milton killed her because he couldn’t be with her.” 
 
    “All of it was fabricated,” I explained. “By us. We set all of it up.” 
 
    “A-And Rian?” Josephine cried. “W-Who was she?” 
 
    “Rian is an imp that I found while fixing your elevator,” I chuckled. “And none other than the Chief Constable, Ortensia Payne.” 
 
    “No… it can’t be true,” the blonde aristocrat bleated. “It can’t be. Ortensia hung herself in her chambers… it was a suicide.”  
 
    “Made to look that way,” I nodded. “We took her corpse back to the constables’ dormitory, hung her up by the beam, stole all of the evidence against us, and then left right as the Duchess appeared with two other constables.”  
 
    “We made it look like she was a harlot,” Daisy informed. “We wrote letters and scattered them around her room.” 
 
    “But why?” the gorgeous blonde asked. “Why would you kill her? What did Delphine, Milton, and Ortensia do to you?” 
 
    “They were threats to us,” I stated. “Delphine wouldn’t stop until I was her consort, Milton suspected us already, and Ortensia… she found out that I’d killed Delphine. There was a single shoe print found at the crime scene, it didn’t match Delphine’s or Milton’s, but it did match mine. I came inches from death when I was suspected of Delphine’s death in the beginning, and then Ortensia, already suspicious of me, showed up with actual, concrete proof that I’d committed the murder.”  
 
    “You did all of this to save your family?” Josephine probed. “To protect them?”  
 
    “We did it to protect you, too, Ms. Josephine,” Valerie whispered. “Ortensia was going after you, too.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the heiress asked. “How was she suspicious of me?”  
 
    “When we arrived at the constables’ dormitory,” I explained. “We found a map on Ortensia’s wall with a picture of you connected to Ms. Browning and me. I believe that the Chief Constable suspected that you were a harlot, and she planned to out you to the Duchess and the entire city.”  
 
    “W-What?” Josephine stuttered. “You… I… what?”  
 
    “We protected our family,” Rian uttered. “But we also protected you  too. You may not be a part of our unit, but we see you as an ally, a friend, even a sister. We couldn’t let anyone see what Ortensia had on you. We had to keep you safe.”  
 
    “You protected me, too?” the blonde panted. “Why? I’ve done nothing to deserve something like that… Even if you consider me family, anyone I know would’ve turned me in at the moment they found out my secret.”  
 
    “We don’t do that. We’re not like the aristocrats in this city,” I assured her. “We would never do that. As we said, you’re our ally, and we protected you because we care about you.”  
 
    “I could’ve turned my back on you,” Josephine admitted. “You could’ve done something that displeased me, and then I could’ve gone to the Duchess and told her everything.”  
 
    “But you didn’t,” I uttered. “We discussed this before in your tent back at the mining site. You believe in the same things we do… and you didn’t turn us in.”  
 
    “How do you know that I wouldn’t do it now?” the blonde asked. “How do you know that I won’t take all of the information that you’ve just told me and immediately go to the Duchess?”  
 
    “We don’t know that,” I stated. “But we trust you. You’re a good person, Josephine, you’re the kindest aristocrat that we’ve ever met. You’ve treated Daisy and me with mutual respect as if all three of us were equals.”  
 
    “Lots of aristocrats do that,” the heiress shook her head. “A lot of the aristocrats treat men as if they were equals.”  
 
    “That’s a lie, and you know it,” I chuckled. “You are the only one who has ever given me an ounce of respect.”  
 
    “I don’t treat you ‘as if’ you were my equal,” Josephine lowered her voice. “You are my equal in many ways. In some, I think you’ve surpassed many of the other aristocrats and me. You’re intelligent, brilliant, even. I don’t know any other women that are half as smart as you are.” 
 
    “So…” Valerie forced out. “Do you accept us? For who we are?”  
 
    “And what we’ve done?” Daisy added.  
 
    Josephine’s hands trembled in her lap, and she fell eerily silent. I knew it was a lot of information to take in, but not only that, all of it seemed so unbelievable. If I were in Josephine’s situation, I wouldn’t be sure if I believed any of it at all. Monster-women? A plot against the Queen, and Edony as the head of it all? I figured that Josephine must have lived a pretty ordinary life before all of this but could she accept all of us for who we were? 
 
    “I do,” the blonde aristocrat raised her head, took a shaky breath, aimed her orange cat-like eyes forward, and spoke again. “But I assume if I said I didn’t, I’d be going into the machine like all of the others did, too. Am I shocked to find out you’re the one who killed Milton, Delphine, and Ortensia? Yes, but they were three horrible people that deserved to be punished for the way they lived their lives. Delphine killed and injured hundreds of her consorts. Many of the women of Edenhart didn’t want to talk about it. They liked to brush it under the rug, but no one knows the exact number of consorts that Delphine murdered. Every week, one of them disappeared, and a new one would take his place. No one questioned it, and even if they did, I doubt they would’ve done something about it. In Edenhart, men are disposable. Born to be used and then thrown away, but it’s not just Edenhart, it’s the whole world that views men that way. Even the black market trading of men, they treat them more like cattle or livestock than human beings…”  
 
    “Have you worked intimately with the black market?” I asked. “I’ve only heard of it a few times. Both times it was mentioned by Edony and Delphine.”  
 
    “Yes,” Josephine chuckled. “But it’s not what you think. I’ve never bought or sold men for those purposes. I buy men from the black market, and then give them jobs in my mines. I treat them with respect, give them homes, full bellies, and paychecks much larger than any other worker or consort would ever receive. They do honest work for me, and I repay them fairly. The black market is… a horrible place to say the least, but I purchase these men, and at first, they’re terrified of me. They have no idea who I am or what I’m going to do to them. I take them back to my manor, I clean them up, give them a full meal, a warm bed for the night, and the next morning, I explain to them the next steps. I’ve been doing this for a very long time, a lot of the other aristocrats look down at me for it, but it’s what my mother taught me, and I will continue to do her life’s work until it’s time for me to pass it on to my own child.”  
 
    “Wait…” I breathed. “Your mother did this, too?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Josephine smiled. “She was… I wasn’t sure if I should bring it up, but my mother was the founder of a small, secret group of women called HU, Harlots United. I was taught since birth that despite what society thinks, everyone is equal. Man or woman, all creatures are on a level field. Of course, she taught me never to tell anyone, but she’d often take me along on her ‘missions’ which are the very same as the ones I do today. She would purchase men from the black market or abusive mistresses, and give them homes and jobs under our protection. I continued it because I believe in everything my mother taught me, and when she fell sick, I shouldered the weight of maintaining the HU.” 
 
    “You’re a saint,” Valerie whispered. “You don’t understand how kind that is of you.”  
 
    “I didn’t see Delphine’s ‘playroom,’ but she spoke of it while I was there,” I explained. “But I did see her bed, and the sheets. Everything in there was streaked with dried blood. I don’t want to imagine what horrors those men saw.” 
 
    “I’ve said it before, and I’m sure you heard it,” the heiress explained. “I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but I am glad that Delphine Vallantine is dead. Many of the other aristocrats are, too, but they are mainly for petty, greedy reasons. I know what she did to her consorts. She often would parade them out in front of us at parties, and whip them for fun. It was disgusting, and it horrifies me to know that most of those men lost their lives to her grotesque appetites.”  
 
    “I want to hear more about this HU,” I urged. “Are there more members?”  
 
    “Yes,” the blonde aristocrat laughed. “More than there have ever been, but they’re spread far and wide. You said that you wrote out letters to make it look like Ortensia was a brute sympathizer? That was a brilliant idea because the HU actually only uses letters to communicate. Most of the women I know in the organization, I’ve never met them face to face. They’re all strangers to me except for their names.”  
 
    “Is it easy to become one of the HU?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “No, it’s very hard,” the heiress explained. “You go through rigorous interrogations, trials, and even then, we never know when you could betray us. That’s why we never meet face to face and a lot of the time, use fake names. A few have tried to break through our ranks, and bring the whole operation to the surface, but we’re too crafty for that. The constables were on our tail for a long time, but they’ve never managed to catch us.”  
 
    I glanced over at Daisy, the brunette’s golden eyes met mine, and her expression seemed to soften. The bear-girl breathed a sigh, leaned forward, and addressed Josephine directly. Valerie turned, grinned up at me, wriggled in her seat, and clapped her palms together excitedly. Rian held her slick, black tail between her hands, tweaked the pointed tip, but kept her orange eyes glued on the aristocrat’s face.  
 
    “So, you trust us?” the stunning brunette asked. “You won’t tell anyone?”  
 
    “I can only assume,” Josephine started. “If I couldn’t or didn’t, I would meet the same fate as the unnamed female prisoner, Delphine, and Ortensia. I’m right, aren’t I? You’d ambush me, hit me over the head, or at least incapacitate me so that I couldn’t fight back, and then drag me into one of the compartments of your machine. I probably wouldn’t remember anything about my past, would I?”  
 
    “Only bits and pieces,” I told her. “All of my women remember their pasts, but in different ways. A lot of their memories come from the beasts, but some of them are from the aristocrats.”  
 
    “I don’t like remembering my past,” Daisy growled. 
 
    “I can understand that,” the blonde heiress soothed. “Delphine was a terrible human being. She did awful things to a lot of people, and she deserved to die.”  
 
    “Ortensia wasn’t as bad,” Rian commented. “But her memories bother me, too.”  
 
    “I don’t remember much about my past life,” Valerie shrugged. “But the parts that I can recall were miserable. I was a harlot, and people knew, so they ostracized me, and then… the Duchess found me and threw me into an insane asylum.”  
 
    “That’s happened to a few of our members,” Josephine whimpered. “We don’t know for sure, but they fell off the face of the earth, and none of us can get into contact with them. We can’t go check on them. We only have the names they’ve used, and we can only assume that they’ve been found out and thrown into mental institutions.”  
 
    Silence fell over us, and Josephine retreated into herself, stared down at the coffee table that separated us from her, and breathed a heavy sigh. The blonde’s orange eyes examined the grain of the table for a long moment, her fingers knit in her lap, and she finally raised her gaze to mine. I wanted to ask her what she was thinking, but I knew it wasn’t my place, if she wanted to tell us, she would, and we would just have to wait until she did. All three of my monster-women turned in their seats, tilted their heads at the blonde aristocrat, but none of them probed for any answers. Josephine’s eyes left mine, her brows furrowed, her hands tightened on each other so hard that the knuckles turned white, and finally, she lowered her head.  
 
    “You’re not going to tell the Duchess about us, are you?” Valerie squeaked. “We don’t want to hurt you, Josephine… We even decided on it before you got here. We planned on lying to you about us until Charles decided it was the right time, but I guess… now is better than later.”  
 
    “No,” the heiress whispered. “I won’t tell the Duchess or anyone else. Thank you for taking my feelings into consideration, and I’m glad that you didn’t lie to me. I would always prefer it if you would be honest with me.”  
 
    “We never meant to hurt you,” I uttered. “And I hope this doesn’t change your opinion about us.”  
 
    “I want to ask you something, Valerie, Rian, and Daisy,” the aristocrat muttered.  
 
    “Of course,” the bear-girl replied.  
 
    “What is it?” the red-skinned imp-woman asked.  
 
    “Sure,” the feline-woman giggled. “Ask us anything!”  
 
    “Are you happy?” Josephine murmured. “Or are you at least happier than you were before?”  
 
    The gorgeous heiress lifted her head, looked at each of my women, and then held her gaze steadily on Daisy as if the bear-girl was the sole speaker for all three.  
 
    “I’ve told Charles this before,” the brunette grumbled. “But I don’t like to remember the Delphine parts of my life. Her actions were abhorrent, disgusting, and horrifying to recall, but yes, I am happier than she ever was. Delphine was filled with a burning rage that never went out. It continued to consume her even to the day that she died. Charles gave her… no, gave me a new life. I don’t consider Delphine part of me, but the things I remember of her life were miserable. Charles gave me something that Delphine never got to experience in her lifetime, and that is love. She’d never known what it was like to be loved, not by her mother, her family, or a man, and I think that’s what makes the difference.”  
 
    “I have to agree with Daisy,” Rian uttered. “Ortensia, like Delphine, had a hate inside of her that never went away. I think it was the lack of understanding, comfort, and love of another person. Charles’ manor is filled with all of those things. He has never made us feel bad about ourselves; in fact, Charles builds us up every single day. There have been times when one of us speaks badly about ourselves, and Charles stops those thoughts in their tracks. He believes that each of us is worthy of being loved, even though we were born from a machine.”  
 
    “Charles is such an amazing man,” Valerie purred. “My past life was horrible, well, my cat one wasn’t so bad because I slept in a lot of sunbeams and chased a lot of mice, but the memories I have from the female patient… people would spit on her out in public, throw rotten fruit at her out of open windows, a lot of the time, aristocrats would outright attack her in the streets. That was before Edony found her and threw her away into an asylum. I don’t remember a lot from that time, but I know it was horrible, loud, and scary. It’s so nice being here with Charles. He takes such good care of us, he treats each of us like queens, and all we did was come out of a machine for him! That’s why I constantly ask for new sisters because I want other women to experience what it’s like to be loved so much by a man.” 
 
    “Charles is a good man,” Josephine chuckled. “I had already known that from our few encounters. I respect him and the work he does very much. I’m glad to know that all of you see me as an ally, I think of you as the very same, but…”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    I felt the sweat bead on my forehead, my heart hammered in my chest, and my palms immediately went clammy. If she couldn’t accept us, we had only one option left. Josephine knew it, and the rest of us did, too. If Josephine turned her back on us, we’d have no other choice than to end her life and turn her into a monster-girl.  
 
    The blonde aristocrat took a deep breath, closed her eyes for half a second, leveled her cat-like eyes at me, thought for a moment, and then parted her lips to speak.  
 
    “But I only have one request, Charles,” Josephine whispered. “I beg you… Please, turn me into a monster-girl, too.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Shocked silence filled the room.  
 
    Josephine lifted her chin, stared defiantly up at me, let go of her hands, held them out at her sides, and then opened her palms to us as a sign of no ill intent. I had no idea why the blonde heiress would want such a thing, my women may have loved their lives, but their human existences before were miserable, and that’s why they clung to me so fiercely.  
 
    “Josephine,” I began. “Why would you ask for such a thing?”  
 
    “It’s hard to explain, Charles,” the aristocrat whispered. “Is it selfish of me to say my life is horrible? Probably, you’re a man, and your treatment is so much worse than mine, but I’m surrounded by other women all day, every day, and all of them believe things that I don’t. I hear them talk about how they treat their workers, servants, and consorts, and I wish for nothing more than to run away… I’d like to disappear from this life entirely. Yes, I have my work with HU, but that’s something so small, it barely makes a difference.”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Daisy urged. “When we visited your mines, there were hundreds of men there. Knowing the information that we do now, you saved all of those men from horrible deaths at the hands of other aristocrats… That’s no small feat, Josephine. You snatched these lives up from the black market without any of the other women knowing. You gave them homes, food, and work. You saved them, and they love you for it. We saw it while we were there.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s because I’m so used to it, I don’t see it,” the heiress shrugged. “My life seems so meaningless, so insignificant. I beg of you, please, turn me into a beautiful monster-girl, too. That’s all I want. I’m sure this isn’t what you expected when I showed up at your doorstep, but speaking to you and your women… finding out everything you’ve been through… well, it makes me want to be a part of it even more. The life that all of you share, I want it, too. I want to be a sister and an integral part of your family unit. Please…”  
 
    “I don’t want to sound… hateful,” Daisy started. “But you’re an aristocrat, Josephine. A wealthy, notable aristocrat, and you have everything you could ever want at your fingertips. Once you’re transformed into a monster-girl, you lose all of that. Look at me, part of me came from Delphine Vallantine, yes, I inherited some of her mannerisms and speech patterns, but her manor? It sits empty at the south edge of town, no one lives there now, and unless another aristocrat purchases it, it will crumble into ruins. I have no right to that home or the riches that she earned during her lifetime. If you become one of us, you lose absolutely everything, not only the physical objects, but your memories will be erased, not all of them, yes, but most of them. When you emerged from the machine, I doubt you’d remember me, Valerie, Rian, and Charles. None of us remember those things. Delphine and Ortensia had the most interaction with Charles in our past lives, but we don’t remember him.”  
 
    “I know that you’re trying to guide me away from the idea,” Josephine murmured. “But have you considered that a fresh start is what I want? Maybe I don’t want to remember the life that I’ve lived? If I go through with the experiment, I won’t remember that I was born a woman into a world where men are treated so terribly, or that my mother has gotten so sick from tuberculosis that I’m no longer able to visit her because I might contract it  too? Maybe I don’t want to remember the things I’ve seen when I put on the hood, mask, and dive deep into the tunnels of the underground black market. There are so many reasons why I would want this to happen, and you are the only people that can give it to me. Please, change my life and make me into your newest monster-girl. That’s the only thing I want.” 
 
    The blond aristocrat’s reply stunned my women into silence, and I finally knew that it was my turn to speak up. I wanted to give the heiress what she wanted, I really did, but right now, it would’ve been too much to handle all at once, and I needed to explain that to her.  
 
    “Josephine,” I uttered. “I understand that this world is too much. I understand it more than you will ever know, but this isn’t the solution to your problems. In fact, if we did transform you and make you part of the family, it would only cause more problems for us.”  
 
    “No, it won’t,” the blonde pleaded. “I… I can write a letter, saying I ran away because I’m a harlot or something like that. Or… Or we could make it look like another suicide, and I sign over all of my earthly treasures to you and your family. There are so many options or routes that we could take to cover this up. Please, Charles, I need this more than you know… I need some sort of relief.”  
 
    “But transforming you into a monster-girl won’t solve any of those things,” I replied. “Yes, it might take away all of the memories, but once you become a monster-girl, there is no going back. Your hardships will be even worse. You will come into this world as a new being with absolutely nothing, no ties to a wealthy, known family, but not only that, you won’t be accepted into society as you are now. Daisy is the only one of my monster-women that can go out into public with me because her ears and tail are easily hidden under clothes and bonnets. Rian and Valerie… they can’t. The only reason they were able to go to your party was that it was a masquerade and people were expected to wear elaborate costumes. When Daisy and I go into town for anything, Rian and Valerie have to stay here. There are no exceptions. The aristocrats would take one look at them and know that they aren’t ‘normal.’”  
 
    “So, you’re saying that you won’t do it?” Josephine whimpered, raised her eyes, and wiped away a single tear. “You won’t allow me to join your family? I see the love that you have for each other, and I long for it, Charles. I saw it before I even knew the whole situation. The first time I witnessed it at my mines, I wanted it for myself. Please… I just want to be loved by you and your women… allow me into your family, that’s all I ask.”  
 
    “If you’re still asking to be turned into a monster-girl, no,” I stated. “I can’t do that in good conscience, not now of all times. Ortensia committed suicide barely a week ago. Don’t you think it’d be a little too shocking for another well-known aristocrat to kill herself?” 
 
    “That’s why I said I could write a letter,” the blonde heiress assured me. “I’d write a letter, as you did with the Chief Constable. I even have proof that I’m part of the HU, we could leave that out in the open for the Duchess to find. No one would bat an eye if I were gone.”  
 
    “But don’t you see?” I asked. “It all falls apart after that. Not only was Edony still suspicious that I was involved with Ortensia’s death, if you went missing or ‘died,’ all of the blame would be placed on me again. Josephine, I don’t think you understand the amount of power you hold in your hands, and no, I’m not talking about your actual abilities. You’re a high-powered aristocrat, I believe at this time with Delphine gone, and your mines, you could soon be the richest and most powerful underneath the Duchess herself. You do know… you could do something with that ability. You could make some changes in this city if you really wanted to, and you have. You’ve saved hundreds of lives in the black market, but there is always more that you could do.”  
 
    “What are you trying to say, Charles?” Josephine sobbed. “That you’re rejecting me from your family? You won’t allow me to be a part of this even though I want to be so bad?”  
 
    “I never said that,” I shook my head. “I simply refused to turn you into a monster-girl.”  
 
    “Then what are you trying to say?” Valerie questioned. “I mean, if you want Josephine to be a part of our family, then let’s do it? I understand that we can’t make her into a monster-girl, but… there has to be something.”  
 
    “Please, let me be part of your family…” Josephine repeated. “As a monster-girl with a new beginning, please. Charles, I beg of you.”  
 
    “No,” I uttered.  
 
    The single word resounded around the room like the crack of a whip. All of my women turned, stared at me with open mouths and wide eyes. Josephine shuddered, weaved in her seat for a second, and then fell forward. The blonde aristocrat buried her face into her hands, sobbed into her palms, and shook with desperation. I wanted to reach out and comfort her, but I knew right now wasn’t the best moment. Deep within me, I knew that I couldn’t turn the heiress into a monster-girl, all of the problems that we’d finally overcome would pop up in our path again with renewed strength.  
 
    “W-What?” Josephine gasped. “You won’t?” 
 
    “I’m not going to turn you into a monster-girl… yet,” I grunted. “It’ll happen eventually, but right now, it’s too soon. Once things have died down, I will happily do that for you, but I’ve just learned some new information about the Duchess’ plan. I would have too much on my plate with that and dealing with the repercussions of creating a new monster-girl from a well-known aristocrat, do you understand?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” the heiress smiled through the tears. “Th-Thank you, Charles.”  
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” I chuckled. “But since we’re not doing it now, I have an idea.”  
 
    “Oooooo,” Valerie squealed. “What is it, Charles? Tell us, tell us, tell us!”  
 
    “We all know that Josephine is a high-powered, popular, and wealthy aristocrat,” I smiled. “As I already said, her prestige is on the level to be comparable with the Duchess’. Josephine has the power to persuade people, an ability that you and I don’t have. Yes, Daisy comes from a ‘powerful’ family, but she doesn’t have any standing in Edenhart. She wasn’t born or raised here, so the people won’t trust her as willingly.”  
 
    “So, Josephine is our ally… and?” the feline-woman asked. “What else?”  
 
    “If she’s willing,” I chuckled. “Our tool. We can get more information from anyone we want with her on our side. Josephine… think of it as an extension of HU. We can work together to change the duchy for the better.”  
 
    “What…” the blonde aristocrat gasped. “What do you mean, Charles? What would we be doing?” 
 
    “I need more information from the Duchess,” I stated. “She’s told me her plan, but I don’t know when they’re going to start executing it. They haven’t tested it out yet, but I know they’re going to soon. We need to find out when.”  
 
    “So, I would be something like a… spy?” Josephine asked. “I’d be going into the duchy and finding out more information about the experiments?”  
 
    “Something like that,” I nodded. “I’m sure she wouldn’t be willing to tell you. She already knows that you have a close relationship with Daisy and me, but…”  
 
    “My power,” Josephine whispered. “I could force her to tell me everything.”  
 
    “I didn’t tell you earlier,” I grunted. “But we came to your party partly to get information out of Lucien with… a truth serum I concocted. Unexpectedly, the Duchess drank it, too, and I learned of their new plans. Edony and Lucien told me everything except for when they were going to start experimenting… I need that information. The Duchess has to be stopped, Josephine, and we can do it together.”  
 
    “Do you think it’ll work?” the blonde aristocrat asked. “I know that my power works well, but… Edony is strong, stronger than anyone I have ever met. What if she resists me?”  
 
    “Can anyone resist you?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Well, no,” the stunning heiress smiled. “When I was growing up, my mother was willful and wanted me to do things the second she told me to, but I was stubborn. A lot of the time, I would use my power to trick her into thinking I’d done what she’d asked.”  
 
    “Will she remember that you questioned her?” Rian asked. “That’s what I’m most concerned about. Charles said that the truth serum would block the memories of the questioning if the dose was big enough. That’ll be more like a distant dream that she can’t fully remember. With your power, will she remember you asking her?”  
 
    “If I will it, then she won’t,” Josephine giggled. “The thing about my power is it isn’t all about controlling the mind. It’s more of… controlling the muscles and organs of the body, and what is the brain? Grey and white matter with a bit of muscle tissue thrown into the mix. It’s a bit difficult to explain. The mind is where my power manifests, but it’s almost as if I transfer my consciousness to their body and can use it as if it were my own. Every memory, every moment or word they’ve spoken, I know it all.”  
 
    “So…” I murmured. “When you moved my arm back in your tent at the mines…”  
 
    “Oh, you’re wondering if I peeked into your mind?” the heiress chuckled. “No, think of that as something like muscle movement. I didn’t control your mind, but only your body. If I wanted to control you, say the things I wanted you to say or do the things I wanted you to do, then I would have to dive deep into the confines of your mind.”  
 
    “I was worried for a second,” I laughed. “If you knew all of this information already, we wouldn’t have needed to tell you everything just now.”  
 
    “No,” Josephine smiled. “If I’d known then… I would’ve run to you with open arms and begged to become part of your family. I had no idea. I only thought you were a scientist that got on the Duchess’ bad side. I lusted after you, of course, and dreamed about being your Mistress, but even that isn’t real.”  
 
    “It’s only real when we’re out in public,” Daisy tittered. “At home, Charles and I are equals. He’s the one who created me, and I love him more than life itself.”  
 
    “It’s just kind of funny,” Rian commented. “Josephine fell in love with Charles, and she’s the only one here who doesn’t have a droplet of his blood in their veins.”  
 
    “That’s very true,” I nodded. “But attraction like this happens naturally. Of course, I thought Josephine was beautiful from the moment I laid my eyes on her, but in our society, I couldn’t tell her so or act upon my feelings.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad that we’ve gotten past that point,” the blonde aristocrat grinned. “I’ve pined after you for long enough.”  
 
    “Awwww!” Valerie cried. “Isn’t that romantic? I’m so glad that you’re here, Josephine. I’m a little sad that we won’t get a new monster-girl, but you get to be my sister anyways! This is so exciting!”  
 
    “So, Charles,” Josephine uttered. “What do we do now?”  
 
    “I think you should become my Mistress,” I uttered. “Or something like a benefactor. Not unlike what Edony was to me for a long time.” 
 
    “What?” the stunning aristocrat gasped. “Y-Your Mistress? Isn’t Daisy already in that position?”  
 
    “Not if you buy her out,” I grinned. “Isn’t that the proper way to attain a consort? I know to buy out the consort directly is frowned upon, but if you ‘purchase’ me from Daisy Browning, none of the other aristocrats would ask questions.”  
 
    “That’s very true,” the heiress breathed. “But what would the meaning of this be? What would change except the person who ‘owns’ you?”  
 
    “Well, before when you begged me to change you into a monster-girl,” I started. “You offered me your money and your manor. If I become your consort, then they belong to me, too, well, not technically, but to us in secret, they will.” 
 
    “Or you could become something like a courtesan,” Josephine offered. “That way you won’t have to ‘sever’ ties between the two of us.”  
 
    “A courtesan?” I murmured. “I don’t think I’ve heard that term before.”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” the gorgeous aristocrat nodded. “It’s something new I learned about the last time I went to the capital. They’re male consorts shared by different aristocrats. They draw up contracts with two or more women, visit them on certain days of the week, and of course… ahem… service them. They even join their Mistresses out in public to parties, and other things like that. We could set it up to look as if you were a courtesan, but not only that, if the other aristocrats hear about it, they’ll be even more interested. Anything new from the capital spreads like wildfire. The best part of it is the men who are courtesans are paid three times as much as an average consort.”  
 
    “Consorts are… paid?” Valerie gasped. “I thought you set up a contract with them and then… they just did stuff for you.”  
 
    “Well, it depends entirely on the consort,” Josephine explained. “Some of them want protection, which is the guise I assume you used for you and Ms. Browning. Many of them use it for home and board. If it weren’t for their Mistresses, a lot of them would be homeless and jobless. Some of the consorts receive allowances, I’ve never owned any, but I did have an ongoing contract with a young man from a good family in the hopes that he would give me an heir. He’s lived in a small cottage on my property for about two years, and every month, he paid a visit to the manor house at a specific time of the month.”  
 
    “Josephine…” Daisy murmured. “I must ask you, have you ever conceived?”  
 
    “Sadly, no,” the blonde smiled sadly. “It’s been two years, and I’m unsure if the issue is with my consort or… me. I had to let him go because it was pointless to keep him around if I couldn’t get pregnant.”  
 
    “I also have something to ask,” Rian uttered. “If… If you were to have a boy, would you have kept him or sent him away to the boarding schools that Charles told us about.”  
 
    “That’s a tough question to answer,” the stunning noble breathed. “I would like to think that, yes, I would keep my child if it were a boy, but… if the other aristocrats found out that I’d kept and raised a ‘brute’ in my home, I would be outed as a harlot. None of the other noblewomen keep their sons. They toss them away to boarding schools as soon as they emerge from their bodies. I like to think I would’ve kept it in secret, raised it as a stable boy or something like that, and watched over him. We all know if that were to happen… I could never be his mother. No man or boy in this world has a ‘mother,’. They are nothing more than birth-givers, and no one will see it otherwise. I know once I slipped up and called one of Lilliana’s children her son and all of them turned to me with such angry expressions. Thankfully, I covered it up like a slip of the tongue, but… if they hear me talking that way too much, I’ll be exiled or even worse, sent to an insane asylum for being a harlot.”  
 
    “Charles will spawn a child with you,” the red-skinned imp-woman boomed. “He has promised all of us marriages and children, and we wholeheartedly trust him. He wants nothing more than to make us his wives and spill fertile seed in our wombs.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t put it so plainly,” I chuckled. “But… it’s true. I have promised them that. In the future, I will marry them, make them my wives, and give them as many children as they want.” 
 
    “Jo-Josephine?” the feline-woman stuttered. “I actually have something I have to admit.”  
 
    “What is it?” the blonde chuckled. “I’m all ears.”  
 
    “I was there when they went to the mines,” Valerie started. “And… I kind of… sort of… snuck into your tent a few times.”  
 
    “You did?” Josephine grinned. “Find anything interesting?”  
 
    “Well, I may have… accidentally… opened a trunk I found under your bed.” the ash-blonde murmured. 
 
    “Oh? Oh… Ohhhhh…” the aristocrat flushed three different shades of red. “So, you found my harlequin romance novels.”  
 
    “Your naughty books,” Valerie corrected. “I may or may not have… read all of them.”  
 
    “Did you like them?” Josephine asked. 
 
    The blonde heiress didn’t seem upset, in fact, she leaned forward in her seat, clasped her hands together, and grinned over at Valerie. I’d thought for a moment that she’d be upset, but the gorgeous aristocrat wasn’t that type of person. Though I did hope that Valerie wouldn’t tell her she’d read her diary, that probably wouldn’t go over well.  
 
    “I did!” the ash-blonde giggled. “They had so much romance stuff in it. None of the books Charles has in his library have any kissing or sex. I especially like the one with the girl named Verona and the man named Raphael. That one was so good and exciting!”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” the blonde-haired woman grinned. “That one is a classic, ‘Splendor in the Vineyard’ is what it’s called. All of those books have been passed down in my family for generations. They were originally my great-great-great-great-grandmothers. I have more in my library back home if you’d like to take a look at them.” 
 
    “Yes!” the feline-woman cried. “I’d love to do that! Maybe I could write some, and we can add them to your collection!”  
 
    “Of course!” Josephine clapped. “That sounds wonderful to me! Maybe when we have some downtime, we can write something out, but right now… I think we have something on our hands that’s a wee bit more important.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Valerie nodded. “Go on, Charles. I’m sorry I distracted everyone.”  
 
    “No, it’s quite alright,” I smiled. “So, we’ll say that I’m your courtesan, and I work beneath both you and Daisy.”  
 
    “When should I go see the Duchess?” Josephine asked. “To get the information that you need?”  
 
    “As soon as possible,” I stood from the arm of the couch, came around it, and then leaned my palms against the back. “I’d say within the next few days. I’ll come to visit you two or three times during the week, or if you’d like, you can stay the night with us at the manor as much as you want.” 
 
    “I’d say I’d like to live here, but you and I both know that’s not possible right now,” Josephine sighed. “The other aristocrats would think it’s strange and suspicious. It’d be best if we went back and forth between my manor and yours. I’ll send a courier to Edony’s duchy tomorrow morning. If I don’t hear back from her by the afternoon, I’m sure that I can visit her in the next coming days, and I’ll get the information you need.” 
 
    “W-Wait,” Valerie gasped. “You’re leaving?”  
 
    “I think for tonight, I have to,” the blonde smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back, and we can spend as much time together as we want to.”  
 
    Josephine stood from the couch, smoothed out the wrinkles in her skirt, and then smiled down at my three women. The blonde aristocrat seemed to think for a moment, but the light in her eyes had changed from earlier, she looked happier than I’d ever seen her before. Josephine stepped around the coffee table, gazed at me, and then offered me her hand. I took it in my own, supported her elbow with my other hand, and then pulled her to me.  
 
    The heiress gasped lightly, giggled, flushed red, and then leaned her head back to look up into my eyes. I wanted to kiss her, but I wasn’t sure if it’d be right, would she accept it, or was it to soon? Before I could move a muscle, the aristocrat rose on her feet, closed her eyes, and brought her lips to mine. Electricity raced through my body, slammed up my spine, and raised goosebumps all over my flesh. When she pulled away, a light chuckle slipped from her lips, she turned, patted Valerie on the head, stroked Daisy’s cheek, and then gave Rian’s shoulder a tender squeeze.  
 
    “Once I hear back from the Duchess and visit her,” Josephine spoke. “I’ll come over right after and tell you everything I’ve learned. Don’t worry, Charles, I’ve waited for a long time for the downfall of the Duchess, and it seems… it might just happen because of you. So because of that I must thank you.”  
 
    “For what?” I asked, pressed my fingertips to my lips where she’d just kissed me, and smiled down at her.  
 
    “For giving me hope,” the heiress whispered. “I’ve spent my life hoping that Edony’s time and power would run out, and here it is. All because of you. Even if we have to kill the Duchess ourselves, we will see the beginning of a new age where men and women are allowed to love each other. It’s all thanks to you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    A few days passed, and we still hadn’t heard back from Josephine. I was worried that she’d gone to the Duchess’ and somehow had been caught but thankfully on the fourth day, a white carriage pulled into our drive. All of my women were inside of the house, and I stood in the gravel next to my hitched wagon and turned to wait for our guest.  
 
    Right as the elegant carriage pulled to a stop, the door slammed open, a white velvet heel stepped out, and Josephine appeared from inside. Her orange, cat-like eyes stayed on the ground for a second, lifted, and then a wide smile curled up the corners of her lips.  
 
    “Charles,” the heiress sighed. “Don’t you look dashing this morning?”  
 
    “I could say the same of you.”  
 
    Josephine did look prettier than ever before. Her honey-colored blonde hair flowed around her shoulders in loose waves, lifted off her shoulders in a gust of wind, and settled down her back. Her round, childlike cheeks flushed pink at my compliment, and she hurried forward, offered me a hand, and took mine in her own.  
 
    The young aristocrat wore a long sleeve orange and white striped dress with delicate lace around the neckline and sleeves. A wide, white bow was tied around her tiny waist, ruffles flowed out at the hips of her dress, and a golden pendant glittered against her pale, voluptuous chest. Josephine stepped forward, her pristine, white petticoats rustled against the gravel at our feet, her sensible low heels clicked lightly, and her smooth leather gloves felt almost buttery against my fingertips.  
 
    “Your dress matches your eyes perfectly,” I purred.  
 
    “My mother used to call it the color of fire,” the blonde giggled. “But when I think of fire, I always picture the blazing hot blue flames, not the muted tangerine of my eyes.”  
 
    “I think she was right,” I smiled. “It is the color of fire. Such a beautiful shade.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” the heiress giggled. “But, I’m sure you’re more excited to hear about what I learned from the Duchess than to stand here and admire my eyes all day.”  
 
    “I would gladly do that,” I chuckled. “But yet, come in. Valerie, Rian, and Daisy have repeatedly been asking about you. Valerie in particular.”  
 
    “I’m excited to see them,” Josephine grinned. “I’ve missed them very much. I even brought an overnight bag if… I could stay here tonight?”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “I’m sure they’ll be overjoyed to hear that.”  
 
    “Oh?” the blonde paused. “Charles? Were you going somewhere?”  
 
    Josephine paused for a moment, pointed toward the wagon filled with supplies, and the hitched horses, and then turned back to me.  
 
    “I’m so sorry if I interrupted you,” the aristocrat breathed. “I can come back at another time…”  
 
    “No, it’s quite alright.” I chuckled. “I just returned home. It’s actually funny, and I think we forgot to tell you in all of the tumult of the evening. We caught the nix in your lake. We’ve been keeping it in a small jar, but Daisy read that they need lots of space to swim. At least fifty gallons of water is the smallest. I just got back from the mercantile with some supplies for it. It won’t take me very long to build, so I’ll do it later today.”  
 
    “You caught it?” Josephine gasped. “I’ve been trying to get rid of the pesky nixes for at least a year, and you finally got the last one?”  
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “I told you that we use mythical creatures in the experiments, so when we saw it, we captured it for whenever we perform the next one.”  
 
    “Charles.” The blonde heiress murmured. “Do you mind if I watch you while you build it? If it’s too much of a bother, it’s fine. I can either return home or spend some time with your women, but I’d love to watch you work with your hands.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I breathed. “Of course, you can watch. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Where are you going to build the tank?” Josephine asked. “Down in your laboratory? I’ve been to the manor a few times, but I’m sad to say I’ve never seen it for myself.”  
 
    “I’ll show it to you once we’re done talking to the others,” I nodded. “Not only that, but there’s someone down there that’s very anxious to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh?” the stunning blonde asked. “You have someone staying in your laboratory?” 
 
    “Well, staying isn’t the right word,” I laughed. “He lives down there… well, uhm, it’s hard to explain. You’ll understand when you meet him.”  
 
    I offered Josephine my hand, took hers, hurried up the stairs, and swung the front door open. Bright afternoon sunlight flooded into the drawing-room as we passed it, and in the distance, I could hear the soft shuffling sounds of my women’s feet and their lowered voices.  
 
    “Rian! Valerie! Daisy!” I shouted. “Josephine is here!”  
 
    A loud crash reached our ears, a loud giggle, and then Valerie pounded down the hallway with her arms pumping at her sides.  
 
    “Josie! Josie!” the feline-woman cackled. “You’re finally here! We’ve missed you so, so much!”  
 
    The ash-blonde bent her knees, rolled across the floor, balanced on all fours, and then launched herself into the air toward the heiress. The aristocrat chuckled, rushed forward, held out her hands, and then caught the flying feline-woman in her arms. The heiress wobbled on her feet and almost went down, but I steadied her with my hand. The honey-blonde leaned back her head, grunted from the weight of the feline-girl, and then parted her lips to speak. 
 
    “Thank you,” Josephine gasped.  
 
    “Valerie,” I warned. “Get down. You’re too heavy for Ms. Josephine.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” the stunning heiress giggled. “I just wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “See?” Valerie cried. “I’m not too heavy! Josephine can handle it!” 
 
    The cat-girl closed her eyes, rubbed the top of her head against Josephine’s cheek, and purred so loudly that it echoed around the small hallway.  
 
    “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me ‘Josie’ before,” the heiress giggled. “My mother used to call me ‘Jo’ when I was little, but other than that, I’ve never had any nicknames.”  
 
    “Charles calls me Val sometimes,” the feline-woman nodded. “I originally got my name off of this weird, long metal thing I found in the laboratory. ‘Valstrom,’ I loved it so much, but then Charles changed it just a wee bit, and I loved it even more!”  
 
    “Valstrom?” Josephine asked. “Isn’t that a brand of wrenches?”  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “I’m surprised you’ve seen it. Most aristocrats have never even seen a wrench, let alone known the names that are written across them.”  
 
    “I’d like to believe that I’m pretty handy,” the blonde aristocrat chuckled. “I enjoy fixing things around the manor whenever I have the chance, but if I can’t, that’s when I call in one of my workers.” 
 
    Josephine set down Valerie, patted the feline-woman’s head, and then turned back toward me. I smiled gently at her, gestured with my arm toward the kitchen door, and then led her in.  
 
    “Oh, hello, Charles,” Daisy bubbled. “Josephine is here, too! Hello!”  
 
    “Good afternoon, Ms. Browning,” the heiress breathed. “What are you making? It smells delicious.”  
 
    “I was baking a few loaves of bread,” the brunette stated. “They should be done in a few hours or so.”  
 
    “Daisy,” I uttered. “Where’s Rian?”  
 
    “She’s in the conservatory,” the bear-girl pointed.  
 
    “Ah, perfect,” I smiled. “If you’d like to join us, Josephine is going to tell us what she found out from the Duchess.”  
 
    “I can assure you…” the blonde heiress muttered. “It’s not very much… The experience itself was terrifying, but the information she gave me wasn’t much more than you found out yourselves.”  
 
    Daisy brushed off her hands on a towel, set it down on the counter, untied her apron, hung it up on the wall hook, and then followed after us. Behind the small kitchen table, glass double doors led out into the conservatory, and though I didn’t spend much time out there, it was one of my favorite places in the manor. Since Rian’s creation, the red-skinned imp-woman had taken over the space, planted a few herbs, flowers, and other types of plants out there.  
 
    The doors opened up into a large, round room, the walls were made entirely out of frosted glass, and they stretched up into a perfect dome over our heads. Dark iron pieces of metal held the glass walls in place, and blooming vines crawled up their lengths. It was warmer in this part of the house, only by a few degrees, and much more humid. Even in the dead of winter, this section of the house stayed as hot as mid-July.  
 
    Different parts of the room were sectioned off into aisles with even more lush foliage, but directly in the middle of it was a medium-sized table with six chairs. I headed for it, pulled out a chair for Josephine, and then pushed her toward the table once she sat down.  
 
    “Rian?” I called. “Where are you?”  
 
    “Over here,” the black-haired beauty answered. “In the palm section. I’ll be right over.”  
 
    “Josephine is back!” Valerie cried. “She’s here with news from the Duchess.”  
 
    Rian appeared from the left of the room, gloves covering her hands, and a pair of shears in her grasp. The red-skinned woman dropped the tool on a small sliver cart, pulled off her gloves, brushed off her hands on her legs, smiled, and headed toward us. 
 
    “I doubt it was a pleasant visit,” the imp-woman replied. “But I’m anxious to hear what she found out.”  
 
    I sat down beside Josephine, all of the rest of my women settled in beside us, and then we all turned toward the heiress. The stunning aristocrat cleared her throat, placed her hands on the tabletop, knit her fingers together, and then began to speak.  
 
    “I visited the Duchess the day after I left here,” Josephine explained. “It’s now Tuesday, so I saw her on Sunday morning.”  
 
    “How was she?” I asked. “Did she seem… off?”  
 
    “Yes,” the blonde nodded. “At first, she seemed hungover, but the more time I spent with her, she seemed more… erratic. She definitely knew that something happened to her, but she told me that she couldn’t remember what. She said that she thought it had something to do with you and Lucien, but she couldn’t recall anything concrete. I assured her that it must’ve been a dream, or she must have spoken to you at the party, but she disagreed. I would’ve come the day I spoke to her or the day after, but I wanted to wait a few days.”  
 
    “Why?” Valerie asked. “Do you have a specific reason?”  
 
    “I wanted to see what the other aristocrats said,” Josephine added. “So, I spent a few days wandering around town, shopping, having luncheons with Adelia and Lilliana, and everyone that I spoke to felt the same. The first two days, Edony walled herself up in the duchy, but after that, she was seen in town utterly disheveled and accusing people of being ‘in on it.’ I’ve even heard that she’s locked Lucien in the laboratory permanently because she believes that you and him are in cahoots. I also heard a rumor that she attacked a group of male workers in the street, though that couldn’t be confirmed or denied.”  
 
    “Really?” I muttered. “And all of this is because of the truth serum?”  
 
    “Either that,” Josephine went on. “Or a combination of that and her own delusions.”  
 
    “I never expected her to react this way,” Daisy uttered. “The Duchess is always so calm and collected no matter what is going on. Do you think that the aftereffects of the truth serum caused her to lose touch with reality, or was it something else entirely?”  
 
    “When I saw her,” Josephine breathed. “She didn’t seem that bad. Yes, she was suspicious of everything I said, but she certainly wasn’t delusional or disheveled. She looked as she always does.”  
 
    “So,” I grunted. “Tell us what she told you.”  
 
    “Well, I sent a courier first, asking if I could join her for tea,” the heiress started. “She responded almost immediately. At least within an hour after I sent my request. I arrived at her manor later in the afternoon, and everything seemed fine. Her servants opened the gates for me, helped me from the carriage, and opened the front door for me. Edony greeted me at the top of the stairs, elegantly descended, and then guided me into her drawing-room. We spoke for a little bit, and over time, I started flexing my power on her. Small things, you see, making her grab the sugar bowl when she meant to grab her cup. She seemed to notice at first, and would furrow her brows, stare at the object in her hands, sigh, and then grab whatever she meant to in the first place, but over time, she stopped. That’s the thing about my ability. Once I use it on you a few times, you stop noticing that anything is abnormal. It feels… natural.”  
 
    “Did you talk about her plans there?” Daisy asked. “While you were drinking tea?”  
 
    “No,” Josephine breathed. “Edony had other ideas…”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I murmured.  
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Duchess’ trophy room?” Josephine asked.  
 
    Daisy’s brows furrowed, Rian shook her head, but Valerie and I glanced at each other. The two of us had heard of it, briefly from Milton and his men back in the forest outside of the duchy.  
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. “But Rian and Daisy haven’t.”  
 
    “Then I must explain,” the blonde heiress shakily breathed. “Everyone knows, but the two of you may not, poaching around the manors, or poaching at all is illegal. Not only in Edenhart, but all over the country. Animals are seen as sacred, and because of our powers, they seek us out. No one knows why, but they do. I’ve known Edony for most of my life, we’re pretty close in age, and we’d have playdates when we were children. No one loves animals as fiercely as the Duchess, and she does everything she can to protect them.”  
 
    “But what does this have to do with her ‘trophy room’?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “Many men resort to poaching,” Josephine explained. “May it be for food, clothing, or for selling on the black market. I’ve heard of hunting parties, too, composed entirely of all aristocrats, but I know that Edony put a stop to them many years ago because it disgusted her. Most men who are caught poaching are executed. It’s a heinous crime and they spend the rest of their short lives in the dungeons because of it, but with Edony… she takes extreme measures when it comes to poaching.”  
 
    “What does she do?” the red-skinned imp-woman urged.  
 
    “If they’re caught on her property,” the heiress informed us. “They’re taken inside into the depths of the house, strapped down, and then… skinned alive, just like the animals would’ve been if they’d caught anything. The men in these situations die horrible, slow, and agonizing deaths, but that’s not the worst of it. Edony keeps the skins, frames them, and hangs them up on the walls like pieces of art in a museum. For the longest time, I didn’t believe the rumors about her ‘trophy room,’ but I’ve seen it with my own eyes now…”  
 
    “You saw it?” I growled.  
 
    “She showed it to me willingly,” the stunning blonde nodded. “She asked if I wanted to see her ‘most prized possessions’, and I agreed. I never in a million years would’ve thought it was human skins, but I shouldn’t have been surprised with the Duchess’ depravity. She told me that a lot of people find her installments ‘grotesque’, but ‘sometimes, you have to do something grotesque and horrifying to protect the things you love,’.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what the warden’s men told me,” I muttered. “You remember that, don’t you, Valerie?”  
 
    “Yes…” the ash-blonde breathed. “They said that you don’t understand the ‘installment’ the first few times you visit, but over time, you start to see what she means.”  
 
    “Each of them has nameplates,” the aristocrat explained. “With the date and time they were captured. There are two or three that are laid out across the marble floor like bear-skin rugs, and she walks across them as if they were nothing. It was… disgusting. I felt like I was going to vomit the entire time I was down there with her.”  
 
    “Is that where you questioned her?” I asked. “Down in the trophy room?”  
 
    “Yes,” the honey-blonde whimpered. “I figured it was the best time. She seemed totally at ease down there, and my powers would go unnoticed.”  
 
    “What did you ask her?” I probed.  
 
    “At first, I reiterated all of the questions you asked her at the party,” Josephine uttered. “I asked her what she and Lucien were planning, why they were doing it, and how they planned to do it. Then I asked when all of this would take place.”  
 
    “And?” I urged.  
 
    “Edony said they plan to start testing within the next week,” the gorgeous woman replied. “She said that they have to wait until she’s ovulating, but they may start sooner than expected. She also mentioned that they gave her some sort of… potion or drug that will stimulate her egg production. I didn’t understand any of it, but I figured all of the information that I got would be of use to you.” 
 
    “I only know what she means because of my doctoral background and all of the journals I’ve read,” I stated. “When she spoke about her eggs, she meant the eggs she will use to create the embryos. Every child born starts as a combined ovum and a spermatozoid, or a sperm cell. Ovulating is the time of the month where the egg drops through a woman’s fallopian tubes, rests in the uterus, and waits for sperm to fertilize it.”  
 
    “Oh, I understand now,” Josephine nodded. “I understand what ovulating is, but I’ve never heard of the term for it.”  
 
    “They’re starting next week?” I grunted. “That doesn’t give us very much time…”  
 
    “I forced her to show me the laboratory,” the honey-blonde blurted. “I even took notes of everything they had in there if you would like to take a look.”  
 
    Josephine reached into the pocket of her dress, searched around for a second, and then pulled out a small notebook. The blonde aristocrat flipped through the pages, found the right one, stuck her tongue out the corner of her lips, and then handed it over to me. I scanned the page for a second, reading over each of the items, it was clear that Josephine didn’t know the technical terms for a lot of the equipment, but each bullet had a short description.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. “Oval shaped tubs with glass coverings with retractable tubing? Do you remember how big they were?”  
 
    “Enormous,” the honey-blonde recalled. “Large enough for two or three men to lay down side by side. They were filled with this strange, neon yellow goo. I went near it, but Edony warned me not to touch it because it’s toxic. Charles, do you have any idea what it could be?”  
 
    “It sounds something like an incubator,” I stated. “But on a much larger scale. I’m unsure what the liquid inside of it could be.”  
 
    “Charles,” Rian interjected. “Didn’t you say that Lucien told you that they’re going to inject the embryos with chemicals or special potions made from other alchemists? Maybe that’s what the liquid inside the incubators is.”  
 
    “True,” I nodded. “They’ll probably put the fertilized eggs in the incubator, and the liquid will be absorbed into the amniotic sac.”  
 
    “I’ve heard through some other sources that the Duchess has gotten even worse than she was,” Josephine explained. “I heard that she killed one of her workers when he tried to enter her chambers and bring her breakfast. I’m not sure if she’s reacting this way because of your serum, her own delusions, my mind control, or a combination of all three factors. She’s never been like this before. The Edony I knew has always been calm and collected no matter what was happening.”  
 
    “It might be all of those together,” I nodded. “Along with her desperation to kill the Queen. When I worked for her, she’d come to the manor in such a blind rage. She was almost unrecognizable from the woman she is out in public.”  
 
    “What do you think we should do next, Charles?” Daisy probed.  
 
    “Edony already thinks that we’re involved with this,” I cupped my chin. “Even if we weren’t, we’d be the first that she’d look in to. So, I think we should write an anonymous letter that includes the information that we know she committed treason to lure the Duchess to us.”  
 
    “Are you so sure she will come?” Rian boomed.  
 
    “She’s spiraling out of control,” I went on. “She’s not in her right mind, and if she receives a letter taunting her with the threat of being found out, she’ll immediately assume it’s from me.”  
 
    “Bringing her straight to us,” Josephine grinned. “Brilliant, Charles, just brilliant.”  
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” Daisy giggled. “We all know how convincing my letters can be.”  
 
    “What does that mean, Charles?” the honey-blonde asked.  
 
    “I’ll explain it to you later,” I grinned, placed my hand on her shoulder, and gave it a tender squeeze. “So, we taunt the Duchess, bring her here, and then--” 
 
    “And then?” Rian echoed. “What happens after that? We have to have a plan.” 
 
    “Daisy and Josephine are waiting in the wings,” I instructed. “I get Edony to admit to everything, she screams that I don’t have proof or anything like that, and then, tada, two aristocrats appear out of the shadows.”  
 
    “But what if she attacks?” Rian offered. “The Duchess is incredibly powerful, and I doubt if we brought all of this to her, she would allow us to live.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I grunted, cupped my chin, and thought a bit harder. “We’ll have to figure something out for that.”  
 
    “I might be of some assistance here,” Josephine uttered. “I believe that I could neutralize her power while she’s here.”  
 
    “You can do that?” I asked.  
 
    “I believe so,” the blonde heiress nodded. “I’ve done it before a few times with my mother and other aristocratic women. When I enter into their minds, I can control everything for a few moments. Their thoughts, their words, and more importantly, their powers. I’ve already entered her mind once before, so I’m sure the Duchess would barely notice that I’m there.”  
 
    “Will it work?” I grunted. “I want to be sure that it’ll work and we won’t be blasted with the full force of a lightning bolt.”  
 
    “It will,” the honey-blonde nodded. “Here, let me demonstrate. Valerie, try to activate your power. Charles told me it’s invisibility, correct?” 
 
    “Yep!” the feline-woman giggled. “Here I go!”  
 
    Valerie’s blue eyes fluttered closed and she took a deep breath, but nothing happened. The cat-girl grunted under her breath, curled her hands into fists, and puffed out her cheeks. The gorgeous ash-blonde woman’s cheeks flushed pink and soft groans escaped her firmly pressed lips, but try as she might, her power never activated.  
 
    “See?” Josephine purred. “Go ahead and try it again, Valerie. It’ll work this time.”  
 
    The feline-woman nodded, clapped her hands in front of her, bowed her head, and then disappeared. Within seconds, the ash-blonde came back into view with an enormous grin.  
 
    “I did it that time!” Valerie cried. “Josephine, I can’t believe you did that! I knew that you could read minds, but I didn’t know you could completely neutralize someone’s power.”  
 
    “We’ll use it on the Duchess,” I stated. “We lure her here and trick her into admitting that she committed treason. When she tries to lash out, Josephine will knock out her power with her mind control.” 
 
    “And then crash, boom, bang!” the feline-woman cried. “We got her ass!”  
 
    “I’ll get to work on writing the letter,” Daisy chuckled, stood from the table, and then leaned across it. “This is so exciting… How many times have aristocrats showed up here and accused us of wrongdoings? It almost feels like this situation is the exact opposite, and I love it so much.”  
 
    The brunette smiled at each of us, turned, and hurried back into the central part of the house. I swiveled in my seat, took Josephine’s hand into mine, and gave it a soft squeeze.  
 
    “Are you going to build the tank for the nix now, Charles?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Josephine wanted to see the laboratory, and I said that I’d enjoy some company down there while building the tank. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like.”  
 
    “Maybe a little later,” the feline-woman giggled. “There’s a ball of yarn in the library that is just calling my name.”  
 
    “Clean up after yourself when you’re finished, please,” Daisy called through the open kitchen door.  
 
    “I wiiiill!” the cat-girl grumbled, hopped from her seat, waved to us, and then skipped inside the house. 
 
    “And you, Rian?” I inquired.  
 
    “I’ll probably help Daisy with the letter,” the red-skinned imp-woman smiled. “I’m still practicing my penmanship, and I hope that one day I’ll be able to be as good as Daisy is.”  
 
    The black-haired beauty stood from the table, patted Josephine on the top of the head, and then hurried out of the room.  
 
    “Shall we head to the laboratory?” I smiled. “I just have to bring down all of the supplies I bought at the mercantile.”  
 
    “Do you need any help?” the blonde asked, stood from her chair, and tilted her head. “I may be an aristocrat, but my arms work perfectly fine.”  
 
    “No, it’s quite alright,” I chuckled. “Come with me.”  
 
    I guided Josephine back into the kitchen, through the hall, into the foyer, and out onto the porch, The two of us hurried down the front steps, I paused at the wagon, grabbed the glass sheeting from the back, held them tightly in my arms, and then nodded toward the side of the house.  
 
    “It’s around that way,” I smiled. “The stairs will be on the left. You can’t miss them.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need any help?” the aristocrat asked. “I can carry some of those metal pieces you have in the back. They don’t look too heavy.”  
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “As long as you’re willing.”  
 
    Josephine nodded, grabbed the metal rods that would be the joints of the tank, held them loosely in her arms, and then followed after me. I stepped down the stairs, the temperature immediately dropped as we neared the laboratory, and I reached for the handle to the door.  
 
    “I just want you to prepare yourself, alright?” I grunted. “My… guest is a little different than most. He won’t talk to you, though, but it is… a bit shocking for most people.”  
 
    “I’m a noble, Charles,” Josephine giggled. “I’ve met a lot of different people. I’m sure I can handle whoever is waiting in there for me.”  
 
    “Alright,” I snickered. “Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”  
 
    I swung the corrugated door wide open, gestured with my head for the blonde to enter first, and then stepped in right after.  
 
    “Charles,” A.B.’s voice cried. “I’ve been waiting for you all damn day! What took you so long? I heard you speaking to someone outside, who was it? I… Oh… Oh-ho-ho, hello there.”  
 
    Josephine paused for a moment, the black, metal rods held tightly to her chest, her orange eyes narrowed, widened, and then her mouth dropped open in surprise.  
 
    “Charles?” the honey-blonde asked. “Is that… is that a brain?”  
 
    “Yep,” I chuckled. “That’s Abraham Benjamin, or A.B., for short.”  
 
    “Who’s the pretty blonde, Charles?” the brain purred. “Oh, my, my, I’ve never seen you before, come here often? Hang around musty laboratories a lot?”  
 
    “A.B., this is Josephine,” I tittered. “But she can’t hear you, so don’t try to talk to her.”  
 
    “Charles?” the aristocrat croaked. “Are you… are you talking to the floating brain? As if it were a living, breathing person?”  
 
    “Well, it’s quite difficult to explain,” I stated. “I found A.B. in the back of a curio shop a long, long time ago. I wouldn’t say I found him, he called out to me, spoke directly into my brain. I’m not sure how I can hear him, but Rian, Valerie, and Daisy can hear him, too, and I’m almost sure that it’s something to do with my blood.”  
 
    “So, when I eventually become a monster-girl,” the honey-blonde whispered. “I’ll be able to hear him, too?”  
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” I nodded. “Though I’m not entirely sure you want to be able to hear him, he’s a bit of a…”  
 
    “Comedian?” the brain called out. “Loverboy? A handsomely hilarious brain that everyone should love and adore?”  
 
    “A character,” I snorted. “But I’m sure you’ll love him.”  
 
    Josephine stepped forward toward A.B.’s tank, her breath came in and out in short gasps, her mouth hung open, and when she reached the water-filled container, she pressed her hands against it. For a moment, the golden-blonde stared into the bubbling solution and took in all of A.B.’s details with wide eyes.  
 
    I half expected her to pull away, scream, and run from the room as if I were a madman, but she didn’t. The aristocrat knelt down for a closer look, tilted her head, and then turned slightly to look back at me.  
 
    “Fascinating,” the heiress whispered. “He’s gorgeous… I’ve never seen anything like him before in my life. You said you procured him from a curio shop?” 
 
    “Gorgeous?” the brain gasped. “Did you hear that, Charles? She loves me! She really, really loves me!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled to the blonde woman, set down the glass panes in my hands, grabbed the metal rods from her loose grasp, and began to set up my workstation. “He was covered in a thick layer of algae, and he was severely shrunken. I brought him back here, cleansed him, dropped him in some hydrating solution, and brought him back from the brink of death.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say I was on the brink of death,” the brain cried. “I was still hearty and full of gusto!”  
 
    “Barely,” I shook my head.  
 
    “And he’s fully conscious?” Josephine asked. “He can speak to you and your women? Can he see?”  
 
    “He can speak to all of us,” I confirmed. “I think he can see, but I’m not entirely sure how since he doesn’t have eyes. He can hear us, even if we speak aloud or in our heads, he’s still capable of replying.”  
 
    “How strange,” the blonde murmured. “But so utterly fantastic. It’s unbelievable… but you’ve shown me some pretty strange and extraordinary things before, and they are all very real.”  
 
    Josephine stood up from her crouch, turned toward me again, smiled gently, and then settled herself down onto the wooden stool by my examination table. The heiress glanced over at the metal table, ran a finger across its cool, smooth surface, and then settled in. I smiled over my shoulder at her, brought over the glass panes, dragged the welder across the floor, and got to work on the tank for the nix.  
 
    I placed the welder’s helmet over my face, switched the welder on, and got to work on the tank for the nix. I knew in the future, whenever we created our next monster-girl, I’d probably have to build a bigger tank for her, but for right now, this would do for the magical beast.  
 
    First, I welded the metal rods together into the rough framework of the tank, attached a sheet of metal to the bottom, melted that into place, and then began to fit the panes of glass into the framework. I heated the edges of the glass, carefully enough not to crack it, and then laid the molten pieces against the metal. Since this was a smaller project, it didn’t take me very long, and only after thirty minutes or so, I leaned back on my heels and switched off the welder.  
 
    “Will you help me lift this onto the stand next to A.B.’s tank?” I asked. “It’s solid, but not very heavy. I need to fill it with water, add in a few key nutrients, and then we can place the nix within it.”  
 
    “Alright,” Josephine smiled, hopped up from the chair, and hurried over. “I can do that.”  
 
    I grabbed one side of it while the aristocrat grabbed the other, and we lifted it together. I smiled gently over at her, shifted the tank a little higher, and together, we brought the container over by A.B.. We set it down. I reached for the small length of hose attached to a faucet, placed one end of it into the tank, and switched it on.  
 
    “You said that you need to put nutrients into the water?” Josephine asked. “Why is that?”  
 
    “Well, most aquatic animals can only survive in certain types of environments,” I told her. “So, I concocted the nutrients to change the water into the same kind it would’ve been in your lake. Daisy told me about it. She reads all the books on them, and is our resident magical beast specialist.”  
 
    The tank filled quickly, and right before it reached the top, I switched the water off. I bent down, grabbed a small bottle on the shelf underneath the new tank, opened it, and then shook three large tablets into my hand. I tossed them into the water, watched them fizz for a moment, and then crossed the room toward the metal box we’d put the nix in. I lifted it easily from the ground, heard the soft singing from inside, chuckled under my breath, and brought the box closer.  
 
    “You may want to stand back a little bit,” I uttered. “I don’t want you to get your dress wet.”  
 
    “Oh,” the honey-blonde breathed. “Of course.”  
 
    Josephine shuffled backward a few steps, placed her hands loosely in front of her, and nodded at me to continue. I held the box steadily from underneath with one hand, reached up with my free one, and flipped the lid open. The singing was louder now, but I ignored it, tipped the metal box forward, and sloshed all of the lake water inside into the tank.  
 
    “Where is it?” Josephine gasped, hurried forward, and pressed her hands against the tank’s glass. “I knew they were in my lake, but I’ve never seen one up close.”  
 
    The bubbles obscured the nix from view for a few seconds, but as they settled, the small being slowly came into view. I’d never seen a nix either for that matter, so I crouched down beside the blonde aristocrat and leaned in close to the glass to get a better view.  
 
    The tiny creature almost looked like a minnow as it cut through the water, but as it changed direction, looped twice, and then burst past the glass, we got a better view of it. The small nix looked more like a human than a fish, maybe what I would imagine a mermaid to look like, but on a much smaller scale. The bottom half of the nix was like the tail of a fish, but when it turned again in the water, we saw that instead of a single fin, it had two leg-like appendages it used for propulsion. Both of them were covered in brightly colored scales that shifted and changed colors in the light, but the upper half of the nix looked like a miniature human, except its skin color was a grayish-green hue.  
 
    “They may be pests,” the heiress gasped. “But it’s so beautiful. Look at the way it moves… It just glides through the water as if it were flying.” 
 
    We fell silent for a moment as we watched the freed nix explore its new home. When I finally broke away from the trance-like state, I realized that Josephine tightly held my hand in her lap, my heart beat a bit faster, and our faces turned to face each other. The honey blonde’s face was illuminated by the changing colors of the nix’s scales, and I was awestruck by her striking beauty. Her plump lips parted as if she wanted to speak, but quickly closed when she leaned closer. We were inches from each other and on the verge of kissing when a voice from above called out to us.  
 
    “Charles!” Daisy cried. “I finished the letter! I’ve called for a courier, and they’ll be here soon to take it to the Duchess!”  
 
    “You’ve known the Duchess longer than I have,” I stated. “For most of your life, it seems. How long do you think it’ll take her before she shows up?”  
 
    “Edony’s intelligent, I know that for sure,” Josephine stated. “If she has a hunch about something, she will always follow it, no matter the obstacles in her path. So, if she thinks it’s you who sent the letter, she’ll appear tomorrow morning, and that’s at the latest… But if I know her well enough, she never waits… it’ll be tonight. She’ll come sometime tonight.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    We patiently waited for Edony to appear, but over the next few passing days, she never did. I had to wonder if the letter reached her at all, but Daisy watched the courier take it from the local drop box in town. If she had received it, was she plotting something? I had no way of finding out, not unless I went to the Duchess and revealed that the letter was from me. My women and I devised the plan that if nothing happened, we would write a second letter, this one more taunting than the first, and I would deliver it myself. Daisy wrote the letter, left it out for me, and it sat on the kitchen table waiting until the time was right. 
 
    I thumped down the stairs on the third day, turned toward the drawing-room, peeked in, and noticed Valerie lounging on one of the plush couches. The feline-woman laid on her stomach with a book held between her hands. Her legs swung through the air idly, and her long, chocolate brown tail twitched lazily through the air.  
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” I asked.  
 
    “Daisy is in the library,” the ash-blonde smiled. “Something about researching what other things that nixes can eat. Josephine went home for a bit, but she said she’d be back later with some bags of clothes since she wants to stay with us until the Duchess shows up.”  
 
    “And Rian?” I chuckled.  
 
    “She said something about fairies earlier?” the cat-girl squinted. “She said it was mentioned in a conversation a couple of days ago, and that they’re so delicious. I think she went out into the woods to catch some. I told her not to because, even though I’ve never seen a fairy in person, they’re too pretty to eat, but she didn’t listen. She was rummaging around in the carriage house for a little while, found a net, and then tramped off into the woods. She might be out back if you go looking for her.”  
 
    “I hope she knows that fairies only come out in the spring and summer,” I tittered. “But, I’ll go and look for her.”  
 
    “I tried to tell her that,” the ash-blonde giggled. “That’s exactly what Daisy told me, but Rian wouldn’t listen. You know how she gets when she’s hungry.”  
 
    A memory of Rian tipping over the kitchen table with hands filled with fried chicken legs, cheeks puffed out with a mouthful of mashed potatoes, and streaks of gravy smeared across her red skin flashed through my head, and I nodded.  
 
    “I’ll go and look for her,” I chuckled. “She couldn’t have gone very far.”  
 
    “You might want to take an axe with you,” the feline-woman chimed. “Or a knife or something. It’s late fall, so you know that bears are preparing for hibernation. Daisy said she could smell them wandering through the woods looking for food not far from here. I wouldn’t want you getting hurt out there.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I stated. “I think I have an ax in the carriage house. I’ll grab it before I head out.”  
 
    The feline-woman rolled over onto her back, held the book over her head, stretched her right leg up onto the back of the couch, and rested the left against the floor. Her sleek tail twitched slightly at the tip, smacked against the wooden floorboards, and then laid silent. I turned toward the front door, hurried out onto the porch, and then thumped down the stairs. The sky was just starting to darken, and it flooded the city of Edenhart below in a haze of golden oranges, bright yellows, and muted violets.  
 
    Fall was quickly approaching. Most of the trees except for the tall, towering pines had lost their leaves, and the long, billowing grass down the side of the hill was just starting to turn a sickly yellow with the absence of the summer heat. Pretty soon, I’d have to clean out the wood-burning stoves in the basement, clear out the fireplaces in each room, and chop down a few trees to keep the house warm. I had some wood stocked from the past year, but it wasn’t very much, so I’d have to fell about two or three pines to keep us covered for the coming winter.  
 
    I stepped inside of the carriage house, moved past the horses’ stalls, petted one on the snout as he whinnied at me, and then hurried to the back where I kept most of my storage. I threw open the cabinet door, glanced into the dim light, and grabbed the almost brand new axe I’d purchased a long time ago at Vallantine mercantile. I held the tool lightly, rested it against my shoulder, and trudged out of the carriage house. I headed toward the woods, listened in the distance for any noise, heard the soft shuffling sounds of feet, nodded once, and set off toward them.  
 
    The forest was almost silent, and I tried to remember the last time I’d ventured in here. It’d have to be back when I lived alone, shortly after the Duchess hired me, and offered the manor to me. Before then, I’d lived in small tents with little to no heat sources. Back then, in the winter, I never knew if I’d wake up in the morning or if I would succumb to the frigid cold of Edenhart’s severe winters. I was thankful I didn’t have to live that life anymore. I’d come so far and came out on the other end a changed man. I was almost thankful to the Duchess. She may have treated me horribly, but if it weren’t for her and the experiments, my women wouldn’t exist.  
 
    “Rian?” I cupped my free hand around my mouth and shouted. “Where are you? It’s getting dark, and you won’t be finding any fairies out during this time of year.”  
 
    “I’m over here, Charles,” the imp-woman shouted. “You’re right. I haven’t found any, but I did find a delicious burrow of rabbits. The little pests won’t come out and let me eat them. Come here, rabbitty-rabbit, I don’t want to hurt you. I just wanna eat you!”  
 
    “Rian, no,” I chuckled. “We have plenty of food back home. I’m sure you can find something just as delicious there, or you could ask Daisy to cook something up for you. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”  
 
    “You’re right,” the black-haired beauty sighed. “Where are you, Charles?”  
 
    “I’m over here,” I replied as I came around a tree, and finally, she came into view. “Ah, there you are.”  
 
    “It’s a beautiful night even if I didn’t catch anything,” Rian breathed. “I never thought I’d enjoy life on the surface as much as I do. Down in the mines, it was always warm. The earth keeps us at just the right temperature even during the changing seasons.”  
 
    “Why would you want to eat fairies anyway?” I laughed. “They’re beautiful creatures that don’t hurt anyone. I’m sure we could find some other food that’s taste compares to theirs.”  
 
    “No, Charles, you don’t understand,” the imp-woman grinned. “The wings are the best part of them, especially when they’re roasted over an open fire. They get all crispy, almost like the fried potatoes that Daisy makes occasionally, but they’re even better than that. Their taste is meat-like, but with a hint of spiciness and sweetness. It’s such a strange flavor, and I’m not sure how to describe it.”  
 
    “I bet they are,” I nodded. “But, I’m not sure if Daisy told you this, but fairies are nearly extinct, or at least they are in this region of the country. It’s difficult for them to survive in the winter, and every year, their numbers drop.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” Rian asked. “All of the books that Daisy has on the beasts are from years ago. They wouldn’t have that type of information in them.”  
 
    “Everyone knows,” I grunted. “When I was a child, we would see them pretty often. Now you might go many years between sightings.”  
 
    “Let’s go back to the house,” the imp-woman sighed, stood up from her crouch, brushed off her hands, and waltzed toward me. “I’m quite hungry, and I don’t think I’ll find anything out here that’ll let me eat it.”  
 
    “I don’t think any creature on this earth would ‘let you eat it,’” I tittered. “But sure. Daisy would be delighted to whip something up for you.”  
 
    I offered Rian my hand, took hers into my own, pulled her close to my side, and wrapped an arm around her waist. The imp-woman’s orange eyes glowed in the darkness, she turned her head toward me, smiled, and then her gaze settled on the axe resting on my shoulder.  
 
    “What is that for?” the red-skinned woman asked. “You could’ve given it to me, and I would’ve been able to dig out those pesky rabbits.”  
 
    “Winter is coming,” I uttered. “The bears are starting to prepare for hibernation, so I just wanted to be careful in case one of them appeared out of the woods and attacked us.”  
 
    Rian immediately paused, her mouth dropped open, her hand slammed down in the middle of my back, and slammed me down to the ground. Something whizzed through the air, passed through the space where my head had just been, and buried itself deep into the meat of a tall pine. The ax fell from my hands, landed in the scattered leaves with a dull thud a few feet away, and I scrambled across the ground for it. I lifted my eyes toward the tree, in the darkness, I couldn’t tell exactly what it was that blasted above us, but it was long, pointed, and at the very end, scarlet feathers rustled in a slight breeze.  
 
    “It’s not a bear you have to worry about,” a deep booming voice growled. “It’s me.”  
 
    I turned, gazed over my shoulder, and watched as a man entirely clothed in black emerged from the shadows. He held a bow loosely in one hand, reached back with his other, and grasped a second arrow. In a split second, the man dipped the tip of the shaft into a small canister attached to the quiver on his back, loaded the bolt into the crook of the bow, and took aim.  
 
    I barely had time to think before the dark-clothed man pulled back the bowstring, closed an eye, and let the arrow fly. I wasn’t entirely sure what he’d dipped the pointed tip in, but I could only guess it was some type of poison.  
 
    “Charles!” Rian barked.  
 
    I tucked my arms into my body, followed the trajectory of the coming arrow, and rolled to the left. I slammed my right hand out, rolled over the ax, gripped it tightly in my palm, and then hopped to my feet. This was going to be difficult. He had a long-range weapon while I had a close-range one, and I had to move in before he had the chance to fire another arrow.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest like the thrumming wings of a hummingbird, sweat beaded on the surface of my forehead, and the hairs at the back of my neck stood up, but surprisingly, I felt eerily calm. Was it because I’d been through other situations like this and survived despite the odds stacked against me? I held the axe loosely in one hand, gripped it in both of my palms, and calmed my breathing. I had one chance at this, not only that, but I had no idea if the attacker had another weapon on him.  
 
    If I got close enough, he could easily drop the bow, grab another concealed armament, and attack without warning. I had to be careful, I wasn’t just protecting my life, but if he killed me, he could go into the house and find my other women. I wasn’t sure what his mission was, if it was just to kill me or Daisy and me, but all I knew was I had to destroy him before he made it any closer to the manor.  
 
    I couldn’t lean on Rian in this situation, I had sworn to protect her, and her sisters, but not only that, the imp-woman’s powers hadn’t manifested yet. Sure, she could use her horns, taloned fingers, and the tip of her tail as weapons, but that also meant she had to get in close, and I wouldn’t allow that, not when I knew there was a chance of her getting hurt.  
 
    I had to do this to protect the manor, but more importantly, my women.  
 
    “Who sent you?” I barked. “The Duchess? Is that why she took so long? Did she send a puny man to do her work for her? How pathetic.”  
 
    “The Duchess sends her regards,” the man in black chuckled. “She’s a little busy at the moment, and couldn’t come herself, but you’ll be dead anyway, so why should it matter if I did it? She’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you’re dead.”  
 
    With a roar, I launched myself forward, raised the ax over my head, weaved through the trees so he couldn’t get a mark on me, and closed the distance between us. The man clothed in black smirked, held the bow tightly in his hands, shifted to the left, and changed his aim away from me.  
 
    “Too bad the order wasn’t to kill just you,” the attacker bellowed. “Say goodbye, Daisy Browning!”  
 
    “Rian!” I roared. “Move!”  
 
    The man in black let go of the bowstring with a twang, reached for another arrow, all while keeping an eye on Rian and me. A flash of orange light burst through the forest, and I barely had time to register what just happened. The last time I saw the arrow, it’d been flying through the air straight for Rian, but now it was gone. I quickly examined the forest floor and found it a few feet away consumed entirely in blue flames.  
 
    How did that happen? One minute the arrow was cutting through the air straight for the imp-woman, and next thing, it was incinerated to dust. The man in black’s mouth dropped open, his eyes widened, and he half-turned toward me as he reached for another arrow.  
 
    I growled under my breath, shifted my feet, and changed direction as I held the axe high over my head. I couldn’t turn back now, and even if I did, it wouldn’t make a difference. I knew that Rian could defend herself from a flying arrow, but that didn’t stop me from worrying about her and her safety.  
 
    The red-skinned imp-woman stood from the ground, brushed off her shoulder, rose to her full height, and took a decisive step forward. I never felt afraid around my women, but there was something in Rian’s eyes that chilled me to the bone. She didn’t look like the boisterous, playful imp-woman that I knew so well. She looked like a predator.  
 
    The next arrow flew straight at her, aimed directly at her head, but the black-haired beauty didn’t move out of the way. My hands tightened on the ax, my feet pounded against the soft earth, and I screamed at the top of my lungs.  
 
    “Rian!” I thundered.  
 
    The black-haired imp-woman didn’t respond, but kept her orange eyes on the moving arrow. At the last moment, Rian’s hands clenched into tight fists, and she stepped forward. Rather than burying itself into her face, the arrow exploded into flames with a loud crackle. My breathing stopped, even my hammering heart paused against its onslaught against my ribs, and both the man clothed in black and I stared in the direction of the imp-woman.  
 
    “W-What?” the man croaked. “What was that?” 
 
    “Rian?” I questioned.  
 
    The imp-woman stalked forward, but didn’t speak, raised her right fist fluidly through the air, uncurled her fingers, and then swiped upward toward the treetops. A roar ripped through the forest, and at first, I thought it was a wild beast, but a burst of light distracted me. The man, only a few feet away from me, screamed in agonizing pain, jumped from foot to foot as a wild blaze danced at his feet. The fire climbed up the legs of his pants, burned them away, and then licked at his bare flesh.  
 
    I didn’t have to think about what to do next, only move.  
 
    I raced forward, lifted the axe over my head once more, and then swung it down with an echoing roar. The blade of the axe glinted and reflected the light of the scorching fire, and for a second, I saw my own face on its surface. The man clothed in black, lifted his head, screamed in terror, and I finally saw his face. He looked like the average man, his skin was puckered from old acne scars, his eyes were a light sky blue, and his face was scruffy with a patch of unshaved facial hair.  
 
    In another life, we might have been acquaintances or even friends, but here, in the forest, he was merely an assassin sent by the Duchess, and I had no other choice than to kill him. Edony had sent him here to do the very same thing to me, and I couldn’t let any harm come to my women or me.  
 
    The axe in my hands connected with the crown of his skull, broke through the bone, and slowed as it passed through his soft grey matter. Blood sprayed into the air, droplets hit my face, but I ignored them and pulled the ax back. Before I could stop myself, I swung the axe down again. It hit the bone with a resounding crack, broke through a few inches away from my first hit, and sliced into his brain.  
 
    The attacker’s wails abruptly died in his throat, he wavered on his scorched legs, and then tumbled forward onto the leaf covered ground. In an instant, all of the flickering flames died out where he stood. I held the axe loosely in my hands, slumped my back, breathed hard, and then turned toward Rian.  
 
    “What…” I panted. “What was that?”  
 
    Rian sauntered closer, the unearthly glow in her eyes slowly stuttering out, she held her hands loosely at her sides, glared down at the man’s body, and parted her lips to speak.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the imp-woman breathed. “It started as a burning sensation in my belly when he first attacked you. I couldn’t take it anymore, the fire spread to my chest, through my hands, almost as if it were traveling through my veins, and finally manifested in my brain. All I had to do was… flex the power, and it flowed out of me. Charles, was that my power manifesting for the first time?”  
 
    “I believe so, yes,” I nodded. “It never happened like this before. Valerie’s happened purely by accident, Daisy’s was there from the moment she was born, but I guess yours came out when we needed it the most.”  
 
    “Oh, no, Charles,” the black-haired beauty whispered. “I singed your hair. I’m so sorry.”  
 
    The red-skinned imp-woman rushed forward, leaned her head back, ran a hand through my hair, and then held it up in the dim light.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “I needed a trim anyway. It’s getting quite long.”  
 
    “I could do it for you,” Rian whispered. “But I think your long hair makes you look more mysterious. Like in one of Daisy’s books, how they say, ‘tall, dark, and handsome,’ that’s how I see you, Charles.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” I chuckled, turned, and gazed down at the corpse at our feet. “Now… what are we going to do with him…”  
 
    Rian reached up, gripped my chin, turned my head to face her, and licked her lips seductively.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter right now,” the imp-woman simpered. “All I know is that I want you, Charles. He can wait until later.”  
 
    “What?” I chuckled. “Rian, we just killed a man. How can you be aroused right now?”  
 
    “I don’t know how to explain it, Charles,” the black-haired beauty purred. “Seeing you react that way, it was just so… primal. Like you didn’t care if you got hurt as long as I was safe. It did something to me… I knew you were the perfect mate, and now I’ve seen it. I need your seed inside of me right now, Charles, fill me to the brim with it. I want your babies growing in my womb.”  
 
    Rian’s hand snaked up between my legs, caressed my thigh, and then moved upward toward my member. As soon as her fingers made contact with it through the fabric of my trousers, my penis sprung to life and throbbed angrily against my underwear. I grunted under my breath, her hand stroked me softly and slowly at first, and then she moved faster with more purpose.  
 
    “Rian,” I grunted. “Oh, yes.”  
 
    I leaned my head back, gasped softly, the imp-woman pulled out the waistband of my pants, reached inside, and held my erect penis in her palm. She stroked me faster and faster until my chest rose and fell with gasping breaths, and I felt on the verge of orgasming when she suddenly pulled her hand away. The imp-woman sauntered away, quickly slipped out of her outfit, and leaned against a tree with her hips pushed out toward me.  
 
    “Come, Charles,” the red-skinned imp-woman purred. “Make love to me right here in the darkened forest where no one can see or hear us.”  
 
    “Yes, my love,” I breathed, reached for my belt, and slowly undid it.  
 
    My pants fell to the ground, I stepped out of them, pulled down my underwear, and placed them on top of the discarded clothes. I held my throbbing member in my hand, stroked it a few times, but the imp-woman shook her head and clicked her tongue.  
 
    “No, you shouldn’t be the one doing that,” she whispered. “It belongs inside of me, not in your hand.”  
 
    I pressed my body against hers. My member slipped in between her lips, rubbed against her slick lips, and I growled under my breath. My hands went to her enormous red-tinted breasts, grasped them, and took her hardened nipple into my mouth. I sucked on it, twirled my tongue around it, and then bit down on it slightly.  
 
    “Charles!” Rian screamed, dug her nails into my back, and rocked her hips against my hardened member. “Oh, yes, Charles, yes!”  
 
    I pulled away, and her nipple slid out of my mouth with a pop. I took my member into my hand again. I guided it toward her womanhood, rubbed it against her lips for a second, listened to her explosive moans, and then thrust into her. Pleasure rocketed through me, an explosive groan roared up my throat, and I gripped her by the hips.  
 
    Rian hooked her right leg around my waist, lifted her hips, and slid my penis all the way inside of her.  
 
    “Ohhh!” I gasped for air, hung my head back, and relished in the feeling of her velvety walls as they tightened around me. I held onto her hips tighter, pulled back, and thrust into her velvety tunnel. The black-haired woman’s back curled, her head rocked back, her lips opened, and she screamed at the darkened sky in ecstasy. 
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Rian cried. “Yes! More! More!”  
 
    I slammed into her, lifted her other leg, held them at my waist, and pounded into her savagely. The forest was filled with the wet sounds of our lovemaking, the slap of our bodies as they came together, and Rian’s echoing screams of pleasure. I held her against the tree, reached up with my free hand, grabbed one of her horns in my palm, and forced her head down toward me. I smashed my lips against hers, rocked my hips so fast that I couldn’t feel their movement anymore, and relished the convulsing of her core against my member.  
 
    Every inch of her felt like silk, and every time I thrust into her, I felt seconds away from cuming. Her body felt like a tightly curled spring underneath me, and when I moved within her vagina, it felt as if she were about to explode into a mind-blowing orgasm, but somehow, the imp-woman held it off. Her talons dug into my back, her hips bucked against me wildly, and I buried my right hand into her silky black locks.  
 
    I gripped the hair tightly in my fist, listened as her moans heightened, and tugged on it lightly at first.  
 
    “Harder, Charles,” the imp-woman begged. “Harder!” 
 
    As I yanked the hair downward, Rian’s mouth fell open, and she screamed so loud that my ears started to ring. I chuckled lightly, held the hair in my hand, and tugged on it with every thrust of my hips. Rian’s entire body shook and trembled against me, the sounds of her moans were airy now, almost desperate, and I could tell she was close.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I panted.  
 
    “Yes, Charles,” the red-skinned imp-woman pleaded. “Fill me with your seed. I need to feel it inside of me. Breed with me. Give me a baby. I want one so bad.” 
 
    I leaned my head back, let go of her hair, and gripped her by the hips. I pounded into her, fought off the rising orgasm, and timed my thrust along with her bucking hips. Suddenly, Rian’s convulsing walls tightened around me, loosened, and then gripped me so hard that I groaned out of pleasure.  
 
    “Yes!” Rian screamed at the top of her lungs. “Yes, Charles! Yes! Oh, Charles, it feels so good! Harder! Harder! Faster! Yes, Charles!”  
 
    Her voice echoed through the forest, filled it with life, and just as she asked, I moved harder. My penis plunged into her, hit the soft walls of her vagina, and then pulled back as she tightened around me even more. I felt the orgasm rising through my body now, it started in my groin, shot through my belly, and then circled the confines of my brain. I pumped into her, gasped for air, and then tensed as my penis hardened one last time.  
 
    “Rian!” I groaned. “By science, you feel so good!”  
 
    “I was made for you, Charles!” the imp-woman cried. “Made for you to love, care for, and breed with! Yes, come in me, Charles, I need it. I need to feel you pouring inside of me!” 
 
    Pleasure shot through my entire body, I roared to life, I slammed into her two last times, and spilled all of my frothy semen deep into her womb. Our climaxes lasted for a good minute, and we each cried out over and over again as my cock poured a gallon of seed into her eager body. 
 
    “Wooow,” I gasped for air after we both started to come down. Then I held on to her tightly and rested my head against her shoulder.  
 
    “Yes,” the red-skinned woman whispered. “Oh, yes… I needed that so badly.”  
 
    “It was wonderful,” I chuckled softly into her ear, pulled away, and gazed down at her stunning face.  
 
    “You gave me so much seed. I hope that my fertile womb will soon fill with your babies, Charles.” Rian held on to me tightly, smiled sweetly, and then cupped my skin in her fingers. The imp-woman brought my face closer to hers, pressed her lips to mine, and wrapped her arms around my neck. We stayed like this for a long time, just holding each other and catching our breaths.  
 
    Finally, I let go of her, pulled away, grinned, and grabbed my clothes from the forest floor. Rian hastily redressed, grabbed my trousers for me, and held them out to me. Both of us froze at the sound of a familiar voice in this distance.  
 
    “C-Charles?” the voice cried. “W-Where are you? I heard some strange noises. Valerie said you might’ve been attacked by a bear, and I should come looking for you… Oh! Oh… ohhh.”  
 
    “J-Josephine,” I grunted. “I didn’t expect you to--” 
 
    Josephine, Daisy, and Valerie trudged through the forest toward us, but the blonde aristocrat fell away from the group for a moment when she saw Rian and I joined together. Josephine’s orange cat-like eyes glowed in the darkness, and she gasped lightly in shock. I hastily pulled up my pants, buttoned them, and felt my cheeks flush red. 
 
    “There you are, Charles!” the feline-woman giggled as she appeared behind Josephine with Daisy in tow. “We were wondering where you ran off to! Oh-ho-ho! Soooo, that’s what you two were doing out here all alone.”  
 
    “I-I-I’m very sorry to have interrupted you!” the blonde aristocrat shrieked. “We’ll head back to the house now! Come on, Valerie!”  
 
    “Wait,” Daisy’s voice warned. “Charles… What is that? No… who is that? Did someone attack you?”  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “The Duchess sent him to kill me… not just me, but you too, Daisy.”  
 
    “What?” the brunette whispered. “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “He mentioned it before… you know, he died,” Rian stated. “He said it wasn’t only just Charles, but Daisy Browning, too.”  
 
    “She must have lost her mind,” Josephine commented. “In any other situation, she would’ve never tried to kill another aristocrat.”  
 
    “What?” Rian asked. “Why?”  
 
    “It’s against the law,” I breathed. “Even killing a consort with a Mistress is illegal. A regular man, sure, they won’t care about, but if he’s owned by another woman, they could be thrown into jail for a few days for that.”  
 
    “Seems like a horrible punishment,” Valerie rolled her eyes.  
 
    “What do we do with him?” Daisy asked. “Should we bury him?”  
 
    “No, that might be too suspicious,” I uttered. “Especially if the Duchess was the one who sent him. She’d know that he’s missing. I’ll cut him up, place him in the incinerator, and cremate him. That way there will be no proof that he was here.”  
 
    “Let’s get him inside, then,” the brunette urged. “The faster we get him in there, the faster we can get rid of the evidence.”  
 
    “Why is he all burnt up?” the feline-woman asked. “Oh, man, his head is all busted open? Who killed him? You, Rian?”  
 
    “No,” the imp-woman shook her head. “Charles dealt the fatal blows. I merely distracted him with fire.”  
 
    “Charles…” Josephine gasped. “I can’t believe…”  
 
    “He was threatening me,” I stated. “Not only that, but if he got through me, he would’ve killed Rian. I’m almost sure if he made it to the house, he would’ve killed all of you, too.”  
 
    “Then I’m glad he’s dead,” Valerie sang. “No one messes with our family and gets away with it!”  
 
    I looked at each of my women, and they crowded around me, leaned their heads back, and gazed lovingly into my face. My heart burned with pride, but also… regret. I’d scorned the Duchess and gotten all of us into this situation, but I wasn’t going to back down. They were my family, I was the head of the household, and I would do everything within my power to protect them.  
 
    “There are a lot of people in this world that would like to do us harm,” I grunted. “All of them are aristocrats or their cronies. I’m talking about the Duchess particularly. She’s hellbent on our destruction, she wants nothing more than to string me up in the courtyard of Edenhart for all to see, but as long as I’m living and breathing, that will never happen. No one will ever lay a hand on you, and if they do, they’ll have to deal with me. I swore to you from the moment you came into this world that I would care for you, and protect you. I intend to do that until my last dying breath and even then, when I pass on to the next world, I’ll continue looking out for you. I will protect you, no matter what happens to us, I will kill anyone who stands in our path and obstructs us from building a new world where all are accepted.” 
 
    “Charles!” Valerie cheered. “We’ll protect you, too!”  
 
    “Yes, Charles!” Rian shouted. “You are our mighty leader!”  
 
    “We believe in you, Charles,” Daisy giggled.  
 
    “Y-Yes,” Josephine echoed. “We will follow you to the ends of the earth if we have to.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “I may not have abilities like yours, but I have two hands to hold weapons, a brilliant mind to craft and build new things, and all of your support. We will survive, no… we will thrive together as a single unit, and anyone who tries to stop us will perish a painful death! We don’t know who will stand in our way next, but I can tell you this, we will rip them limb from limb without regret. No one will be spared.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    I spent the entire night dismembering the attacker’s body down in the laboratory. Daisy built up the fire in the incinerator, and when I finally finished the butchering, soaked in the man’s blood, we loaded his pieces inside. I cranked the heat up in the oven to close to eighteen hundred degrees, hastily closed the door, and covered my mouth and nose with a spare rag.  
 
    “How long will it take for the body to burn into ashes?” the brunette coughed, and then placed her nose and mouth into the crook of her elbow.  
 
    “Three hours,” I replied through the fabric. “That’s how long it’ll take to reduce it into bones and dust. Once it’s finished, we’ll allow the oven to cool for a day or two, remove the tray out of the bottom, and then scatter the ashes somewhere else. I was thinking the river that cuts through our property. We’ll sprinkle the ashes in the water, and no one will be the wiser. The cremation process might be faster than we think, though, since we cut him up first. I’ll just have to keep checking back every hour or so.”  
 
    Daisy stepped back, giggled into her arm, and flushed a bit pink. I raised an eyebrow at her, stepped toward the door of the laboratory, and gestured with my arm for her to follow after me.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.  
 
    “You’re a mess,” the brunette chuckled. “You’re covered head to toe in blood.”  
 
    “I mean, of course, I am,” I tittered. “I just finished up dismembering a body in an old bathtub. What else would you expect?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” the bear-girl smiled. “You should go get washed up.”  
 
    We stepped out into the fresh night air, took a few deep breaths, and then turned toward each other. The brunette glanced down at her right wrist, examined the watch I’d given her, and then gasped.  
 
    “My goodness, it’s nearly four in the morning…” Daisy gasped. “We should probably take baths and go to bed. I’m so glad we’re out of your laboratory, though.”  
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked.  
 
    “Because the smell,” Daisy explained. “It smells like cooking meat, like a rib-roast or a juicy steak, and I’m sure if someone else smelled it, they’d be hungry, but I know what that smell is. It’s a cooking body. So, it makes my mouth water, but… it also makes my stomach turn.”  
 
    “Well, you should be thanking me for having doctoral expertise,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Why do you say that, Charles?” the bear-girl probed.  
 
    “If I hadn’t,” I stated. “I would’ve been hacking blindly at the body. I could’ve nicked the stomach, and it would’ve let out all of the stomach acids. Stomach acid can melt metal, but the smell, oh, it’s horrible. I once sat in a symposium at an operating theatre, and one of the students cut the stomach open. The stomach acid came pouring out, melting everything it touched, but the smell was so much worse. They had to clear out the hall, open all of the windows, and wait a week until it’d cleared away completely.” 
 
    “That sounds horrible!” the bear-girl cried. “I’m glad you knew what you were doing. If it were me, Valerie, or Rian, we would’ve had no idea what to do.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I grinned. “As long as I’m here, none of you will have to do any of the gross or smelly stuff.”  
 
    “Except for when we have babies,” Daisy corrected. “We’ll be feeding, cleaning, and changing diapers.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I smiled. “But I’ll be sure to help out, too. I won’t leave it to all of you.”  
 
    Daisy and I hurried toward the front of the house and climbed up the stairs, but I paused as the bear-girl slipped inside. I leaned my head back, stared at the sky, and then furrowed my brows. It looked as if it were going to storm, but the clouds looked a little different than usual. Of course, heavy rains were normal in Edenhart during the fall, but these clouds didn’t look exactly… right to me. They swirled in a slow circle, almost as if a tornado was about to touch down, but as soon as a cone formed, it would break apart, and drift away.  
 
    “Hm,” I muttered to myself. “I’ll have to keep an eye out in case one fully forms. As much as my women will hate it, if one does come down, we’ll have to go down into the laboratory and hide out until it’s over.”  
 
    “Did you say something, Charles?” Daisy whispered through the open door.  
 
    “No, it’s nothing to worry about, my dear,” I lied. “Go on up to bed. I’ll be there after I get cleaned up.”  
 
    I didn’t want to scare her or my other women yet if it was just a false alarm. I studied the black clouds for a little bit longer, grunted, and then stepped inside the house. I already knew that I wouldn’t be sleeping much tonight, especially with the body burning downstairs and the possible threat of a tornado. I guessed I could take a long nap in the late afternoon if I needed it.  
 
    I stepped inside the foyer, closed the door behind me, and headed upstairs. Daisy’s back slipped inside of the master bedroom, the door clicked closed, and I headed for the bathroom. I’d wash up as best as I could, change into some clean clothes, and then fall into bed with the rest of my women. I’d spent hours dismembering the corpse, and now I was dead tired. I wanted nothing more than to fall face-first into bed and drift off to sleep surrounded by my women.  
 
    I filled the tub with hot water, stripped off my clothes, and then sunk into it. My back ached from sawing the attacker’s body into pieces, and the hot water soothed it away to a dull throb. I hurriedly washed my arms, soaped up my body, and scrubbed the blood away. It didn’t take me long to clean all of the red splatters from my skin, and when I finally climbed out of the tub, I felt entirely refreshed. I tossed the dirty shirt, pants, and underwear into the hamper, grabbed a towel from the rungs, and dried myself off.  
 
    As I let the water out of the tub, thunder boomed in the distance, and I paused for a second and listened to it. Maybe it would storm? It looked like it would earlier when I was outside with Daisy, but I was surprised that it was thundering.  
 
    I grabbed a clean shirt, underwear, and socks from the shelf by the sink, slipped into them, and then dried off my hair. The thunder was louder now, threateningly close to the house, and I stepped toward the window. I peered out of it, the clouds seemed darker than they did before, and they swirled much faster. As I watched, a single crackle of lightning struck down, hit a tree deeper in the woods, and a flash of sparks lifted into the air. It wasn’t close enough to the house for me to be worried, but it was still strange. A thunderstorm this late in the year? We usually had heavy rains, but rarely lightning and thunder.  
 
    I shrugged, hung up my used towel on the wall, and reached for the door handle right as another lightning strike touched down. It was much louder and closer this time, I guessed that it was probably within a few miles of the house. They seemed to be getting closer and closer by each passing second, so I imagined that the storm would pass over us pretty soon. I stepped out into the hall, held the door open, paused for a second, and then gazed out of the window once more.  
 
    Another lightning bolt came sizzling down, struck a much closer tree, and I squinted my eyes against the blinding light that flooded into the room.  
 
    “What in the hell?” I grunted. “How is it so close?”  
 
    I lifted my right foot to step toward the window once more, but an explosive sound stopped me in my tracks. This time it wasn’t a lightning strike, but the sound of someone pounding on our front door. I turned, stepped to the banister above the stairs, and gazed down toward the door. A dark silhouette flickered against the glass panes, but I couldn’t see who the person was yet.  
 
    “Who could that be now?” I grunted.  
 
    The pounding came even louder now, the door rattled in its frame, and it sounded as if the person outside was about to kick the whole damn thing in by their sheer force of will. The bedroom door behind me creaked open, Daisy leaned out, rubbed her eyes, and then tiptoed closer.  
 
    “What is that?” the brunette asked. “Is it storming? I heard the wind and the lightning, but that’s so loud.”  
 
    “Someone is at the door,” I whispered.  
 
    “At this time of night?” the bear-girl asked.  
 
    “What’s with all the noise?” Valerie complained as she emerged from the bedroom in her nightgown.  
 
    “Yeah,” Rian whined. “Why are you guys making so much noise?”  
 
    “It’s not us,” Daisy breathed. “Someone’s at the door…”  
 
    “Who could it be?” Josephine asked, stepped out of her private bedroom, and stepped closer. “It’s four-thirty in the morning. Why would someone be visiting at such a late hour?”  
 
    “It can only mean one thing,” I stated. “The Duchess has finally come to us.”  
 
    “She probably waited for her goon to come back and tell her he slaughtered us all,” the stunning brunette murmured. “And when he didn’t come back, she knew that something must have happened to him.”  
 
    “What do we do, Charles?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “What we planned to do from the beginning,” I stated, hurried down the steps, and then gestured for Daisy and Josephine to follow. “We trick her. You two, Rian, Valerie, go hide somewhere.”  
 
    The two monster-women nodded from above, turned, and then disappeared from view as they found the perfect hiding place. As I stepped down the last two stairs, I gestured into the drawing-room, and the other two women stepped into the darkness. I cleared my throat, stood up a little straighter, and then reached for the door handle. The frame of the door shook violently, but the person on the other side of it didn’t make a sound, not even a peep. I gripped the knob, twisted it, and swung the door open as I’d done so many times before. With my free hand, I flipped on the switch to the left of the door, and golden light flooded down over my shoulders. 
 
    Right as I stood face to face with the person outside, lightning struck down in the middle of my driveway. Gravel and dirt exploded into the air as if a bomb had just gone off, and it rained down in thick chunks. I raised my eyes, squared my shoulders, and looked directly into the Duchess’ face.  
 
    I’d never seen Edony in such a state. Her usually styled hair hung around her shoulders in soaked ringlets, her face was clean of makeup, and the dress she wore was quite plain compared to others I’d seen her wear. The Duchess’ thin face looked even gaunter, her skin unusually pale, and her slight frame looked on the verge of breaking. Her violet eyes burned into my face, her lips pulled back against her teeth, and she raised a single finger to point in my face.  
 
    But what caught my attention wasn’t the state of the Duchess, but the enormous mass of men standing below her in the gravel. All of them wore heavy armor and their faces were obscured from view by massive metal helmets. They stepped over the enormous hole the lightning had created and hurried into perfect formation at the edge of the stairs. Each of them held a weapon in their hands, and as the Duchess spoke, they shifted their position offensively. 
 
    “Chaaaaarles,” Edony hissed. “Raaaayburn.”  
 
    “Edony,” I gasped. “What are you doing here? Along with your entire guard?” 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid?” the Duchess barked. “The last time I showed up with five men, Ms. Browning slaughtered all of them! I came prepared this time.”  
 
    “Prepared for what?” I asked as my mind spun. “A fight? If it’s a battle you’re looking for, then I’m not interested. Ms. Browning and I are quite tired due to a busy social calendar, and we’d like to rest now. So, please leave.”  
 
    “No, I won’t leave until you tell me what you did to me!” the blonde aristocrat screamed. “I know you did something! You drugged me, or… or something! Something happened to me, and I know you’re one who did it!”  
 
    “Think rationally, Edony,” I urged. “How could I have done something to you? I haven’t seen you in weeks.”  
 
    “At Josephine’s party,” the Duchess gasped. “You were there. I know you were because I saw you! Y-You spoke to me about… something! I can’t recall exactly what it is, but I remember it! What did we talk about? What did you give me? What have you done to me, you madman?”  
 
    All of Edony’s guards stalked forward, held their weapons aloft, and let out a mighty roar. It seemed as if their Mistress’ anger only urged them on more, so I tried to formulate a plan in my head. What could I do to stop not only Edony, but her small army, too?  
 
    I was shaking in my goddamn boots, and my mind seemed to be grasping at vapors as it struggled to provide my mouth a solution to speak. 
 
    “I… I… haven’t touched a hair on your head!” I hissed. “Do you have proof that I did anything to you? Do you even have proof that I spoke to you? I remember the party quite well, and I didn’t come near you the entire time.”  
 
    “That’s a lie!” Edony roared, jabbed her finger into my face, and took a staggering step forward. “That’s a bald-faced lie, Charles Rayburn, and you know it! I know you spoke to Lucien and me! I just… I can’t remember what was said! I know it was you, I remember looking directly into your face as you spoke to us! Tell me now, or I will strike you down with a bolt of lightning.”  
 
    I was terrified of her and the power she wielded behind those fingertips along with the enormous guards behind her, but I felt a bit better knowing that my women waited in the wings. If the Duchess attacked, Daisy and Josephine would be right there, but I had to wonder, could Josephine’s mind control stop the Duchess from attacking? What about the small army behind her? Could we stop them all if they attacked? I wasn’t sure if it was possible… I had to do something and figure out a way to keep my family safe… but what could I do? Was there anything I could do that could stop them from murdering us right here?  
 
    Then a solution struck me just as suddenly if it was one of the duchess’ lighting bolts. 
 
    I knew how to wiggle out of this.  
 
    “Edony,” I breathed. “You’re in love with me, right? That’s what you told me at the party. I remember it very clearly.” 
 
    Edony’s face paled even more, her mouth hung open for a second like a dead trout, but just as suddenly she snapped back to attention. She brought back the hand she pointed toward me, curled it into a fist, and stepped into the foyer right in front of me.  
 
    “Stop it,” I growled in a low voice. “You’re in love with me, and we both know it. You told me that you want to kill the Queen. You also told me how you’re going to do it, but I think you should drop Lucien and work with me again.”  
 
    “W-What?” Edony gasped. “What the hell are you blabbering on about?”  
 
    “You can’t deny it anymore, Edony,” I stated. “I heard it from your very lips. You’re in love with me, and you want to kill the Queen. Before we get into all that, I have a few things I have to tell you.” 
 
    “What is it?” the blonde aristocrat gasped, her expression softened, and she stepped forward with her hands pressed to her chest.  
 
    My plan was working perfectly. 
 
    “I have feelings for you,” I lied. “I’ve been denying it this entire time, but my feelings for you are so strong that I can’t hold it in anymore. I’m in love with you, too, Edony. It feels so good to finally have all of this out in the open.” 
 
    The Duchess’ violet eyes widened, her mouth dropped open, and her hands fell limply to her waist. She seemed just as shocked as I had expected, and I wondered how my women waiting in the wings felt, since I had no time to run this plan past them since they were hiding and the Duchess was right here.  
 
    “Are you… are you… really?” Edony breathed.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “Of course. How could I not be? You are beautiful and powerful. I feel as if… well… Edony, we’ve quite made a mess of things. Haven’t we?” 
 
    “I almost can’t believe it,” she squeaked, “but the feelings fluttering in my chest tell me it’s true. Charles… finally. You see that my actions weren’t cruel and unusual. They were made because I didn’t understand this emotion rippling through me. I’m so glad we finally understand each other now… I love you more than I have ever loved anyone” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “I see that now. My darling, it’s been quite a bumpy ride on a wild bronco. But I must say that I think we can make this work.” 
 
    Edony leaned into my voice as if it were the most soothing sound in the world. Edony didn’t seem bothered by more news, in fact, she took a deep breath and a half step closer. She instinctively reached out for me but pulled back at the last second.  
 
    “We can?” Tears watered in her eyes and a smile curled at her lips, but she was still pulling back.  
 
    “I want to kill the Queen,” I breathed. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Edony drew back and her eyes blinked rapidly. Then she tilted her head, pressed her hand to her chest, and took an intrigued step forward. “What was that? I could have sworn you just said--” 
 
    “You heard me correctly,” I stated. “I want to kill the Queen with you. I love you, and she is your enemy. Allow me to help you destroy her, Edony. You deserve to rule in her place.”  
 
    “Charles!” Edony gasped. “I-I can’t believe my ears! None of this can be true… but for some reason, my heart is telling me it is.” 
 
    “I created super-soldiers,” I stated. “Not the ones that you’re expecting, but I managed to make them. I made them for you… my love.”  
 
    “What? Wait… No, what? You did?”Edony’s violet eyes widened  and her mouth opened and closed like a confused trout. She reached out for me, but I sidestepped her, held her by the arm, and guided her down the stairs. 
 
    “I’ve improved the machine,” I continued, “and I want to show you. Come down into the laboratory with me… You can experience the true meaning of ultimate power. Don’t you want that? To feel it rushing through your veins? The pure exhilaration? Unadulterated ecstasy?”  
 
    “M-My word!” the Duchess stammered. “Charles…” 
 
    “Can you ask your soldiers to leave?” I purred into her ear as we walked toward the entrance to my laboratory. “What I have to show you will take a while, and it would be a shame to leave them sitting out here all night.” 
 
    “Yes!” she squeaked again, and then she turned to her men. “You all can return to the barracks! I have no more need of you tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, Duchess!” The man in the nicest armor saluted, and then the group of men turned and began to march back away from my manor. 
 
    “Good, good, good,” I cooed as I reached the door to the laboratory and swung it open. I’d lulled her into a sense of false security. Sure, I could create the monster-women for her and help her take down the Queen, but at the end of all this, it wouldn’t be her sitting on the throne.  
 
    I would be. 
 
    “This is quite exciting, Charles,” she whispered as she eyed the dark stairwell that led to my machine. “I just knew you had figured it out. I am looking forward to you explaining to me just how it will work, and how we can use it to defeat my nemesis.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, my love. By the time this night is over, you will be intimately familiar with my machine, and you’ll know exactly what it is capable of.” I turned half way down the stairs and offered the Duchess my outstretched hand.  
 
    Edony glanced down at me nervously, pressed her lips together in a smile, and then took my hand. 
 
    Then I led her down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    End of book 3 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Making Monster Girls 3! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Making Monster Girls as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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